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About the Book


			A German princess with a guilty secret.

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

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

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

			The fourth of Henry’s queens.

			Her story.

		

	
		
			To John and Jo, with all my love.

			And to Beth, with thanks for your generous help.
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Part One


			Princess of Kleve

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1


			1530

			Anna peered through the window of the gatehouse, watching the chariot trundling through below, enjoying the rich sensuousness of the new silk gown she was wearing, and conscious of her parents’ expectations of her. At fourteen, she should have learned all the domestic graces, and to impress their guests with her virtues.

			Every summer, Vater – or Duke Johann III, as his subjects knew him – brought his wife and children here to the Schwanenburg, the great palace that towered on a steep rocky hill, dominating the mighty River Rhine and the fair city of Kleve. Joining them today for a short visit, were Onkel Otho von Wylich, the genial Lord of Gennep, and Tante Elisabeth, who never let anyone forget that she was the granddaughter of Duke Johann I. With them would be Otho, Onkel’s bastard son. For all the reputation of the court of Kleve for moral probity, bastards were not unwelcome there. Anna’s paternal grandfather, Duke Johann II, had had sixty-three of them; not for nothing had he been nicknamed ‘the Childmaker’. He had died when Anna was six, so her memories of him were vague, yet the living testimony to his prodigious fertility was all around her at court and in the great houses of Kleve. It seemed she was related to nearly everyone in the united duchies and counties of Kleve, Mark, Jülich, Berg, Ravensberg, Zutphen and Ravenstein, over which her father ruled.

			Duke Johann was lavishly dressed as usual, welcoming his guests as their chariot drew up at the gatehouse – dark hair sleekly cut, fringe and beard neatly trimmed, portly figure swathed in scarlet damask. Anna looked at him affectionately; he did love to make a show of his magnificence. At his command, his wife and children were attired in rich silks and adorned with gold chains. Anna stood in a row with her younger siblings Wilhelm and Amalia, who was fondly known as Emily in the family. Vater and Mutter had no need to remind their children to make their obeisances, for courtesy had been drummed into them since they had been in their cradles. Nor were they allowed to forget that they were royally descended from the kings of France and England, and were cousins to the mighty Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Vater’s overlord. Their awareness of that must be reflected in everything they did.

			As young Otho von Wylich stepped down, Anna’s heart almost stopped. To her, this cousin by marriage, two years older than she, seemed like a gift from God as he alighted on the cobbles. Oh, he was fair to look at, with his wavy, unruly chestnut locks and his high cheekbones, strong jaw, full lips and merry eyes, and he was charming too as he greeted everyone, displaying the proper deference to his host and hostess, with little of the gaucheness often seen in boys of his age. When he rose from his bow to Anna, his smile was devastating.

			She was already betrothed, as good as wed, and had been since the age of eleven. When people addressed her formally, they called her Madame la Marquise, for her future husband was Francis, Marquis of Pont-à-Mousson, eldest son of Antoine, Duke of Lorraine. They had never met – she had not even seen a portrait of him – and although she was always being reminded of her great destiny, the prospect of marriage still seemed unreal. Some of her dowry had already been paid, and she had long expected her wedding to take place as soon as Francis reached marriageable age at fourteen, this very year.

			She had been too young for a betrothal ceremony: her consent had been implicit in the contract her father had signed. She had accepted without question the husband chosen for her, having been schooled in her duty from infancy; but now, having seen Otho von Wylich, she wished for the first time that she was not spoken for. She could not drag her eyes away from Otho’s engaging smile.

			As she struggled to hide the fact that her world had just shifted seismically, Vater led the guests through the majestic Knight’s Hall, his serious, craggy features becoming animated as he pointed out the decorative sculptures to Otho.

			‘This hall is said to have been built by Julius Caesar,’ he said proudly.

			‘I well remember the great ceremonies that took place here,’ Tante Elisabeth said.

			Slowly, they processed through the state rooms. Anna was aware only of Otho, standing just inches away, and of his eyes on her.

			‘We had these apartments built on the model of the great French chateaux on the Loire,’ Vater boasted, waving a beringed hand at the fine furniture and tapestries. Anna saw her uncle and aunt exchange envious glances. Mutter seemed serenely unaware. All this splendour was no more than her due, for she had been a great heiress, and had brought Vater rich territories and titles. She graced the court of Kleve in a manner that was regal yet humble, as deferential as a woman should be. Both she and Vater were strict in maintaining the elaborate code of etiquette laid down by the dukes in the manner of their Burgundian ancestors; in matters of courtesy and style, the court of Burgundy had led fashionable Christendom for nearly a hundred years now. Mutter and Vater also welcomed new ideas from the magnificent court of France, not far to the west of Kleve, and from Italy, which permeated north by means of visitors travelling up the Rhine. Anna sometimes sensed that Vater’s court was too sophisticated and free-thinking for Mutter’s taste; it seemed much more liberal than the court of Jülich had been. But Mutter would never criticise what went on in Kleve.

			When they reached the private apartments, wine was served, the sparkling Elbling that Vater regularly had brought upriver from the vineyards on the Mosel. Onkel Otho and Tante Elisabeth accepted their goblets with alacrity. It was as well that it was not evening, for the rules at court were strict, and all wine, even the Duke’s, was locked away at nine o’clock by his Hofmeister, who took his duties very seriously.

			As they sipped from their goblets of finest Venetian glass, the adults talked, stiffly at first, then gradually relaxing, while their children sat silently listening, Anna intensely aware of Otho, who was sitting beside her.

			‘Your father has a wondrous palace,’ he said.

			‘I hope you will be able to see more of it,’ she replied. She felt sorry for him, for he had no hope of inheriting any great houses, even though it was no fault of his that he was a bastard. ‘But I am sure you live well in Gennep.’

			‘Not as well as you do here, Anna,’ he told her, with another of those devastating smiles, and she thrilled to hear her name on his tongue. ‘But I am fortunate. My father and stepmother treat me like their lawful son. They have no other children, you see.’

			‘But you have friends?’

			‘Yes, and I have my studies, and an amiable tutor. One day, I will have to make my own way in the world, probably in the Church.’

			‘Oh, no!’ she exclaimed, before she could stop herself. ‘I mean, you could surely have a happier life doing something else.’

			He grinned. ‘You are thinking of the pleasures I would have to give up,’ he said, making her blush. ‘Believe me, I think of them too. But I have no inheritance, Anna. It will all go to a cousin when my father dies. What else can I do?’

			‘Vater will find you a post here, or Dr Olisleger, his chancellor, I am sure!’

			‘How kind you are, Anna,’ he murmured. Their eyes met, and she read in his gaze all she could have hoped for. ‘I can think of nothing I would like more than being at the court of Kleve. It would mean I could see you more often.’

			His words took her breath away. ‘Then I will ask for you,’ she promised.

			She noticed her mother watching them, a slight frown on her face. Vater was warming to his favourite topic. She knew for a certainty that she would hear the name Erasmus before too long. The great humanist scholar was Vater’s hero, the man he admired above all others, and whose advice he sought on religious matters.

			‘Erasmus says the Church is not the Pope, the bishops and the clergy,’ he declared. ‘It is the whole Christian people.’

			Tante Elisabeth looked dubious, while Mutter’s expression remained inscrutable. Anna knew Mutter did not agree with Vater on religious matters. Devout as a nun, she was probably wincing inwardly to hear the Holy Father in Rome dismissed as if he were of no importance.

			‘Erasmus preaches universal peace and tolerance,’ Vater went on, oblivious. ‘There can be no higher ideal than that. It inspires the way I live my life, the way I govern my duchy and my court, and the way I nurture my children.’

			‘It is a high ideal,’ Onkel Otho observed, ‘but a dangerous one. Even if he does not intend to, Erasmus encourages those who attack the Church. It’s a short step from that to the heresies of Martin Luther.’

			‘Luther speaks sense in many ways,’ Vater countered. ‘There are abuses in the Church, and they need to be rectified.’

			‘My lord has banned Luther’s works,’ Mutter said quickly.

			‘I have indeed, twice,’ Vater confirmed. ‘But some of his protests against the Church are justified. No one should have to pay priests to forgive their sins and save them from Purgatory, and it’s wrong that the princes of the Church live in luxury when our Lord was a simple carpenter. But to deny five of the sacraments is plain heresy.’

			‘Your son-in-law would not agree with you,’ Onkel Otho replied.

			‘The Elector of Saxony has extreme views,’ Vater said, looking pained, ‘and I fear Sybilla has become infected with them, for a wife is bound to follow her husband. The Elector wants me to join his Schmalkaldic League of German Lutheran princes, but I will never do that.’

			‘Yet you allied yourself to him by marriage,’ Onkel Otho persisted. ‘You are linked to the League whether you like it or not.’ Now it was Mutter’s turn to look pained. It must have gone against all her beliefs to see her daughter given to a Protestant.

			It seemed an argument was stirring, but just then, the bell at the top of the Johannisturm in the inner courtyard chimed four o’clock, and Mutter seized her opportunity. Anna guessed she did not want her offspring hearing any more talk against the Church and the true faith in which she had nurtured them.

			‘Children,’ she said brightly, ‘why don’t you show your cousin Otho around the rest of the castle?’

			The young people all jumped to their feet, Anna secretly rejoicing.

			‘It will be our pleasure,’ thirteen-year-old Wilhelm said earnestly. Anna knew Otho would soon be receiving a lecture on the architecture of the Schwanenburg and the glorious history of Kleve – and she was right. As they returned through the state apartments, Wilhelm, who had all the virtues save a sense of humour, humility and empathy with others, started waxing forth on how he had been born here in the Schwanenburg and how rich and prosperous the duchy was.

			‘Our father is called Johann the Peaceful, because he rules so wisely,’ he boasted. ‘When he married our mother, she brought him Jülich and Berg, and lands stretching for four thousand miles. When I am duke of Kleve, I will inherit all that, and I will be as wise as my father.’

			Anna saw Otho smothering a smile.

			‘Otho did not come to hear all this, Bruder,’ she said. ‘It’s a beautiful day, and you’ve been excused lessons for the afternoon.’ She turned to Otho, and felt herself grow hot. ‘Would you like to go up the Schwanenturm? The views are wonderful, and I can tell you all about the legend of Lohengrin.’

			‘It’s too warm to climb all those stairs,’ Emily protested, her rosebud lips pursed in a pout.

			‘Emily, you are such a lazybones,’ Anna sighed.

			‘But I should love to see the views,’ Otho said, his twinkling eyes still on Anna, ‘and the exercise will be good for us.’

			‘I think Otho would prefer to see the Spiegelturm,’ Wilhelm said, as if Otho had not spoken. ‘The ducal archives are most interesting.’

			‘Oh, Wilhelm, it’s always what you want!’ Emily cried.

			‘You can take Otho there afterwards,’ Anna said firmly. ‘But first, he wants to see the Schwanenturm.’

			‘Then you take him,’ Wilhelm ordered. ‘I will go and look out some things I want to show him.’

			‘I’m coming with you,’ Emily said. ‘I can help find them.’

			‘You’re just too lazy to climb the stairs,’ Wilhelm scoffed, looking none too pleased at the prospect of his twelve-year-old sister’s company.

			‘Come,’ Anna said to Otho. ‘Let’s leave them to their squabbles.’ She led him away before Wilhelm could stop her. She had never known such luck. Her life was hemmed around with rules, ritual, sewing and her mother’s endless vigilance, and the chance of a short time alone with this most handsome youth was beyond her wildest imaginings; it was incredible that it had been afforded her so easily, without any effort on her part. It was an escapade of which Mutter might well have disapproved, for she had always enjoined that a young lady should never be alone with a man, lest her reputation be compromised. She had never explained exactly how that might happen, though it was clearly a dreadful thing. But Otho did not count, surely? He was family, and he was not much older than Anna.

			The mighty Schwanenturm loomed above them, its square shadow falling on the cobbled courtyard. Anna was headily aware of Otho walking just a pace behind her. She was glad she had donned her new red silk gown with its gold bodice embroidered with loops of pearls. She felt beautiful wearing such a dress, with her fair hair loose down her back. Sybilla, whose portrait showed off the slanting eyes and long golden tresses that had captivated the Elector, was the beauty of the family, everyone was agreed on that; but Anna revelled in the thought that she too could look pleasing.

			The guards on duty at the door stood to attention as they approached.

			‘My ancestor, Duke Adolf, built this tower,’ Anna said, pushing open the heavy door.

			‘Allow me,’ Otho said, taking its weight. Anna went ahead, lifting up her gorgeous skirt to ascend the stairs.

			‘The old tower fell down about a hundred years ago,’ she went on, trying to conceal her nervousness behind a barrage of facts. ‘Duke Adolf rebuilt it much bigger than before.’

			‘It’s certainly high!’ Otho said. ‘These steps go on for ever. Shall we rest for a moment?’

			Anna turned on the stairs to see him looking up admiringly at her.

			‘You are very pretty,’ he said, ‘and that gown becomes you so well.’ His eyes travelled up appreciatively from her slender waist to the swell of her breasts beneath the velvet bodice.

			Thrilled by his praise, she smiled down at him. She could not help herself. She knew she should not be allowing him to say such familiar things to her, or herself to acknowledge them. Yet she was bursting with such joy that she had no will to walk away, or to spoil the moment.

			They were slightly breathless by the time they ascended the final flight of stairs leading to the turret at the top of the tower and entered a narrow, sparsely furnished room with windows at each end. The Turkey carpet must have cost a fortune in its day, but it was now threadbare. Anna crossed to the window overlooking the river. Below, the town of Kleve lay spread out before her, a patchwork of red roofs and spires.

			Otho stood right behind her.

			‘It is a fair sight,’ he said, looking over her shoulder. She could feel his breath on her ear. ‘So tell me about Lohengrin.’ His voice was like a caress.

			Anna tried to focus on the legend she had promised to recount, but her mind was too overwhelmed by this strange, heady feeling. Was this love? She had seen how deeply her parents loved each other, and had learned, from listening to the ladies and maids gossiping, that love could also be a kind of madness that made people act like fools, as if they were out of their senses. It could make you ecstatically happy or desperately sad. And now, standing in this dusty little room, alone with a young man for the first time, she understood what it was to be powerfully attracted to someone. It was a glorious feeling, and frightening too, as if she were being impelled towards something momentous and dangerous, and had not the mastery to stop herself.

			But she must! She would soon be a married woman, and had been schooled in absolute loyalty to her husband-to-be.

			‘Do you know why this is called the Swan Tower?’ she asked Otho, forcing herself to collect her thoughts and speak. ‘I don’t suppose you hear much about the legends of Kleve in Limburg.’

			‘My mother used to tell me stories when I was little,’ he answered, ‘but I have forgotten them mostly.’

			‘Above us, on top of the turret, there is a golden weathervane,’ Anna said, a touch breathlessly. ‘It bears the swan that the old counts of Kleve blazoned on their coats of arms, in honour of the Knight of the Swan, the mysterious Lohengrin. See here.’ She turned and drew from her bodice an enamelled pendant. ‘This is my personal device. The two white swans stand for innocence and purity.’ Otho cradled her hand in his as he bent to look in her palm. Suddenly, he kissed her lightly on the wrist. It gave her the most pleasurable jolt.

			She was not quite mad – not yet. She had been taught that no virtuous woman would let a man kiss her until he made her his affianced bride. She withdrew her hand, and Otho straightened up.

			Her voice shook a little as she continued her story. ‘Lohengrin’s boat was guided by two white swans when he sailed along the Rhine long ago to visit a countess of Kleve named Elsa. She was in deep distress because her husband had died and a tyrant was trying to usurp his place by forcing her to wed him. Lohengrin came to her aid. He overthrew the tyrant and married her.’

			Otho’s eyes were shining into hers. ‘If she was as beauteous as another princess of Kleve I could mention – then I take my cap off to Lohengrin.’ His voice sounded a little hoarse.

			Anna’s cheeks suddenly felt very hot. She had no idea how to respond to such a compliment.

			‘He was a renowned hero,’ she said, struggling to act normally. ‘But on the day after their wedding, he made Elsa promise never to ask his name or his ancestry. Unknown to her, and to all, he was a knight of the Holy Grail and was often sent on secret missions. She agreed, and they lived very happily together, and had three fine sons. They were my ancestors.’

			‘You are going to tell me that it all went wrong,’ Otho said.

			‘It did. Elsa was desperate to know if her sons would have a great inheritance from their father. She could not contain herself, and asked him the question she had sworn never to ask. When she did, Lohengrin fell into anguish. He tore himself from her arms and left the castle – this very castle. And there, on the river, waiting for him, were the two swans with the boat that had brought him to Kleve. He sailed away in it, and was never seen again.’

			Otho was shaking his head, his eyes holding hers. ‘And what happened to Elsa?’

			‘She was so overcome with grief for her loss that she died. She had loved Lohengrin so much.’

			For the first time, it was dawning on Anna how terrible Elsa’s loss had been. That sad realisation must have been plain on her face, for, without preamble, Otho stepped forward and folded his arms around her, drawing her close to him. Before she could stop him, he had pressed his lips to hers and touched her tongue with his. It was the strangest thing, at once wonderful and repulsive. She had never dreamed that kissing could be like that, but she knew it was wrong to be doing it. What would her parents think of her?

			‘No,’ she said, pulling back.

			He held her fast in his embrace. ‘Yes!’ he breathed. ‘Please don’t deny us this pleasure! It can do no harm. You need not fear it.’

			‘I might have a baby,’ she protested, and was surprised when he laughed. ‘I might,’ she warned. ‘Mother Lowe told me kissing leads to babies.’

			‘And who is Mother Lowe?’ he asked, nuzzling her nose with his as she struggled half-heartedly to free herself.

			‘She is my nurse.’

			‘Little she knows! You can’t get a baby from kissing. It’s harmless. And you were enjoying it, I could tell.’ He was still holding her tight, grinning at her so engagingly that she felt her knees melt. It was thrilling, talking about such things with a man.

			He kissed her again, gently, tenderly this time, and then he was drawing her down on to the carpet, kissing her eyes and stroking her cheeks. His hands strayed elsewhere, and the glorious sensations he was awakening in her drowned out the alarums ringing in her head. He had said there was nothing to fear, and she believed him. He was a guest in her father’s house – a well-brought-up young man who, she could count on it, knew how to behave. And there was a rising, breathless excitement in him that she found infectious.

			‘Oh, Anna!’ he murmured, his eyes on hers as he twined her hair around his fingers, his breathing becoming more rapid and tremulous. ‘Let me love you! I will not hurt you.’ His lips closed on hers again, with greater fervour, and then he reached down, pulled her beautiful silk skirts and chemise aside and – to her astonishment – began gently touching her private parts. She did not resist him: she was too far immersed in feelings and sensations she had never dreamed of.

			‘As you have lips here,’ he whispered, caressing her mouth with his tongue, ‘so you have them here, for the same purpose.’ His fingertips moved rhythmically, exploring more boldly, and Anna felt the most exquisite pleasure mounting within her. There was no shock, just surprise at how little she had understood her own body – and no shame. Here it was, the madness of which the women had spoken! Had she lived until now?

			What followed was utterly glorious, and she gave herself up to it without further thought, being incapable of reason. A little pain – and then she was ascending to Heaven. As the pleasure mounted, she felt Otho’s body spasm. He cried out, and then, as he slowly relaxed on top of her, and inside her, holding her tightly and murmuring incoherent words of love, she was overcome by a wave of unstoppable ecstasy, building and building until she thought she would pass out.

			She lay there stunned as he turned his head to face her, and smiled.

			‘Did you enjoy our kissing, Anna?’

			She nodded, thinking how beautiful his eyes were.

			‘Oh, sweet Anna,’ Otho murmured, his lips on hers, ‘you loved it, didn’t you? I could tell.’

			‘Yes,’ she breathed. ‘I never dreamed there could be pleasure like that.’ She lay there in his arms, feeling blissful, wanting to prolong the moment for as long as possible.

			‘This is what God intended for men and women!’ he smiled.

			‘It wasn’t wrong, was it?’ Her sense of fitness was returning, and with it the awareness that she had been a party to something forbidden.

			‘Of course not.’ He released her and sat up, lacing his hose. ‘But let’s keep it as our secret. Our parents wouldn’t understand. They think such pleasures should be kept for marriage, but I see no harm in enjoying them before.’

			Anna began to feel guilty. Carried away on a tide of madness, she had betrayed the precepts drummed into her by her mother. But it had been so beautiful! Why, then, did she feel a creeping sense of dread? It was the fear of being found out, she realised; that was all. How could she regret something that had brought her such joy?

			‘Can we be married, Anna?’ Otho asked, gazing at her longingly.

			‘Oh, I do wish that!’ she cried. ‘But I am promised to the Duke of Lorraine’s son.’ Her voice caught in her throat.

			He stared at her. ‘I did not know.’

			She shook her head. ‘It is not what I want, but my father is set on an alliance with Lorraine.’ Belatedly, she realised that what she had done with Otho was meant to be saved for marriage; they had stolen what rightfully belonged to Francis.

			‘Betrothals can be broken,’ Otho said.

			Anna shook her head. ‘I doubt it.’ She felt tears welling, and knew her misery must be written plain on her face.

			She stood up, tidied herself and moved towards the door.

			‘Where are you going, Liebling?’ Otho asked, looking bewildered.

			‘We should go back. We have been here too long,’ she said.

			He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, long and yearningly, leaving her in no doubt as to his feelings. They belonged to each other now, and nothing could change that: it was what his lips were saying to her. She was drowning in emotion. She wanted the moment to go on for ever, but made herself break away. She dared not stay alone with him here any longer.

			‘I love you, Anna,’ she heard him whisper.

			Ignoring the soreness between her legs, she hastened down the stairs, bereft, and desperate to cry out her sorrow in her chamber, where there would be clean water, soap and towels to remove all trace of her sinfulness, and she could take off the gown of which she had been so proud, but which now bore the stains of her fall from grace. Otho was right. What had passed between them must remain a secret; besides, Anna did not have the words to describe what had happened. If her parents found out, she would be blamed. She should not have been alone with Otho in the first place, let alone allowed him to kiss her and lie with her. They would say he had dishonoured her, a princess of Kleve, when he was a guest in her father’s house. Yet it had not been like that! She had lain with him willingly – and she had been in ecstasy. Otho had said he loved her and had spoken of marriage – yet they could never belong to each other. Tears welled again in her eyes as she emerged from the tower. She prayed the guards would not notice her distress.

			‘Anna?’ Otho cried, behind her. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘The Spiegelturm is over there,’ she called back, her voice catching. ‘They’ll be waiting for you. Tell them . . . tell them my head is aching and that I’ve gone to lie down.’

			Leaving him standing there, she hastened away to her chamber. Mercifully, it was deserted. Mother Lowe was enjoying her usual afternoon nap.

			Crying, Anna unlaced her bodice and sleeves and let her gown fall to the floor, then poured some water from the ewer into the bowl beside it. It was while she was scrubbing herself that she noticed blood on her lawn chemise. Was this the monthly visitation Mutter had warned her about? When Anna had asked why women had to bleed, Mutter had simply said that it was God’s will, and that Anna would learn more about it when she was about to be married. Anna wondered if it had anything to do with what she had done this day.

			She changed her chemise and put the soiled one to soak in the bowl of water. What to do about the dress? There was blood on the lining of that too, so she took the damp cloth she had used to wash herself and rubbed it away. Soon, the stain was nearly gone; if you were not looking for it, you would not see it. She laid the damp dress away in the chest, and put on another, of creamy silk banded with crimson. Then she stared at herself in the mirror, checking that no one could see she had been crying. Her eyes looked a bit red, but she could put that down to the headache. And it was true, her head was aching, from the burden of love, guilt and desperation she now carried.

			When the bell in the tower summoned everyone to supper, she sped down the stairs and arrived in the dining chamber on time. Vater never could abide unpunctuality.

			Otho was there already, with Onkel Otho and Tante Elisabeth. She wanted to fly into his arms, but made herself avoid his eyes, aware that he was avidly seeking hers. No one must guess the secret that lay between them.

			‘Is your head better, my dear?’ Tante Elisabeth asked her.

			‘I am much better, thank you,’ Anna told her.

			‘You’ve changed your dress, child,’ Mutter observed.

			‘I was too hot in the other one.’ She was praying Otho would not give them away, by some chance word or glance. Mutter could be sharply observant.

			The meal was an ordeal, and she struggled to behave normally, and to eat the choice carp and roasted pork served to her. She dared not think of what had happened earlier, lest her face flame and betray her. It wasn’t easy, with Otho sitting so dangerously near to her, looking so handsome, and her stomach churning with love and desire. It took all her inner resources to behave as usual. She did not think anyone noticed anything amiss.

			After supper, the Duke’s consort of musicians arrived with their trumpets, lutes and harps. Mutter would always have harp music if she could; it was her favourite, and she bestowed one of her rare smiles on the players when the last note had been struck.

			‘I wish we could dance,’ Emily said wistfully, ‘or sing.’

			Mutter frowned. ‘My dear child, you know it is immodest for a woman to dance or sing in public.’

			‘I know,’ muttered Emily gloomily, ‘but I do so love music and dancing.’

			Tante Elisabeth regarded her with disapproval.

			‘She inherited her love of music from me,’ Mutter said. Elisabeth gave a thin smile.

			The men were talking of politics.

			‘The Emperor has ambitions. He wants the duchy of Guelders for himself,’ Vater was saying. ‘But it will go to Anna’s betrothed.’ Anna saw Otho’s expression darken, but Vater continued, unheeding. ‘Duke Charles is childless, and Francis, as his great-nephew, will inherit. I myself have a claim to Guelders, but I relinquished it as part of the terms of the betrothal contract; I am content that my daughter will be duchess of Guelders.’

			Anna struggled to maintain her composure. She most certainly was not content at the prospect. Her imaginary image of Francis had metamorphosed from a courteous, smiling boy into a disapproving, suspicious man.

			‘The Emperor also has a claim to Guelders, does he not?’ Onkel Otho asked.

			‘Yes, through his mother,’ Vater told him. ‘But if he presses it, we will be ready for him. Kleve may be part of the Holy Roman Empire, but it is also one of the leading principalities of Germany. We will not let the Emperor dictate to us. We protect our independence. We have our own courts and our own army, and I keep control of our foreign policy.’ Wilhelm was listening avidly.

			‘But Charles is very powerful. You would have a fight on your hands,’ Onkel Otho said.

			‘Ah, but he might well be going to war with England, if King Henry continues in his attempt to divorce his Imperial Majesty’s Aunt Katherine to marry a courtesan. I count on Charles being too preoccupied with that, and with the Turks encroaching on his eastern borders, to concern himself with Guelders. I have the means to raise a mighty army.’ The Duke paused as a servant refilled his goblet. ‘I met King Henry of England once, you know. Eight years ago, I visited his kingdom in the train of the Emperor.’

			‘What was he like, Vater?’ Wilhelm asked.

			‘Handsome. Bombastic. Full of his new title. The Pope had just named him Defender of the Faith for writing a book against Martin Luther.’

			The conversation dragged on interminably. There had been no chance of any conversation with Otho, as Wilhelm and Emily were sitting between him and Anna, and now, at precisely nine o’clock, the Hofmeister was arriving to remove the wine, signalling that it was time to retire. It was forbidden to the courtiers to sit up any later, playing cards, drinking or even just chatting, and Vater liked to set a good example.

			Everyone bade each other a good night. As Anna was leaving the room, she felt a hand close on hers from behind, pressing something into her palm. She swung round, to see Otho giving her a longing look. Fortunately, no one seemed to have noticed, and she walked on, out of the dining chamber, to receive her parents’ blessings and hasten up to her room.

			Only then did she open her hand. She was holding a tiny package wrapped in a scrap of damask; inside was a ring enamelled in red. There was a note, too. ‘Sweet Anna, please accept this token of my esteem. My family’s coat of arms has a red ring, so it is special to me. I hope you will wear it and think kindly of your servant.’

			He had given her his special ring! If only it could have been her betrothal ring! And yet, even though it was not, it still symbolised eternal love.

			She dared not keep the note; though it broke her heart to do it, she tore it into tiny pieces and threw them out of the window. But the ring she hid under the loose floorboard in the corner of her bedchamber.

			When the von Wyliches left, two days later, Anna was torn between misery at having to bid farewell to Otho and relief at not having to fend off his earnest, covert attempts to speak with her. Once he had gone, taking with him the fear of exposure, she was able to relax, telling herself she must not think of him, for the sake of her sanity; nor did she dare ask her father for a place for him, lest her evident interest in his affairs led to awkward questions. Yet it was unbearably hard to resume the endless routine of her days, which she and Emily spent largely in their mother’s apartments, among the women. Rarely, except at night, in their shared bedchamber, were they alone.

			Wilhelm was luckier. From the age of seven, he had received a fine education under Vater’s scholarly councillor, Herr Heresbach, who had been recommended by Erasmus himself. Wilhelm never stopped boasting that Erasmus had dedicated a book to him when he was only five. He was now fluent in Latin and French, whereas Anna and Emily could speak only German. Mutter did not believe in educating women beyond teaching them to read and write.

			‘It is immodest for great ladies to be learned,’ she said, often. ‘It is not necessary for you girls to speak any other tongue.’

			Anna could not imagine her mother ever succumbing to the kind of passion she herself had experienced. Mutter, whose resemblance to Anna was marked, physically, but not (Anna felt sadly) in many other ways, was too dignified, too serene, too devout. She supervised her daughters almost constantly. Even when Anna and Emily took some recreation in the fresh air, there she was, following at a distance with her ladies.

			‘We are never far from her elbow!’ Emily grumbled as Mutter watched them perambulating the garden, and Anna found herself chafing even more now against such vigilance.

			‘The Duchess is a wise lady,’ Mother Lowe chided when, back indoors, the sisters complained about Mutter’s rules. ‘It is rare to see a mother who looks after her children so strictly.’ Mother Lowe was also a lady of great dignity, for all her plumpness, her apple cheeks, and her plaits tight-coiled around each ear. Anna and Emily knew beyond doubt that she loved them, but she colluded with Mutter in constraining them to be modest, chaste and humble. Everything they learned from mother and nurse was intended to mould them into the virtuous future wives of princes; and if they strayed from the narrow path mapped out for them, or fell to daydreaming, well then, Mutter and Mother Lowe would be sure to keep them busy and distracted with religious devotions and needlework. Heaven forbid, Anna prayed, that they ever learned how far she had fallen short of their exhortations!

			‘You must be like nuns,’ Mutter enjoined yet again. She was prone to giving little homilies as they sat plying their needles. It was now a week since their guests had left, and Anna wondered, in some alarm, if her mother had noticed her reaction to Otho. ‘You must learn custody of the eyes. Never let them stray where they should not go. Be discreet in your gestures and your expressions.’

			Even if she had noticed, Mutter could not know the whole of it, Anna reassured herself, suppressing the guilt that nagged at her constantly. It still surprised her that she had been so heedless of Mutter’s training. Custody of the eyes? She had kept custody of nothing! I am not worthy to be married, she told herself miserably. I am not worthy of my family’s love. If they knew what I really am, they would spurn me, as I deserve.

			She said nothing of her unhappiness. She must keep her secret, bearing her joy, her sorrow and her guilt in silence – these were her punishments.

			She yearned now for more distractions. Her days were a repetitive round of prayers, needlework, weaving, cooking and instruction on how to run a great household. At least there was always music to listen to; however, playing and singing were condemned as indecorous. Emily cleverly circumvented that rule. She had a lute hidden amidst the jumble of possessions crammed under her bed, which she would play softly at night or in snatched moments, and she was forever scribbling down the words to songs she had made up. But Anna lacked her temerity and boldness; besides, she could not play any instrument, and certainly she could not sing.

			It seemed that her world was forever to be limited to the boundaries of castle and chapel, though occasionally, she and Emily were allowed to entertain guests at dinner with the Duke and Duchess, for in Kleve, parents brought up their daughters to be good hostesses. The guests – who were chosen for them – were invariably humanist scholars, churchmen, or councillors Vater wished to favour. They praised Anna’s charm and graciousness, as Mutter looked on approvingly. She thought she had done well in so virtuously bringing up her daughters.

			For all Mutter’s strictness, Anna loved her. She was the rock on which their world was built, their lodestar when things went wrong. The sight of her composed face, the sound of her calm voice, represented all that was good and safe. And her faith was an inspiration.

			Like Vater, Mutter was a friend to humanist scholars, but those who were welcomed into her circle, and at her table, were of one mind in opposing the teachings of Martin Luther. Mutter relied for spiritual consolation on her confessor, Father Gerecht, prior of the Charterhouse at Cantave, near her native Jülich. He was a monk of the very strict Carthusian Order, yet, although he had embraced the ascetic, secluded life of his cloister, he had a tender pity and love for those souls still living in the world, and visited court weekly. He had written two tracts against Luther, but there was no hatred in him. Anna loved to hear him preach, because all he spoke of was love.

			‘Never lose sight of God’s love for man,’ he enjoined, smiling benevolently at her and Emily as they sat at table with Mutter. ‘You are Christian princesses, and must keep the Sacred Heart of God before you as the subject of special veneration and imitation.’ Anna tried to do as he counselled, but she was finding as she grew older that the world offered too many distractions – most of which were forbidden to her.

			Mutter, of course, was above worldly distractions. Her mission was to make good Catholics of her children. ‘I am always reminding them of the family motto: Candida nostra fides – “Our faith is pure”,’ she said, sipping her wine delicately. ‘And so it must be. My husband’s court is a school of this New Learning. It is true that we can learn much from these lately rediscovered texts of ancient Greece and Rome, yet I fear they inspire men to question the teachings of the Church.’

			‘A new study of the works of antiquity seemed a marvellous thing a few years back,’ Father Gerecht declared, as fruit was served, ‘but your Grace is right, it has proved dangerous too, for it has indeed led men to question matters of faith and doctrine.’ He looked distressed. ‘Some think the Scriptures should be available for all to read.’ He did not mention the name of Erasmus; he did not need to, for they all knew that Erasmus advocated the translation of the Scriptures into the vernacular, and had translated some himself. And it was well known that Vater agreed with him.

			Mutter would never criticise Vater, or openly disagree with him. And because Vater loved Erasmus, she would not criticise him either. She just sat there daintily cutting up her food, looking pensive.

			Father Gerecht shook his head. ‘If laymen are permitted to read the Scriptures, they may boast that they understand them better than the clergy, who are trained to interpret them and invested at ordination with the spiritual power to do so.’

			Wilhelm, listening with interest to the conversation, suddenly spoke. ‘Forgive me, Father, but I have heard it said that not all priests have the learning to interpret Scripture properly for their flock, and that some interpret it selectively for their own ends.’

			‘Wilhelm!’ Mutter exclaimed, shocked.

			The old monk smiled. ‘Your Grace, it is natural at the boy’s age to question, and if he has heard this, then he needs to hear that it is very rarely the case. There are venal souls in all walks of life, even in the priesthood, regrettably. But most are devout and conscientious in their calling. Does that satisfy you, my young lord?’

			‘Yes, Father.’ Wilhelm did not look convinced.

			‘I should hope so,’ Mutter said, severe.

			Wilhelm bowed his head.

			It would not be long now until Anna’s fifteenth birthday. Her birthday was in September, Emily’s in October, and they always had a joint celebration, usually a staid little supper with their parents and a few choice guests, who would come with felicitations and gifts. At least it was a chance to dress up.

			Anna was standing in her chemise in the middle of her chamber, studying the fine garments spread out on her bed. Emily fidgeted impatiently, already dressed in a gown of moss green with a wide black velvet belt and elaborate slashing on the tight sleeves.

			‘The black velvet is too sombre, Anna,’ she said.

			‘Yes, but it’s my most costly dress.’ Anna bent over a rich pool of crimson velvet. ‘I’ll wear this one. And perhaps my new headdress, with my plaits showing.’ She lifted up the beaded Stickelchen; it was beautifully embroidered, with a decorative forecloth of gold.

			‘Very fitting, Madame la Marquise,’ Mother Lowe commented, as she bustled into the room with a pile of clean linen for the chest at the bottom of the bed. ‘Now that you are almost a grand old lady of fifteen, you must look the part! But that crimson clashes with your headdress. Why not wear your red silk?’

			Anna hesitated. She had not worn the gown since June, and did not want to do so now. It bore an indelible reminder of what had passed between her and Otho, if anyone looked closely enough.

			‘No, I think I will wear the black,’ she said quickly. ‘That gold belt with the big buckle will go well with it.’

			Mother Lowe laced her into the gown. ‘I do declare, my lady, that you have put on weight,’ she said. ‘I was lacing it tighter last time.’

			‘That’s because she likes her Kuchen too much,’ Emily scoffed. Anna did not laugh. She had enjoyed no more cakes than normal, yet she was aware that her bust had developed rather rapidly in the past weeks, and her stomach was rounder. It was all part of becoming a woman, she knew, but she did not want to become fat.

			She put on the belt. It was true. Her waistline had thickened. ‘I shall have to look to my diet,’ she said.

			‘’Tis common for young ladies of your age to get plump,’ Mother Lowe consoled her. ‘If you eat less, it will all fall off, mark my words.’

			But it didn’t. A month later, as the wind was whistling around the towers, the cobbles were slippery with damp russet leaves, and the household were preparing to move to Düsseldorf, as they did every winter, Anna had to face the fact that her belly and breasts were definitely swollen. Could she be ill when she felt very well? And what disease would manifest itself like this?

			An awful possibility occurred to her. When the married ladies of her mother’s court were enceinte, their stomachs swelled up. They would disappear to their estates for some months, then reappear at court, slim as reeds and full of gossip about their new babes. But she could not be enceinte. She was not married, for a start, and Otho had assured her that kissing, even the more intimate kind, was harmless. Mother Lowe had just said it wasn’t, to put her charges off kissing any young man they fancied.

			But what if Otho had been wrong? What if kissing was not as harmless as he’d said?

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2


			1530–1531

			November came in with mists, and the packing was nearly completed. They would leave Schwanenburg tomorrow.

			That night, Anna lay wakeful, her hands on her belly. There was a definite thickening there. And she had to keep hurrying to the close stool.

			She got up and knelt down by the bed. Prising up the floorboard, she retrieved Otho’s ring. It must go with her; she could not bear to leave it behind. It was all she had of him.

			When she got back into bed, sleep still eluded her. Dare she risk consulting one of her father’s physicians? Doctors swore an oath not to reveal anything about their patients, but would Dr Schultz account loyalty to his Duke more pressing, morally speaking? And how would Anna ever find the words to tell him what she had done with Otho?

			But she had to know what ailed her, otherwise she might die – or, Heaven forbid, have a baby, which was almost worse. She could not keep her symptoms a secret for much longer. Already she was fastening her belts as tight as she dared, and making sure she was clad in her warmest, most voluminous chemises before Mother Lowe arrived each morning to help her dress. Soon, surely, her nurse would notice that something was wrong.

			She could not fool Mother Lowe. The very next morning, that redoubtable lady sailed into the room before Anna had had time to get out of bed.

			‘Hurry up, Madame la Marquise!’ she said. ‘We have a journey of a hundred miles ahead of us, and your lord father wants to be on the road as soon as possible, to make the most of the daylight. I’ll just pour you some hot water and put your chemise to warm in front of the stove.’

			Anna slithered out of bed. Not so long ago, it would not have bothered her to strip and wash in front of her nurse. Turning her back, she lowered her night-rail to her waist, took a clean cloth and began to soap her face and arms, praying that Mother Lowe would not notice the changes in her body.

			‘Anna, face me!’ Mother Lowe’s use of her Christian name, as if she were a child again, and the sharpness of her command, left Anna in no doubt that her secret was rumbled. Clutching the damp night-rail to her breasts, she turned. Mother Lowe’s face bore such a look of horror that it chilled her.

			‘Is there something you need to tell me, child?’ she stuttered. ‘Mein Gott, I had my suspicions, but I told myself, no, not my Anna, it is not possible. She is a good girl, and innocent of such matters. Anna would not do such a thing. Tell me you have not shamed us all!’

			Anna burst into tears. ‘I don’t know!’ she wailed. ‘He said it would not be harmful.’

			Mother Lowe’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘He? You had best tell me everything!’ She was visibly struggling to regain mastery of herself, but her shock was plain.

			Anna hung her head, bracing herself to face the consequences of her wickedness, knowing that this was one thing her nurse could not make better. All the same, as her sorry tale came tumbling out, in fits and starts and clumsy euphemisms, she felt relief at unburdening herself.

			While she talked, Mother Lowe dressed her with trembling hands. This would reflect badly on her nurse, Anna realised. Mutter would say she had not properly looked to her charge, or instilled in her a sufficient sense of propriety. And that would not be fair, for Mutter herself had suggested that Anna, Emily and Wilhelm show Otho around the castle. She had not told them to find Mother Lowe, because she had known that Mother Lowe would be napping. And, for all that Mutter herself had drummed into Anna the need to be virtuous, she had failed in her duty too, because she had not told Anna what she must guard against.

			‘He was definitely inside you?’ Mother Lowe barked, her cheeks pink.

			‘Yes,’ Anna whispered. ‘He told me it was kissing, and harmless.’

			‘Harmless my foot! It is what a man and woman do to get a baby. And it looks like you have got one, poor lamb.’ The nurse sighed deeply. ‘What’s to be done, I cannot think. Your lady mother will have to be told.’

			‘No!’ Anna cried, suddenly furious with Otho for misleading her – had he done it deliberately? – and devastated at the prospect of Mutter’s shock, her disappointment in her daughter, and the anger that must surely follow.

			‘I have no choice,’ Mother Lowe stated firmly. ‘She has to know, so she can decide what to do. But you must leave it to me to tell her, in my own way, to make her understand that, while you acted foolishly and with impropriety, you were taken advantage of by a young scoundrel who should have known better!’

			Anna was trembling. She wanted to protest that no, it had not been like that! But she dared not. She needed Mother Lowe on her side.

			‘What do you think she will say?’ she whispered.

			‘What any mother hearing such news would say!’ the nurse snapped. ‘And you must allow her her righteous fury. But I think I know her well enough to say that, when she has calmed down, she will be just.’

			‘Are you going to tell her now?’ Anna faltered.

			‘No, child.’ Mother Lowe lifted Anna’s cloak from its peg. ‘We have to be on our way. It’s best to wait until we get to Düsseldorf.’

			‘But we won’t be there for three days!’ Anna cried.

			‘And there’ll be little privacy on the way. No, it must keep until we arrive, for I need time to think how I’m going to approach your lady mother.’

			Never had a journey seemed so long. It was an eternity before the walls, spires and onion domes of the ducal capital appeared in the distance, wreathed in fog.

			Anna had been born here, in the palace overlooking the River Rhine, and it was from here that Sybilla had departed to marry the Elector of Saxony. But today, Anna could not take her usual pleasure in what was normally a happy homecoming. She was too full of dread. As she alighted from the chariot in the outer courtyard, all she could think of was that tonight she would know her fate. She could not imagine what it would be. Would her betrothal be broken? Could they consign her to a nunnery, to live out her days in shame? Worst of all, would her parents disown her? Or – and she began to cherish a golden beacon of hope – would Otho be made to wed her? Maybe things would turn out well after all.

			Vater was dismounting, looking up in satisfaction at the two towers flanking the open end of the great courtyard, each surmounted by a cupola. Mutter was directing her maids to see to her personal luggage.

			‘You girls, go up to your rooms,’ she told her daughters. ‘And, Anna, do try to look more cheerful. It will be Christmas soon.’

			‘Yes, my lady,’ Anna said, forcing a smile, then turning away quickly so that Mutter should not see the tears brimming. By Christmas, she might have been cast out from her family.

			She made for the stairs, Emily following, and they ascended to their chambers on the second floor. The sumptuousness of the private apartments, which always struck Anna anew each time she came here, made no impression on her today. She closed the door of her chamber behind her and sank down on a carved settle, choking back her sobs. Her maid came knocking, asking if she should unpack, but Anna sent her away.

			She was too restless to read or embroider. She found herself staring out of the window at the grey-tiled roofs of the gallery and loggia below her, which fronted the quayside. In the rooms beneath hers, Mutter would be settling in, unaware that her world was about to be shattered. At the thought of that, Anna wept again.

			Supper, as usual, was served to the ducal children in their own chambers. Anna took one look at the Sauerbraten and fried spinach before her, and sent it away, feeling nauseous.

			‘I am not hungry,’ she told her maid.

			She was in a fever of anxiety to discover whether Mother Lowe had spoken to Mutter yet. It was not until the bell sounded seven o’clock that the nurse came to her chamber, her face grave.

			‘Your lady mother wants to see you,’ she said.

			Anna rose shakily, unable to speak. Her throat felt as if it was closing up. She went ahead of Mother Lowe, down the stairs and through the public rooms to the door leading to Mutter’s chamber, her legs feeling as if they might give way. The guards stood to attention, raising their crossed pikes. An usher sprang forward and pushed open the door.

			‘Madame la Marquise de Pont-à-Mousson!’ he announced.

			Anna walked past him, her eyes searching out her mother’s face as she curtseyed.

			The Duchess was alone, seated in her usual chair. At her nod, the doors closed behind Anna and Mother Lowe. Anna was utterly shocked to see that Mutter had been crying. Mutter never cried. She offered up her troubles to God, certain that He would succour her. But evidently this trial Anna had inflicted on her was beyond divine help.

			‘Sit down, Anna,’ Mutter said, indicating a stool. Her voice shook. ‘You know what this is about. It is too painful for me to reiterate what Mother Lowe has told me, so we will not dwell on that. You must go to confession, do penance and make your peace with God. What concerns me is what happens now. Mother Lowe reckons that you are about five months . . .’ She gave an involuntary shudder.

			‘Yes, my lady,’ Anna whispered. ‘I am so sorry.’

			‘I am sure you are.’ Mutter’s voice was tart. ‘When I think of all the times I exhorted you to virtue, I could weep. If you had heeded me properly, we would not be having this conversation today. But what’s done cannot be undone, however much it grieves us. And Mother Lowe has told me how deeply it has grieved you, having to live with the consequences of your sin. I bear in mind your tender years and your innocence. I like to think that you were more sinned against than sinning, as appears to have been the case.’

			Anna bowed her head. Such understanding was more than she deserved. She would be eternally grateful to Mother Lowe for giving such a sympathetic account of her transgression.

			Now was the moment to plead for her future. ‘My lady,’ she ventured, ‘we were wrong to do what we did, but we love each other. Otho wants to marry me!’

			Mutter stared at her. ‘Are you out of your mind, girl? Do you really think that your lord father would marry you off to a bastard?’ Anna had never heard her mother speak so vehemently.

			‘But it would avoid disgrace, my lady,’ she whispered.

			‘There are other ways of doing that!’ The Duchess shook her head, as if despairing. ‘Anna, heed me. On no account must anyone ever find out that you are with child. Have you told anyone?’

			‘No, Madam. But shouldn’t Otho be informed?’

			Mutter’s eyes widened in astonishment. ‘Absolutely not! He should be horsewhipped for what he did to you, but it is better that he remains in ignorance of what has come of it. And your father must never know either. It would break his heart . . . as it has broken mine.’ Her voice trembled again. Anna was overcome with remorse – and resentment. She had hurt Mutter badly, yet Mutter was being very unreasonable.

			‘So,’ her mother’s voice was brisk again, ‘we will say you are ill, with a humour of the stomach. Mother Lowe tells me your appetite has been poor lately, so maybe others have noticed too. You will go to stay at Schloss Burg, where the air is healthy, and there, in the spring, you will make a full recovery, God willing. Mother Lowe will accompany you, and she will arrange for a midwife to attend you in due course. When . . . when all is over, you can return to court, as if nothing had happened, and no one will be any the wiser.’

			‘Yes, Mutter,’ Anna replied dully. Her punishment could have been a lot more severe, and she might even have forfeited her mother’s love, but couldn’t Mutter have been a bit more understanding and exercised her considerable influence to persuade Vater to let Anna marry Otho? How happy she would have been! But now . . .

			‘What of the child?’ she asked, playing her last card. ‘It needs a father.’

			Mutter’s lips tightened. ‘You should have thought of that! It will be put out to nurse and fostered. None shall know who its parents were. Mother Lowe, you will arrange that while you are at Solingen.’

			‘Yes, Madam,’ the nurse nodded.

			The Duchess turned to Anna. ‘You may not believe it now, but this is all for the best. All I ask of you is your cooperation and your discretion.’

			‘Yes, Madam,’ Anna whispered, unable to contain the tears any longer. ‘Shall I have to confess to Father Gerecht?’ She felt sick at the prospect – and suddenly frightened at the thought of facing what lay ahead without Mutter’s reassuring presence.

			‘No. Mother Lowe will arrange for a priest to visit you at Schloss Burg,’ her mother said. ‘Someone who does not know you.’

			Despite her resentment, Anna knew she had been very lucky. ‘Madam, I cannot thank you sufficiently for your goodness to me, which I know I do not deserve,’ she said tearfully. ‘I am very sorry to have grieved you so; and I will miss you.’ She sank to her knees, crying hard now, her shoulders heaving, her face in her hands.

			A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. She raised her wet face to see Mutter bending over her. ‘I will miss you too, my Anna,’ she said, her voice softer. It came to Anna that her mother’s reserve did not arise so much from disapproval as from sadness. She was holding on to her emotions, as she always did. Anna had not yet mastered that art. She flung her arms about her mother’s waist.

			‘Do not forsake me utterly!’ she cried. ‘Please do not cast me out. I would rather die than lose your love.’

			Mutter prised her hands away and held them. ‘No one is casting you out, Anna. I am doing what is best for you because I love you. Now, go to your chamber, take to your bed and pretend to be ill. And when you are away, we will write to each other and you can let me know how matters are progressing. Go with my blessing, and God keep you.’

			Schloss Burg had always been one of Anna’s favourite places; she had spent much of her childhood there. Isolated on its rocky plateau high above the River Wupper, and surrounded by dense forests, the magnificent palace, formerly the chief stronghold of the Duchess Maria’s ancestors, the counts of Berg, was also a favourite abode of the Duke, on account of the good hunting to be had thereabouts, and because it was perfect for hosting the courtly festivities he loved. In its distant days as a fortress, it had commanded a sound defensive position. Now, it was a cluster of pepperpot towers and pretty black-and-white timbered buildings surrounding a massive donjon. Vater appreciated it for its splendour, the security it afforded his family, and because it was a much healthier place for his children than the city air of Düsseldorf.

			Leaning on the arm of Mother Lowe, accompanied only by the maid her nurse had chosen, who had been waiting inside the great arched Zwingertor to greet them, Anna walked slowly across the courtyard, aware of the two knights of her escort watching her with sympathy. Clearly she’d made a convincing show of being ill, and no doubt they thought she had come here in the forlorn hope of prolonging her life. Fortunately, it was now winter and her heavy furred cloak concealed her burgeoning stomach.

			She ascended the grand processional stair one slow, careful step at a time, until they reached the public apartments on the first floor and entered the Rittersaal. This vast aisled Knight’s Hall had long been used for the great ceremonies of state hosted by the dukes of Kleve, and before them, the counts of Berg. Mutter and Vater had been married in this hall twenty years ago, and Sybilla had been betrothed to the Elector here. Today, fires had been lit in the two elegant French-style fireplaces against their coming, but the room remained chilly, as if it needed warming by the presence of a great throng of people. The candles were unlit, giving the hall a gloomy aspect, and as Anna walked past the stone pillars that supported the lofty beamed ceiling, she shivered from both the cold and a sense of loneliness.

			Beyond the Rittersaal were the spacious private suites used by the ducal family. Anna had spent many a day in Mutter’s ladies’ chamber, the Kemenate, where the women of the family lived when Vater was away. All the windows afforded beautiful views of the spectacular scenery outside. Beyond the Kemenate was the chapel, where, when she was in residence, the Duchess daily observed the liturgy of the Hours, herself reciting the Divine Office, with her children kneeling behind her.

			The servants had prepared Anna’s bedchamber. The green-tiled stove in the corner had been lit, the feather bed was airing, and floral tapestries had been hung on the walls. Mother Lowe had the little maid, Gerda, hastening to unpack Anna’s chests, and soon the room seemed like home again – except that nearly everyone who made Schloss Burg home was missing.

			As winter set in, and the child grew and kicked within her, Anna kept mostly to her chamber, looked after by Mother Lowe and Gerda, who had been told her mistress was suffering from a severe dropsy. Whether she suspected the truth, Anna never knew. For all that the girl was an unlettered farmer’s daughter, she had a vivid imagination, but she was willing, and very kind to Anna. Hopefully, she did not think to question her betters.

			Feeling her baby move for the first time had brought home forcefully to Anna the reality of the child growing inside her. She wept to think it would never know the love of its mother – or its father. She tried not to think of Otho; if she did, she knew she would go mad with longing and misery. He should be here, at her side. It was wrong to keep him in ignorance. It was cruel to make the babe an orphan.

			Mother Lowe made discreet enquiries locally, and found an experienced midwife, who was spun a tale about one of the Duchess’s married ladies being in an unfortunate predicament, and told that, having obtained permission to seek refuge in the castle, this lady required assistance and absolute discretion, and that the midwife would be paid well for both. Pleased with her good fortune, the midwife had undertaken to find a reputable wet nurse when the time approached. Her own sister was with child and might be able to help; she had had plenty of milk with her last babe. Mother Lowe had visited the midwife’s house, and that of her sister, and reported that both were spotlessly clean. Better still, the midwife knew of a family who had lost six infants at birth, one year after the other, and were desperate for a child. The husband, Meister Schmidt, was a prosperous and respected swordsmith, a craftsman with a fine house of timber and stone, and his wife was very devout. The nuns in the cloister of Gräfrath in the town would take care of the fostering. It was all arranged.

			Anna knew she had no choice in the matter. It was for the best, Mutter had said firmly. Anna would never believe it.

			Time dragged. The days were spent sewing a layette for the child to take with it to its foster home, or taking gentle exercise, or in prayer. Every week, Anna wrote to her mother, but there was not much to report, except that she was in good health and eating well. The fresh air of Schloss Burg had seen to that. Each day, she walked around the castle precincts, through a postern gate and into the gardens on the steep hillside beyond. They ended in a sheer drop, with the River Wupper far below.

			In this hilly fastness, surrounded by forests, it was easy to believe in all the tales she had heard of witches and fairies and ghosts. Gerda held that the castle was haunted, but Mother Lowe was brisk to tell the girl to hush up and forget such nonsense. Expectant mothers, she murmured in Anna’s ear, must not be affrighted!

			But Anna, desperately in need of some diversion, found herself wanting to know more. Had Gerda seen or heard anything herself?

			‘No, Madam,’ the girl had to admit. ‘But my cousin is a groom here, and he once saw a tall black-hooded figure standing by the window in the Rittersaal.’

			It could have been me, Anna reflected. Me, in my dark cloak. I am sad enough to haunt this place – a ghost from the present. ‘I have never experienced anything odd here,’ she said, ‘but I do love ghost stories.’

			Gerda had a fund of them, to while away the dragging hours. Thrown together as they were, notwithstanding the difference in their rank and station in life, they had become friends. Mother Lowe, normally a stickler for etiquette, did not discourage it. She knew how lonely Anna was, how homesick for her family, and how greatly she needed company. And here was Gerda, about her age, flaxen-haired, cheerful and garrulous. As soon as she had finished her duties, there she was, in Anna’s chamber, chattering away. The final weeks of Anna’s pregnancy were enlivened by many dark and magical tales.

			As the child grew heavier inside her, so the evenings lengthened and the first buds of spring began to unfold. And one morning, in the middle of March, she felt the first pangs of travail.

			The midwife, installed with her birthing chair in the castle two weeks earlier, had told her what to expect. Afterwards, she said it had been an easy birth. But nothing had prepared Anna for the force of the contractions, or the pain. It went on for hours and hours. Yet she was young and strong, and bore it well. Only at the last did she feel she could not endure any more – but then, urged to make one final, supreme effort, she felt her child slide into the world, and her ordeal was over.

			Mother Lowe laid the tiny infant in her arms, just for a few moments, so that he could receive his mother’s blessing before being parted from her for ever. Anna’s heart turned over when she saw him; he was perfect, so adorable – and she could see Otho in him. She had never wished for anything as fiercely as she yearned to keep him, but she knew it was out of the question. It was a terrible moment, the worst one of her life, when Mother Lowe came back to take him away. Bravely, Anna swallowed her tears, kissed his sweet head and handed him over.

			‘His name is Johann,’ she whispered, ‘after my lord father.’

			Left alone, she lay there sobbing, feeling as if half her heart had been torn away.

			Mother Lowe came back and found her thus.

			‘Have it out, my lamb!’ she cried. ‘There, there. It was for the best, believe me. I have arranged for word of him to be sent to me from time to time, so that you will know he is happy and well. But now, you must look to the future. You have your destiny as a princess to fulfil, and I know you will do so with pride. You have had an easy travail, and your trouble is all behind you. You have been lucky.’

			‘Lucky?’ Anna wept bitterly. ‘Not when my arms are aching for my little baby, my Liebling! Not when I am missing him so dreadfully. If this is being lucky, what does bad luck feel like?’

			As her body healed and her milk dried up, her empty arms continued to ache for the child she had lost. She returned to Düsseldorf fully restored to health, but with her heart bleeding for what might have been. It felt impossible to resume life as she had known it, for she would never be the same again. And yet, as the months passed, and her secret grief turned to numbness, she began to see the wisdom of Mother Lowe’s words. As far as avoiding scandal went, she had indeed been lucky. But she still felt like weeping every time she thought of how different her life could have been had she been allowed to share it with the man she loved and their child.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3


			1538–1539

			Vater was dying. There was no hope. For the past four years, he had suffered a slow but steady mental decline. Where men had once called him ‘the Peaceful’, they now nicknamed him ‘the Simple’.

			Anna did not know what ailed him, and neither, it seemed, did the doctors. It had begun three years after she had returned from Schloss Burg, with Vater forgetting little things, making remarks out of character or addressing people by the wrong names. Sometimes Mutter wondered if there was anything wrong with him at all, but then he would do or say something odd, and they would all fall to worrying again.

			In October, he had suffered another illness, a mere ague, which had given his physician, Dr Cepher, an opportunity to examine him closely. ‘His confusion is in his head,’ he had told Mutter, who had been waiting anxiously outside the bedchamber with her children, ‘but his bodily reflexes are also deranged. This is a new development, and I do not understand it. I have never seen it before.’

			‘Could it be serious?’ Mutter had asked, anxiously.

			‘Alas, I do not know, Madam. We shall have to see how he progresses.’

			‘I will pray for him,’ she had said, and had led her daughters to the chapel, where they spent the next few hours begging God to make Vater well.

			They had known something was really amiss in November, when, without warning, Vater had fallen headlong on the floor. He had not tripped or stumbled; he had just lost control of his limbs. The doctors had stood around helplessly, frowning and looking grave.

			His disease had followed an inexorable course until it reached the stage where he did not always recognise Mutter. Sometimes he called her Mathilde, his own mother’s name. By Christmas, he was bedridden, and had trouble speaking. On one of the rare days when he had known who Mutter was, Anna had watched as he tried to take her hand in his, gazing at her with eyes full of love. ‘You must . . . be . . . going through . . . the tortures . . . of the damned,’ he murmured, finally getting the words out over long, painful minutes. That had been the last coherent thing Anna had heard him say.

			It was now January, and his condition had worsened. The doctors kept shaking their heads and saying there was nothing they could do.

			Mutter went about wraith-like, trying to convince herself that this was God’s will.

			‘He has gone from me, the man I loved, and it is too painful to be with the shell of him that is left,’ she said.

			Anna’s heart bled for her parents as she stood by her father’s bed and looked down on him. He was sleeping fitfully, a trickle of drool running down his grizzly chin. Was this wasted husk really the debonair chevalier who had dazzled his subjects in his flamboyant satins and velvets and feathered bonnets?

			‘It will not be long now,’ Dr Cepher murmured to Mutter. She crossed herself and sent for Wilhelm.

			For months now, Wilhelm had been duke in all but name. At twenty-two, he had grown to be of middle height, with good looks, a muscular build, and a bushy dark brown beard that matched his hair, which he wore cropped to the ear. He was as serious and humourless as ever, but winning praise for his courtesy and his virtue. Wilhelm would never be caught in a tavern or in the arms of a whore, but Anna was sometimes irritated by his sanctimonious manner and unshakeable belief that he was right.

			And yet, watching him now, as he sat by Vater’s bed, his angular features taut, his fine eyes clouded by tears, she had to concede that he had the makings of a great ruler. He was impressively learned, with a reputation among the princes of Germany for being the most fluent in French, and the most accomplished in Italian manners. And he was determined to make Kleve respected throughout Christendom.

			It would all be his soon – Kleve, with its duchies and territories. Anna had long been wary of him. If he discovered her secret, she would suffer for it. Once – she had never forgotten it – hearing that the sister of one of the ducal councillors had abandoned her husband, Wilhelm had exploded in rage and said that, if it had been his sister, he would have killed her. Anna prayed he would never find out about the existence of his unknown nephew, who – she heard from Mother Lowe, all too infrequently – was thriving in Solingen and desired to be a swordsmith like his adoptive father. A swordsmith – and he the grandson of the Duke of Kleve! Missing him was a dull ache she lived with daily.

			His face pained, Wilhelm gazed down at his dying father. ‘What a tragedy. He was the most peaceable ruler of his day.’

			As they left the stuffy bedchamber and opened the windows in the gallery beyond, letting in the clean, cold air, Anna kept her voice lowered. ‘Mutter thinks Vater’s illness is a punishment from God because he rejected the authority of the Pope and the Church of Rome. She said it was never the will of God for the Church in Kleve to be placed under the control of the state.’ Goaded by grief, their mother had been unusually outspoken.

			‘Mutter would think that,’ Wilhelm observed. ‘She is a devout daughter of the Church of Rome. But Vater believed he was doing what was right. And, unlike the King of England, who broke with the Pope just because he wanted a new wife, Vater acted on a principle, and took care to maintain as friendly relations as were possible with the Vatican. I shall not change things, whatever Mutter says.’ He looked down his long nose at Anna.

			She raised her eyebrows. It was no secret that Wilhelm was a reformist, like Vater, and a friend and protector to his Lutheran subjects, even inviting one to preach at court; but he was a Catholic at heart, and orthodox, and many expected him to heed his mother’s urging and return in obedience to Rome. He often said himself that he took no decision without consulting Mutter, and Anna anticipated that he would do so in regard to religion. Whatever he decided, Mutter would not challenge him; as it had been with her husband, so it was with her son.

			Since Wilhelm had assumed sovereign power, Anna had felt the constraints tightening. He was zealously protective of his womenfolk, and far more severe in his views on female decorum than Vater had been. Mutter was strict, but Wilhelm was stricter. It had already been made clear that, until they married, Anna and Emily would stay secluded with their mother in the private apartments, except on state occasions. Yet, since her betrothal had been broken four years ago, there seemed no prospect of Anna marrying. She was twenty-three now, and no other prince had asked for her hand. Even if they did, Wilhelm would probably turn them down. His treasury was depleted; how could he afford a dowry?

			Sitting in Mutter’s chamber, sorting through embroidery silks with Emily, Anna wondered what her life would have been like if she had married Francis of Lorraine. She had not felt sad when Vater told her that the precontract had been annulled, a thing easily done as neither she nor Francis had been of the age of consent when it was made. No, all she had felt was relief. Once upon a time, she would eagerly have begun hoping anew that she would be allowed to marry Otho, but that was years in the past. She still kept his ring locked away in the little casket that contained her few personal treasures; even after she had heard he was married, she had not been able to bring herself to get rid of it. She had not seen him since that fateful visit, and sometimes wondered what he was like now, and if he ever thought of her. When she thought of him, it was as a poignant memory, and with gratitude that she had at least known the wonder of physical love – especially since she might now never know it again.

			Maybe the breaking of her betrothal had been part of God’s plan to ensure that she was here in Kleve when her mother needed her. Maybe He had saved her from becoming embroiled in a war. For, much to the impotent rage of the Duke of Lorraine, the childless Duke of Guelders had been persuaded that his duchy would preserve its independence more effectively in the hands of Wilhelm than in those of Francis, and had designated Wilhelm his heir. This was why there had no longer been any reason for Anna to wed Francis. And when Duke Charles had died last year, Wilhelm had become duke of Guelders, further expanding the territories controlled by Kleve.

			But the Emperor had been furious. Guelders, he had announced, was rightly his. People were saying he would have it whatever it cost him.

			‘Of course he is angry,’ Wilhelm had said, his eyes gleaming. ‘He knows that possession of Guelders gives me great strategic advantages. He now has to cross my dominions to get to his duchy of Burgundy. Hitherto, Kleve was landlocked, but now we have access to the Zuyder Zee and the North Sea, which increases our military potential.’

			There might yet be a war. Even if Anna had married Francis, and they had taken possession of Guelders last year, the Emperor might still have objected, and she could have been caught up in the conflict.

			She wished she had some marriage in view. She could not help envisaging what it would be like, sharing physical pleasure with a husband she could love. Many times, she had been tempted to commit what the Church taught was a mortal sin, which could consign her to damnation if she did not confess and repent. But she shrank from mentioning such a thing to Father Gerecht, or to any other priest, for how could they understand, being vowed to celibacy? They would surely be shocked at a woman admitting to such base desires. Moreover, repentance meant resolving never to commit the sin again, a commitment she feared she might not sustain. St Paul had said that it was better to marry than to burn, and she understood exactly what he meant; but with no prospect of marriage in sight, all she could do was burn.

			Anna was alone when Wilhelm came to the ladies’ chamber at Düsseldorf in the last week of January. Mutter was in the chapel, and it was Emily’s turn to sit with Vater.

			Anna poured some wine. Wilhelm accepted it with a nod and sat down.

			‘I have some news that concerns you,’ he announced. ‘Sybilla has written to say that envoys from the King of England have arrived at the court of Saxony and approached the Elector’s Vice Chancellor touching the possibility of an alliance with Kleve. Vater’s health is known to be failing, and they know the Elector to be my firm ally. In this matter, he can be trusted to do right by me, because he wants to draw Kleve into the Schmalkaldic League. You will remember his Vice Chancellor, Franz Burchard, from his visit two years ago. He has been in England, and knows the people. He’s a good man, sound and reliable. We can count on him to handle the matter properly, and discreetly.’

			‘How does this concern me?’ Anna asked, sipping her wine.

			Wilhelm straightened in his chair. There was a rare air of suppressed excitement about him. ‘It seems that King Henry’s Principal Secretary, Lord Cromwell, has recommended you as a bride for the King, and that the King has intimated his interest in proceeding with an alliance. Anna, you could be queen of England!’

			For a moment, Anna was speechless, then she found herself trembling. No. No! Henry of England’s matrimonial career had fuelled the gossip of Christendom for years. He had had three wives, and all had died miserably, the first, rumour had it, poisoned, the second put to the sword, and the third in childbed, only the year before last. By all accounts, he was a tyrant, both in the bedchamber and out of it.

			‘You don’t seem very pleased,’ Wilhelm observed, looking a little deflated.

			‘Do you wonder?’ she asked. ‘What price a crown, if the man is a monster?’

			‘Some would say he has been unlucky. His first two queens failed to give him an heir; the third died doing so.’

			‘But he had the second beheaded! Would you have me risk such a fate?’

			‘She was a strumpet who betrayed him with other men. You, Anna, are cut from different cloth. No breath of scandal would ever attach itself to you.’

			Anna felt her cheeks grow hot with guilt. ‘I should hope not,’ she said, inwardly in turmoil. What if the terrifying Henry of England discovered she was no virgin?

			‘I do not want to marry this King,’ she declared.

			‘But, Anna, an alliance with England will be of great benefit to Kleve,’ Wilhelm protested, severe. ‘It is your duty to aid your country by making a good marriage.’ It was clear that he was already set on it. With a sinking heart, Anna realised she had little choice in the matter.

			‘But why does England want to ally itself with Kleve?’ she asked.

			‘Let us take a walk, and I will explain.’

			They fetched cloaks and gloves, and Wilhelm led Anna down to the gallery and loggia that fronted the quayside, where they stood watching the boats sailing along the Rhine or offloading their goods on to the wharves.

			‘The Pope has recently excommunicated King Henry,’ Wilhelm revealed. ‘Consequently, those two devout sons of the Church, the Emperor and the King of France, have allied themselves to each other, leaving him isolated. England is not as powerful as the Empire or France, but until recently, by allying itself to one or the other, it has maintained the balance of power in Christendom. Henry has long been in negotiations for a marriage with the Duchess of Milan, the Emperor’s niece, but this new pact between Charles and King François has wrecked them. The King is most put out; he is preparing for war and seeking other friends, and another bride. He needs an ally who will support him against his enemies; an ally bound by the ties of kinship.’

			Reluctantly, Anna found herself understanding why King Henry was attracted to Kleve, which was one of the foremost principalities of Germany, and able to command a great army.

			‘An alliance between England, Kleve and our friends, the Protestant German princes, would tip the balance of power in Europe in England’s favour once more,’ Wilhelm said, indicating that they should move on, as the wind was chilly. Anna followed him through a door in the wall that led to his garden. ‘As you know, the Protestant states of Germany are thorns in the Emperor’s side, resisting his attempts to enforce the Catholic faith throughout the Empire; an alliance between them and England would divert Charles from any thought of joining with France to make war on Henry. You can see why the King is keen to ally with us and marry you. Lord Cromwell, his Majesty’s chief adviser, is pushing for the match. He is a reformist, like Vater and myself.’

			Anna paused by a sundial, tracing its pattern with her finger. It sounded as if the King too was resolved on the matter. What good would it do her, a mere woman, to protest?

			‘You are thoughtful, Schwester,’ Wilhelm said, coming to stand beside her. ‘It is a great match. You would be a queen.’

			‘I would be in danger.’

			He sighed. ‘Not while I am here to protect you.’

			‘The Emperor, for all his might, did little to protect his aunt, Queen Katherine, when King Henry set her aside!’

			‘I am not the Emperor. And, to be fair, King Henry’s fear of Charles invading England made him stay his hand against Katherine. Anna, I always knew that your virtue and your sweet looks would get you a good husband. The King will love you, never fear. Besides, he needs my friendship; thus you can be assured that he will never mistreat you. Above all, we need this alliance. We too are threatened by this new pact between France and the Empire. If François were to back Charles’s claim to Guelders, we would have a war to fight. With English aid, we can win it!’

			Against Wilhelm’s zeal, the will of King Henry and the threat to her country, Anna knew herself powerless. She made a final attempt to save herself from the fate that was being thrust upon her.

			‘Could not the King marry Emily?’ As soon as the words were out, she hated herself for uttering them. How base she was, wishing upon her sister a marriage she herself found repellent!

			‘You are the obvious choice, Anna. As the elder of my sisters, you will inherit Kleve if both I and Sybilla die childless. Sybilla has her three boys, of course, but the King, of all people, has good reason to know that young children can die of any number of unhappy mischances.’

			Anna crossed herself. ‘Heaven forbid!’

			‘Amen!’ Wilhelm said fervently, taking her arm and steering her back towards the door. ‘While King Henry thinks he has a chance of gaining Kleve through you, you will always be his first choice.’

			Anna turned to him. ‘What would Vater do in this matter?’

			‘The same as I am doing,’ Wilhelm said firmly. ‘He would be for the alliance.’

			Anna was watching over Vater, praying he would wake up and be himself again, if only for a few moments. If he knew that the peace he had brought to Kleve was under threat, he would be appalled; but would he give his daughter to a tyrant as a remedy? She believed he would not, despite what Wilhelm had said.

			But Vater did not wake. He was oblivious to the world around him, almost with the angels.

			Sadly, Anna stood up, straightened the counterpane, and poured some cordial that would, most likely, never be drunk. Then she went to find Mutter.

			Mutter knew all about the discussions that were going on in Saxony.

			‘I admit, I am torn,’ she said, as they settled to embroidering the opposite ends of an altar cloth. ‘It would be a great alliance for Kleve. But I shrink from giving my daughter to an excommunicate whom all true Catholics must revile, for his apostasy and his morals. When the Duchess of Milan turned him down, she said that, if she had two heads, one would be at his Grace’s service! How I applaud her!’

			Hope began to flower in Anna. ‘Have you said this to Wilhelm?’ she asked. Wilhelm always heeded what Mutter said.

			‘I told him that he must decide. Even though I approve of the alliance, I will not be a party to your marrying that man.’

			There was no hope, then.

			The Elector had written to Wilhelm. King Henry wanted to know if both dukes of Kleve, father and son, still bore any allegiance to the Bishop of Rome, as he was pleased to call the Pope; were they of the old Popish fashion, and, if so, would they be inclinable to altering their opinions?

			‘I think we can safely satisfy the King on that score.’ Wilhelm smiled at Anna. ‘And on another too, for his ambassador was asking discreetly about your beauty and personal qualities. He wanted to know all about your shape, stature and complexion, your learning, what activities you enjoy, and how you conduct yourself.’

			Anna felt herself growing hot. ‘My shape? Isn’t that rather indelicate? Bruder, I do hope you will not answer to that!’

			Wilhelm shrugged. ‘Anna, when princes cannot meet their prospective brides in person, they must rely on the descriptions sent by ambassadors, and on portraits. The King has asked for one to be sent to him.’

			Anna was fuming. ‘So this vitally important alliance hangs on his liking my face, my figure and my behaviour! Of course, it doesn’t matter what I want, or if I have preferences in regard to the kind of man I shall wed; I have to marry for the good of my country, never mind that the King is a vile man!’ She was shaking with indignation.

			‘Calm yourself, Schwester,’ Wilhelm said, getting up from behind the table and pulling out a stool for her. ‘Nothing is decided yet. In fact, I think I am going to stall for a pace.’

			She was astonished. ‘Why?’

			‘I dislike the attitude of the English. Their ambassador is fencing with us. The Elector complains that Henry will not ask outright for you; rather, it seems, they mean to prod us into offering you to him, which my pride forbids, for it is the man’s part to play the suitor. His envoys act as if your marrying their King is the noblest and highest honour that could come to the House of Kleve. He must be seen to be conferring a great favour on us.’

			‘Then you are right to stall,’ Anna seethed. ‘I have never felt so insulted!’

			Vater’s death in the first week of February was a merciful release, but despite having long been expected, it brought great grief in its wake. Mutter donned deepest black, and a lawn Stickelchen like a nun’s wimple, and withdrew to the chapel to pray for Vater’s soul. Anna and Emily knelt behind her, bereft and weeping copiously.

			Leaving them to mourn in private, the new Duke Wilhelm V, stricken-faced and burning up with a fever, followed his father’s coffin to its burial in Kleve. When he returned, he took to his bed, seriously ill, and for some weeks it seemed he would be following Duke Johann to the grave.

			If Wilhelm died, which God forfend, Sybilla would be sovereign duchess of Kleve. Would she pursue the alliance with England? Almost certainly, because her husband the Elector was all for it. Between brother and sister, there was no way out for Anna.

			Slowly, to everyone’s relief, Wilhelm improved. By the third week of March, thin and pale, he was able to sit in a chair and receive visitors. From her window, Anna saw a messenger wearing the Elector’s livery galloping into the courtyard. An hour later, Wilhelm summoned her to his bedchamber and told her, with a hint of gleefulness, that the English deputation were frustrated at having made such little progress, and that King Henry was dispatching ambassadors to Kleve itself to treat of the alliance. The envoys had asked the Elector to exhort Wilhelm to weigh the matter seriously, as it concerned the King’s own person.

			And what of my person? Anna fumed inwardly.

			‘The English grow anxious!’ Wilhelm said. ‘The Elector writes that they keep reminding him that the Protestant cause would be greatly advanced by the influence of a Lutheran queen of England, this King being so uxorious that the best way of managing him is through his wives.’

			‘But I am no Lutheran!’ Anna protested. ‘How dare they assume that!’

			‘They are but cozening favour with the Elector, Anna. Already he has promised to do his best to advance this alliance. He exhorts me to consent to the marriage, and has promised to send your portrait to England.’

			‘He should have consulted you first,’ Anna said. ‘He had no right to act on Kleve’s behalf.’

			‘Schwester,’ Wilhelm said, patiently, ‘he is acting on my behalf; he has had to, as I have been ill. But the picture will not be sent – not yet, anyway. To give me time to weigh the matter, he has told the envoys that his painter, Meister Cranach, is sick.’

			One must be grateful for small delays.

			‘I suppose no one has suggested that I might like to see a portrait of the King,’ Anna said. ‘Is he as handsome as reputed? Does it not occur to anyone that that might matter to me?’

			Wilhelm regarded her severely. ‘It ought not to. There are higher matters at play in this betrothal. It will be your duty to love your husband, and you must endeavour to do so, and study him well, so that you can please him.’

			‘Of course I hope to love my husband!’ she retorted. ‘But there is a world of difference between the dutiful love of which you speak, and the true love that was between Mutter and Vater, and which Sybilla has clearly found with the Elector. That is what I hope for from marriage.’

			‘Then I will pray you will have it, Anna. Yet there is more to a princely marriage. King Henry has already been told of your beauty and your virtue. Sybilla and the Elector have been praising your fairness, your honesty and your gravity.’

			‘I hope they don’t make me sound too much like a paragon of loveliness and womanly perfection, for I am but human! I hope the King will not be misled.’

			‘Speaking as a man, Anna, I think most men would find you pleasing.’ It was a rare compliment from Wilhelm, who deplored the sin of vanity. Touched, Anna kissed him on the cheek.

			‘So you will be conformable?’ he asked, one eyebrow raised.

			‘Yes,’ she conceded, sighing. ‘I will look forward with good grace to the coming of the English ambassadors.’

			As she returned to her chamber, she took comfort in the knowledge that all was as yet tentative, that marriage negotiations could drag on for a long time – and that betrothals could be broken. Picking up her mirror, she gazed into the burnished silver and appraised her image. Yes, it was pleasing, but beautiful? No. She had a rosy complexion, and a heart-shaped face with a pretty mouth and finely arched brows, but her eyes were too heavy-lidded, her chin too pointed, and her nose too long, too broad at the tip. Yet she was tall and graceful, with a good, slender figure and delicate hands. Was it enough to please a man like King Henry, who had probably been pursued by beautiful women all his life? Or was the King, like her brother, one to appreciate the more sober qualities in ladies, such as modesty, humility and piety? She prayed it was the latter.

			In early spring, amidst much speculation at court, Dr Heinrich Olisleger, the Vice Chancellor, and other high officers of Kleve, arrived back from Cologne and hastened to report to the Duke. Wilhelm had bidden Anna, Mutter and Emily be present at the audience, and they were sitting discreetly in the corner of his presence chamber.

			Dr Olisleger was a sturdy man in his late thirties, with a spade beard and a bushy moustache. Wealthy, of bourgeois origins, and utterly loyal, he was a dedicated humanist, and had been one of Vater’s most trusted councillors.

			‘Your Grace,’ he said, ‘we have met the English envoys and had preliminary talks with them. Dr Wotton is their spokesman; he is a lawyer; Herr Carne is a scholar and diplomat, Herr Berde a member of the King’s Privy Chamber. Herr Barnes you know of, as the King’s chief emissary to the Protestant princes. They have sent him in the hope that he will find favour with you. All of them speak good German.’

			Wilhelm nodded. ‘Have they told you anything of their instructions?’

			Dr Olisleger permitted himself a wry smile. ‘Certainly they were keen to learn about the Lady Anna’s appearance and character.’ He bowed to Anna. ‘I think they were happy with what we told them, for they immediately said they were empowered to offer King Henry’s friendship to your Grace. They crave an audience. I suspect they wish to ensure that you are genuinely interested in an alliance. If so, they would like to have sight of the Princess, and her portrait to send to the King. If he likes her, he will be glad to honour your Grace’s house and family with an alliance.’

			Anna could barely contain her indignation. It was outrageous that King Henry should make this crucial alliance dependent on her personal appeal! But gradually it dawned on her that perhaps, like her, he wished for a marriage in which love could flourish. And who could blame him for not taking any chances this fourth time? This might not be the marriage she had once dreamed of, but maybe, with a willingness on both sides to make it work, it might just be a success. That was in everyone’s interests.

			Wilhelm was thoughtful. ‘I do not wish to appear to be rushing into the English King’s open arms, exulting at my sister’s good fortune. Keeping his Majesty in hopeful anticipation may enable us to obtain greater advantages. More importantly, I mean to ensure that the Lady Anna will be well treated in England, and accorded the status she deserves. His Majesty should be made aware that she has been raised virtuously in our lady mother’s household. I am concerned about how she will fare as queen in a court known for its licentiousness. In view of what has happened to the King’s other wives, I must ensure my sister’s happiness.’

			Anna felt a warm rush of gratitude to Wilhelm, but Dr Olisleger looked dubious. ‘Your Grace, the King may not be disposed to wait. He might be offended by any delay on our part, and then we shall lose any advantage we have, for the match will be off. In my humble opinion, the negotiations should be concluded as soon as possible.’

			‘Very well,’ Wilhelm said. ‘Tell the envoys to present themselves in Kleve in two days’ time, and I will receive them.’

			Two days had passed, and Wilhelm was still tarrying in Düsseldorf. Only in the evening did he depart for Kleve.

			‘It seems rude of him to keep the envoys waiting,’ Anna observed to Emily, as they sat up late, wrapped in their nightgowns, on Anna’s bed. ‘He needs this alliance, as does King Henry. I wish they would stop playing games and get things settled.’

			‘You are growing to like the idea of marrying the King,’ Emily said, plaiting her long tresses.

			‘I’m not sure,’ Anna confessed. ‘I was horrified at first, but I do see the advantages of an alliance, and I want to do what is right for Kleve.’

			‘The noble maiden sacrificing herself for her people!’ Emily hooted, tossing the plait over her shoulder.

			Anna smiled. ‘Something like that.’

			‘I will miss you,’ Emily said, and Anna saw she was near to tears.

			‘I haven’t gone yet, and there is no certainty that I will,’ she replied, feeling a constriction in her throat at the thought of leaving Kleve, her sister, and all those whom she loved – perhaps for ever. She had been brought up knowing it might happen one day, had seen Sybilla depart for Saxony at just fourteen, and knew that she herself had been lucky to remain at home for so long; but the prospect of saying goodbye to her family and her country was heartbreaking. She was certain she would suffer the most dreadful homesickness. ‘We will write to each other, and maybe you can visit me in England,’ she said, with as much brightness as she could muster.

			‘I would love to go to England and be queen,’ Emily sighed.

			‘And marry a man who has buried three unhappy wives?’

			‘Maybe they made him unhappy.’

			Anna was dubious. ‘I suppose it’s possible.’

			‘Think on it,’ Emily said, throwing herself back on the pillows and stretching out like a cat. ‘He needed a son, so he tried to divorce his first wife because she couldn’t give him one. She was stubborn and refused to agree; you can see why he got angry with her. And then the second wife, Anne Boleyn, she couldn’t give him a son and she was unfaithful to him. That’s treason. She got what she deserved. He was happy with his third wife, but it wasn’t his fault she died in childbed, was it?’

			‘No,’ Anna had to agree. ‘It’s just that he is so much older than me – more than twice my age. I fear I will not please him – and, if I don’t, that something awful will befall me.’

			‘Nonsense, Anna! Any man would be lucky to have you. He will fall in love with you instantly, as soon as he sees you.’

			‘I hope you are right. If I find the kind of love our parents shared, I will be content.’

			She lay wakeful after Emily had gone to bed. Clearly the King was well disposed towards her, and looking for marital happiness. If she pleased him and took care never to offend him, and conducted herself in such a way that none could reproach her or accuse her of anything, and King Henry did not notice anything amiss on their wedding night, then nothing ill could befall her. She might even find happiness herself. Oh, but there were too many ifs!

			Wilhelm returned from Kleve. Anna was discouraged to hear from Mutter that he had not seen the envoys, even after keeping them waiting an unconscionably long time. In his wake came Dr Olisleger, who had spoken with them. When Wilhelm summoned Anna to his cabinet to hear about their meeting, Olisleger was there waiting for her.

			‘My Lady Anna,’ he said, ‘I have spoken at length with the Englishmen, in company with Chancellor Hograve and other officers of the Duke.’

			‘You did not speak to them yourself?’ Anna challenged Wilhelm.

			‘Vice Chancellor Olisleger excused my absence, as I had directed.’ Wilhelm smiled faintly. ‘It does not do to appear too eager.’

			Anna threw him an exasperated look. His stalling might well cost Kleve the alliance.

			Olisleger spoke. ‘I assured the English envoys there was no deliberate delay on our part. But, Sir, they still behave as if the King is doing us a great favour, and express astonishment that you are not falling over yourself to accept the Lady Anna’s good fortune. They believe you are procrastinating to wring the most advantageous terms from their master.’

			‘They are right,’ Wilhelm said. ‘I’m not sure I can afford to provide the Lady Anna with an appropriate dowry. And I want to know more about the terms King Henry is offering, and what dower he will settle on her for her maintenance. Then I will determine what answer I will give the King.’

			‘So I told them, Sir. I also informed them, as you commanded, that they will have portraits of both ladies within fourteen days.’

			‘Both ladies?’ Anna echoed, surprised.

			‘Yes, Madam. That is what the King has asked for.’

			Anna looked sharply at Wilhelm. ‘But I thought that I, as the elder sister, was the one under consideration?’

			‘So I was given to believe,’ her brother said, ‘but his Majesty wishes to make a choice.’

			Anna did not quite know how she felt. On the one hand, she was relieved that she might not have to leave Kleve after all; on the other, her pride was a little wounded. What if the King decided he fancied Emily best? How humiliating that would be for Anna, for her younger sister to be chosen over her and married first! Always she would be remembered as the rejected bride.

			Wilhelm was speaking to Olisleger, oblivious to her discomposure. ‘They can have the portraits that were painted six months ago.’

			‘No, not mine, please!’ Anna protested. She had been painted in profile, wearing a ghastly hat chosen by Mutter. She looked lumpen and fat, and too heavy in the chin – and she did not want King Henry, or anyone else, seeing her like that. Emily’s likeness was much closer to life, and very winning. There was no doubt who the King would choose.

			Wilhelm frowned.

			‘If I may offer an opinion, Sir,’ Olisleger intervened, ‘that portrait of the Lady Anna does her no justice.’ Anna smiled at him gratefully.

			‘Then we will have to arrange for another to be painted,’ the Duke said, ‘and find a better artist.’

			‘I will see to that, Sir,’ Olisleger promised.

			The envoys had been wasting time in Kleve for five weeks now. Even the Elector of Saxony was losing patience with Wilhelm, and had sent Vice Chancellor Burchard to urge him to ensure that negotiations moved forward. Wilhelm insisted that Anna and Emily be present when he received this most respected and influential statesman, and ensured that the English envoys were there too. Anna was bracing herself to make a good impression, but then Wilhelm mentioned that the envoys were not to be presented to either her or Emily.

			‘You will not mingle with the throng. You will stand behind my chair, and you will both dress as our mother decrees. I have asked her to ensure that you are modestly and discreetly attired.’

			That meant being swathed in voluminous black gowns from neck to feet, and wearing floppy feathered hats that overshadowed their faces. Really, Anna thought, they could not have appeared more unbecoming!

			‘We look like frights!’ Emily complained, as they walked sedately to the presence chamber.

			‘They will think Wilhelm is hiding us from view because we are deformed or ugly,’ Anna protested.

			‘Your brother has his reasons,’ Mutter said firmly, and would not be drawn further.

			Vice Chancellor Burchard, in his sober black gown, bowed before Wilhelm. He had a world-weary face, shrewd eyes and heavy jowls. Discreetly, Anna swivelled her eyes to the English envoys, who were standing some distance away. Their spokesman, Dr Wotton, had a gaunt, kind face. They were all staring at her and Emily with undisguised interest.

			The audience consisted of mere pleasantries. Only in the afternoon, when Burchard retired with Wilhelm and Olisleger to the private cabinet, did the real business of the day begin. Anna, seated with Emily and Mutter at the table, watched Wilhelm resist Burchard’s attempts to get him to approve the alliance.

			‘The English are weary of delays and excuses,’ Burchard argued. ‘They say that you, Vice Chancellor Olisleger, know that well enough.’

			Olisleger mopped his brow. ‘I do indeed.’ He glanced despairingly at the glowering Wilhelm. ‘What troubles them most is that they have not seen the young ladies here – or not properly. They complained at dinner about the apparel their Graces were wearing this morning. They called it monstrous – saving your presence, my ladies – and said they could see no sight of their faces or their persons. I’m afraid I got rather testy and asked if they wanted to see them naked!’

			‘Really!’ Mutter exclaimed. Anna squirmed with embarrassment. Emily giggled.

			‘My apologies to your Graces.’ Olisleger looked abashed. ‘They said they just wanted to see the ladies. I said I would arrange that presently.’

			‘Please, my lord Duke,’ Burchard intervened, ‘will you not send ambassadors to the King to offer the Lady Anna? At least, then, you will know where you stand, and what terms the King offers.’

			Olisleger nodded his approval.

			‘I cannot spare anyone now,’ Wilhelm said irritably. ‘I need my diplomats for a meeting in Guelders.’

			The chancellor sighed. ‘My lord, this is getting us nowhere. Maybe you should unburden yourself of the real reason why you are worried about proceeding with the marriage – which I have had to divulge in confidence to the English envoys.’

			Anna stared at her brother. Wilhelm looked nonplussed for a moment, then recovered himself. ‘Anna, I am concerned that your betrothal to Francis of Lorraine is still valid, and that you are not free to marry.’

			She was stunned. ‘But Vater said the precontract had no force because the promises were made only between the fathers, as Francis and I were too young to give our consents. Vater told me we were at liberty to marry where we would.’

			‘He said as much to me too,’ Mutter declared firmly.

			‘And that is the truth of the matter, as I have assured his Grace here several times,’ Olisleger said, ‘and the envoys.’

			‘Then, my son, what is there to worry about?’ Mutter asked.

			Wilhelm sighed. ‘Madam, I know my father considered the precontract void, but it was never formally annulled.’

			‘It did not need to be,’ Burchard chimed in. ‘Evidently the Duke of Lorraine agrees, because he is negotiating for his son to marry the French King’s daughter.’

			Olisleger turned to Wilhelm. ‘I assure your Grace you need not worry any more about this. For the love of God, let us proceed to negotiations!’

			There was a long pause.

			‘Very well,’ Wilhelm said. ‘I will send my ambassadors to England.’

			Anna tensed. It looked as if she might become queen of England after all.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4


			1539

			It was hot in Schwanenburg that July, and Anna found it hard to concentrate on reading or embroidering. It was not just the stifling heat that plagued her. Mutter had just come to her chamber and revealed that King Henry himself had expressed concern about her being free of her precontract.

			‘His envoys want written proof that the betrothal was formally annulled,’ she said. ‘The King is very keen to have the matter resolved, for he has heard of your virtue and wisdom, and other things to your praise. If you are not free, he will ask for Emily, but he would prefer you, since you are the elder. All he is concerned about is that there is no impediment to your marrying him.’ She smiled. ‘I think Dr Olisleger can satisfy him on that score.’

			‘I am sure there is no need for concern,’ Anna said.

			Mutter reached across and laid her hand on Anna’s. ‘I trust you are happy with this marriage, child?’

			‘Yes, my lady. I admit, I did not want it at first, but I know my duty, and will do my very best to make the King a good wife, and to make you and Kleve proud of me.’ She was reconciled, she realised. She was even a little excited about her great destiny.

			‘The envoys want to meet you, and I think it is high time, since you are to be their Queen.’

			‘Of course. I shall be happy to receive them.’

			‘Good. I will arrange for them to meet us in the garden this afternoon. Tell your maids to dress you in the crimson velvet gown. It becomes you well, and you want to look your best.’

			Anna agreed. The crimson gown was the richest she had. She had outgrown the red silk with its telltale stains. How dearly she had paid for her pleasure . . . and might pay more yet. It had begun to prey on her mind, now that her marriage to the King seemed likely. Could a man know if his wife was no virgin? Worse still, would he be able to tell if she had borne a child?

			Resolutely, she thrust away her fears, and went to her chamber to change for the envoys.

			She knew she looked every inch the princess as she waited in the garden, seated to one side of Mutter on a stone bench, with Emily on the other. The round skirt of her gown, banded with gold, fell in soft folds about her feet; its long sleeves, gathered above the elbows with matching ornamented bands, trailed almost to the ground. Draped across her bejewelled bodice were heavy chains and a crucifix studded with gems; and on her head she wore an elaborate Stickelchen of silk damask atop a sheer winged cap of lawn and a gold embroidered forecloth. Her fingers were laden with rings.

			When the envoys approached and bowed low before her, she nodded graciously at them. Dr Wotton, acting as their spokesman, was most courteous, clearly practised in the art of diplomacy.

			‘I was told that your Grace’s beauty excelled that of the Duchess of Milan, as the golden sun excels the silver moon,’ he said, ‘and now I can see for myself that it is the truth. His Majesty is a most fortunate man. It is said that you have many gentle qualities.’

			‘The Lady Anna has been well schooled in all the virtues, and in the accomplishments that befit a wife,’ Mutter said. ‘She can read and write, and cook, and is most proficient with the needle.’

			‘Admirable, admirable!’ Dr Wotton exclaimed. ‘And are you musical, my lady?’

			‘I do not sing or play, Sir, but I enjoy music,’ Anna told him. Was she mistaken, or did she see a momentary chink in his bonhomie?

			‘What languages do you speak?’ he asked.

			‘Just German, Sir,’ she told him, feeling at a disadvantage. Surely he had not expected her to know English? ‘But I am sure I could learn English quickly.’

			‘Very good, very good.’ Wotton turned to Mutter. ‘Your Grace, has any progress been made in obtaining the portraits his Majesty requested?’

			‘Alas, no,’ Mutter admitted. ‘We hoped to have them painted by Meister Wertinger, but he is otherwise committed. We have sent to Meister Cranach in Saxony, but have not yet received a reply.’

			‘No matter, Madam. His Majesty will send his own painter, Master Holbein, if that is acceptable.’

			‘Of course,’ Mutter smiled. ‘I am sure the Duke will give his permission. We have all heard of the fame of Hans Holbein.’

			‘I am also instructed to tell you, Madam, and the Duke, that if there is any difficulty about the dowry, my master prefers virtue and friendship to money.’

			Henry must be eager, Anna thought. All kings wanted money.

			‘That is extremely generous of him,’ Mutter said, her eyes widening in surprise.

			Early in August, the court moved to Schloss Düren, Wilhelm’s hunting lodge in the high lands of the duchy of Jülich. Here, the Duke spent much time closeted with Dr Wotton and the envoys. At length, he appointed Dr Olisleger and Werner von Hochsteden, Grand Master of the court of Kleve, as ambassadors to England.

			‘They shall have the power to treat and conclude everything,’ he told Anna, as the family sat together over supper that evening. ‘And we will be offering a decent sum as dowry, despite the King’s hint that he would waive it.’

			‘Thank you, Bruder,’ Anna said gratefully. She did not want to go to England without a dowry; she would feel like someone of little worth.

			Mutter finished eating and turned to her. ‘It looks, my dear child, as if you will be leaving for England soon.’

			‘If the King likes my picture,’ Anna said, feeling a great lump rise in her throat at the thought of parting from her family.

			‘He might prefer mine,’ Emily piped up.

			‘Then I will be happy for you,’ Anna said. In truth, she still did not know whether she would be jealous or relieved.

			‘I think he will ask for Anna,’ Wilhelm said.

			‘I will be loath to suffer either of you to depart.’ Mutter looked sad. ‘But I know my duty, as I know you know yours. It is for this that you have been carefully reared.’

			‘Dr Wotton asked me a strange question, Anna,’ Wilhelm said. ‘He asked if you are inclined to the good cheer of this country.’

			‘What did he mean, I am a drunkard?’ Anna was aghast. Emily spluttered into her drink.

			‘Such impertinence!’ Mutter exclaimed. ‘Especially as you, my son, are well known for abstaining. These English are impossible.’

			‘But it’s a fair question,’ Wilhelm observed, ‘especially as we Germans are known for our love of beer and wine – and regrettably, for our carousing. Even Luther calls us boozing devils, and no doubt our reputation is known in England.’

			‘Perchance the King fears he will be marrying a wine barrel!’ Emily giggled. Anna laughed.

			‘I should hope not!’ Mutter retorted, but even she had to suppress a smile.

			They were at Düren when Hans Holbein arrived early in August.

			‘The painter is here!’ Emily cried, leaning out of the ornate bay window of the Duchess’s Tower, built by Vater for his womenfolk. Anna joined her, but caught only a glimpse of Holbein’s back as he disappeared through the door below. They watched as his easel and other equipment were unloaded from a cart in the courtyard. ‘Maybe we should call our maids and start looking out our finery.’

			‘I am going to wear the crimson velvet,’ Anna said. ‘It made a good impression on Dr Wotton, so I hope it will please the King.’ Her eyes followed the stocky figure of Holbein as he emerged again, following an usher towards his lodging in the red-brick guest range opposite the tower.

			‘He looks rather grumpy, doesn’t he?’ Emily observed.

			He did. As Anna discovered at her first sitting, he was a taciturn man with lion-like features in a square face, a spade beard and a severely cut fringe. He took his work very seriously, and did not encourage chatter. At least he was able to converse with her in German when he felt inclined, though mostly he did not.

			‘Please keep still,’ he told her. He had done a few preliminary sketches, and was now painting a little disc of vellum he had cut out.

			‘Is it to be a miniature?’ she asked. ‘It will be easier to send a miniature to England than a large portrait.’

			‘Yes, your Grace. I will make a large portrait later. Now, please, no talking.’

			‘Can I watch you drawing?’ Emily asked, sitting at the side of the room, fidgeting with boredom.

			‘No, Princess.’ He looked up at Anna. ‘Keep still, my lady, and stay facing me. Rest your right hand over your left.’

			As the morning wore on, and the sun rose in the sky, Anna began to swelter in her rich gown. She longed to remove her headdress. Beneath it, her hair was clinging to her head, wet with sweat. She raised a hand to mop her brow.

			‘Keep still!’ Holbein barked. The minutes dragged by. The silence, like the heat, was oppressive. Emily was yawning.

			At last, Holbein laid down his brush. ‘That is enough for today.’

			‘May I see?’ Anna asked.

			‘Not today. When it is finished, hopefully tomorrow. Good day, your Graces.’ He began tidying away his brushes.

			Anna realised that she and Emily had been dismissed. Thank goodness the painting would be finished soon. She prayed it would be a good likeness, and appealing. Thankfully, Holbein had a good reputation.

			She was not disappointed. When, the next day, he announced he was finished, and let her see the portrait, she was thrilled to see herself so delicately delineated, smiling demurely. Her complexion was clear, her gaze steady, her face pleasing.

			Dr Wotton, summoned to see the miniature, was delighted with it. ‘Master Holbein, you have made it very lifelike,’ he declared.

			Now it was Emily’s turn to be painted. To Holbein’s obvious annoyance, Dr Wotton stood at his shoulder as he made the first sketch and barked for Emily to keep still.

			‘That’s marvellous!’ Wotton pronounced, grabbing the finished drawing. ‘To the life! No need to paint a miniature. This will do perfectly.’

			Holbein looked furious. ‘My commission is to paint two miniatures,’ he snapped. ‘The King himself commanded me.’

			‘The King wants to see the portraits as soon as possible,’ Wotton replied. ‘Yesterday, preferably! Let me send this, and the miniature, today. I assure you, his Majesty will be delighted. I will answer for it.’

			Holbein rolled his eyes. ‘Very well, Dr Wotton.’ He did not sound happy.

			Anna looked at Emily’s portrait. Her sister looked unusually grave-faced. What the drawing did not show was her fine attire, but doubtless King Henry would be more interested in her features. Would he prefer her to Anna? She did not think so, for this sketch did not do Emily justice. It did not capture her sunny personality or her quick wit. Had that been deliberate, to ensure that Anna was chosen? Or would Emily have looked different if Holbein had had a chance to paint her miniature?

			Anyway, it was too late now; their likenesses would be dispatched to King Henry today, and soon they would hear which of them was to wear the crown of England.

			Wilhelm seemed unconcerned as to which of his sisters the King would choose – so long as he chose one of them. In the wider scheme of things, Anna realised, it did not matter which princess’s name was on the treaty; it was the alliance itself that was the crucial achievement.

			‘His Majesty was enchanted by the Lady Anna’s portrait,’ Dr Wotton said, beaming, ‘and declared at once that it was she whom he wished to marry.’ He bowed to her, as if she were already his Queen.

			They were in Wilhelm’s cabinet, gathered in haste at Dr Wotton’s request.

			Gratified at having been chosen, but not quite sure how she felt now that her marriage was a virtual certainty, Anna smiled at the ambassador.

			‘The King does me a supreme honour,’ she said, glancing at Emily, who must be feeling some mortification at not being chosen, but was hiding it well.

			‘His Majesty is impatient for your Grace’s arrival in England,’ Dr Wotton told her. ‘It is already September.’ He turned to Wilhelm. ‘Are you ready to proceed to the alliance, Sir?’

			‘Indeed I am, Dr Wotton.’ Wilhelm looked jubilant.

			Anna watched from the dais as her brother signed the marriage treaty, scrawling his name with a flourish before the entire court. Then, at his nod, she stood up, aware of the expectant faces eagerly looking her way. She had been dreading this moment, never having spoken in public before, but knew she must accustom herself to it, for the Queen of England would have many public duties. She took a deep breath.

			‘I should like to express my hearty thanks to his Grace, my brother, and to the people of Kleve, for having preferred me to such a marriage that I could wish for no better.’ There – it was done, as Wilhelm had bidden, and her voice had not faltered once. She curtseyed and sat down, as Mutter looked on approvingly.

			Wilhelm, seated in the great chair next to her, beckoned forward his envoys. They would negotiate the many matters to be discussed, such as the dowry Anna would take with her, the dower King Henry would settle on her, her household, and how she would travel to England.

			Dr Olisleger was to act as ambassador, and Wilhelm handed him his commission. ‘Tell his Majesty I desire him to treat with you as if I myself were present. God speed you all.’

			That evening, Anna asked Mother Lowe to attend her in her chamber.

			‘Something is troubling me deeply,’ she confessed, standing by the window and gazing out into the night. ‘Soon, I will be leaving for England. When I am there, how will I learn how young Johann is faring in Solingen?’

			‘The same way you do now,’ the nurse assured her, ‘although it will take a little longer for news to reach us. Your lady mother has already told me that I will be going with you. Frau Schmidt will keep me informed on Johann’s progress, as she has always done.’

			Anna sagged in relief, yet still her mind was not quietened. ‘We must be careful. The risks will be far greater now. The King thinks I am a maiden. What would he do to me if he found out? It has been preying on my mind.’

			Mother Lowe laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘No one has found out these eight years, Liebling. We’ve been careful, and discreet, and will continue to be so. If anyone asks, I will say I have a nephew on whom I dote in Kleve, and like to hear of his progress. What could be more natural? There is nothing to connect you with him.’

			‘No, of course. I am worrying unnecessarily.’ Anna paused. ‘Mother Lowe, I am leaving Kleve soon, probably for good. I had always hoped that, one day, when he is older, I might see my son, but that now seems a vain hope. Is there any possibility that I could see him now?’

			To her dismay, Mother Lowe shook her head, looking perturbed. ‘No, Anna. It is not possible. The agreement was that you would never see him again. As far as Johann is concerned, the Schmidts are his natural parents. They think his mother is a friend of mine who went to the nuns for help when she found herself in trouble. Liebling, you cannot meet the boy, lest it arouse suspicion. Your name is famous throughout Christendom now, and a visit from the future Queen of England to a humble swordsmith of Solingen would draw comment!’

			‘Yes, of course. I understand that. But could I not just see him from afar? I long to know what he is like, before I have to go away. I might never get the chance again.’ Tears welled in Anna’s eyes. Always there was this unsatisfied yearning for her child. ‘Please!’

			Mother Lowe was turning down the bed, frowning. ‘In truth, I do not know how it can be managed. You cannot travel thirty miles from here to Schloss Burg without good reason. How would you explain it?’

			‘Could they not come here, to Düsseldorf?’

			‘But what reason would they have to do that?’

			‘You could tell them I wish to purchase a fine sword as a gift for the King, and ask Meister Schmidt to bring a selection for me to see. You could say you had praised his craftsmanship to me.’

			Mother Lowe still looked doubtful. ‘And why would he bring his family all the way here on business?’

			‘I have it!’ Anna cried. ‘You could suggest that, if Johann is to be apprenticed to him, which he must surely be soon, the boy might enjoy a visit to court.’

			The nurse shook her head. ‘The matter is fraught with risk. It seems such a strange thing to suggest. Meister Schmidt might smell a rat. He cannot but have wondered all these years who Johann’s mother is. He’d know it was natural for her to want to see him.’

			Anna took off her necklace and laid it in her jewel chest. ‘Now you are worrying unnecessarily.’

			‘No, Anna. I will not do it. Your lady mother has relied on me to maintain discretion, and I’ve never failed her. She would be horrified if she knew what you are suggesting, especially with your marriage to King Henry going forward. Liebling, I know it is hard, but it is impossible.’

			Anna knew herself defeated. As Mother Lowe helped her prepare for bed, she fought back the wave of emotion that threatened to engulf her; but when the door had closed and she had blown out the candle, she gave way to a storm of weeping – and not for the first time.

			At supper one evening in October, Wilhelm announced that he had received a letter from Dr Olisleger. ‘They had a good journey, and when they arrived in London, Lord Cromwell himself invited them to dinner and showed himself sympathetic to our situation here. He said that it was dishonourable of the Emperor to scheme to steal Guelders from me. Truly, I think this treaty will prove advantageous for us.’

			Anna felt proud to be doing her country such a service. ‘Have the envoys seen the King yet?’

			‘Yes, they rode to his castle at Windsor, then travelled in his train to the palace of Hampton Court. He showed them every honour, and entertained them with hunting and feasting. They say he is in a joyous mood, in very good health, and eager to see the negotiations brought to a conclusion.’

			‘Will that take long?’ Anna asked, passing a platter of meats to her mother.

			‘There is much to be decided and arranged on both sides,’ Mutter said. ‘We need to provide you with a fitting escort that reflects the magnificence of Kleve. We have to choose the lords and ladies who will accompany you, and determine which of them will stay with you in England, at least until you acclimatise yourself to the customs there. Remember, Anna, that while you are a princess of Kleve and should do everything in your power to benefit your homeland, once you wed, you will be an Englishwoman, and must behave as such. The King will expect it.’

			Anna drained her goblet of good Rhenish wine. ‘It is a slightly daunting prospect, I admit. I will do my best to learn English ways, and hope the King will be patient with me. But it will be a comfort to have some Germans about me. I am so grateful to you for allowing me to take Mother Lowe.’

			Mutter smiled. ‘She has been a second mother to you from your infancy, and I trust her like no other. She will be your confidential attendant and have the rule of your maids. I hope the King will agree to her staying on permanently to run your household.’

			‘I shall have to work hard at learning English!’ Anna said. ‘How else can I communicate with the King?’

			‘I have been thinking about this,’ Wilhelm replied. ‘It may be too late in the day to find you a tutor here. I will ask Dr Wotton for his advice.’

			‘When do you think my wedding will be?’ Anna ventured.

			‘Before Christmas, I hope,’ her brother answered.

			‘It is so soon.’ It was hard to believe that in a few short weeks, her place at this table would be empty, and she would be celebrating Christmas in a strange land. It was devastating, knowing she would be saying farewell for good to her family, and that she might never again look upon the beloved face of her mother. Her hands were clenched in her lap, the knuckles white with tension.

			‘It will be upon us before we know it,’ Mutter said briskly. ‘There is so much to do.’

			News reached Kleve at irregular intervals. There was much discussion about Anna’s dowry, but King Henry proved most accommodating. Although a sum of a hundred thousand gold florins had been agreed, he generously insisted that Wilhelm did not actually need to pay it. And he agreed to Wilhelm’s request that Anna be granted the same dower as her predecessors, which amounted to twenty thousand gold florins.

			‘And if, after the King’s death, you are left a childless widow,’ Wilhelm explained, ‘you shall have a pension of fifteen thousand florins for life, even if you wish to return to Kleve. And if you do so wish, you can bring with you all your clothes, jewels and plate.’ He gave her a rare grin. ‘Anna, if all goes as planned, you will live in luxury and never want for anything again.’

			‘And Kleve will be the safer for it,’ she replied, warming a little more to King Henry. Maybe he had been more sinned against than sinning. For both their sakes, she wanted to believe the best of him.

			Wilhelm was scanning Dr Olisleger’s latest, highly detailed, report. ‘It has been agreed that you will travel to Calais at my expense. Calais is an English city, and King Henry will meet all the costs of conveying you thence to him in England.’

			He turned the page. ‘Provision has also been made for you in the event of my dying childless. Sybilla would, of course, inherit Kleve, and you and Emily would jointly receive one hundred and sixty thousand florins and several castles, with five thousand florins a year for life.’

			‘So everything is settled then?’

			‘Almost. There has been much debate about how you will travel to England. As it will soon be winter, I told Dr Olisleger I thought it better for you to travel to Calais by land, for if you were transported by sea – and you’ve never been in a ship, Anna, so you don’t know what it’s like – the rough weather might make you sick or mar your complexion, and you’ll want to be looking your best when you meet the King.’

			‘Then I shall travel overland,’ Anna told him.

			‘Even that’s not as straightforward as it might seem,’ Wilhelm sighed. Rummaging in a drawer, he drew out a map. ‘You can see here that the route to Calais lies through the Netherlands, which are the territory of the Emperor, and governed by his sister, the Queen Regent. There is no guarantee that the Emperor will grant you a safe-conduct to pass through his dominions. The only way to circumvent that is to go by sea. But even were you to risk the voyage, there might be danger from the ships of the Emperor’s subjects. What if you fell into their hands without a safe-conduct?’

			‘Does the King have a view on this matter?’ she asked.

			‘The King is the founder of England’s navy, Anna. They say the sea is in his blood, and he sees no reason why his fine ships should not carry you to his kingdom. He wants you to sail from Hardewijk on the coast of Guelders. But then you would have to navigate the Zuyder Zee, and it is hazardous for ships to manoeuvre through its dykes and dams, even in good weather. The King is aware of this. He sent two experienced shipmasters to Guelders to draw up a pilot’s chart, but they warned him that no ship could come near the coast, lest it founder on sandbanks.’

			Anna was perplexed. ‘So how shall I get to England? Envoys seem to go to and fro without hindrance, but it appears that I encounter only difficulties.’

			‘You are precious cargo,’ Wilhelm smiled, rolling up the map. ‘Dr Olisleger has asked the King personally to request a safe-conduct from the Queen Regent in Brussels, permitting you to travel overland through Brabant.’

			‘And are you hopeful of the Queen Regent granting it?’

			‘Reasonably hopeful. If she does, you will travel by land along the northern coast to Calais. It’s about two hundred and fifty miles away. The King is arranging for the Earl of Southampton, his Lord High Admiral, to receive you there with a fitting escort, and accompany you across the sea to England. Dr Olisleger writes that Lord Cromwell is already ordering the fitting-out of the ships that will take you, and determining where you shall land, who shall be there to meet you and where his Majesty will receive you.’

			‘I would rather not be the cause of such a fuss!’

			‘Anna,’ Wilhelm said, stern, ‘you are to be the wife of the King of England. Everything that touches you must reflect his own magnificence. From now on, you will be the cause of a lot of fuss and ado, so you had best accustom yourself to it. I too am determined that you shall go honourably to Calais, and I will provide gold and jewels and all things suitable, as befits the intended bride of so great a king.’

			Anna wished Wilhelm did not sound so pompous. ‘And what if the Queen Regent refuses a safe-conduct?’

			‘Then we will have to find a way for you to go by sea with a suitable convoy of ships. But let us hope it does not come to that. I have promised to keep the King informed by letter of my plans for your journey, so that he may time his preparations for your reception.’

			He leaned forward in his chair and took Anna’s hands. ‘Schwester, this will be a good marriage for you. The King has shown nothing but solicitude for your comfort and honourable reception. Dr Olisleger has enclosed a letter from him, thanking me for the goodwill I have shown in negotiating the alliance. He urges speed in concluding the treaty, as winter is approaching. Anna, he wants to be married as soon as possible. You have an eager bridegroom!’

			Mutter, busy with preparations and endless lists of things to do, was delighted to hear that Lord Cromwell was equally busy ordering the refurbishment of the Queen’s apartments at the King’s principal palace of Whitehall, and improvements to St James’s Palace, where Henry and Anna would spend their honeymoon.

			‘I hear that the initials H and A are being carved on all the royal fireplaces and ceilings, embroidered on hangings and linen, and chiselled on stonework,’ she said, as they sat in Anna’s chamber surrounded by piles of body linen and towels, all to be embroidered with Anna’s new royal monogram, A.R., for Anna Regina. ‘I’m told that St James’s lies secluded in a park.’

			Anna, busy with her needle, suddenly felt chilled. The honeymoon. Her wedding night loomed ahead, and with it the fear of exposure – and what might follow.

			She could not contain herself. ‘Mutter, I am frightened,’ she blurted out. ‘Is there any way the King could guess that I am not . . . that I have borne . . .’

			Mutter came to her rescue. ‘No, my daughter, I do not think so. And I am sure you know that, when you do your duty, as he requires you, you must act as if it is all new to you.’

			For all Mutter’s wise advice, Anna realised that she did not really know the answer to the question. And there was another that Anna could not ask her. Was a virtuous woman supposed to feel pleasure in the marriage act? She could not imagine experiencing with the King the kind of ecstasy to which Otho had awakened her, yet she had so hoped to know again that glorious completion, and find it in the nuptial bed. Henry must be a seasoned lover, having had three wives and – it was said – many mistresses in his time, but he was nearing fifty now, and the fires of youth would long have been dampened. Truly, she had no idea at all of what she could expect from him, yet one thing was certain: he would want her to bear him sons, for the future of his dynasty was vested in one small boy, just two years old. God send that she herself prove fruitful!

			‘I hear that the principal English lords have bought much cloth of gold and silk against your coming.’ Mutter’s voice interrupted Anna’s reverie. ‘You are going to have a splendid welcome!’ She gave her daughter a searching glance. ‘Do not look so worried, child. There is nothing to fear in the marriage bed.’

		

	
		
			
Chapter 5


			1539

			King Henry had signed the treaty! The English court, Dr Wotton reported, had been plunged into a flurry of excitement and lavish preparation.

			Anna was henceforth to be addressed, and deferred to, as queen of England. Immediately, she felt set apart, even from Mutter, who, like Wilhelm, she now outranked, and who must now curtsey to her. Everyone had to address her as ‘your Majesty’ or ‘your Grace’, and observe greater ceremony in her presence; at table, she sat at the high chair. Had she thought her previous life constrained? Already, she was missing it. At least she had enjoyed some informality.

			And then young Mrs Susanna Gilman arrived from England. Presenting her to Anna, Wilhelm explained that she was the daughter of the renowned Flemish painter, Gerard Horenbout, and was herself a painter and illuminator of great competence in the employ of the King; more importantly, she could speak German.

			‘I will leave you to get acquainted,’ Wilhelm said, and closed the door of Anna’s chamber behind him.

			‘I am delighted to receive you, Mrs Gilman,’ Anna said.

			‘His Majesty has sent me to wait upon your Grace,’ replied her visitor. ‘He understands that you know little of England, and thought I could tell you about the ways and customs of the English court.’

			‘You are come as a godsend,’ Anna said, beaming. She had taken instantly to Mrs Gilman’s broad, wholesome face and pleasant manner.

			‘I very much hope so,’ Mrs Gilman smiled. ‘I know the court well, as I work there. I served the late Queen Jane as a gentlewoman of the privy chamber. My father is one of the King’s painters; he taught me my craft.’

			Anna was impressed. ‘I did not know that women could be painters. I never heard of such a thing.’

			Susanna smiled. ‘Your Grace, at the English court, they make no distinction, so a woman has the ability. And there too you will find women who are scholars, writers of songs, poets and musicians.’

			‘It sounds so different from Kleve,’ Anna said, a touch dismayed. ‘Here, it is frowned upon for women to do such things. I fear that, in England, I may be at a disadvantage, for I have none of those skills.’

			‘Not to worry, your Grace, for there are also many women who have the kind of virtues and skills for which you yourself are especially renowned, and which the King much admires.’

			‘So I am spoken of at the English court?’

			‘Madam,’ Mrs Gilman declared, ‘you may be sure that every word that is reported from here is repeated around the court within five minutes!’

			‘Oh dear,’ Anna said, and they both laughed.

			‘Your father must know Meister Holbein,’ she went on.

			‘Certainly he does,’ Susanna told her. ‘Meister Holbein was his pupil. A most difficult man!’

			‘Indeed.’ Their eyes met in amused agreement, and a friendship was born.

			‘I am so grateful to you for coming all this way, Mrs Gilman,’ Anna said.

			‘It is my pleasure, Madam. The King was generous with my travel expenses, and he paid for my husband to accompany me. We were married only recently.’

			‘How long have you lived in England?’

			‘Nearly eighteen years, Madam. I am quite settled there. I hope your Grace will be happy there too. The King is longing to see you. It is the talk of the court.’

			‘Then I trust I will live up to expectations!’ Anna smiled. ‘I want you to tell me all I need to know, and how I can please the King.’

			‘Oh, I think you will do that very well,’ Mrs Gilman said. ‘And his Majesty has asked me to teach you some English, so that you will be able to observe the courtesies when you arrive.’

			Anna was relieved to hear that. Mutter arranged for her and Mrs Gilman to have their lessons in the ladies’ chamber, the finest room in her apartments, while she and her attendants retired to a smaller room. The lessons went fairly well, although, willing to learn as she was, Anna found English difficult. In some ways it was akin to German, but it didn’t seem to follow consistent rules. She made slow progress.

			Mutter agreed that Anna might invite Mrs Gilman’s husband to supper with his wife one evening. The couple were most appreciative of the honour of dining at the ducal table, and Anna found herself liking the merry Mr Gilman, a successful vintner who was clearly in love with his bride.

			‘We met when I was delivering wine to Whitehall Palace,’ he told her. ‘She was about to trip over a barrel, and I saved her.’ His eyes twinkled.

			‘It was not the most elegant start to a courtship,’ his wife observed. Anna felt wistful, seeing them together. They were so obviously happy, so in harmony with each other. How wonderful it would be if she herself could find that kind of easy contentment with King Henry.

			Susanna – for so Anna was soon calling her – was full of the splendours of the royal palaces of England, the celebrations that were being planned for the wedding, and the great household Anna would have.

			‘The highest ladies in the land will serve your Grace,’ she said, ‘and you will have your own council and officers.’

			‘I will not know where to begin!’ Anna cried.

			‘There is no need to worry. You have been well schooled in all the requisite courtesies, and there will be many to guide you.’

			‘Including yourself, I hope!’ Anna said fervently.

			‘Indeed. His Majesty assured me of a place as gentlewoman to your Grace before I left England.’

			‘That makes me feel much happier,’ Anna smiled. ‘You will be the foremost of my gentlewomen.’

			‘You honour me more than you realise, Madam,’ Susanna told her, ‘for there is great competition for places in your household. I assure you that, for every post, there are at least a dozen applicants, some ready to offer inducements. Of course, many places will go to those who served the last two queens and are experienced in their duties.’

			‘I do hope I will be allowed to keep some of my German servants,’ Anna said.

			‘That will be a matter for the King,’ Susanna told her. Anna hoped she was not being evasive.

			Anna was sitting at the table in her mother’s chamber. She was supposed to be embroidering the chemises she would take with her to England, but she kept slacking, fascinated to watch Susanna painting exquisite little miniatures of biblical scenes.

			‘They are for a book of hours,’ Susanna explained.

			‘I don’t know how you can paint such detail in such a small space,’ Anna marvelled.

			They had become friends, for all that they had known each other for only a few days, and presently, as it grew dark outside and the maids withdrew after adding more wood to the stove, Anna ventured to ask the question she had been aching to pose for a long time, a question she could never ask any ambassador. ‘Susanna, what is the King like?’

			‘Does your Grace mean as a person?’

			‘Yes. Please tell me the truth.’

			Susanna laid down her paintbrush. ‘I have always found him most charming. One never forgets he is the King, of course, but he has perfect manners and is always most friendly and pleasant to the ladies. He has what people in England call the common touch: he can be familiar and royal at the same time, if you understand what I mean. And he has always been kind and generous to me.’

			‘He has been kind and generous towards me too,’ Anna said. ‘And yet I have heard he can be cruel and ruthless.’

			‘So people say,’ Susanna replied, ‘but I have never seen that side of him.’

			‘But what of Queen Anne? He had her beheaded. His own wife!’

			Susanna shook her head. ‘She was a whore. She paid a musician for his favours. She even slept with her own brother. And she would have murdered the King if she had not been stopped by Lord Cromwell. It was he who discovered what she was plotting.’

			‘Truly?’ Anna was dubious. ‘Most people I’ve spoken to here think Lord Cromwell made an occasion to get rid of her because she couldn’t give the King a son.’

			‘Oh, Madam, it was not like that at all,’ Susanna hastened to reassure her. ‘The King had forgiven her for her last miscarriage; he was hopeful she would soon be enceinte again. But then her crimes were uncovered . . .’ She paused. ‘Madam, her name is not spoken at court. You would do well to avoid mentioning her to his Majesty. Her betrayal was so insulting to him, as a man, and as a king.’

			‘You may be sure I will never mention her,’ Anna promised.

			‘She deserved to die,’ Susanna said, with some vehemence. ‘It was she who made the King treat Queen Katherine cruelly. Queen Jane said that his Grace was a good man at heart, but that he had been led astray by Anne.’

			‘She was in a position to know,’ Anna said, feeling much heartened. ‘Tell me, did he love Queen Jane greatly?’

			‘Yes, he was devoted to her, and mourned her deeply. He was in seclusion for weeks.’ That too, sad as it was, was encouraging. It proved the King could be a good and loving husband. No wonder he was hoping to find a similar kind of happiness in their coming marriage.

			‘And what was Queen Jane like?’ Anna ventured.

			‘Gentle, and quite shy, although she strove to overcome that. She was much upon her dignity as queen. But she was a kind mistress, and open-handed too. It was tragic she did not live to see her son grow up.’

			‘He is so young,’ Anna said. ‘He needs a mother.’

			‘Madam, he has a lady mistress who dotes on him, and a huge household of servants. Never was child so cosseted and fussed over.’

			‘Nevertheless, I will do my best to be a mother to him,’ Anna resolved. ‘And to the King’s daughters, although the Lady Mary is about as old as I am!’

			‘It is the Lady Elizabeth who needs mothering,’ Susanna said. ‘She lost her mother when she was tiny, and her lady mistress to Prince Edward.’

			‘It must be awful growing up in the knowledge that your mother was beheaded,’ Anna reflected. ‘I cannot imagine how it is for her. I will make it my business to befriend her, poor little girl.’ If she could not care for her own child, then she would lavish her frustrated maternal affections on Henry’s.

			Wilhelm asked Anna to join him in his library, his favourite sanctum where he kept the precious books Erasmus had sent him, his maps, and portraits of his ancestors. Anna was moved to see the one of Vater, looking so healthy and lifelike, kneeling in adoration before the Blessed Virgin and Child.

			They sat on a bench scattered with cushions bearing the arms of Kleve.

			‘Anna, you should know that the King’s decision to marry a German princess has led to much speculation and rejoicing among the Lutherans. The Elector is not alone in hoping that this marriage will lead the King further down the path of religious reform. Some even anticipate that you will persuade his Majesty to convert to the Protestant faith.’

			‘But I am a Catholic. Why would I do that?’

			‘Indeed, Schwester, but that is not widely known. Many make the mistake of thinking that, because Kleve has broken with Rome and is sympathetic to reform, we must be Lutherans. Dr Olisleger writes that the English reformers are hoping their new Queen might be another Anne Boleyn, who was a friend to Protestants, and that they will soon have a friend and champion on the throne.’

			‘Then I am sorry for them,’ Anna said. ‘These are vain hopes.’

			‘And dangerous too. While the King may have been sympathetic to reformists when he was under Queen Anne’s influence, he has withdrawn from that position, and is now much more conservative in his opinions. Earlier this year, he forced the English Parliament to pass an Act signalling a return to the old doctrines. It is now dangerous to champion reform or show Lutheran sympathies. I know we have not always held the same views on religion, but now I think it as well that you are an orthodox Catholic.’

			‘And always will be,’ Anna told him. ‘I fear the Protestants are destined to be disappointed in me.’

			‘Have nothing to do with them,’ Wilhelm counselled her. ‘In England, they burn heretics.’

			Mutter was much occupied with equipping Anna with an entire new wardrobe fit for the queen she soon was to be. Her apartment was littered with bolts of rich fabrics delivered for her inspection by the mercers of Düsseldorf.

			‘Everything must be in the German fashion,’ she said. Anna did not like to gainsay her mother, but she was aware of Susanna frowning.

			‘Surely an English queen should wear English dress?’ she ventured.

			‘No!’ Mutter said. ‘I have heard it is immodest. You must be seen in decent German gowns and headdresses.’

			Behind her, Susanna was shaking her head. But it was not her place to comment.

			Mutter was most put out when King Henry sent a tailor called William Wilkinson to Kleve.

			‘Does not the King deem me capable of choosing my own daughter’s wedding clothes?’ she asked. ‘This Meister Wilkinson wants to make you gowns in the English style. I have told him no!’

			‘Surely,’ Anna said, ‘it will be a compliment to my new country to wear its fashions?’

			Mutter shook her head. ‘No, child. Modesty aside, you go to England as the representative of Kleve, the living embodiment of the alliance. You must wear the best that Kleve can provide, and in our customary fashion, as a reminder of your standing in the world. Your father would have wished it.’

			Against the views of her late, much-lamented father, Anna knew she could not prevail. But Meister Wilkinson was of sterner clay. The gowns he made would be in the English style. The King had commanded it. And so, for the weeks he was working at court, Anna had to endure her mother’s complaints. The English gowns were not as becoming; they were indecorous, and that neckline was positively indecent . . . When Mutter had gone, Anna held up one of the gowns to show Emily, and both collapsed in giggles.

			‘Wilhelm would die!’ Emily spluttered.

			By contrast, the garments made by the German tailors and seamstresses, under Mutter’s direction, were cut high to the neck; their skirts were round, without trains, which made the English tailor shake his head. Anna spent ages trying them on, feeling the rich pile of the velvets, the silky contours of the damasks. The gowns were designed to be belted above the waist, and had long hanging sleeves, often edged with fur or banded with velvet or gold embroidery; many were heavily adorned with goldsmiths’ work. There was a selection of belts, most with decorative buckles. Mutter had ordered kirtles of damask and silk, to be displayed beneath a gown open at the front. There were, too, new Stickelchen, heavily beaded and bejewelled, with a few of white linen, as well as forecloths and lawn caps. Anna’s jewel chest – a thing of beauty in itself, for it was made of chased silver bound with ivory – was filling up with heavy gold collars and chains, jewelled necklaces and pendants, and a large assortment of rings.

			Her new wardrobe increased daily, for Mutter kept everyone busy. There was no time to lose, as winter would soon be setting in. Before then, Anna and her whole train had to be fitted out for going to England.

			She could not help fearing that Mutter’s efforts would be wasted, and that the King would not permit the wearing of German dress when he had provided Anna with a new English wardrobe. Secretly, she thought the English gowns were very becoming . . .

			In the third week of October, Wilhelm’s ambassadors returned to Düsseldorf. Anna was present when he received them and Dr Wotton in his cabinet.

			‘Your Grace, King Henry wants the Lady Anna to come to England as soon as possible,’ Dr Olisleger said. ‘We are here to conduct her to Calais.’

			‘Sirs, we still await word from the Queen Regent about a safe-conduct,’ Wilhelm told them. ‘The King himself has pressed the Emperor for one. Without it, the Lady Anna cannot depart.’

			‘His Majesty is confident it will be obtained soon,’ said Werner von Hochsteden, a personable, congenial man, devoted to the ducal family.

			‘Lord Cromwell sent you this, my lady,’ Olisleger said, handing Anna a sealed letter. ‘He wishes to congratulate you on your betrothal.’

			Normally, Anna reflected, it was the lucky bridegroom who was to be congratulated, having won his chosen lady.

			Dr Olisleger read the letter aloud, translating it into German. It was courteously phrased in just the right tone of deference.

			Anna smiled. ‘I am most grateful to Lord Cromwell for his good wishes.’ Of all people, he was the one she wanted to have on her side; he had made her marriage, and she owed him her goodwill.

			Dr Wotton addressed her. ‘Lord Cromwell wishes me to tell you that many messages of congratulation are being forwarded to you, as well as rich and princely betrothal gifts from his Majesty, as is customary. And I am to present this to you.’

			He handed her a letter bearing the royal seal. It was from the King. She did not open it, but raised it to her lips and kissed it. The men watched with approval as she tucked it into her pocket. She wanted to be alone when she read it.

			‘I was to give you this also, your Grace,’ Olisleger added, handing her a package. ‘It was entrusted to me by Lady Lisle, wife of the King’s Deputy in Calais, when we passed through there on our way home. Lady Lisle is eager to win your favour.’

			Anna opened the packet. It contained some exquisitely embroidered gloves of Spanish leather. ‘They are beautiful!’ she said.

			‘Dearest Schwester, you must remember that nothing comes for nothing in this world,’ Wilhelm warned. ‘You are new to the game of patronage. I assure you that Lady Lisle hopes for some favour in return, when you are in a position to use your influence with the King.’

			‘That’s as may be, but I must thank her for so thoughtful a gift,’ Anna insisted. ‘Dr Olisleger, will you kindly inform Lady Lisle that I take much pleasure in it, and say how very acceptable it has been to me.’

			Wilhelm was shaking his head in mild exasperation. ‘Give the woman an inch . . .’

			‘She has been generous—’

			‘As will a lot of people appear to be, once the crown is on your head. Vice Chancellor Olisleger and Grand Master Hochsteden will bear that out, will you not, Sirs?’

			‘Certainly, your Grace. Patronage is a corrupt, but lucrative, business.’

			‘So exercise it sparingly and wisely,’ Wilhelm counselled.

			‘We were made most welcome by Lord and Lady Lisle,’ Dr Olisleger recounted. ‘The King has commanded Lord Lisle to make all ready in Calais for your Grace’s reception there. My lord told me he was having the royal palace renovated; they call it the Exchequer. Indeed, the whole town is to be put in clean order. We saw building works going on at the main gate into the town, and the streets being re-paved.’

			‘Goodness, so much fuss, just for me!’ Anna exclaimed.

			‘No, Schwester – for the Queen of England!’ Wilhelm corrected her. ‘You do not quite appreciate how important a person you are now.’

			Later, when she and Mutter were sitting by the fire in the ladies’ chamber, Anna handed Susanna the King’s letter and asked her to translate it. Susanna read it out:

			‘“To my most dear and entirely beloved wife, the Lady Anna. The bearer of these few lines from your devoted servant will assure you of my loving intentions towards you, since I cannot be there in person to speak to you. I hope to hear from you soon, to be assured that my dearest lady is in good health. I am sending by another bearer a jewel I have commissioned for you, hoping that you will keep it for ever in your sincere love for me. Methinks the time will be long until we meet. Until then, I will be counting the days until your coming. Hoping shortly to receive you into these arms, I end, for the present, your own loving servant and sovereign, Henry R.”’

			No one, Anna thought, placing the letter in her bosom next to her heart, ever received such a beautiful letter. Suddenly she was glad she had consented to this marriage, glad to be going to England, glad to be the wife of a man who could write so eloquently of love. This was not the letter of a tyrant, a wife-killer or a brute. Rumour had lied, she knew it. Everything was going to be all right.

			Mutter was looking over her shoulder. When Anna noticed her, she raised her eyebrows and smiled.

			‘Most fitting,’ she pronounced, ‘and quite touching.’

			The ambassadors had brought home a copy of the signed treaty. There it was, at the bottom – King Henry’s own signature: ‘Henry R’.

			On the day after their return, Wilhelm sat in state in the great hall at Düsseldorf, where the whole court had gathered to see him ratify the treaty, and to watch Mutter and Anna signifying their approval by the gracious bowing of their heads.

			The very next day, word came from the Queen Regent.

			‘She has granted you a safe-conduct, Anna, with the Emperor’s sanction!’ Wilhelm announced triumphantly. ‘And she is permitting your retinue to accompany you through Flanders, to Calais.’

			There was now no obstacle to Anna’s journey. The path to her wedding was clear. Her stomach turned over.

			The King, they soon heard, was much gratified to hear of the safe-conduct.

			‘He has urged the Queen Regent to issue orders for your personal comfort, and that of your suite,’ Wilhelm told Anna, showing her the royal letter. Again, her insides churned. This was real! There was no going back.

			Dr Wotton was a guest at supper that evening. He arrived with a book for Anna, a gift sent by the King. Newly printed, it was by one Richard Taverner, and was a translation of the German reformer Wolfgang Capito’s An Epitome of the Psalms.

			‘His Majesty anticipates you would wish to see the dedication to himself,’ the doctor said. ‘I will read it in German for you. Mr Taverner prays that God will send King Henry that which the wise King Solomon esteemed the sweetest and best portion of man’s life, and a treasure inestimable – a prudent and wise lady to be his wife. It is to be hoped, he continues, that she will be a fruitful vine in his Majesty’s house, with children like olive branches round about his table. And lo! God has already heard the most ardent petitions of the King’s subjects, for a most excellent lady has been sent to him by the Almighty, and is ready to be transported into his realm. Mr Taverner further prays that God might so temper the weather, and so graciously conduct her in her journey, that she might most happily arrive into his Grace’s presence, to the fulfilment of his heart’s desire, the expectations of his subjects, and the glory of God.’

			Listening to this overblown but fervent prose, Anna felt daunted. So many people were expecting so much from her. Would she ever be able to live up to their hopes?

			She summoned all her resolve. ‘I pray I may bring joy to his Majesty and his subjects,’ she said.

			‘I have no doubt that you will, Madam,’ Wotton beamed.

			He told her of the great preparations being made in all the places through which she was to pass on her way to London. ‘Each town wants to afford your Grace a magnificent entry,’ he enthused. ‘All the King’s subjects wish to express their joy in having a queen who embodies an alliance they think much to their advantage.’

			She prayed she would be worthy of it all.

			After dinner, Dr Wotton produced a scroll from his leather scrip and handed it to Wilhelm. ‘This, your Grace, is a copy of the King’s letters patent granting the Lady Anna her dower.’

			Wilhelm looked it over, then showed it to Anna. It was a long list of lordships and manors, all with strange English names.

			‘Madam, on your marriage, all these properties become yours,’ Wotton explained. ‘They will provide you with an income from rents and dues, to support you as queen – or, God forfend, as queen dowager, in the event of your widowhood. If you wish to travel in England, you may use your own houses as you please; your tenants will be glad to make you welcome.’

			Anna was astonished. ‘There are so many!’

			‘Indeed,’ Wotton smiled. ‘They yield the annual value of the dower agreed in the treaty. You need do nothing. Your officers, councillors, keepers and stewards will manage and administer your properties to your best advantage. This grant is the same as that made to the late Queen Jane, and it is conditional upon your living in England, according to the terms of your marriage treaty.’

			‘You will be a wealthy woman, Anna,’ Wilhelm said, with immense satisfaction.

			‘I am sensible of my great good fortune,’ she replied.

			‘All that needs to be concluded now is the wedding,’ Dr Wotton said.

			Everything was going so well that it looked as if Anna might be in England by the end of November.

			Early that month, Dr Wotton asked to see her. Wilhelm, of course, was present, and Mutter. The doctor was bursting with news.

			‘The King is coming to Canterbury to meet your Grace!’ he announced. ‘He cannot contain himself longer. You will be married there, and he himself will escort you thence to London.’

			Anna caught her breath. In a few weeks she would see him, this man who had haunted her waking hours and her dreams for months. ‘His Majesty does me great honour,’ she said.

			‘Indeed!’ Mutter echoed. ‘I must warn Mother Lowe to ensure that you are royally attired when you enter Canterbury.’

			‘Admirable, admirable!’ pronounced Dr Wotton.

			‘Where is the marriage to take place?’ Wilhelm asked. ‘Will it be in the cathedral? I hear it is a wonder of the world.’

			‘I could not say, your Grace. His Majesty’s previous weddings were solemnised in private.’

			‘It matters not to me where I am married to the King,’ Anna said. ‘It is the uniting of ourselves, and our two great countries, that is important.’

			Dr Wotton looked at her appreciatively. ‘Your Grace has the nub of the matter. You will be pleased to hear that the Lord High Admiral of England and a great company of the lords of the Privy Council are preparing to leave for Calais, even as we speak. They are to receive your Grace there, and escort you across the English Channel.’

			‘I have arranged for my sister to be conveyed from here by four hundred horsemen,’ Wilhelm said, not to be outdone.

			Dr Wotton bowed. ‘Excellent, Sire.’ He turned back to Anna. ‘At Dover, the remaining lords of the Council will meet your Grace and conduct you to Canterbury to the King, who will bring you to London to celebrate Christmas. You will enjoy that, Madam, for at court they make merry the whole twelve days of the Yuletide season, with lavish celebrations, which are sure to be greater than ever this year in honour of your marriage. The King has ordained that, on New Year’s Day, you are to make your state entry into London; and you shall be crowned at Westminster Abbey on Candlemas Day.’

			It all sounded wonderfully splendid, and far beyond Anna’s imaginings. Had ever queen received such a welcome?

			A courier arrived from London, wearing red livery blazoned with a Tudor rose and spattered with mud from hard riding. The King himself had sent him, from the palace of Hampton Court. His Majesty was eager to know when her Grace would be departing.

			‘Immediately,’ Wilhelm told him.
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			Wilhelm had gone to Schwanenburg, where Anna’s escort was to assemble on 25 November, attired in appropriate clothing and armour. Never let it be said that Kleve did not send its princess in proud estate into England!

			He had been planning Anna’s retinue for weeks: those who should go with her as far as Calais, those who should go to England, and those who should stay or come home. Many of the highest nobles and officers in the land were to accompany her. Dr Olisleger would head the escort, and Dr Wotton and his party would ride with it.

			Back in Düsseldorf, making her final preparations amidst a flurry of packing supervised by Mutter, who – alternately encouraging and haranguing – had performed wonders in the short time allowed her, Anna did not have long to dwell on the final farewells she must soon say. But there was good news from Brussels, brought by a messenger from Wilhelm.

			‘Anna,’ Mutter announced, ‘the Queen Regent intends to send a noble person to ensure that you are well treated in the Emperor’s dominions till you pass Gravelines, which is where you will enter English territory. It is the most friendly and honourable gesture. Clearly, despite the ill feeling between Wilhelm and the Emperor over Guelders, you will be safe and protected in Flanders.’

			‘That is a wondrous relief,’ Anna smiled. ‘Everyone has been so kind.’

			‘And so they should be!’ Mutter said. Her all-seeing gaze travelled around the ladies’ chamber, taking in the iron-banded chests piled high, the canvas packs, the bags and boxes, all ready to be laden on the carts and sumpter mules that would follow Anna’s procession. She did not know that hidden among Anna’s personal possessions was a ring that was all that remained to remind her daughter of how precious love could be.

			There was nothing left to do, save help Anna dress on the morrow, when they would depart for Schwanenburg, where she was to bid goodbye to her family.

			‘I cannot thank you sufficiently for equipping me so well,’ Anna said, feeling a lump in her throat. She wanted to reach out and hug her mother, and never let her go, but Mutter had never encouraged overt displays of affection and emotion.

			‘It was my duty – and my pleasure,’ Mutter said. ‘Now I am satisfied that you will be going to England accoutred like a queen.’

			Anna could not sleep. Her pillow was wet with tears, as it had been on many nights in recent weeks. In the dark hours, one lay vulnerable to gloomy, desperate thoughts. She could not go to England and leave all she had ever known behind, probably for ever. How could she have agreed to it? And it was not just Mutter and Emily and Wilhelm whom she could not bear to leave, but also that little boy in Solingen, for whose loss she grieved daily.

			She would not go! She would tell them all she had made a terrible mistake. She would write, ever so apologetically, to the King, and explain. He could easily find another bride.

			But then her conscience would prick her. What of the alliance, so vital to Kleve’s future security? What of the shame her jilting of the English King would bring down on Wilhelm – and on Henry himself? It would be the worst insult. What of Mutter, who had taught her to put duty first, and who had worked so hard to give her a good send-off? What of Dr Olisleger, Dr Wotton and Lord Cromwell, who had been negotiating her marriage for months? What of all the lords and ladies of her escort, waiting for her at Schwanenburg? What would they say if they were ordered to disperse to their homes?

			She could not lie there any longer, torn both ways by these tumultuous thoughts. She got up, dried her tears, slipped her feet into her velvet slippers and pulled on her heavy night robe furred with miniver. As she descended the stairs in the tower, a distant clock chimed midnight. And there, coming up the steps towards her, was Mother Lowe, swathed in a black cloak.

			‘My lady! I was just coming to find you,’ she exclaimed in a loud whisper. ‘I have brought someone to see you. He is waiting below.’

			Anna’s heart began to race. No, surely, it could not be . . . Mother Lowe had said it was impossible.

			‘Is it . . . ?’ she began, but her nurse was hastening down the stairs, so Anna followed her broad back to the courtyard below. A man in rich furred robes and a gold chain, a neatly dressed woman and a small boy, wrapped up against the cold, were waiting on the cobbles. At the sight of her, the man made a deep obeisance and the woman bobbed a curtsey, giving the child a nudge. He too bowed.

			‘Solingen wishes to pay its respects and wish your Grace every felicitation,’ Mother Lowe said. ‘May I present the Mayor, and Frau Schmidt and her son? These good people would have been here earlier, but they were forced to take shelter in a storm.’

			The Mayor stepped forward, and Anna dragged her eyes away from the child.

			‘Your Grace, I bring the loyal and hearty wishes of all the people of Solingen. We have long had a special devotion to your House, for you and yours are so often at Schloss Burg, and we are sensible of the great good you are doing Kleve by consenting to this marriage. We wish to present you with a gift to mark it, and our gratitude. We decided that it should be presented by one of our youngest citizens. Step forward, boy.’

			The child doffed his cap and drew from under his cloak a little casket. Anna could not stop gazing at his face. In the light of the torches in the wall sconces, he was beautiful, with blue eyes, cherry-red lips and fair hair like hers and Otho’s; he had her long nose in an otherwise perfect face.

			‘Your Grace, please accept this humble token,’ he said, as he had obviously been schooled to do. Anna bent down and took the casket, savouring the moment when her hand brushed his soft skin. Inside was a beautiful gold pendant in the shape of a heart, enamelled in blue and red, with true-lover’s knots.

			‘Thank you,’ she said, and, on impulse, leaned forward and kissed the boy on the cheek. She longed to fold him in her arms, but dared not. One kiss must suffice her hungry heart.

			She stood up. ‘Herr Mayor,’ she said, ‘this gift you have given me, and the charming way in which it has been presented, has touched me deeply. It is a beautiful jewel, and I will treasure it always in remembrance of you and the good people of Solingen.’ Her voice faltered, and she feared she might break down, for, having briefly seen her child, she must now lose him again, and for good this time.

			‘Forgive me,’ she said, ‘I am somewhat overcome with emotion at the thought of leaving Kleve and its people, who are so dear to me. And this gift embodies all that I am leaving behind. I give you my most humble thanks, and shall pray that God will bless you for your kindness.’

			So saying, she gazed once more upon the sweet face of her son, then turned back to the tower, so that no one should see her tears.

			Mother Lowe caught up with her on the stairs. She held Anna as she cried copiously.

			‘Oh, thank you, thank you for arranging that,’ Anna sobbed. ‘You cannot know what it means to me.’

			‘Oh, but I can,’ the nurse said, her voice muffled against Anna’s shoulder. ‘Long ago, before I was widowed, I had a child, a little boy. He died soon after birth. So yes, Anna, I do know what it is to ache for your little one. Any mother would understand it. And it was no trouble. The Mayor is a cousin of mine. When I heard he was thinking of having a child present the gift, a word in his ear was all it took.’

			‘He is gorgeous, my son. And he speaks so beautifully. The Schmidts have reared him well.’

			‘They dote on him. You can go to England happy in the knowledge that you have done your best for him.’

			‘Yes,’ Anna conceded reluctantly, dabbing at her eyes.

			‘Now, let us to bed,’ Mother Lowe said. ‘We’ve an early start in the morning.’

			The chariot in which Anna would ride all the way to England stood waiting in the courtyard, an elegant, ornate enclosed carriage in the French style, beautifully carved and gilded, with the arms of Kleve colourfully blazoned, and a well for the driver in front, with the lion of Kleve fashioned in gold going before, like a ship’s figurehead. The roof was upholstered in cloth of gold, and blinds of the same material hung over the windows; you could tie them down firmly, for privacy, or to keep out the draughts. The four golden wheels were breast-high, and the interior luxuriously upholstered.

			‘What a splendid conveyance!’ Anna cried, as she stepped out in her new travelling cloak, which had a wide hood and was lined throughout with sables. ‘It looks like the one Sybilla rode in to her wedding.’

			‘It is similar,’ Mutter said, ‘and it is suspended on chains, so you should have a comfortable ride, weather and roads permitting.’

			The courtyard was packed with carts, horses and people. All the luggage was loaded, and before long, chaos had metamorphosed into order and they were ready to depart. Soon, the towers and spires of Düsseldorf were receding into the distance; Anna looked back wistfully as they disappeared from view. Mutter, sitting next to her, quietly laid her hand on hers and squeezed it – a rare gesture that betrayed her own feelings. Mother Lowe, sitting opposite, looked brightly at them both.

			‘It’s less than thirty miles to Duisburg, your Graces,’ she said. They were lodging overnight in the castle there.

			‘And then only three hundred and twenty miles to go,’ Anna smiled. ‘For me, at any rate.’

			‘Lucky you,’ said Emily, who was sitting next to Mother Lowe. ‘I wish I was going to England.’

			And you would probably have gone without a qualm, Anna thought. She settled back, cherishing precious memories of the night’s encounter, and gazing at her mother and her sister as if she would imprint their faces on her memory for ever.

			The next day, they arrived at Schwanenburg, where the Duke was waiting to receive them. The courtyards teemed with the hundreds of men-at-arms who would accompany Anna to Calais. When she entered the Rittersaal, she found it crammed with the more elite members of her escort, who cheered heartily when they saw her. She raised her hand in greeting as the Duke called for hush and steered her to the dais, where she sat down thankfully on the carved chair next to his; it stood beneath the cloth of estate because she was now, effectively, a queen.

			As she waited for the presentations to begin, she studied the throng of people gathered before her, recognising many members of the highest noble families of Kleve. There, at the front, was Dr Olisleger, standing with her cousin, the portly Hermann, Count von Neuenahr, his second in command. Anna felt sorry for the Count, for he was leaving behind a sick wife; yet his proficiency in Latin and French was needed.

			Mutter, resplendent in figured gold damask, was greeting her half-brother, Uncle Johann, the Bastard of Jülich, who might have been jealous of her inheritance, but was too genial and indolent to resent her. Anna saw her cousins, Anastasia Gunthera Schwarzburg and Franz von Waldeck, sharing a private joke as fourteen-year-olds will. Handsome Franz was the promising son of Anna’s aunt, another Anna of Kleve, and Philip, Count of Waldeck; he would serve as one of eight pages, while Anastasia would be one of Anna’s five gentlewomen. The others were clustered nearby around Susanna Gilman, who smiled and curtseyed as she caught Anna’s eye.

			The trumpets sounded suddenly, and the heralds called out the names of those assembled, in order of rank. One by one, the members of Anna’s escort came forward, bowed low and bent to kiss her hand. And suddenly, hidden from view until now – no, it could not be . . . Anna wanted to shrink back in her seat, and had to exert the most rigid control, for there, rising from his bow, mature now, and with his handsome face hardened into strong contours, was the man who haunted her memories with reminders of what might have been: Otho von Wylich. With him was a pretty, heavily bejewelled young woman. In that instant, Otho’s eyes met hers, and she saw in them a remembered warmth and the memory of the secret that lay between them.

			She made herself smile at the couple, trying to ignore her heart pounding in her breast. Always, the past was coming back to taunt her for that one childish sin. Yet Otho was a joy to behold, even as she shrank from him. She held her breath as he came forward, but no one, watching him, would have suspected from his respectful demeanour that he knew her far better than he should. She was high above him now, sitting in state as queen, but all she could feel was terror that he was in her train and bound for England.

			How had this happened? Mutter knew what he had done. Why had she not stopped Wilhelm from appointing him?

			Dr Olisleger was murmuring in her ear. ‘My nephew, your Grace, Florence de Diaceto. My sister married a Florentine, but he was born in Antwerp.’

			Anna realised that Otho and his wife had moved on, and that a young man with long wiry hair and a pointed nose was making his obeisance. Despite the pounding of her heart, she made herself smile graciously at the debonair Florence, at Grand Master Hochsteden, and at Vice Chancellor Burchard and Marshal Dultzik; both had been sent by the Elector to show his support for the alliance.

			The procession seemed interminable. The herald’s voice droned on and on: ‘My Lord Johann von Bueren-Drossard . . . My Lord Werner von Pallant, Lord of Bredebent . . .’ Anna’s eyes were glazing over, and the smile was fixed on her face. ‘The Lady Magdalena von Nassau-Dillenborg . . . Lady Keteler . . . the Lady Alexandrine von Tengnagel . . .’ The latter was a bent, wizened old lady who must be a hundred years old, and yet, Anna marvelled, she was still coming to Calais. She remembered Wilhelm telling her how the old woman had insisted, saying it was her right. Maybe that was what Otho had said too . . .

			As soon as the long ceremony was over, Anna followed Mutter to the ladies’ chamber and quickly shut the door behind her before their attendants could catch up.

			‘Mutter, how did Otho von Wylich come to be in my train?’

			Mutter shook her head helplessly. ‘He is your cousin. He has the right. What could I have said without arousing Wilhelm’s suspicions?’

			‘You could have said you don’t like him.’ Anna was beside herself, pacing up and down.

			‘That would not have been sufficient excuse.’

			‘But, Mutter, his very presence could put me in danger. If there was any hint that there had been something between us, the King’s suspicions might be aroused. He might even think I had brought a lover with me.’

			‘Anna, you run away with yourself! Otho is married now. He loves his wife, and she him; your aunt told me. He will not imperil a happy marriage, nor his hopes of preferment in England. He too has much to lose. Put your mind at rest, and let us get ready for the feast tonight.’

			Mutter was right; she spoke sense. Anna ceased pacing and gradually felt the tension ease. All the same, as soon as she could, she would contrive to have Otho sent home.

			The chariot stood waiting by the gatehouse. The courtyard was packed with people and horses. Wilhelm kissed Anna on both cheeks.

			‘God go with you, Schwester. Write and let us know how you are faring in England.’ Being Wilhelm, he could not resist a pompous exhortation. ‘Remember, you are there to maintain the honour of Kleve.’

			‘I will do all in my power to further the interests of my fatherland,’ Anna promised. ‘Farewell. God keep you in health.’ She took his hand and squeezed it. Tempted as she was, one did not hug Wilhelm.

			Emily, by contrast, threw her arms around Anna. ‘I shall miss you so much,’ she wept.

			Anna was choked – just when she had determined not to be. ‘I shall miss you too, Liebling,’ she murmured. ‘Take great care of yourself. Maybe, next year, it will be you setting off on your wedding journey.’ She had a sudden vision of the years flying by, and of them all getting older, but staying the same in memory. ‘Come and visit me in England if you can.’

			‘I will, I will!’ Emily cried, face wet, hood askew.

			The worst parting had been saved for last. Anna knelt for her mother’s blessing, for one final time.

			‘May God preserve and keep you, my dearest child,’ Mutter said, her voice unwavering. ‘May He bless you all the days of your life, and keep you safe on your journey, and bring you to a happy and fruitful marriage.’

			Anna stood up and embraced her, gazing into that beloved face. For the first time, she realised that Mutter was growing old. She would be fifty soon. Pray God they would meet again in this life. She felt tears welling once more. It was like a dam in her, waiting to burst.

			‘Farewell, Anna,’ Mutter said, tracing Anna’s cheek with her finger. It was the tenderest gesture Anna could remember her making. ‘Go and be a good queen, for Kleve.’

			‘I will, dearest Mutter,’ Anna promised, her voice unsteady. ‘Farewell.’

			She climbed into the chariot, settling herself on the crimson velvet cushions. Mother Lowe was seated opposite, with Susanna Gilman. They had placed stone bottles filled with hot water by Anna’s seat to keep everyone warm.

			Anna pushed back the window blind and forced herself to smile at her family. She did not want their last memory of her to be of a tearful face. There would be letters, she reminded herself, although Mutter had said she would wait until she heard that Anna was safely in England before writing to her. Anna suspected Mutter did not wish to unsettle her, in the early days of their parting, with thoughts of home.

			Trumpets sounded some way ahead, and she heard the driver crack his whip, and the clatter of hooves on cobblestones as the great parade moved forward. She waved to Mutter and Wilhelm and Emily, feeling as if her chest would burst with emotion, and then her chariot was lumbering through the gatehouse, at the heart of the great procession that was to accompany her to Calais, and then England.

			Before and behind her she could hear the thundering of the 228 horses conveying her retinue of 263 persons, and the marching tramp of the soldiers of her escort. Wilhelm had provided her with a hundred personal servants. They included her cofferer, the broad-set Jasper Brockhausen, with his wife Gertie, both of whom she had liked on sight. She had her own cook, Meister Schoulenburg, under whose fierce tutelage she had spent many an industrious hour in the palace kitchens. And, at Mutter’s instance, Wilhelm had allowed her to bring the good Dr Cepher. She had also her own chaplain, secretary, grooms, pages and footmen. Her brother-in-law the Elector had lent her thirteen trumpeters and two drummers to proclaim her coming at every place she stayed en route. It was they who had sounded her departure.

			Most of her German train would return to Kleve after the wedding. She prayed, though, that King Henry would allow her to keep Mother Lowe and some of her maids, and Dr Cepher, at the very least. But not, please God, Otho von Wylich.

			Their progress towards Flanders was slow. The first night was spent at Duke Wilhelm’s castle of Wijnendale at Ravenstein. They covered only three miles on the second day, and lodged in Batenburg Castle in Guelders, on the banks of the Meuse. Anna retired quickly to her chamber, where she would not have to worry about running into Otho von Wylich.

			The next morning, Dr Wotton asked to see her while she was eating breakfast.

			‘Your Grace, I have received word from England. His Majesty has decided not to have your marriage solemnised at Canterbury. He considers that your Grace should have more time to recover from your journey, and will receive you at his palace at Greenwich, where you will be married.’

			‘I am content with whatever his Majesty thinks best,’ Anna said, secretly glad of the short respite, for trepidation was building in her already at the prospect of meeting her future husband.

			They had passed through Tilburg and Hoogstraaten, and were now making for Antwerp. As each mile took Anna further from all that was dear and familiar, homesickness threatened to engulf her. It was all right in the towns, being feted and feasted; but on the long stretches of road, and in the night, she had too much leisure to brood on everything she had left behind.

			‘This journey is taking a frustratingly long time,’ she complained, lifting the blind and peering out at yet another endless expanse of flat frosted fields. ‘We will be very late arriving at Calais. It is December already. The King had hoped for us to be married by now.’

			‘It cannot be helped,’ Mother Lowe said.

			‘But I do not like to keep him waiting,’ Anna fretted.

			‘Men need to be kept waiting,’ Susanna observed. ‘It increases their ardour. They do not value what they obtain easily. By the time your Grace gets to Greenwich, the King will be in a fever of impatience!’

			‘Or annoyance!’ Anna retorted. ‘I will tell Dr Olisleger and Dr Wotton I do not mean to stay at Antwerp more than one day. With luck, we may be in Calais six days afterwards.’

			She shivered. The stone bottles, which were refilled with boiled water each morning, had cooled, the blinds were next to useless at keeping out draughts, and they were huddled in cloaks, hoods, blankets and thick gloves. Almost, Anna wished she had gone by sea!

			As they neared Antwerp, Dr Wotton rode alongside the chariot. ‘Your Grace,’ he called, as Susanna pushed back the blind, ‘when we are four miles out, the English merchants of the Company of Merchant Adventurers will meet you to escort you to your lodgings.’

			‘That is most gracious of them,’ Anna replied, ‘but I hope they will understand if we do not stay long. Time is pressing.’

			‘Yes, Madam, but we may be at the mercy of the weather. The lack of wind concerns me.’

			‘Oh, dear.’ Anna’s spirits plummeted.

			‘Do not fret, your Grace. His Majesty is a seasoned sailor; he understands these things. And I bring good news too. The Emperor’s representatives will conduct you from Antwerp to Gravelines. They will join your train at Antwerp.’

			‘I have heard that Antwerp is a prosperous and wealthy city,’ Anna said.

			‘It is one of the greatest trading centres in Christendom, with more than a thousand foreign commercial houses, many of them English. My Lord Cromwell and the English merchants have worked together to ensure that you are well received. Look, I see the merchants in the distance!’

			Anna too could see a party approaching, and behind them the mighty walls and bastions of Antwerp.

			The Saxon trumpeters blew a fanfare when the chariot drew to a halt and its blinds were thrown up. Anna alighted as the fifty Merchant Adventurers in their velvet coats and gold chains bowed low. The governor of their company, Master Vaughan, knelt to kiss her hand.

			‘Welcome to Antwerp, your Grace!’ he beamed.

			Although it was still afternoon, the merchants had brought with them a procession of eighty torch-bearers to light her way into the city. At the Red Gate, the Emperor’s representatives, the Count of Buren and Ferry de Melen, with a handsome Imperial escort, were waiting to ride into the city on either side of Anna’s chariot.

			‘My lords,’ she said, ‘I am indebted to his Imperial Majesty for his kindness in sending you both to me.’

			The two men bowed. ‘It is our pleasure as well as our privilege,’ the Count said.

			Anna was astonished and moved to see so many crowds thronging the broad streets, cheering and waving heartily to her. Was this a foretaste of what it would be like in England? she wondered, raising her gloved hand in greeting and bowing her head graciously from right to left.

			‘I never saw so many people gathered in Antwerp at any entry, even the Emperor’s,’ Count von Buren exclaimed. He pointed out landmarks as they passed slowly through the crowds into the centre of the city. ‘The English House, where you will lodge, is along here.’

			Moments later, Anna saw before her a grand facade, three storeys high, stretching for what must be a hundred yards. It was surmounted by the stepped gables so popular in Flanders.

			Governor Vaughan came forward. ‘Welcome to our humble house, Madam.’

			‘But it is the most handsome lodging,’ Anna smiled, as he showed her into her beautifully appointed rooms, ‘and I am so grateful to you for all your care for me.’

			He bowed, and announced that open household would be kept in the English House for one day, for Anna and her train. In the evening, there would be a great feast in her honour. But of course, she must rest before they threw wide the doors to those who wished to be presented to her.

			Anna was too wound up to rest. She bade her maids help her wash and change, then went downstairs and asked to see the garden behind the house, which she had glimpsed from her window. Governor Vaughan and Dr Wotton showed her the way, and walked with her around the covered gallery bordering the garden. It was packed with stalls and booths, where a few vendors were hastily shutting up shop.

			‘We have over a hundred stalls, Madam,’ Vaughan told her. ‘Here we sell our good English wool cloth to merchants from all over Europe.’

			‘Wool is the source of England’s wealth,’ Dr Wotton added. ‘It is much in demand everywhere.’

			Anna would have liked to explore the garden, but he asked that she come inside, as people would be waiting to see her. After that, she was swept up in a whirl of receiving, pleasantries and feasting. So many had come to greet her, or just to stare curiously at her; the benches around the laden tables were crammed with her hosts, and with dignitaries and officials, the good and the great of Antwerp, all eager to make her acquaintance. She barely had time to eat. With Susanna translating, she was learning fast how to make small talk with strangers while appearing to delight in their company. It did not come easily.

			It was after midnight when she fell into bed. She must be up early tomorrow, for the open house was to last until late afternoon, and they must stay another night before they could be on their way again.

			As many people flocked to see Anna on the second day as they had on the first. When she was at last free, dusk was falling, and her head was spinning as she led her attendants upstairs to her chamber. The fire was roaring up the chimney, making her swelter in her black-and-gold finery.

			‘I must get some air,’ she said to Mother Lowe, who was sitting sewing, very red-faced. ‘It’s stifling in here!’ She reached for her cloak.

			On her way downstairs, with Susanna just behind her, she encountered Dr Wotton.

			‘Your Grace!’ he greeted her, with his ever-ready smile. ‘I was on my way to find you. May we speak?’

			‘Of course. Come with me to the garden.’

			‘I’ve had a letter from Lord Cromwell,’ he told her as they walked along the gravelled path, past curiously shaped parterres and ornamental trees in large pots. ‘His Majesty is anxious to learn of the German customs your Grace might wish to follow in England, to help ease your transition into your new life. He asks in particular about one called “breadsticks”.’

			Susanna laughed. ‘He means Brautstückes!’ she told Anna. ‘Dr Wotton, it means “bride pieces”. In Germany, on the morning after their marriage, a man of rank gives his wife a gift. It might be money, land or jewels. He also gives Brautstückes to her gentlewomen, usually rings, brooches or garlands; and to the men who serve her, gowns, doublets or jackets of silk or velvet. This is what the Elector of Saxony did when he married the Lady Sybilla.’

			‘Mayhap his Majesty will give your Grace Brautstückes on your wedding morn!’ Dr Wotton smiled.

			‘That would be most thoughtful of him,’ Anna said. ‘I very much appreciate his Majesty’s care for my happiness. I am as impatient to meet him as he is to see me. We do leave tomorrow, I hope?’

			‘Yes, Madam, and I trust we shall be at Bruges on Saturday.’

			‘And from there it is not far to Calais?’

			‘About seventy miles, Madam. The best part of the journey is behind you.’

			‘That is a relief!’

			Dr Wotton excused himself, and Anna and Susanna continued their walk around the garden. They encountered Anastasia von Schwarzburg walking back towards the house with Gerberge, another of Anna’s young gentlewomen, giggling together. They reddened, and hastily curtseyed, when they saw their mistress.

			‘Hurry in,’ Anna urged. ‘If Mother Lowe catches you out unsupervised, you’ll get a scolding!’ The young ladies thanked her and ran to the house.

			‘You had best go after them, and make it look as if they were with you,’ Anna told Susanna. ‘I’ll wait here for you.’

			It was bliss to be alone, if only for a few moments. Anna stood there in the middle of the garden, which was lit only by the glow of the lights blazing from the windows of the house, from which there issued the sounds of supper being prepared. Someone was tuning a lute.

			A man stepped out of the shadows. ‘Your Grace, forgive me!’ Suddenly, Otho von Wylich was on one knee before her.

			Anna was so astonished she did not know what to say. ‘Forgive you?’ she echoed.

			‘For startling you, my lady, and . . . for my youthful self.’ He hung his handsome head; his hair was still long and wild.

			‘Oh . . . Do rise, please.’

			‘I wanted your Grace to know that I did not seek this position, or wish to discomfit you in any way. It was my kinsman, the Erbhofmeister von Wylich, who put me forward, and the Duke approved. I would have excused myself to you before, but it has been impossible to get near your Grace, and . . . well, I confess I was reluctant to face you. I owe you the most profound apology for what happened when we were young. Could you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?’

			He was so changed, but there was something of the unruly boy he had been in the man he was now. And while his had been the greater sin, for he had known what he was doing while she had not, she had been complicit. And he was happily married now.

			‘Willingly I forgive you,’ she said, and gave him her hand to kiss. She felt a frisson at the touch of his lips, and drew it away. ‘It is on one condition: that you vow never to speak of it to anyone.’

			‘Of course,’ he said, his blue eyes full of understanding, and something else – surely she was mistaken in recognising it as more than admiration? ‘I solemnly vow never to speak of it. I too have my reasons for wishing to forget what happened.’ His smile was self-deprecating. Anna was tempted to tell him that he had a son, but saw Susanna returning and knew that he must never find out. She felt a lump rise in her throat.

			‘Thank you, Sir,’ she said, as Susanna approached. ‘I will consider your request, but I should warn you there is no place at present for your wife among my ladies.’

			Otho took the hint, and bowed. ‘Thank you, Madam.’

			‘A good-looking young man, that,’ Susanna commented as they continued their circuit of the garden.

			‘Indeed,’ Anna agreed. ‘He is a cousin of mine.’ She was suffused with all kinds of emotions, but the one that was paramount was relief. Otho was no threat to her – and her fear of him had vanished.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 7


			1539

			Anna arrived in Bruges a day late, cold, damp and dispirited at the delay, and retired to her chamber, too tired even to think of seeing some of the wonders of the famed city.

			She was cheered by the delivery of a crate of wine, a gift from the civic authorities, and gratefully accepted a glass, and then another, and another. The first helped her to relax; the second gave her a glowing feeling, and after the third, she was positively merry. She and her ladies spent a very convivial evening telling each other jests over supper.

			From Bruges, Anna journeyed to Oudenburg, Nieuwport and Dunkirk. On Monday, 8 December, her chariot was halted by fast messengers from Calais. The Lord Admiral and his suite had been there some time, they said, and were being entertained while they waited for their new Queen. Dr Wotton, seated on his horse beside her chariot, had a letter from the Admiral. ‘Lady Lisle has received many gifts for your Grace, and is preparing a fine table for you,’ he recounted. ‘I hope you like venison and wild boar!’

			Anna smiled. ‘I’m sure I will enjoy her hospitality.’

			‘Her ladyship is a forward woman.’

			‘I will not mind, if it means I am at last on English soil,’ Anna said, as the procession began to move on. ‘The delays must have cost my brother a lot more than he anticipated.’

			‘We shall be in Calais on Thursday,’ Wotton assured her, spurring his horse, ‘and once your Grace enters the English Pale, you and your whole train will be at the King’s charge. With luck, we shall cross the Channel on Saturday.’

			The next day, Anna reached Gravelines, where the captain of the town had ordered a shot of guns to salute her. Here, she would rest for two nights and prepare herself for her official reception in Calais. Only sixteen miles further to go . . .

			Early on Thursday morning, the Count of Buren and Ferry de Melen said their farewells, having seen Anna safely through the Emperor’s dominions. She thanked them heartily, and walked out to the waiting chariot.

			It was not quite eight o’clock when, just past Gravelines, they reached a great turnpike. Here, with her trumpeters and drummers going before her, Anna passed into the English Pale. Waiting to receive her was a large company of mounted men, gentlemen-at-arms wearing velvet coats and gold chains, and a guard of archers in the King’s own livery.

			A tall, middle-aged man with aristocratic features stepped forward and bowed low before her. This must be the King’s Deputy, the Governor of Calais. She had been told that Arthur Plantagenet, Viscount Lisle, was uncle to his Majesty, being the bastard son of King Edward IV.

			‘Your Grace, hearty greetings, and welcome to Calais!’ Lord Lisle was courtesy personified. When the pleasantries were done with, the procession reformed, with each of the King’s gentlemen-at-arms riding together with one of Anna’s escorts.

			Within a mile of Calais’ gates, in an open space near a church, Anna saw the Lord High Admiral, the Earl of Southampton, waiting at the head of a large deputation to pay his respects. He looked impressive in his coat of purple velvet and cloth of gold, with a bejewelled seaman’s whistle hanging on a chain around his neck. The lords with him were wearing similar attire, and in attendance there were hundreds of gentlemen in coats of red damask and blue velvet, the colours of the royal arms of England. It seemed that the full panoply of English pageantry had been mustered in her honour.

			As the litter trundled towards the welcoming party, she felt nervous. These were her husband’s subjects, and they would be assessing and judging their new Queen. She must conduct herself in such a manner as to win their respect and – hopefully – their love. She sat upright, steeling herself to be smiling and gracious. Mother Lowe squeezed her hand. Courage! she seemed to be saying.

			The trumpets sounded again and the chariot drew to a halt. As Anna alighted, stepping for the first time on to English soil, every man in the Admiral’s suite knelt. He himself stepped forward and bowed low. Imposing and bull-like, with heavy-set features, a prominent nose and shrewd eyes, he looked formidable, a man one would not want to cross, yet as she held out her hand, he smiled warmly.

			‘Your Grace, these gentlemen are of the King’s household,’ he told her. Again and again, she extended her hand to be kissed, noticing that Sir Thomas Seymour had a handsome face and a mischievous eye, Sir Francis Bryan a rakish grin under his eyepatch, and that there was an indefinable something about Mr Culpeper that repelled her. Mr Cromwell, a personable young man in well-cut clothes, was surely Lord Cromwell’s son.

			It was afternoon by the time they came in sight of the harbour at Calais, with its great gate standing sentinel on the quayside. Numerous ships and boats were moored by the watergate, where a round tower guarded the entrance to the harbour.

			Anna marvelled at her first ever sight of the sea; she could smell the salt tang of the choppy water, and hear the cries of seagulls wheeling overhead. Very soon, she would be out on that cold, grey expanse, crossing the narrow strait that lay between mainland Europe and England. On the horizon, she could see the English coastline.

			‘That, Madam, is the Lantern Gate, the main entrance to the town,’ the Governor told her, pointing ahead, as Susanna leaned over to translate. ‘The city walls extend to the castle of Rysebank. Calais has been an English possession since it fell to King Edward the Third about two hundred years ago. Sadly, it is all that remains of England’s lands in France.’

			‘I am sure the townsfolk are grateful to be English,’ Anna said.

			The Admiral beamed. ‘Indeed they are, Madam. And Calais is of the highest importance to his Majesty, so he spares no expense in maintaining its defences. I have charge of a strong garrison, with five hundred of the best soldiers and a troop of fifty horsemen.’

			They were almost at the Lantern Gate now. Suddenly, the royal ships in the harbour let off a salute of what sounded like hundreds of shots of guns, followed by an answering salute from the town, which lasted even longer. The noise was deafening.

			‘What a marvellous welcome!’ Anna shouted to Mother Lowe and Susanna. Leaning out of the chariot’s window, she thanked the Governor.

			‘It was done on the King’s own orders, Madam,’ he told her, ‘and it was my pleasure to obey.’

			‘Your Grace, do you see that ship yonder?’ the Admiral asked. ‘It is The Lyon, the ship that will carry you to England.’ She was bedecked with myriad pennants of silk and gold, while the three vessels anchored beside her were trimmed with streamers, banners and flags, and the sailors were all standing in formation on the rigging or the yardarms. As Anna passed through the Lantern Gate, the ships’ guns sounded another deafening salute, and when she emerged the other side, there was such a cloud of smoke that not one of her train could see another. They were all coughing, astonished at what they had witnessed.

			‘More marvels, my lords!’ Anna observed, as soon as she could speak.

			Waiting on the other side of the gate was a richly gowned noblewoman dripping with jewels, and many ladies who sank into deep curtseys as Anna’s chariot appeared, to much cheering from the waiting crowds.

			‘May I present my wife, your Grace?’ the Governor said, as Anna stepped down from the litter. So this was the ambitious Lady Lisle! She was a proud matron with a dainty figure and a long, aristocratic nose.

			‘Welcome to Calais, your Grace,’ she boomed. Anna extended a gloved hand to be kissed.

			With her whole train behind her, and the Admiral walking at her side, she was escorted by Lord and Lady Lisle through narrow streets crammed with people craning their necks for a glimpse of their new Queen. Lined up on both sides, keeping order, were ranked five hundred soldiers in the King’s livery.

			Anna noticed that some of the spectators were pointing and laughing at her German maids.

			‘Why do they laugh?’ she asked, careful not to betray how disconcerted she felt.

			The Admiral looked embarrassed. ‘They have no manners,’ he said. ‘I apologise for them. Madam, you will learn that the English people can be insular and narrow-minded. They regard anything foreign as strange, and seem to find something outlandish in your maids’ attire. Pay them no heed.’

			Anna glanced back at her maids, who were wearing demure black gowns and Stickelchen; their clothes were similar to hers, except that her gown was in black velvet banded with cloth of gold. Of course, the townsfolk would not dare laugh at her! She began fretting that Mutter’s sumptuous wardrobe would not be well received in England.

			The Governor was pointing out the glories of Calais: the fine church of St Mary, the splendid Hôtel de Ville with its distinctive tower, dominating the marketplace, and the guildhall, which was called the Staple Inn. Drawn up in front were the merchants of the Staple, who presented Anna with a rich purse containing a hundred gold sovereigns. She thanked them heartily, and the procession moved on towards the palace of the Exchequer, where she was to lodge. Here, the Mayor of Calais bowed low and gave her another heavy purse of gold coins, and a jewel in the shape of the letter C.

			‘It is for Calais, ja?’ she asked.

			‘No, Madam,’ the interpreter said, ‘it stands for Cleves, in honour of your Grace.’

			She smiled her gratitude. Now was not the time to point out the correct spelling.

			The Exchequer was built around two courtyards, and handsomely appointed. A smell of fresh paint pervaded, and there was new rush matting on the floors. After the lords and the Mayor had brought Anna to the Queen’s lodgings, and promised to attend on her daily until she was ready to sail to Dover, she sank down on her bed, exhausted, as her women bustled around her, setting out her possessions.

			‘There is no need to unpack much,’ she told them. ‘I hope to leave for England in a day or so.’ Dr Wotton had thought they might go today, but it was too late now, and she could not disappoint her generous hosts by departing too soon.

			She got up and explored her fine suite of fourteen rooms, which were linked by a gallery overlooking a privy garden. A door, now locked, connected her bedchamber to the empty King’s apartments. The initials A.R. were blazoned everywhere, proclaiming to the world her queenly status, but when she looked closely, she discovered that the gilding on one or two was scuffed. These were not new at all. Then it dawned on her. These rooms had been Queen Anne’s. Had she ever stayed in them? Anna shivered.

			Suddenly, she felt very alone, and homesick. She wished Mutter could be here, and she could have done with Emily’s high-spirited chatter to divert her. She even found herself missing Wilhelm’s firm guidance. How dreadful it would be if she never saw them again. If it lay within her power, she would, she would.

			She must not let herself be swamped by self-pity. Her path in life had been set. There was no point in being miserable.

			‘Let’s have some wine!’ she said to her ladies. ‘Anastasia, will you pour for us, please?’

			She took the proffered goblet and walked back into the gallery. It was hung with pictures, which were covered by curtains to preserve them from the sunlight shining through the latticed windows. Today, the skies were grey and overcast.

			She opened a pair of curtains to reveal a framed map of Calais, drawn with great skill. Her eyes widened when she uncovered what was hanging beside it – a portrait of a splendidly dressed, handsome man with close-cropped hair, a neatly trimmed beard, merry eyes, and a half-smile playing about his lips. Etched into the golden frame, at the bottom, were the words ‘King Henry the Eight’.

			She stared, enthralled. In a trice, the prospect of her marriage had become an exciting one. She could love this man, she had no doubt of it. His kindness and care for her comfort – they were all one with his portrait. How she wished she had seen his picture before! She would not have hesitated . . .

			She sped back to her bedchamber. Suddenly she could not wait to get to England.

			The Admiral came to see her that evening. She received him in her presence chamber.

			‘I trust your Grace enjoyed a good supper,’ he said.

			‘The venison was delicious, my lord,’ she told him.

			‘I have written to inform his Majesty of your Grace’s arrival,’ he said. ‘I also took occasion to praise the excellent qualities I have found in your Grace. I pray that your union will be blessed with children, so that, if anything befell my lord Prince, which God forfend, we might have another of the King’s blood to reign over us.’

			‘That is my prayer too,’ Anna replied, touched by his words, but troubled too. How would she cope with a pregnancy in a strange country, with a strange husband? Yet it was the lot of princesses to bear such things, and certainly the King would be delighted were she to bear him a child. She would be very pleased herself – and to rediscover that joy she had known with Otho, in doing that which God had intended for procreation. Her flesh warmed as she imagined what love would be like with her handsome King. And there would be another consolation too. Having lost one child, she knew she would find much-needed solace in another.

			‘His Majesty is not a little desirous to have your Grace arrive in England,’ the Admiral was saying.

			‘I am desirous to meet his Majesty,’ she smiled.

			‘My orders are to escort you there with all speed. I’ve had a forecast for the tides drawn up for the next week. The afternoon tides will not serve, because it is not easy to make a safe landing by night. So, with your Grace’s consent, we will need to be on board, ready to sail, at four o’clock on Tuesday morning.’

			‘I will be ready,’ Anna told him. God send that the weather was kind to them.

			On Monday night, the Admiral appeared again, looking worried.

			‘There is no wind, Madam. We cannot sail tomorrow. I am very sorry.’

			‘Do you think we will be able to go the next day?’ she asked, frustrated at yet another delay.

			‘I hope so,’ he answered. ‘In the meantime, I am arranging some entertainments to divert your Grace while you are detained here.’

			‘That is most kind, my lord,’ Anna said.

			After dinner, the Admiral took her and her ladies and the lords in her party to see the ships again, and had a banquet served to her on board The Lyon, at which marchpane, jellies, biscuits and sugared spices were handed around. Afterwards, jousts were held in her honour. It was enthralling watching the spectacle of the mounted knights, brave in their heraldic colours, charging at each other across the tiltyard, and bracing herself for the clash of lances. The English lords had challenged her German ones, and she could see the colours of Otho von Wylich, and held her breath when he entered the lists, only letting it go when he emerged victorious. Tournaments were rarely seen at the court of Kleve, but Dr Wotton assured her that they were very popular in England, and she would be sure to see another one soon.

			‘His Majesty himself is one of the greatest champions of the joust,’ he informed her. Anna was impressed, for the King was forty-eight, and all the knights she had seen today were young men. It was good to know that her future husband was fit and active.

			To her continuing dismay, the weather remained unfavourable on Tuesday, and the Admiral showed himself uneasy at being unable to fulfil his sovereign’s orders.

			‘I have written again to the King’s Majesty,’ he told Anna on Wednesday morning. ‘Of course, he understands that men cannot control the sea, but the delay will be frustrating to him. I have arranged for seven gentlemen to keep watch and give immediate notice of fair conditions. Hopefully, wind and weather serving, we can take passage to England tomorrow.’

			‘I do hope so,’ Anna replied.

			‘As soon as the weather improves,’ he told her, ‘I will have the trumpets sounded. Can your Grace hold yourself in readiness to sail as soon as you hear them?’

			‘I will be ready to leave at an instant’s notice,’ she promised him. ‘I long to go to England!’

			They were interrupted by an usher announcing the approach of Lord and Lady Lisle. The Admiral stood up.

			‘Greetings, your Grace. My lady has two requests to make of you,’ the Governor said.

			Lady Lisle looked hopefully at Anna. ‘Madam, I have two daughters by my first husband, lovely girls, and so willing to serve. The elder, Anne, has been fortunate to be granted a place in your Grace’s household, but I have been unable to secure one for the younger, Katherine, and they don’t like to be parted—’

			‘Lady Lisle,’ Anna interrupted, ‘I understand, but I must refer a matter like this to the King’s Grace.’

			‘Poor Katherine has been so unlucky,’ Lady Lisle went on, as if she had not spoken.

			‘I will do my best,’ Anna said firmly. ‘You wanted something else, my lady?’

			‘Oh, yes!’ Her ladyship was all smiles again. ‘Will your Grace do us the honour of joining us for supper tonight?’

			It was the last thing Anna wanted to do. Glancing at the Admiral, she detected a note of sympathy in his eyes. ‘That would be most kind, and I thank you both,’ she said, not wanting to cause offence by another refusal.

			The Admiral and his gentlemen did their utmost to entertain Anna. They played for her, sang to her, and spoke at length about the splendours of the English royal palaces, and the preparations that had been made for her arrival. There was to be a magnificent ceremony of welcome, they told her, to be attended by the entire nobility and all the chief worthies of the realm.

			‘There has been such a rush for the making of new clothes for your Grace’s coming that the tailors cannot keep up with the demand,’ Sir Francis Bryan said. He was the sardonic-looking one with the eyepatch. ‘My outfit was ready only hours before I left for Dover.’

			Again Anna felt humbled by the stirrings her coming had caused. On Dr Wotton’s advice, she announced she would keep open household. All were welcome to visit her and pay their respects.

			‘I wish to become better acquainted with my lord the King’s subjects,’ she said. She wanted to please Henry, to give him cause to love her. Daily, she sat with Susanna, trying to make sense of the English language.

			‘Why do you spell “bough”, “cough” and “rough” the same way, and yet say them all differently?’ she asked, utterly bemused.

			‘Your Grace will just have to remember them,’ grinned Susanna.

			‘I will never master this English!’ Anna sighed. Yet how else would she communicate with her husband? They could not always have an interpreter present!

			In the meantime, she would learn other ways of keeping the King happy. That afternoon, she approached Dr Olisleger.

			‘I have heard that his Majesty enjoys playing cards,’ she said, ‘but I was never taught how to play. I pray you, ask the Admiral to teach me some game the King likes.’

			Dr Olisleger looked dubious – cards and gambling were frowned on in Kleve – but the Admiral was happy to comply. Presently, Anna found herself seated at table with him and Lord William Howard, learning to play the game of Sent, with Dr Wotton, Susanna and some English gentlemen standing by. It did not take her long to master the rules.

			‘Your Grace plays as pleasantly as ever I saw any noblewoman do,’ the Admiral complimented her.

			She found she was enjoying herself, especially after a fine French wine was brought to the table. Remembering how, in Kleve, she had entertained favoured guests, she resolved that tonight she would invite these good gentlemen, whose company had so enlivened her day.

			‘My lord,’ she said to the Admiral, ‘would you do me the pleasure of coming to sup with me this evening, and bringing some noble folks to join us? I would learn more about the manners you English observe at table.’

			She had said something wrong. She knew it by the silence that fell on the merry gathering, and the looks on the men’s faces as Dr Wotton translated her words. Susanna was sending her warning looks.

			‘Madam,’ the Admiral said at length, ‘saving your pardon, I fear it is not thought seemly in England for an unmarried lady, still less a queen, to invite a gentleman to supper. I would not for the world anger his Majesty by accepting your kind invitation, and yet I would not offend you by declining.’

			Anna felt embarrassed. She turned to Dr Wotton. ‘I think there has been some misunderstanding. Please repeat my invitation, and explain to my lord that it is the custom in Kleve for an unmarried lady to invite gentlemen to table, and that my father and mother encouraged it.’

			After Wotton had translated, the Admiral graciously accepted the invitation, and brought with him to supper eight other gentlemen. Anna enjoyed playing hostess. She had never entertained so many guests before, and set herself to charm them. The meal was excellent, and, with Susanna’s help, the conversation, like the wine, flowed.

			Later, as the Admiral made to depart, Anna detained him. ‘My lord, was there in our pleasant supper anything of which his Majesty would have disapproved?’ she asked mischievously.

			‘Madam,’ he replied, ‘there was nothing. I shall inform his Majesty that your graciousness to us, and your excellent conduct, could not have been more commendable.’

			Two days later, they were still stuck in Calais. The wind had returned, but with such force that it was now too dangerous to put to sea.

			‘There is nothing we can do but hope for its abatement,’ the Admiral lamented. ‘Some foolhardy masters are setting sail in it, much to their peril. I heard today that a Dutch hulk has been lost near Boulogne.’

			‘How dreadful.’ Anna sighed. ‘At this rate, I will not be married before Christmas. I hope the King will not be angry.’

			‘Not at all,’ the Admiral assured her. ‘He would be far more angry if we risked your life by putting to sea. Fortunately, the wind is better in the other direction, and a messenger from England has been able to get here, although at some peril. His Majesty has received my letters. Though he desires your Grace’s arrival, he takes the delay in good part, and heartily desires me to cheer you and your train.’

			It was more evidence of the King’s care for her. ‘I do thank his Majesty,’ she said, her spirits lifting. ‘I am deeply sensible of his kindness.’

			The Admiral and the Governor were prompt to obey the King’s wishes. In the days leading up to Christmas, there were feasts and jousts, all for Anna’s solace and recreation. It was on Christmas night, as spiced wine and wafers were served to her and many guests, that the Admiral arrived unexpectedly, in a jubilant mood.

			‘Your Grace,’ he announced, ‘the wind is turning.’

			At last, at midday on 27 December, the Admiral conducted Anna on board The Lyon, to the sound of trumpets. It was strange, and a little frightening, to be on a ship, feeling it roll beneath her and knowing that underneath was only deep water, but she thrust down her fear. In a few hours, she would be in England, where her King was waiting for her.

			The shipmaster greeted her respectfully and, with Susanna in tow as interpreter, she was shown into her well-appointed cabin, which was panelled in polished oak, with a wide latticed window overlooking the sea. The Admiral urged her to remain there for the duration of the voyage.

			‘Sailors are superstitious about having ladies on board,’ he told her, but she waved her hand.

			‘I am a little nervous of the sea, my lord. I had rather be out on deck, seeing what is happening.’

			The Admiral hesitated. ‘Very well, Madam. But if it gets rough, the master will expect you to return to your cabin.’

			He escorted her and Susanna back on deck, where some of her party were waiting to be shown to their cabins. The rest were sailing on some of the fifty ships accompanying The Lyon to England. Anna stood by the port-side bulwark with Susanna, watching the anchor being raised. A woman wrapped in a green cloak stood a few feet away, with one of the soldiers of Anna’s escort. Seeing Anna looking at her, she curtseyed.

			Anna smiled. ‘You were at the Lantern Gate with Lady Lisle when I was received in Calais, yes?’

			‘I was, your Grace,’ the woman said. She was English, about forty, with dark hair and a narrow face and pointed chin.

			‘You were in her service?’

			‘No, Madam. My husband here is a soldier in the Calais garrison, but has now obtained a place at court in the King’s guard, so we are returning to England.’

			‘And you are . . . ?’

			‘Mistress Stafford, Madam.’ The woman curtseyed again. Anna noticed that Susanna, who was translating, was staring coldly at her.

			‘You have been in Calais long?’

			‘These past five years and more, Madam.’

			They were casting off now. The wind billowed out the sails, and gracefully the vessel moved away from the quayside. The Admiral joined them.

			‘It is very gentle, the movement of the ship,’ Anna observed hopefully.

			‘It usually is in the harbour, Madam.’

			It wasn’t gentle when they reached the sea. At once, The Lyon started rolling and bucking on the waves. Anna felt sick, and frightened. She did not know how she would stand this.

			‘How long will it take to get to England?’ she asked.

			‘With a good wind like this, Madam, we should be in Dover by evening.’ The Admiral did not seem disconcerted at all, from which Anna understood that the motion of the ship was normal. She tried to fight down her rising panic, as she staggered and swayed, gripping the bulwark to stop herself falling over. A princess of Kleve must never lose her composure.

			‘Forgive me, Madam, I think I will retire to the ladies’ cabin,’ Mistress Stafford said, and reeled away.

			‘You will get your sea legs soon,’ the Admiral smiled.

			Anna found that hard to believe. ‘I think I will retire too,’ she said, and made her way to her cabin, with Susanna close behind her. No sooner had a grey-faced Mother Lowe shut the door behind them than Susanna said, ‘Do you know who that woman is, Madam?’

			‘No,’ Anna replied. ‘Should I?’

			‘That is Mary Boleyn, sister to the late Queen Anne. She has a poor reputation. She left court in disgrace after marrying that soldier, Stafford. Queen Anne did not approve, for he was far beneath Mary, and penniless, and she got the King to banish them. Mary never saw Queen Anne after that.’

			‘It must be hard for her to live with the memory of what was done to her sister,’ Anna said. ‘Why does she have a reputation?’

			The ship bucked again. Anna hastily sat down on the bed, and Susanna grabbed the door handle to steady herself. ‘She was free with her favours,’ she sniffed. ‘Your Grace ought not to be seen with her.’ Mother Lowe was shaking her head, her lips pursed in disapproval.

			‘No, I suppose not,’ Anna said. ‘She is not coming to court?’

			‘No, Madam. There is no place for her there.’

			That was as well. Anna looked out of the window, watching the coast of France recede in the distance. Far behind her lay Kleve and all those she loved; but ahead was King Henry.

			She lay down, praying the sea would calm a little. It was horrible being tossed back and forth, with no rhythm to it. She willed the hours away, wanting only to be on dry land, and not at the mercy of this pitiless swell. The Admiral had said she would get used to it, but she was still waiting for that to happen. All she could do was lie there and pray to God and His Holy Mother to keep them all safe.

			It was dark when the Admiral appeared at the door of her cabin and informed her that they had been driven north of Dover by the wind, but would make land soon near the town of Deal. They were the most welcome words she had ever heard.

			She had hoped to be on deck when she saw England for the first time. She peered out of the window, yet could see nothing but a few distant lights in the blackness.

			‘We had best get your Grace ready for your arrival,’ Mother Lowe said, and beckoned Gerberge and Anastasia, both of whom looked green and wan. Gerberge combed Anna’s hair and re-plaited it, put on her Stickelchen, and brushed down her black velvet gown. Unsteadily, Anastasia fetched water from a barrel, slopping it over the silver bowl, for Anna to wash her face and hands. Mother Lowe brought her jewellery and her sable-lined cloak.

			Outside, they could hear the sailors shouting. Gradually, the rolling abated, bringing a blessed respite.

			The Admiral came knocking.

			‘Madam, we have reached England!’ He looked at Anna approvingly. ‘If I may say so, your Grace looks every inch the Queen. Pray hasten, as the boats are ready.’

			Boats? It seemed she had come through one ordeal only to face another, for the master was waiting to assist her into a rowing boat that was poised to be lowered over the side on ropes. She thanked him for bringing her to England safely, summoned all her courage and clambered in. The Admiral followed her, with Susanna and her other gentlewomen. Fortunately, the short journey was calmer than she had anticipated.

			‘Those hills are the Downs, Madam,’ the Admiral explained, ‘and they make for a sheltered anchorage. Out yonder in the sea are the treacherous Goodwin Sands, where many ships have been lost. I confess I was a little worried when we were blown north, but the master steered us here without mishap.’

			Anna crossed herself, thinking of what might have happened if he had not.

			‘Where are we?’ she asked. The lights on the shore were much closer now.

			‘That’s Deal, Madam.’ A distant church bell chimed five times. ‘We have made good time,’ the Admiral smiled.

			The sailors rowed the boat up to the beach and helped Anna out. She was utterly relieved to be on firm ground. As the men sent up flares, a man on horseback hastened towards them, followed by a rider bearing a torch. When he drew up, he almost leapt from the saddle.

			‘Is it the Queen’s Grace?’ he asked breathlessly.

			‘It is, Sir.’ Anna had practised her greeting in English. ‘I am most happy to be in England.’

			He knelt and kissed her hand, then rose. ‘Sir Thomas Cheyney, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, at your service. Welcome, Madam, in the King’s name! My Lord Admiral.’ He bowed again. ‘We thought you might put in here, after we did not see you at Dover.’

			Behind him a steady stream of riders approached. Soon a great multitude was gathered on the beach to receive Anna.

			‘It is cold, Madam,’ Sir Thomas said. ‘Let us not linger. Come, I will escort you to the castle.’

			Anna’s chariot had now been unloaded from the ship. She climbed into it with Susanna, and was led in procession a short way along the coast to Deal Castle.

			Sir Thomas apologised for its being unprepared to receive her. ‘It is a fortress, Madam, built by the King’s Grace to defend the realm in the event of a French invasion. But at least you may refresh yourself there before we go on to Dover.’

			When Anna entered the squat, concentric building, she was struck by how spartan it was, but it was clean, and the kitchen had been busy. An inviting array of comfits and sweetmeats had been laid out for her, and, not having eaten since breakfast, she gratefully tucked in, washing the delicacies down with some spiced wine, which the English called hippocras.

			She had barely finished when the Duke of Suffolk was announced. A portly, expensively dressed gentleman with a white spade beard and a prominent nose strode in, bowed and kissed her hand.

			‘Welcome to England, your Grace,’ he said, appraising her with seasoned eyes. ‘I trust you had a good crossing. I am come with the Bishop of Chichester and many knights and ladies to escort you to Dover Castle.’

			Anna smiled. Cloaked again, she followed him across the drawbridge. Many of her own party, including Dr Olisleger, Dr Wotton, Mother Lowe and Otho von Wylich, had now made land and were waiting for her amidst a throng of English courtiers and men-at-arms, all staring at her.

			Again she climbed into her chariot. Would her journey ever end? They rode through the night for about nine miles, until she saw, rising up in front of her, a mighty stronghold on top of a towering cliff, overlooking the sea.

			‘Dover Castle ahead!’ someone called.

			Up and up they climbed, through a series of massive gateways, until at last they came to the inmost bailey, which was bright with torchlight. There stood the Great Tower, where the Duke had said she would lodge. Before it, another crowd had gathered. Suffolk presented to Anna more than forty lords and gentlemen, as well as his young wife, a pretty redhead with lively eyes and a retroussé nose, and other richly attired ladies.

			It was now eleven o’clock, and Anna was wilting. The Duchess of Suffolk and the English ladies, with Anna’s women following, led her up a winding stair to her apartments, which had been made as comfortably luxurious as was possible in such an ancient building. Her great chests had already arrived, and her German maids swooped to unpack them.

			‘I think her Grace is ready for her bed,’ Mother Lowe said firmly, and the English ladies stepped back to allow Anna’s gentlewomen to undress her.

			‘Gute nacht!’ Mother Lowe said meaningfully. The Duchess took the hint and shooed the ladies out.

			Anna swayed on her feet as she was robed in her night-rail. She was utterly grateful to sink into bed. She lay there, her head teeming with impressions of England, and was asleep within minutes.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 8


			1539–1540

			Anna awoke greatly refreshed. At Lady Suffolk’s suggestion, she climbed up to the roof, gasping at the view. It was a clear, crisp day, and far below the sun glittered on the sea. She could even see the coast of France. England lay around her, green and hilly and densely wooded.

			When she was back in her chamber, having breakfast, Dr Olisleger arrived. ‘I am glad to see you safely in England,’ he said, smiling paternally. ‘The Duke of Suffolk, Dr Wotton and I think that you and your train should rest at Dover all this Sunday and Monday.’

			Anna was glad of the respite from travelling. Even so, she was eager to press on, and the next morning, she summoned the Duke of Suffolk and asked if they might be on their way.

			‘Madam, have you looked outside?’ he asked. ‘The day is foul and windy.’

			‘My lord,’ she said, ‘I am very desirous to make haste to the King.’

			He gave her his gruff smile. ‘Well, Madam, I shall be glad to escort you on your way.’

			The baggage was stowed, and the great procession formed again, snaking its way down the hill and westwards through Kent. The weather was truly awful. The wind was back with a vengeance, and it was impossible to keep the chariot’s blinds from flapping open. Anna endured the journey with freezing hail and sleet blowing continually in her face, the Duke and the Lord Warden riding on either side of her, their faces pinched with cold.

			Ten miles from Canterbury, on Barham Downs, the Archbishop was waiting, his vestments flapping in the gale, with three other bishops and a great number of well-dressed gentlemen of Kent, who escorted Anna into the city. Archbishop Cranmer was a serious, scholarly man, with a swarthy face and a lugubrious demeanour; apart from his being a little reserved in manner, Anna could not fault him in politeness, and when the fine city of Canterbury came into view, and she leaned out of the window to gaze, awestruck, at the mighty spires of the cathedral, he seemed most gratified.

			Dusk was falling as they passed through the gates; torches had been lit all along the streets, and as the Mayor and the chief citizens welcomed Anna, there was a loud crack of guns.

			‘Your kindness gives me great joy,’ she told the Mayor in English, and was touched when Cranmer came forward and presented her with a cup full of gold sovereigns. Crowds had braved the storm to see her as she rode through the city, and she kept a smile on her face as the wind and rain whipped around her. Just beyond the walls on the far side, the Archbishop conducted her through the gatehouse of the ancient monastery of St Augustine, where she was to spend the night.

			Of course, it was a monastery no longer. Wilhelm had told her that King Henry had closed down most of the English monasteries and seized their treasure. But apparently he had kept this one for himself, and converted it into a palace.

			‘It is a most convenient lodging,’ the Archbishop explained, ‘for it lies on the road between London and Dover. It has been much improved against your Grace’s coming. The works have only just been completed.’ The new Queen’s Side lay at right angles to the King’s, and was built of brick and timber with a tiled roof. At the intersection, Cranmer explained, was the former Abbot’s Chapel, now the Chapel Royal. ‘This was one of the first abbeys in England,’ he told her. ‘It was founded in the sixth century by the saint himself.’ Anna wondered if St Augustine’s shrine had survived the King’s religious reforms, but did not like to ask.

			In the great chamber, a room of vast splendour, she encountered forty or fifty gentlewomen in velvet bonnets waiting to attend her. She greeted them warmly, confident enough now to do so in English. ‘I am so glad to see the King’s subjects coming so lovingly to see me that I have forgot the bad weather.’

			She explored her new apartments in wonder. The fireplaces had stone mantels, the walls were plastered in white, and the mullioned windows held stained glass depicting her badges next to those of the King. Her arms had been painted on the walls of her presence chamber and her watching chamber. The rooms smelt of the charcoal burned in them to dry out the plaster and paint.

			The Archbishop hosted a feast that night in the King’s presence chamber and, as the evening wore on and wine goblets were refilled, he proved unexpectedly witty. Anna enjoyed herself, and began to relax.

			‘Everyone is singing your Grace’s praises,’ Cranmer told her. ‘I admit, I was a little concerned about the King marrying a lady who could not speak English, but, having seen your Grace and heard for myself how well you have progressed in learning our tongue, my doubts are banished. You have conducted yourself faultlessly.’

			‘Thank you, my lord,’ Anna said. Cranmer was flattering her, she knew, for her English left much to be desired. Yet she felt happy, as a bride should feel.

			It could not be long now before she came face to face with the King her husband!

			The next day, Anna left Canterbury for the small village of Sittingbourne.

			‘We will not linger long here,’ the Duke of Suffolk said as they passed along a street lined with pretty cottages. ‘There is no royal house nearby, so your Grace must be accommodated at an inn. It is an excellent one, though, and many kings and queens have lodged there in the past, on their way to or from Dover.’

			Anna thought the Red Lion very pleasant, with its low, beamed ceilings, brick floor and genial innkeeper, who was most anxious to please. He served her a hearty supper of juicy roast beef and apple tart, washed down with two mugs of local ale, which she asked to try and much enjoyed. Heaven knew where all her retinue and the English contingent were staying. They must be billeted in houses for miles around!

			After dinner, she invited Dr Wotton to join her in the parlour set aside for her, and offered him some ale, which he gratefully accepted.

			‘Your Grace will be pleased to hear that the King will greet you formally at your official reception four days hence, at Blackheath,’ he told her, as her heart began to thump with anticipation. Soon she would see him, that handsome man in the portrait. She would be counting down the hours . . .

			That night, in the cosy bedchamber under the eaves, with its carved tester bed, she examined her reflection in her mirror. Would the King like what he saw? Did he prefer ladies of a more diminutive stature, and like them buxom? She was hardly that – she had lost weight in the past weeks, and feared she was now thin rather than slender. The weeks of travel and the bad weather had done nothing for her. Her nose looked longer, her chin more pointed. Oh, to perdition with it! She was all but married now, and there was no turning back. The King had seen her picture and been enchanted.

			On New Year’s Eve, Anna left Sittingbourne for Rochester. Two miles outside the city, on Rainham Down, she was greeted by the Duke of Norfolk, a martinet of a man with a face like a wall and a brusque manner. Behind him, bowing low in the icy rain, were two other lords, several ranks of horsemen and a large company of gentlemen in drenched velvet.

			‘Your Grace, the King bids me greet you and escort you to your lodging,’ the Duke barked. ‘You will stay here for the next two nights, to give your Grace a chance to rest, and on New Year’s Day there will be entertainment laid on for you, and a feast in the evening.’ He sounded begrudging.

			Riding through the Rochester crowds, who were muffled up against the weather, Anna put up the blinds and waved as she passed, braving the icy chill. At length, she was handed down outside the cathedral priory, which, by some miracle, had not yet been closed down by the King. Here, she was shown to the Bishop’s Palace. It was not lived in, Cranmer explained. The last incumbent to stay there had, ahem, committed treason and been justly punished.

			In the great chamber, Anna found a lady waiting to greet her. Lady Browne stared hard at Anna as she rose from her curtsey, seeming, like Norfolk, to emanate distaste. Anna wondered if she had committed some faux pas in dress or courtesy, but Lady Browne’s manner, if cool, was perfectly correct as she informed Anna that she had been appointed to help supervise the new maids-of-honour who would join them at Dartford, the last stopping place before Greenwich. Anna thought it strange that the woman would act so disdainfully towards her Queen. Maybe, she thought, in charity, she is unaware of it. Well, Mother Lowe would deal with her. She too would have charge of the maids, and Anna could guess who would soon have the upper hand.

			The Bishop’s Palace was a fine old house, and well furnished, although it had a forlorn look, as if preserved as a memorial to its late unfortunate occupant. Yet in the bedchamber stood a rich bed with gorgeous hangings, which eclipsed everything else.

			‘It is one of his Majesty’s finest beds,’ Lady Browne informed Anna. ‘He ordered it to be brought here for you.’

			‘How very kind of him,’ Anna said, touched again by his care for her.

			Part of the bedchamber had clearly been a study, with a desk and shelves, all now bare. The late Bishop must have been a man of great learning, for there were two separate studies, and two galleries lined with shelves full of books, some with chains attached, just like a library. Anna’s rooms were ranged around a three-sided courtyard, with a garden behind it. The palace had probably been splendid in its day, but that day was evidently long past.

			‘It’s cold here,’ Anna said, shivering in her cloak. Yet there was a lively fire crackling in the hearth, and thick curtains covered the windows. Even so, that night, the sheets felt damp. Susanna, lying on a pallet bed at the foot of Anna’s, felt it too.

			‘It’s the situation of this place, Madam,’ she murmured in the darkness. ‘The sea is near and the shore is muddy.’

			Anna huddled into a ball under the bedclothes. ‘What happened to the Bishop of Rochester?’ she asked.

			Susanna hesitated. ‘Bishop Fisher? He was beheaded, Madam, for refusing to acknowledge the King as head of the Church, and his Grace’s marriage to Queen Anne. He was put to death around the same time as Sir Thomas More, five years ago.’

			Anna had heard much about More from her father and Wilhelm, for he had been a great friend of Erasmus and a universally respected scholar. She, like all Europe, had been shocked to hear of his dreadful end.

			‘They would not accept Anne for queen,’ she murmured, ‘yet within a year, the King had her beheaded too. How the wheel of Fate does turn.’ And pray God it does not turn that way for me too!

			She sighed. ‘This does not feel like New Year’s Eve. In Kleve, they will be having feasting and music.’ Her quiet supper with the two dukes and Cranmer had been a little strained. The three men, one quiet and scholarly, one bluff and blunt, and the other haughty and gruff, had not made for congenial company.

			‘As we do here, normally, Madam,’ Susanna was saying. ‘But what with our late arrival and the weather, it would not have been easy to arrange. There will be feasting tomorrow.’

			‘It’s hard to believe it will be 1540,’ Anna said. ‘Let us hope that the new year will bring us joy.’

			In the afternoon of New Year’s Day, it was dry for once, and there was a bull-baiting in the courtyard below Anna’s window. She watched through the greenish glass, her gentlewomen crowded behind her. The central area of the court had been roped off, and many of her retinue were standing behind the cordon, or at other windows, anticipating the coming fight. She saw money changing hands. They would be taking wagers on the winner.

			The bull, decked in coloured ribbons, was paraded around the arena before being chained to an iron ring attached to a stout post in the centre.

			‘The aim is for the dog to take the bull by the nose and not let go,’ Susanna explained. ‘The nose is the most tender part. The bull will try to throw off the dog, of course. Many die in the process.’

			‘This is a popular sport in England?’ Anna asked, feeling rather sorry for the bull, and for the dog, a great mastiff that was brought into the courtyard to loud cheers. It looked very fierce, and was slavering at the mouth.

			‘It certainly is, Madam,’ Susanna said.

			Just then, a page announced Sir Anthony Browne, Lady Browne’s husband. A tall, hook-nosed man with heavy-lidded eyes entered and made his obeisance.

			He seemed to hesitate momentarily when he stood up and stared at Anna. What was wrong with her? she wondered, dismayed.

			However, he was affable enough, unlike his lady. ‘Your Grace, a gentleman of his Majesty’s Privy Chamber will be arriving shortly with a New Year’s gift from the King.’

			‘That is most gracious of his Majesty,’ Anna said, smiling.

			Sir Anthony withdrew, and she turned back to the window. The dog was circling the tethered bull, making ready to leap. As it did so, there was a collective gasp from the spectators at the windows. But the bull butted the dog and tossed it aside. It stood up, bleeding yet undaunted, and made ready to pounce again.

			‘Madam,’ Susanna murmured in her ear. ‘There are some gentlemen here to see you.’

			Reluctantly, Anna dragged her eyes away from the sport and turned around to find eight gentlemen, all dressed the same, in glossy mottled hooded coats, bowing to her. What pleasantry was this? And why did she sense an air of excitement among them? Why was Susanna looking dumbstruck?

			One of the gentlemen, a tall, massively fat man with thinning red hair, ruddy cheeks, a Roman nose and a prim little mouth, was appraising her intently. Without warning, he stepped forward and, to her shock, embraced and kissed her. She was outraged. How dare he treat her so familiarly! The King would hear of this!

			Recoiling from the sour, sickly smell of sweat and something worse, she was astonished to see that the other gentlemen had taken nothing amiss, but were beaming broadly. She glared at the fellow who had insulted her, but he had turned away and was taking from one of his fellows a small ivory casket.

			‘A New Year’s gift from the King, Madam,’ he said, presenting it to her with a flourish. His voice was strangely high-pitched for such a big man.

			She opened the casket. Inside was an ornate gold pendant adorned with two rubies, a sapphire and a pendant pearl. It must have cost a king’s ransom.

			She closed the box and clasped it to her breast. ‘Pray thank his Majesty, Sir,’ she said in her halting English. ‘Tell him I will treasure this always.’

			‘I will tell him,’ the fat man said. There was a pause, in which his narrowed eyes continued to scrutinise her.

			‘Have you come all the way from Greenwich, Sirs?’ she asked, trying to engage with the other gentlemen.

			‘We have, Madam,’ the fat man replied, as she tried not to breathe in the stench of him. ‘We had a good journey by boat, only four hours, and then an hour’s brisk ride from Gravesend.’

			‘Well, Sirs, I wish you a good journey back,’ she said, hoping they would know themselves dismissed. But they just stood there, looking at her, so she turned again to the window to reinforce the message. The dog was lying broken on the cobbles, while the bull had a bloody nose and was bellowing out his anger. Behind her, she heard the door close.

			‘Oh, what a rel—’ she began, but Susanna silenced her with a look. Turning round, she saw that the rest of the gentlemen were still standing there, but that the fat man had gone. Well, that was something! Anger still simmered in her.

			‘Is there anything else you wish of me, Sirs?’ she asked.

			‘Your Grace might ask if there is anything we can do for you,’ replied a young man standing at the far side of the group. She had seen him before, in Calais, and disliked him on sight. Now she remembered: this was Mr Culpeper, one of the King’s favourite gentlemen.

			Before she could answer, the door was thrown open again, and there, to her astonishment, was the fat man, now resplendent in a coat of purple velvet. When the lords and knights knelt, doing him reverence, Anna realised, to her horror and disbelief, that this – this monstrosity of a man – was the King himself.

			Astounded, she fell to her knees, feeling her cheeks grow crimson with embarrassment and confusion. This could not be the man in the portrait she had seen at Calais! He had been in his prime, attractive and smooth-featured. He bore barely any resemblance to the man standing before her now. Why had no one thought to prepare her for the reality? For the King looked far older than a man not yet fifty; his face was stern, and bore the marks of temper and ill health. And he was huge! His coat had massive puffed shoulders and bulky sleeves, to boot, making him appear almost as wide as he was tall, and there were bulges under the white hose encasing the trunk-like legs below his bases; were they bandages? Was that where the smell was coming from?

			And she was to be married to this man, and share his bed, and endure the stink of him! She felt faint at the prospect.

			She was quivering with shock as the King raised her and their eyes met. His were steely blue, beneath winged brows that made him look as if he was permanently scowling. He bowed courteously. Mortified that she had not guessed who he was, and at the dismissive way she had behaved towards him, she did her best to put on a loving countenance, which she feared might look more like a grimace. Bowing her head, she sank again to her knees, but he gently raised her up, and once more embraced and kissed her. She tried not to flinch.

			‘I trust your journey here has not been too arduous, Madam,’ he said, ‘and that everything has been to your comfort?’

			Anna looked helplessly at Susanna, who hurriedly stepped forward and translated the King’s words. Anna was grateful for her support.

			‘It was a long journey, Sir,’ she faltered, ‘but I thank your Majesty for your care for my comfort. Sir, I am sorry for my rude receiving of you, but I did not know it was your Grace.’

			The King gave a short laugh. ‘I was ever fond of disguisings, Madam,’ he told her, ‘and risking the consequences!’ As Susanna translated, he held out a hand laden with rings. ‘If you will do me the pleasure, shall we go in to supper?’

			Anna put her hand in his, signalling to Susanna to follow as interpreter and chaperone, and the King led them into the parlour, where a table for two had been set up in front of the fire. Unobtrusively, Susanna seated herself in the chair he indicated, by the fireside.

			‘You were expecting a feast, Anne – I may call you Anne?’ the King asked.

			‘It is Anna, your Grace,’ she corrected him.

			‘Ah!’ For a moment, his face was pensive. ‘I like that.’ She wondered if he was thinking of another Anne, of whom he probably did not wish to be reminded.

			‘Instead of feasting, I thought we could become acquainted in private,’ he said.

			Anna was in such a turmoil, she did not know if she was equal to becoming better acquainted just now, and at the thought of what that might ultimately mean, she felt faint, but she made herself accept a goblet of Rhenish. Soon, her veins infused with its warmth, she felt herself relax a little. The horror was still there – but it was at a distance.

			The food set before them was lavish. Roast swan, served in its plumage, a great Christmas pie full of meat and spiced dried fruits, pickled brawn, white meat called turkey, which was delicious, and a great venison pasty. No wonder the King was fat! Yet, for all the rich, tasty food, she could eat little. She was put off by the smell of him, and too distressed to be hungry.

			His table manners were exquisite; despite herself, she found his conversation entertaining. He spoke of pleasant things, telling her how Christmas was observed at his court, and about the magnificent reception being planned for her two days hence, near Greenwich. He told her their marriage would be solemnised on Sunday, the day after the reception. Only three days away, she thought, in something like panic.

			‘I must apologise, Anna, for surprising you today,’ the King said. ‘I wanted to meet you in private before I welcome you officially. My ancestor, King Henry the Sixth, did much the same thing at the coming of his bride, nearly a hundred years ago.’

			Anna relaxed a little at this sign of a romantic side to him. She liked his respect for history and tradition. It made for a common meeting ground. ‘I shall be interested to hear about your ancestors, Sir,’ she said.

			He beamed, and proceeded to tell her of the rival royal houses of Lancaster and York, from which he had sprung, and of the red rose and the white, their emblems, which had been combined in the Tudor rose badge of his family, a device she had already seen emblazoned everywhere in the royal houses and on the royal livery.

			She tried, in vain, to get the measure of him, and his opinion of her, as the conversation wore on. The English, she had heard, were a reserved people, and of course Susanna was present; conversation through an interpreter was always stilted. Yet Henry did not seem to be behaving like a man enchanted with his bride. She imagined that the thirty long years of his rule had toughened him, so that he would not wear his heart on his sleeve and was used to keeping his inmost thoughts and feelings to himself. Maybe he was as disappointed in her as she was in him, but was exerting himself to be good company. She had to concede that he was unfailingly courteous and solicitous. Even so, there was about him the air of a beast waiting to pounce. For all his courtesy, he frightened her, and she could not imagine ever being intimate with him. She tried not to shudder at the thought.

			At the end of the evening, he kissed her hand and bade her good night. ‘I will be able to dine with you tomorrow,’ he told her. ‘I have to wait for a favourable tide to carry me back to Greenwich, and that will not be until the afternoon.’

			She curtseyed low as he left, and when his footsteps had died away, she took one look at Susanna and threw herself into her arms.

			‘Oh, God!’ she cried. ‘Oh, God, help me!’

			In the morning, Sir Anthony Browne arrived with more gifts from the King.

			‘These are for your Grace, with his Majesty’s compliments.’

			Anna wondered why Henry had not brought them himself, but was distracted by the sumptuous furs that were laid out with a flourish for her to admire – a partlet furred with sables, sable skins to wrap around her neck, a muffler and a fur cap. He could not have chosen anything more welcome in this wintry weather.

			She wore the partlet to dinner, over which she thanked him fulsomely. He seemed less affable today, and again she had the impression that he was brooding or angry about something, so the meal was eaten with awkward silences. Finally, the King’s cloak was brought. After he had escorted Anna downstairs to the door, and kissed her hand in farewell, she stood in the porch with her ladies, waving him off, relieved to see him go.

			If only, if only, she could pack up and go back to Kleve and all she held dear! If only he could have been like his picture! Tears blurred her eyes, and she stumbled indoors, unheeding of Susanna calling after her, and desperate to find Mother Lowe and blurt out her misery on that comforting bosom.

			Mother Lowe was firm with her. Duty must always come before one’s personal feelings, she declared, while repacking a chest with Anna’s personal possessions, ready for their departure for Dartford later that afternoon. ‘Your lady mother would say the same, Anna. It will be your duty as a wife to study your husband and learn how to please him.’

			‘I dare not do anything else,’ Anna mourned, staring into the fire. ‘He scares me. I keep thinking of all the things I have heard about him, which I wanted so much not to believe, and now I fear they were true. It’s easy to imagine him being cruel and ruthless.’ As he might be to me if I do not please him.

			‘Then you must be careful to obey him, and please him. God has sent you to each other, and you must make the best of it.’ Mother Lowe’s lips were pursed primly, but her grey eyes were full of compassion. ‘Now, no more talk of running back to Kleve.’

			‘Oh, I dare not.’ Anna managed a smile. ‘My brother’s anger would be more terrible than the King’s. I think he would kill me.’ And the King might kill me too, if he found out that I have borne a bastard child. Icy fingers of fear gripped her spine.

			There was a knock at the door. ‘May I come in, Madam?’ Susanna called.

			‘Yes, of course,’ Anna replied, but at the sight of her dear friend, carrying an armful of clothing and looking at her with sympathetic concern, she felt tears welling anew. ‘We are talking about the King.’ She knew she shouldn’t be discussing him with people of lesser rank, but also that she could trust them both. They knew how unhappy she was.

			‘What did you think of that charade?’ she asked Susanna, as she helped her to fold the gowns.

			Susanna paused. ‘I thought he played an unkind trick on you.’

			‘He did apologise. I think he had some romantic notion of himself as a knight errant, come to surprise his princess.’

			‘There wasn’t much that was romantic about it,’ Mother Lowe sniffed. ‘Anna was very upset afterwards.’

			Susanna nodded. ‘I know. At dinner, he seemed to be holding back, and, at times, I thought he was angry about something. Maybe there has been a hitch in the wedding preparations, or some matter of state has displeased him.’

			‘Or maybe it’s me,’ Anna sighed. ‘He came specially to see me, yet he gave no sign that he was pleased with me, nor did he act like an eager bridegroom.’

			‘Well, if he’s not an eager bridegroom, then he’s a fool,’ the old nurse huffed.

			‘He was very courteous to you,’ Susanna said to Anna.

			‘I was hoping for more than courtesy,’ Anna sniffed, twisting her belt between her fingers.

			‘Child, a king marries for the good of his realm,’ Mother Lowe said, locking the chest. ‘Love comes later. His courtesy is a good start.’

			Susanna, whose own marriage had been made for love, and who was demonstrably happy in it, threw Anna a look of commiseration.

			‘But there has to be some liking, surely, and I’m not sure the King even likes me,’ Anna replied. ‘I know I’m not beautiful, but, in all modesty, I think I am seemly.’

			‘You are lovely,’ Susanna said. ‘And beauty is a matter of personal perception.’

			‘Yes, but my nose is too long, and my chin too pointed!’ Anna protested.

			‘And the King is a model of manly beauty?’ Susanna challenged.

			Anna sighed. ‘Of course he is not, although I dare say it would be treason to say so. But what matters, of course, is how I look to him. You remember my telling you that he was most insistent on seeing my portrait? If he hadn’t liked it, I doubt I would be here now. What worries me is that Meister Holbein painted me full-face, from the most flattering angle. You can’t see my shortcomings, and the King might be angry because he feels he has been deceived.’ He would, without doubt, be angry if he found out about her other shortcoming: that she lacked a maidenhead.

			‘Anna, it was a good likeness, and there is no proof that the King is displeased with you,’ Mother Lowe declared. ‘He must have many cares to preoccupy him. He has been most solicitous and generous. Look at that jewel he gave you, and those wondrous furs! He has not hesitated in the past to rid himself of his wives. Be sure that, if he was not pleased with you, he would have no hesitation in sending you back to Kleve!’

			Anna was not so certain. ‘Then he would risk alienating my brother and the other German princes, and standing alone without allies against France and the Empire. No, he might be angry because he cannot send me home.’ But I wish he would!

			‘Nonsense! You are building this up into something it is not, and on what grounds? A feeling, an impression! You say the King has shown you no more than courtesy, but he has kissed and embraced you. His conduct has been entirely seemly.’

			Anna wanted to be convinced.

			‘Wait until you are married,’ Mother Lowe counselled, ‘then he will show you the proper affection of a husband for his wife.’

			Heaven forbid! she thought, visions of herself in bed with the King coming unbidden, visions that would become reality in just three days. She did not know how she would bear it. All she could envisage was herself, shrinking in fear on her wedding night . . .

			Outside the town of Dartford, the household officers appointed by the King to serve Anna were waiting to receive her. She stood, buffeted by icy winds, as Norfolk presented to her the Earl of Rutland, who was the King’s cousin and her new lord chamberlain; Sir Edward Baynton, her vice chamberlain; Sir Thomas Denny, her chancellor; Sir John Dudley, her master of horse, and all who were to serve on the council that would manage her affairs. Then Archbishop Cranmer and the Duke of Suffolk presented to her thirty English ladies and maids-of-honour, who did her due reverence. By the time he had finished, she was frozen stiff.

			‘These ladies will from now on be in waiting permanently on your Grace,’ Norfolk informed her, as they walked through the gatehouse towards her lodging, where, please God, it would be warm. ‘For the time being, they will serve alongside your German attendants.’ For the time being. Anna was distressed to hear that; she had been praying inwardly that her countrywomen would be allowed to stay. Susanna would be, of course, but Anna hated the thought of losing those who had served her faithfully and been her constant companions. Above all, she could not bear to lose Mother Lowe. She would beg the King on her knees for her, if need be. Cast adrift as she was in a land full of strangers, far from her mother, sister or brother, Mother Lowe was her anchor. With dread of her coming marriage now dominating her waking moments, she needed her old nurse more than she had ever needed her before.

			She forced herself to listen as Norfolk explained that the house she was staying in was an abandoned priory closed by the King last year.

			‘His Grace is having it demolished,’ he said, his manner gruff as usual. ‘He intends to build a fine palace here.’ Anna looked about her at the traceried cloister and the big church standing behind. This had been a great nunnery in its day. She felt a pang for the sisters who had been cast out into the world to fend for themselves. And they were by no means alone. Nearly every abbey and priory in England had been closed down in the past four years.

			That evening, Anna entered the room serving as her privy chamber to find her new ladies waiting for her. It was unnerving to realise that she would be spending her life with these strangers, for, as queen, she would rarely be left unattended. She must win them over if she wanted a harmonious existence and moral support.

			She invited them to rise from their curtseys and be seated. With Susanna acting as interpreter, she managed to speak to each of them. Foremost was the King’s niece Lady Margaret Douglas, an auburn-haired beauty whom Anna had liked on sight for her warm welcome. Next in rank came Norfolk’s daughter, my lady the Duchess of Richmond, widow of the King’s bastard son; she too was comely, but had a less friendly manner, confirming Anna’s suspicion that the Howard family did not like her. And – it came to her – why should they, the foremost Catholic family in the land, when she represented the King’s alliance with the Protestant princes of Germany?

			The Duchess of Suffolk she knew already, for she had journeyed with Anna from Dover. Katherine Willoughby was a lively, headstrong young woman of decidedly reformist views, who was popular with all. By contrast, the Countess of Rutland, who was cousin-in-law to the King, appeared a little haughty; nor could Anna warm to the heart-faced Lady Rochford, or Lady Edgcumbe, for both had an unappealing superior air, and she had seen them, more than once, whispering and nodding knowingly in her direction.

			Of her gentlewomen, she liked Margaret Wyatt, Lady Lee, whose brother was a poet, and the scholarly Anne Parr, Mrs Herbert, who was a humanist. Anna was intrigued to meet Elizabeth Seymour, sister of the late Queen Jane and wife to Lord Cromwell’s son. She was a sweet-faced creature with a gentle manner, and most congenial company. If Jane had been like her sister, it was easy to see why the King had mourned her deeply.

			Anne Bassett, Lady Lisle’s daughter, was blonde, buxom, and full of herself, as Anna had feared. With her comely face, she would attract attention anywhere. Anna decided not to press the King for a place for Anne’s sister; one of that family in her household was enough!

			Norfolk’s diminutive niece, Katheryn Howard, one of the maids-of-honour, dimpled prettily when spoken to, eyeing Anna gauchely. She had a pert manner and a ready laugh. Although she told Anna she was nineteen, she was like a little girl, with her tiny hands and feet, and her evident delight in her new position. Already, Anna felt protective towards her.

			The other maids were a lively crowd. Fifteen-year-old Kate Carey looked so like the King that Anna suspected she was his bastard daughter. She was not surprised when Susanna murmured in her ear that Kate was Mary Stafford’s daughter. It did not bother her, this evidence of the King’s infidelity; it had happened a long time ago. She did not think he would be disposed to such amours now, given his bad legs and his obesity.

			‘Did your Grace know that the King’s aunt the Lady Bridget was a nun here?’ Lady Rutland asked. ‘She died years ago, before the closure.’ Anna thought it sad that Henry had not spared Dartford in his aunt’s memory.

			‘This convent was renowned for its devotion and its learning,’ Lady Rochford said. ‘It enjoyed royal patronage.’

			‘Yes,’ said Mrs Herbert, ‘but his Majesty was right to dissolve it. It was one of the richest nunneries in the land, and a school of popery, no doubt.’

			Sensing religious tension between the ladies, Anna encouraged them to make the acquaintance of her German women, who were sitting by themselves to one side of the chamber. But there was really no common meeting ground for, unlike the English ladies, the Germans did not play cards, or sing, dance or make music, and they could not speak the English tongue. She feared they might become isolated, being so outnumbered; it was happening already.

			At nine o’clock, aware that she had to be up early for her official reception at Greenwich, Anna retired dispiritedly to the former prioress’s house. Here, as at Canterbury, another of the King’s rich beds had been set up. She fell asleep reminding herself of all his care for her, which must, surely, betoken some affection in him . . .

		

	
		
			
Chapter 9


			1540

			As Anna descended Shooter’s Hill at noon the next day, seated with Mother Lowe and Susanna in the gilded chariot, she saw a vast gathering of people on the green expanse of Blackheath below her. Behind her followed twelve of her German ladies, all wearing gowns similar to hers, with heavy gold chains around their necks, and the rest of her great retinue from Kleve; after them, in stately manner, came the dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk, the Archbishop of Canterbury and other bishops, and the lords and ladies who had joined Anna on her journey through Kent.

			Susanna pointed out the Mayor and Corporation of London, in their red gowns, and the German merchants of the Steelyard. The broad heath was thronged with hundreds of knights, soldiers and liveried servants, and crowds of ordinary citizens. It seemed the entire nobility of England was here too, and there must have been at least five thousand horses. All eyes were upon Anna’s chariot, waiting for a glimpse of her.

			‘I cannot believe this is all for me,’ she said, awed.

			‘The Duke your brother would be much gratified,’ Mother Lowe said. ‘The King has gone to much trouble and expense to afford you this princely welcome. It is a measure of his love for you.’ There was a meaningful edge to her voice.

			At the foot of the hill, the chariot halted outside a gorgeous silken pavilion, which was surrounded by other, smaller tents. Ranked on either side of the entrance, Anna’s newly appointed household was waiting for her, having left Dartford at dawn and ridden ahead. Her lord chamberlain, the Earl of Rutland, bowed before her, looking so like his cousin the King, and Lady Margaret Douglas came forward to welcome her, attended by the Duchess of Richmond and the King’s other niece, the blunt-faced Marchioness of Dorset, accompanied by a throng of peeresses. As the entire household saluted and greeted her, Anna alighted from the chariot.

			‘I give you all hearty thanks,’ she said in English. Then she turned to her chief ladies and kissed them all in turn.

			Her new almoner, Dr Kaye, made a long speech in Latin, of which she did not understand a word, then formally presented to her all those sworn to serve her, which took some considerable time, while each knelt in turn to kiss her hand. Everyone was shivering when the presentation was finished, but they had to endure the cold for a few minutes more to hear Dr Olisleger reply to the address on Anna’s behalf. Only then could she and her ladies enter the pavilion, where she was grateful to find braziers containing scented fires, against the January chill. A banquet had been laid out on a long table, and they all descended on it hungrily, relieved to have a little respite from ceremony.

			After Anna had eaten, her attendants helped her to change into a gorgeous taffeta gown of cloth of gold, cut in the Dutch fashion, with a round skirt. The English ladies were intrigued that it lacked the train customarily worn by women of rank at court, but some were complimentary.

			‘It is much easier to wear than these twenty yards trailing at my back,’ Lady Margaret said.

			Mother Lowe re-plaited Anna’s hair and placed a sheer linen caul over it, then, on top of that, a Stickelchen studded with Orient pearls and surmounted by a coronet of black velvet. Around Anna’s shoulders she set a partlet encrusted with rich gemstones, and high on her breast, a fiery ruby brooch.

			With not a hair out of place, Anna stood in the pavilion, waiting for the arrival of the King. She was trembling, unable to forget that it lacked less than a day to her marriage. Word of her arrival had been sent to Greenwich, three miles away, and when the Earl of Rutland came to say that his Majesty would not be long, she swallowed in trepidation, praying she would acquit herself well. And please, God, she breathed, make me like the King a little better.

			Moments later, in the distance, trumpets sounded, and her heart began to pound. He was coming.

			‘Your Grace, it is time,’ Rutland told her. ‘The King is about half a mile away. You are to meet him as he approaches.’

			Outside the pavilion, she saw, to her dismay, a richly caparisoned palfrey waiting for her, its reins held by Sir John Dudley, her master of horse. Ladies were not encouraged to ride back in Kleve – she had been taken everywhere in litters or chariots, and she was nervous of horses. One look at Sir John’s hard, swarthy face decided her against confiding her fear. Determinedly she climbed the mounting block and carefully seated herself sideways on the wooden saddle. Fortunately, the palfrey seemed docile and sturdy beneath her. Grasping the reins, she set off with her footmen about her, all wearing livery bearing the black lion of Kleve in goldsmiths’ work.

			In front of her rode a great company of her German and English gentlemen; after them followed Sir John Dudley, leading her horse of honour, and behind came her ladies, mounted in order of rank, then her yeomen and serving men on foot, bringing up the rear.

			The mounted merchants of the Steelyard had positioned themselves on either side of the road that led to Greenwich. Behind stood numerous gentlemen and esquires, and in front the Mayor and his brethren and the leading citizens of London. As Anna rode forward, she could see the royal trumpeters approaching; in their wake, marching towards her in orderly rank, advanced a company of spearmen, wearing dark velvet doublets and gold medallions of office.

			‘Your Grace, that is the King’s elite guard, the Gentlemen Pensioners,’ Sir John said, with Susanna translating.

			The procession halted to allow the guard to pass. After them came ranks of clerics, lawyers, officers of the royal household, Privy councillors and the gentlemen of the King’s Privy Chamber; Sir John pointed them all out.

			At last, there, before her, was the King, attended by Norfolk, Suffolk and Cranmer, and encircled by ten footmen, richly apparelled in goldsmiths’ work. For all his bulk, Henry looked magnificent, quite unlike how he had appeared at Rochester. He rode a splendid courser trapped in rich cloth of gold embellished with gilded ornaments and pearls. His coat of purple velvet was embroidered with gold damask and heavily criss-crossed with matching laces: the slashed sleeves were lined with cloth of gold, and clasped with great buttons of diamonds, rubies and Orient pearls. Across his breast was slung a collar of rubies and pearls. His sword and girdle glinted with diamonds and emeralds. His bonnet too was edged with precious stones, and on it he wore a cap rich with jewels. He glittered, god-like, in the weak January sunlight, and the crowds gaped in awe as he passed. To left and right he turned a princely countenance, raising his hand in greeting, and Anna felt something stir in her. Never had she seen a ruler treated with such deference, by courtiers and commons alike.

			The ranks of gentlemen before her drew back on each side, leaving a clear path between her and the King. Henry spurred his horse a little way beyond the stone cross that stood on Blackheath, and halted there. As Dr Olisleger stepped forward to act as interpreter, the King doffed his cap and, not waiting for Anna to come to him, as was proper, trotted forward to greet her, looking – she observed with relief – pleased to see her.

			‘My Lady Anna, welcome to England!’ he cried, so that all could hear, and he bowed in the saddle.

			Anna bowed too. ‘Your Majesty, I am both honoured and joyful to be here,’ she replied in English, gratified by his warm welcome, and conscious of the hundreds of people watching. Smiling at her most kindly, the King reined in his horse beside hers, leaned over, and embraced her, to loud cheers from the spectators. He smelt fresher today, of herbs and soap.

			‘See how my subjects welcome you, Madam!’ he said.

			Anna returned his smile. She had rehearsed her words. ‘Sir, I mind to be a good and loving mistress to them, and a humble and loving wife to your Majesty,’ she said loudly. ‘I thank you, and all the good people here, for this wonderful welcome.’

			While they exchanged pleasantries, and Anna dared to think that the King might indeed come to like her, the members of his retinue were taking their places amidst the great concourse of people on Blackheath. She saw some of the King’s guard ride off towards Greenwich, to be ready for his coming there. As she and Henry rode back together towards the pavilion, he accorded her the place of honour on his right hand, and rode so close that their arms kept touching. Everyone was cheering and rejoicing at the sight, and Anna felt that, if they did not love her yet, the people of England certainly seemed to bear her much goodwill.

			In the pavilion, the King called for spiced wine to warm them, picked at the replenished banquet, and presented to Anna the Lord Chancellor and Lord Cromwell. Anna was most interested to meet Cromwell, for he had done more than anyone to bring about her marriage.

			He bowed over her hand, a portly, eagle-eyed man with heavy features and a polished manner. ‘Welcome to England, your Grace. I trust your journey was as comfortable as we could make it.’

			We? She had thought the orders for the kindnesses afforded her had come from the King. But, of course, Cromwell would have implemented his orders. Even so, she did not like the presumptuous way the man coupled his name with the King’s, as if they were a single entity. Nor did she like Cromwell’s appraising look. It seemed rude. But she had been told that he was the son of a blacksmith, so what could one expect?

			She was glad when it was time to leave for Greenwich.

			Outside the pavilion, there stood an empty litter, hung and upholstered with cloth of gold and crimson velvet.

			‘It is my gift to you, my lady,’ the King said. ‘After we are married, you must ride in an English conveyance.’

			‘I thank your Grace.’ Anna curtseyed. It was a handsome litter, yet she felt sad at the prospect of abandoning her magnificent golden chariot adorned with the lion of Kleve. But, for now, the King said, she could use it for the processional journey.

			With the trumpets going before, and the King riding beside her, they passed through the assembled ranks of knights and esquires, preceded and followed by their joint entourages. In the chariot behind Anna’s sat six of her German gentlewomen, whose fair faces and ornate gowns drew appreciative cheers from some Englishmen watching. Then followed chariots bearing Anna’s English ladies, chamberers and laundresses, and behind them was drawn her new litter, in the wake of which rode her serving men.

			On they passed through the deer park. As the chariot crested the hill, the red-brick palace of Greenwich appeared, spread out below them on the banks of the Thames. Anna stared in wonder at the painted roofs and soaring turrets. It looked like a palace from a German legend.

			‘Greenwich!’ the King announced. ‘Madam, I was born here, and it is the second of my great houses after Whitehall.’

			Anna could see the citizens of London in their boats on the Thames, watching the procession.

			‘All the guilds of London have come out in their barges,’ the King said. As they drew nearer, Anna saw that some of the barges had been painted with the royal arms of England or the arms of Kleve; she could hear the melodious sounds of minstrels and men and children singing. The King halted the procession on the wharf near the palace, so they could listen.

			‘Do you not think it praiseworthy, Madam?’ he asked.

			‘It is very good,’ Anna answered, fearing that her limited English could not sufficiently convey how excellent the music was.

			On arrival at the palace, they were saluted by guns positioned on top of the massive central tower. It dominated the river frontage, a long range of apartments boasting a costly expanse of glass in a row of splendid bay windows. Passing through the gatehouse at the base of the tower, they arrived in an inner courtyard, where the King dismounted, assisted Anna from her chariot, and lovingly embraced and kissed her in front of their cheering, clapping retinues.

			‘Welcome to your own, Madam!’ he said grandly, and led her arm-in-arm through the magnificent great hall, where the guards were lined up like statues along the walls, and beyond, to her apartments. They were sumptuous, with every surface painted and gilded, and again she was aware of the smells of new wood and paint – and of the distant sounds of sawing and hammering.

			‘Forgive the noise, Madam, but men are still working on refurbishments to my own apartments,’ the King explained. ‘They work only in the day, and should be finished soon. They have been ordered not to disturb you any more than is strictly necessary.’

			They entered her presence chamber. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘you will hold court.’

			Anna gazed in awe at the ceiling decorated with gilded bosses, the expensive Seville tiles lining the hearth, and the alcoves tiled in green and yellow with windows overlooking the river. At the far end of the room, a velvet-upholstered faldstool stood on the dais beneath a rich canopy of estate bearing the combined arms of England and Kleve. This was to be her throne.

			They passed through to her privy chamber, the ushers opening the doors and saluting.

			‘This, Madam, is your private apartment,’ the King explained. ‘Only the most privileged, those you favour, may enter.’

			It was as lavishly fitted out as the presence chamber, but what drew Anna’s eye was the wood-burning stove of green-glazed earthenware that stood in a corner. It was just like the stoves in Germany! The King really had gone far beyond what was needful in providing for her.

			She swept him a curtsey. ‘I thank your Majesty for giving me gut rooms, and that Ofen,’ she said.

			‘I trust you will be comfortable here, Madam,’ he replied. Again, she was aware of the detached, practised courtesy of his manner. ‘And now your ladies are waiting to attend you and help you to settle in. I must leave you for a time, to attend to a matter of state. But I will see you this evening, for there is to be a feast in your honour.’ He kissed her hand and bowed, at which she made a low curtsey.

			‘There!’ Mother Lowe said, when he had gone. ‘I told you there was nothing to worry about!’

			‘I do hope not,’ Anna breathed, sinking into a chair.

			‘No queen could have had a greater welcome,’ Susanna told her. ‘There was no such fanfare for Queen Jane. The first we knew of her marriage to the King was when, suddenly, there she was, enthroned in the Queen’s presence chamber at Whitehall, with her title being cried out to the court. Of course, there had been talk that his Grace would marry her.’

			‘But the Lady Anna is royal!’ Mother Lowe bristled. ‘Queen Jane was but a gentlewoman. She brought no great alliance.’

			‘She brought the King love, which is just as important,’ Anna said.

			Mother Lowe opened her mouth to protest, but was silenced by the sounds of the English ladies arriving.

			‘I do not think I can ever love him,’ Anna whispered to Susanna, as Mother Lowe moved hastily to greet the newcomers as if she were their mistress, intent no doubt on establishing her supremacy.

			Susanna regarded Anna with sympathy.

			‘I am dreading tomorrow more than I can say,’ Anna confessed. She had tried to suppress all thought of her wedding night, but in vain. In two days, she might be in the Tower!

			‘There is nothing to fear,’ Susanna murmured. ‘There might be some pain at first, but it soon passes.’

			Anna said nothing; not even to this dear friend could she unburden herself.

			‘All will be well, I am sure,’ Susanna smiled.

			Anna’s gown was of the plushest velvet, the colour of the fir trees that grew on the hills surrounding Schloss Burg. Over its long, tight sleeves, with their borders of embroidery and goldsmiths’ work at the cuffs, she wore the rich sables the King had given her. Her head was crowned with a cap encrusted with pearls and precious stones. She could feel all eyes on her as she arrived in the King’s presence chamber, followed by her long train of ladies. This was how it would be from now on. She realised she had been lucky to enjoy so much seclusion at the court of Kleve; she had resented it then, but now – how she longed for it!

			The banquet was sumptuous, the King as attentive as ever, yet again she was aware of irritation simmering beneath the surface. She would have liked to ask him if all was well, and thus show him she meant to be a helpmeet as well as a wife, but she did not dare. As always, when in his presence, she found herself overawed and tongue-tied, even with the reassuring presence of Susanna, who was acting as interpreter.

			‘We will have to choose a motto to be engraved on your wedding ring, and for use by you at other times,’ Henry said, as a huge sugar subtlety in the shape of a swan, in tribute to Kleve, was carried in by two confectioners and offered to the high table. Henry nodded graciously, beaming at the applause from the courtiers, and the men set it down at the centre of the table and began to carve it.

			‘What motto shall I choose, Sir?’ Anna asked.

			‘It is for you to say. What do you think it should be?’

			She thought for a moment. ‘Something along the lines of asking for God’s protection to keep me from harm or trouble.’

			Henry nodded approvingly. ‘Maybe this will serve – “God send me well to keep”.’

			‘That is perfect, Sir.’

			‘Good. I will instruct my goldsmith. Now you must choose a badge as your emblem.’

			‘May I use the swan of Kleve, Sir? Or, if that does not please you, the ducal coronet?’

			‘You may use both, as you wish,’ Henry said benignly.

			After the banquet, Anna changed into a taffeta gown and returned to watch the dancing in the presence chamber. She sat on the dais, on a stool at the King’s right hand, praying he would not ask her to dance. She did not know how, for it had been frowned upon in Kleve. But he did not; maybe he himself could not dance these days, although she’d heard he had been skilled at it in his youth, as he had excelled at sports and nearly every other accomplishment. He remained enthroned, watching the couples before him weaving in and out of line, touching hands, then whirling away again. From time to time he spoke to Anna, pointing out this lord or that, or explaining some rule of dancing. Something still troubled him – or maybe he was as tired after the long day as she was herself, or sad that youth had flown and he could no longer participate in its pleasures.

			She was glad when he stood up and called for spiced wine and wafers to be served, a signal that the festivities were at an end. She gulped down the wine, needing to quell her fears about the morrow. Despite the general air of anticipation among the courtiers, and the wedding talk she had heard in snatches, the King had not mentioned their imminent nuptials, or even told her what time to be ready. This, she knew, was not how things should be.

			Her fears were confirmed when, as soon as she had returned to her apartments, Vice Chancellor Olisleger and Grand Master Hochsteden were announced, both looking worried. When they asked if they might speak with her in private, she was convinced they would tell her the King was sending her home.

			‘Your Grace,’ Dr Olisleger said, once they were alone in her closet, ‘we are sorry to disturb you so late, but we have only just come from a meeting with Lord Cromwell and the Privy Council. A difficulty has arisen that you should know about. Lord Cromwell summoned us because the King and his councillors are concerned that your betrothal to the Duke of Lorraine’s son was not properly dissolved. If that were indeed the case, it would prevent your marriage.’

			For a moment, Anna was speechless. It was clear now why the King had been preoccupied. She did not know whether to laugh, cry or slump in relief. ‘But it is not the case,’ she managed to declare.

			‘No, Madam,’ agreed Hochsteden. ‘Last summer, Duke Wilhelm’s council assured Dr Wotton that your Grace was not bound by any covenants made between Kleve and Lorraine, and that you were at liberty to marry whom you wished. But Lord Cromwell says that at Windsor, in the autumn, the King repeatedly insisted he would not sign the marriage treaty without proof of a formal annulment. Yet, Madam, his Majesty said no such thing to us. He did not raise the matter at all. Indeed, he was more than happy to sign the marriage treaty. However, at the meeting tonight, Dr Wotton declared that he had asked us to bring the proofs, and the Privy councillors said we promised at Windsor to do so, but we have no recollection of that. Indeed, Madam, we believed the Duke’s council had given sufficient assurances to satisfy the King, so we brought nothing in writing.’

			‘But why is his Majesty raising these doubts now, at the very last minute?’ Anna asked, incredulous. ‘Is this all a pretext to get rid of me?’

			‘Not at all, Madam!’ Dr Olisleger was shocked. ‘He was expecting us to bring the proofs he says he asked for. I was told that, having entered into two incestuous unions in the past, with much trouble ensuing, his Majesty is troubled in his conscience that he might again be marrying a lady who is forbidden to him. He cannot frame his mind or his heart to love you until his doubts have been resolved.’

			How could you frame your heart to love someone? Anna herself had tried to do that, and failed. You either loved, or you didn’t. No, the King’s qualms of conscience were surely born of the fact that, put simply, he did not want to marry her. She had guessed it from the first.

			‘Can those doubts be resolved?’ she asked, foreseeing herself returning to Kleve, abandoned and shamed through no fault of her own, yet secretly relieved to be free of this man.

			‘I am sure they can, and speedily,’ Hochsteden assured her. ‘There have clearly been misunderstandings, on both sides.’

			‘Neither your Grace nor the Marquis ever made vows, so there was no need for an ecclesiastical court to dissolve the betrothal,’ Olisleger said. ‘We said this to Lord Cromwell, who went to the King, then told us his Majesty was not prepared to go through with the marriage. Lord Cromwell urged us to assure him that, as soon as we returned to Kleve, we would send the proofs that will put all out of doubt. Madam, it was most embarrassing. We were made to look like incompetent fools.’ Dr Olisleger’s normally urbane manner was showing signs of fragmenting.

			‘So what will happen now?’ Anna asked, for it seemed a deadlock had been reached.

			‘We have said we will confer with you and give them an answer in the morning.’

			‘But I am to be married in the morning!’

			‘Madam, the King has deferred the solemnisation until Tuesday to allow time for the matter to be resolved,’ Hochsteden informed her. ‘Rest assured, all will be well.’

			Anna was not so sure of that, and it must have shown in her face.

			‘Far better to have a happy bridegroom than a reluctant one,’ Dr Olisleger observed.

			Anna retired to her bedchamber, relieved to find that Mother Lowe had shooed everyone else away and was waiting up for her. Her eye alighted on her wedding finery, all laid out for the morrow. How she longed for the calm serenity of her mother’s presence.

			‘Is everything all right?’ Mother Lowe asked.

			Anna shook her head, and pulled off her cap. ‘No. The wedding is postponed until Tuesday. A problem has arisen.’ She explained what it was. ‘I think the King is making an occasion to be rid of me, but Dr Olisleger and Grand Master Hochsteden say no. I am not convinced.’ She sank into her chair by the fire.
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