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				About the Book

				A Spanish princess. Raised to be modest, obedient and devout.

				Destined to be an English Queen.

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

				At sixteen years old, Catalina is alone among strangers.

				She misses her mother. She mourns her lost brother.

				She cannot trust even those assigned to her protection.

				KATHERINE OF ARAGON

				The first of Henry’s Queens.

				Her story.

				Acclaimed, bestselling historian Alison Weir has based her enthralling account of Henry VIII’s first wife on extensive research and new theories. She reveals a strong, spirited woman determined to fight for her rights and the rightful place of her daughter. A woman who believed that to be the wife of a King was her destiny.

				History tells us how she died. This captivating novel shows us how she lived.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for Alison Weir

				‘In this, the first novel of the Six Tudor Queens series, Alison Weir brings Katherine of Aragon dazzlingly to life. Based upon extensive new research, it is a portrayal that shatters the many myths about Henry VIII’s long-suffering first wife. Far from being the one-dimensional victim of history, she emerges as a charismatic, indomitable and courageous heroine whose story never fails to enthral’ Tracy Borman

				‘Yet again, Alison Weir has managed to intertwine profound historical knowledge with huge emotional intelligence, to compose a work that throws light on an endlessly fascinating historical figure. Yet her real gift in all of this is making it feel so fresh and alive’ Earl Spencer

				‘[Weir] gets right inside the head of the Virgin Queen. The reader has a blissful sense of seeing history as it happens’ Kate Saunders on The Marriage Game, The Times

				‘A breathtaking story of secrets and lies’ Kate Williams on The Marriage Game

				‘A brilliant novel that focuses on the volatile relationships with Elizabeth I and the charismatic Lord Dudley’ Woman and Home on The Marriage Game

				‘The sheer weight of Weir’s scholarship underpins the narrative, making it endlessly fascinating’ Sunday Express on The Marriage Game
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				With all my love to the best and dearest of mothers.
The wheel comes full circle: this is where it all began.
A thousand thanks for your belief in me
and for your unconditional love and support.
May God bless you.

				I named my daughter for Katherine,
because Katherine was a woman of integrity and principle, as you are.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘. . . her

				That, like a jewel, has hung twenty years

				About his neck, yet never lost her lustre;

				Of her that loves him with that excellence

				That angels love good men with; even of her

				That, when the greatest stroke of fortune falls,

				Will bless the King.’

				(William Shakespeare, King Henry VIII, Act 2, Scene 2)

				As the holly grow’th green

				And never changeth hue,

				So I am, e’re hath been,

				Unto my lady true.

				(King Henry VIII)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				The Princess from Spain

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				1501

				The coast of England was closer now. Standing at the balustrade of the deck, high above the stern of the ship, with tendrils of red-gold hair whipping about her face, Catalina could see green and brown hills and the spires of churches, with houses huddled together beside them; and, at a dizzying distance below, between the land and the rolling vessel, the grey churning sea. How different it all looked from La Coruña, with its warm blue waters and its mighty Tower of Hercules, or the dramatic wide sweep of the bay of Laredo! Everything was going to be different from now on.

				Her maid-of-honour and dear friend, Maria de Salinas, was standing beside her.

				‘It cannot be long now till we come into port,’ Catalina said. ‘When I think how many years I have dreamed of coming to England, I cannot quite believe I am nearly there. I thank God that you are with me, Maria. I would not want to face this alone.’ There was no one else to whom she would have admitted that.

				‘And I am glad of Your Highness being with me,’ Maria replied. She was two years older than Catalina, and they had been friends all their lives. It was typical of Maria to have pulled off her cap and let her rippling long night-black hair blow free in the wind. She was almost dancing with anticipation, her large eyes luminous as she gazed at the land ahead. Catalina reminded herself that Maria was also going into the unknown. It was expected that she and the other young ladies in attendance on their infanta would be found well-born husbands in England. But where Catalina was facing the future with a certain trepidation, Maria could barely contain her excitement.

				‘Soon I will come face to face with Prince Arthur,’ Catalina said. She had been told countless times that her betrothed was a golden prince, beautiful and graceful, with many excellent qualities, and that the English people hailed him as their great hope for the future. ‘I pray that I may please him.’ And that all will be well.

				‘Judging by his letters, he is as eager to meet your Highness as you are to see him. You are lucky to have a husband who loves you.’ Maria smiled encouragingly – and not a little enviously.

				‘But how can he love me when he has never met me?’ Catalina asked, voicing a concern she had kept to herself for a long time. ‘Was he that much taken by my portrait?’ Master Miguel, her mother’s court painter, had taken an excellent likeness.

				‘He could hardly have failed!’ Maria said. ‘You are so pretty.’

				‘He is just fifteen!’ Catalina retorted. ‘He is nearly a year younger than I am. I think he has been told what to write, just as I was. And—’ she bit her lip, ‘I fear he is young for his years. Remember how my coming was postponed for a year until he was ready to be married, and then it was postponed again?’ That had been a strange business, veiled in secrecy. Not even to Maria would Catalina confide her secret suspicions that all might not be quite well with Arthur – and that some dreadful deed had finally made possible her coming to England. It was as if saying them out loud would confirm them. ‘At least it gave me time to learn French!’ she said brightly. King Henry’s Queen and his mother, the Lady Margaret, had specially requested it, as they spoke no Spanish or Latin. And they had urged that Catalina cultivate a taste for wine, as the water in England was undrinkable. She had duly complied. She had expected many such requests and instructions to prepare her for her life in England, but there had been just one more, one that had immeasurably troubled her.

				‘King Henry wants me to forget Spain,’ Catalina revealed. ‘He thinks I will be happier not remembering it. Dr de Puebla wrote that to the King my father.’ Dr de Puebla was Spain’s resident ambassador in England, and it was he who had negotiated her marriage.

				‘King Henry means well, I am sure, Highness,’ Maria soothed.

				‘I can never forget my homeland,’ Catalina declared, tears welling as visions of the land of her birth came to mind, ‘but I am determined to be a good Englishwoman.’ She blinked the tears away.

				‘We must make ready,’ she said. And then, mimicking her duenna, ‘I must always remember that, as soon as I set foot on English soil, I am longer the Infanta Catalina but the Lady Katherine, Princess of Wales!’ Catalina had been told that her name must be anglicised to please her husband’s future subjects, for one day, when King Henry died and Prince Arthur succeeded to the throne, she would be Queen of England.

				Maria laughed – Catalina had Doña Elvira to the life! Catalina smiled, but as she went ahead of Maria down the steep stairs to the sterncastle, where she and the ladies of her suite had been allocated cabins, she was dutifully resolving to think of herself as Katherine from now on.

				The cabins were cramped and creaking, with barely room for a feather bed, and they were unpleasantly stuffy after four days at sea. Mercifully it had been a smooth crossing, unlike the earlier one from La Coruña. It was hard to believe that she had set out on her wedding journey more than five weeks ago, excited at the thought that the long-awaited new life was about to begin, yet grief-stricken at leaving her own country and the mother she loved and revered.

				Four days on raging, storm-tossed seas had made homesickness pale into insignificance beside the fear of drowning and the constant irregular buffeting of the waves. Katherine and her ladies had been horribly, disgustingly sick. All those hours she had intended to devote to improving her English had been spent lying prone, clinging to her wooden cot as the ship bucked and dipped, and praying in terror for the tempest to stop. Her greatest fear had been that the storm had been sent by God as punishment for the great sin that had made her marriage possible, and that they would all be drowned. But God, it had seemed, was reserving His vengeance for another day. Never would Katherine forget the relief she had felt when the ship’s master had managed by a miracle to dock at Laredo; and she had been full of devout thanks for the four weeks’ respite there while they were forced to wait for the seas to calm. She had hated boarding the ship again, dreaded entrusting herself once more to the unpredictable temper of the waters of the Bay of Biscay and the English Channel. Mercifully they had been calm, but she had still been horribly seasick.

				Katherine and Maria found Doña Elvira in the largest cabin, which Katherine herself occupied. Her duenna came from an old and respected Castilian family, and was devoted to Queen Isabella and determined to do her duty by Isabella’s daughter. In the absence of Katherine’s mother, Doña Elvira’s word was now law in the Infanta’s household. She was a stern, proud woman in her late fifties, with a disdainful eye and a sharp tongue, too vigilant for comfort – and too old to remember what it was to be young and bursting with life! And yet, for all her strictness and rigid outlook on life, the Queen trusted her implicitly, and had told Katherine that she must do so too.

				Katherine watched as Doña Elvira heaved her bulk around the narrow spaces of the cabin and cast a critical eye over the four gowns laid across the bed and the travelling chest, gowns of red and gold damask, woven silk, velvet of the costliest black, cloth of gold. Queen Isabella had commanded that her daughter go to England dressed as befitted a future queen, and had paid for a sumptuous trousseau that reflected the glory and majesty of Spain. The chests that lay in the ship’s hold were packed with more magnificent gowns, undergarments edged with fine blackwork lace, hoods of velvet with biliments of gold, silver or pearls. There were night robes bordered with lace for summer and fur for winter, cloth stockings and lined kirtles, as well as the stiff, decorous Spanish farthingales that belled out the skirts of Katherine’s gowns. Also packed in locked and weighty coffers was the gold and silver plate that was to form part of her dowry, and her jewellery. She had exclaimed in amazement when her mother had shown her the intricate bejewelled necklaces, the ornate collars, the gold chains, the crucifixes and the brooches that had been provided for her.

				Then Queen Isabella had laid across her daughter’s outstretched hands a beautifully embroidered christening robe. ‘For your children,’ she had said. ‘I pray that God blesses you with many fine sons. I hope you will be the source of all kinds of happiness in England.’

				Katherine felt like weeping at the memory.

				‘This one,’ the duenna said, pointing to the damask, ‘if your Highness approves?’

				‘Of course,’ Katherine agreed. Her mother had instructed that she must trust Doña Elvira’s judgement in all things.

				She stood patiently while three of her maids – Maria de Salazar and twin sisters called Isabel and Blanche de Vargas – stripped her to her farthingale and chemise, dressed her in a kirtle and the rich gown, laced up the back and tied on the wide, hanging sleeves. Doña Elvira herself placed around Katherine’s neck the heavy gold collar adorned with gem-encrusted ‘K’s and pomegranates, the Princess’s personal badge.

				‘The pomegranate stands for fertility,’ Queen Isabella had said. ‘Your first duty to Prince Arthur will be to bear him sons.’

				Katherine was ten when the collar was made, and ensuring the royal succession had been far in the future. But now she wished she knew more about the process of getting sons. Her mother and her duenna had told her that it was a wife’s duty to submit to the will of her husband in all things, and that children were born at his pleasure. Her mother, with many references to Scripture, had told her a little about how children were begotten, but there was still much mystery surrounding the whole business. Isabella’s obvious embarrassment and the euphemisms she had used had left Katherine confused, and showed that decent people did not like to talk about such things. And yet, in a few weeks, she would be married, and know the whole truth.

				Doña Elvira lifted up a length of the finest white lawn, exquisitely hemmed. ‘Her Majesty’s command was that your Highness be veiled in public until you are married,’ she reminded her charge, as she combed Katherine’s long hair and arranged the veil over her golden head. And so it was that, when the Princess emerged on the main deck to see sailors leaping across to the busy quayside to fling stout ropes around the bollards there and secure the ship in dock, her view of Plymouth, the crowds gathered to welcome her, and the banners gaily flapping in the breeze, was a misty one, glimpsed through the folds of her veil.

				Once the gangplank was in place, her train began disembarking, led in stately fashion by the hero of Granada, the Count de Cabra, who commanded her escort. There followed Katherine’s first chamberlain, Don Pedro Manrique, who was Doña Elvira’s husband, the second chamberlain, Juan de Diero, Katherine’s chaplain, Alessandro Geraldini, three bishops and a bevy of ladies, maids, gentlemen and servants, all tricked out in their finest clothes and liveries. Never let it be said that the Spanish sovereigns, their Most Catholic Majesties King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, had sent their daughter lacking in any way into England!

				Katherine came last, escorted by Doña Elvira, whose bulk was resplendent in yards of green damask and black velvet, her grey hair covered by a voluminous hood. After waiting all her life – or so it seemed – for this moment, Katherine could hardly believe that it had arrived. She carried herself with conscious dignity and pride, aware that she was representing her parents and Spain, the greatest power in Christendom. Ahead of her swelled the sound of cheering voices, and when she stepped on land, even though she felt a little giddy after four days in motion on the sea, she knew a sense of triumph tempered with awe. This was the kingdom of which she would one day be queen. God send that she would be worthy of it, and of the unknown Prince, her husband.

				The Mayor of Plymouth and his brethren, splendid in their furred scarlet robes, were waiting to receive her, bowing low.

				‘Welcome, your Highness!’ the Mayor boomed. ‘Welcome to England!’

				‘I thank you, good sirs,’ Katherine replied, inclining her head. She had practised the words on board ship. Her English was not very good, and it was heavily accented, but she was determined to master it.

				The people were roaring their approval. Some were gaping and pointing at the dark-skinned Moorish servants in her Spanish retinue, but most were jostling each other to gain a better sight of their new Princess. Katherine felt humbled to be the focus of such wild excitement, even though she knew that her father considered the King of England lucky to have a Spanish bride for his son.

				‘They could not have received your Highness with greater joy had you been the Saviour of the world!’ exclaimed one of Katherine’s gentlemen. Doña Elvira frowned. Men were not supposed to address the Princess familiarly. But even the stern duenna was gratified by her charge’s reception.

				‘His Grace the King sends his greetings, my lady,’ the Mayor said. ‘He looks forward to welcoming you himself in London, with Prince Arthur. But for now, at your pleasure, a great feast awaits your Highness.’

				Katherine was feeling a little disorientated; the ground was still tilting disconcertingly. But she must not let that detract from the good impression she meant to make. ‘Please thank the Mayor for me,’ she said to Don Pedro Manrique, who spoke some English. ‘I will be honoured to be his guest.’

				Behind her there were shouts as the crew unloaded her possessions from the ship. The Count de Cabra was watching anxiously as the coffers containing the hundred thousand crowns that were the first instalment of Katherine’s dowry were brought ashore. It was his responsibility to guard them at all times.

				The Mayor, beaming and puffed up with pride, took an obvious pleasure in escorting Katherine on foot through the celebrating, cheering crowds to the feast. Her first impressions of Plymouth and its inhabitants were startling. In Spain she had been used to seeing stone facades on houses built around patios, but here there were streets crammed with stout, half-timbered houses, some – the more prosperous – with glittering diamond-shaped panes in the windows, and most with roofs of thatch above upper storeys that overhung the narrow, crowded thoroughfares. The smell of fish pervaded everywhere in this bustling port. She stared as women openly greeted the homecoming sailors with kisses on the mouth – and in public too! That would never be tolerated in Spain, where ladies led almost cloistered lives and thought themselves fortunate to be allowed glimpses of the world from their balconies.

				In a fine mansion called Palace House, the nobles and worthies of Devon were assembled, standing respectfully behind long tables laden with a hearty display of food. Everyone bowed low as Katherine and her entourage entered the hall, then a trumpet sounded and grace was said.

				She could barely eat. She was still feeling a little nauseated, the food looked and tasted strange, and it was difficult trying gracefully to convey it from the plate to her mouth when the constricting veil kept getting in the way. She felt uncomfortable partaking of a meal with strange gentlemen watching her, for the privacy of young girls of high birth was closely guarded in Spain. But clearly this was how they did things in England, and she must accustom herself to it. So she responded to everyone’s compliments through her chamberlain, and did her very best to be courteous and friendly, remembering how her mother exerted herself to set people of all ranks at their ease. And when the time came for Katherine to bid the good folk of Plymouth farewell, she knew that they had warmed to her for her own sake, and not just because of who she was.

				Her most pressing need now was to give thanks for her safe arrival in England. As she left Palace House, she asked if she might go to some holy place. The Mayor willingly led her to a church dedicated to St Andrew, where the rotund and rather excited little priest celebrated Mass for her. She knelt, filled with exultation, thanking God for His goodness to her, and praying that His wrath might not be visited upon her for the secret sin committed by others to her advantage, and that she might do as well in the rest of England as she had done in Plymouth.

				Outside the horse litter was waiting, with the lords of Devon mounted beside it, ready to accompany Katherine’s train to Exeter, where they were to lay that night. Katherine would have liked to stay in Plymouth and rest, but the Mayor had given Doña Elvira a letter from Dr de Puebla, saying that the King of England was eager to see her, and that he had been kept waiting long enough, so she must press eastwards to London with all speed. As she climbed into the litter and seated herself comfortably on its embroidered silk cushions, Doña Elvira, whose English was good, commanded that the curtains be closed, for Spanish etiquette demanded that none should look on the face of the royal bride until she was wed.

				Katherine could not sleep. The weather vane on the spire of St Mary Magnus next door to Exeter’s deanery kept creaking, and she had sent a servant to complain. But that was not the only thing keeping her awake. After two days in this alien land, she had found herself crying into her pillow, filled with an overwhelming longing to be at home in Spain, and to see her mother. And when she thought of how Queen Isabella must herself be feeling, now that the last of her children had gone from her, she wept even more. ‘Madre, madre!’ she sobbed.

				For as long as she could remember, her mother had been the guiding presence in her life, even though Isabella had often been busy with state affairs and with war. For many centuries Spain had been occupied by the Moors, who were cruel and savage infidels and in league with the Devil. They had haunted Katherine’s childhood nightmares, terrifying her as much as El Roba-Chicos, the man who was said to carry children off in his sack.

				Katherine had imbibed with her nurse’s milk the story of how, for hundreds of years, the rulers of the Christian kingdoms of the Spanish peninsula had fought bravely against the Moors, gradually reconquering their land, inch by inch. She had been told of the great rejoicing when her father, the King of Aragon, and her mother, the Queen of Castile, had married and united Spain under their joint rule. Both had been zealous in ridding the land of the Moors, and in 1492 the last infidel kingdom, Granada, had fallen to the victorious sovereigns.

				Katherine had been six then, but she remembered as clear as day riding across the River Vega with her parents, her brother Juan and her sisters, and looking ahead in awe to see King Ferdinand’s great silver cross set up on the watch tower of the Alhambra Palace, and the royal standard being hoisted beside it. That was the signal for the royal procession to enter the city. She would never forget the shouts of ‘For King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella!’ resounding from hundreds of triumphant onlookers, or her father and mother falling to their knees to thank God for vouchsafing this magnificent victory.

				They had all been together then, the royal siblings. Sad Isabella, in her widow’s black, mourning Alfonso of Portugal, her husband of just seven months, cruelly dead after a fall from his horse; Juan, Prince of Asturias, the cherished heir to the throne – ‘my angel’, as their mother called him; tempestuous Juana, the beauty of the family, passionate and longing to be a bride; placid Maria; and Katherine, the youngest of them all. Those had been the happy years. After the conquest of Granada, Katherine and her sisters had lived in the Alhambra. For the children, the old fortress had been a magical place, and they had loved exploring the old palaces with their colourful tiles and strange Moorish decorations, the pavilions, the arched patios, and the water gardens with their pools and cool, splashing fountains, where once the caliphs had kept their harems. The views of the Sierra Nevada mountains from the Generalife Palace, where the sultans had once retreated in summer, were breathtaking.

				The Christian princesses had rarely left their sunny home, except for the great occasions of state at which their presence was required, nor had Katherine wanted to. She wept afresh when she remembered those long, spacious days in the Alhambra when the future seemed so far ahead and she had been content to play in its courtyards or apply herself to her studies. How sad it was not to know how happy you were until it was too late.

				Her mother, believing that princesses benefited from a good education, had appointed the pious Alessandro Geraldini as Katherine’s tutor. He had taught her to read and write, instructed her in Latin and the ancient classics, and given her devotional books to improve her mind and teach her virtue. Now he had come to England as her chaplain. From her duenna she had learned needlework and dancing, lacemaking and the intricacies of Spanish blackwork embroidery. It would be committing the sin of pride to say that she was good at the embroidery, but it could not be denied that she had mastered the skill well.

				The year when she turned seven had been an exciting one. Not long after the fall of Granada, Cristóbal Colón had returned to Spain to report that he had discovered a new world across the Atlantic Ocean. Queen Isabella had financed his voyage, and it was to the Spanish court that he brought the gold and the natives he had captured on his voyage. The dark-skinned savages were outlandishly dressed, but they looked terrified and ill, poor heathen creatures. Katherine had preferred the beautiful birds and plants that Colón showed her, his eyes afire at the prospect of many more voyages to come. Her tutor impressed on her how important Cristóbal Colón’s discovery was, for now that the Turks controlled the eastern Mediterranean, it was vital to find new trade routes to the East. One day, Father Alessandro told her, with a faraway look in his eyes, he hoped to visit this wonderful new world and see it for himself.

				It had been inevitable that Katherine’s older sisters would marry and go away before she did. She was ten when Juana had eagerly left for Flanders to marry the Archduke Philip the Handsome, Duke of Burgundy, and life had been very quiet after that. The Infanta Isabella had wanted to enter a nunnery and drown her grief in prayer, but King Ferdinand was having none of it, and she was packed off back to Portugal to marry the new King, Manuel, her late husband’s cousin. Three years later young Isabella was dead, Maria was married to her widower, and Katherine was all alone.

				That was after the great tragedy that had befallen her family. She still grieved for her beautiful, chivalrous brother Juan, who had died four years ago in the flower of his youth and promise, at just nineteen. Her parents had been inconsolable at the loss of their angel. The delicate Juan had not long been married to the lively young Margaret of Austria, the Archduke Philip’s sister, and Katherine had heard gossip that he had died as a result of overexerting himself in the marriage bed. She had not quite understood what that meant, but she was painfully aware – as was everyone else – that Spain had been left without a male heir, and that Juana was now next in line to the throne. Unstable, unhappy Juana, whose temperament had been volatile from childhood, and whose husband was making her life a torment with his infidelities.

				Queen Isabella had aged in these years, worn down by worry and grief. Her once-fair skin became puffy and lined, her green-blue eyes dulled by care. Yet to Katherine, her pious mother remained the perfect example of a Christian queen. There were people who said that women should not rule and should not wield dominion over men, but Isabella had proved them wrong. She had governed her kingdom and even led armies; not even female frailties had stalled her. Katherine had heard that, when campaigning against the Moors, her mother had given birth to Maria and been back in the saddle within days.

				It was true that Isabella had had little time to devote to her family, yet she had always loved her children. She had constantly looked to their welfare, and personally supervised their education whenever she could. She was their champion, whereas their wily, self-seeking father, Ferdinand, was more interested in what advantages his children could bring him. Katherine had been brought up to respect and obey her father, but she did not love him in the way she loved her mother. Isabella was everything that Katherine wanted to be, and she had resolved always to emulate her example.

				She had been thrilled when, shortly before they bade each other farewell (God, let it not be for ever, Katherine now prayed), Isabella had said, ‘You, Catalina, are the most like me of all my children. I pray that your life will be happier.’ Katherine had felt sure in that instant that it would be, especially with her mother’s prayers behind her.

				She did not want to think of the moment she had had to say goodbye. It had been postponed so often she had begun to think it might never come. But, inexorably, the day had arrived when she had knelt for the last time for her mother’s blessing, been raised by loving arms and folded into one last embrace. And at that memory she wept afresh into her pillow, racked with longing.

				The maid-of-honour on duty that night was Francesca de Cáceres. She had been asleep on the pallet at the foot of Katherine’s bed, her dark locks spread out on the pillow, but now she sat up, rubbing her almond-shaped eyes.

				‘Highness? What is amiss? Why do you cry?’

				Katherine did not like Francesca as much as she did Maria, but she needed to talk to someone.

				‘I think I am a little homesick,’ she sniffed, trying to compose herself. ‘Francesca, are you missing your mother?’

				‘Of course, Highness,’ Francesca said. ‘I think we would be unnatural if we did not.’

				‘Do you think we will ever see our mothers again?’ Katherine asked.

				‘Maybe not for a while, Highness. But Prince Arthur might one day wish to visit Spain, or Queen Isabella may come to England.’

				Katherine thought mournfully that neither eventuality was very likely. She could not remember her mother ever leaving Spain. Again, the need to be with Isabella swamped her. If I go on like this I shall go mad, she told herself. Her grandmother had been mad – she could remember visiting the older Queen Isabella at the grim castle of Arévalo, and hearing the old lady say she was being pursued by ghosts. It had been a frightening experience for the young Catalina, one she had never forgotten. And now there were rumours that Juana had become more unbalanced, throwing tantrums and attacking ladies at the Flemish court because Philip’s eye had lighted upon them. Dear God, let me not end up that way, Katherine prayed silently.

				She made herself dwell on Prince Arthur. All her life she had thought of him as her husband, yet they had not been married by proxy until two years ago, and then again last year, just to make sure that the alliance was watertight. Now King Henry was planning a state reception and wedding of such magnificence as had never been seen in England, even though her parents had urged that he outlay only moderate expense, for they did not want their daughter to be the cause of any loss to her adoptive realm. But the King had insisted, and Katherine guessed why. He had pursued this marriage to seal his sovereignty, for he was king by right of conquest only, and needed the reflected glory of mighty Spain to legitimise his title. Spending a fortune on celebrations was a small price to pay for recognition by Ferdinand and Isabella.

				She knew that her father had worried that the English King was insecure on his throne. Henry had vanquished King Richard at the Battle of Bosworth, yet reports had reached Spain that there remained many kinsfolk of the late monarch to claim or contest the crown, and there had also been pretenders who had tried to unseat Henry. Yet Ferdinand had told Katherine last year that there now remained no doubtful drop of royal blood in England to threaten his throne. She did not like to dwell on what that had meant, and kept trying to put it from her mind. But she could not forget the whispers of what King Henry had done to ensure it . . .

				Again she wondered what Arthur would be like. His portrait showed a youth with pink cheeks, narrow eyes with heavy lower lids, and a pursed rosebud mouth. He seemed so young, so girlish, and so unlike the princely hero people had described. But then portraits often lied. As did people, whispered her inner voice.

				She would not listen or pay heed. These were night thoughts, and things would look different in the morning. The vane had now mercifully stilled. Francesca was lightly snoring, and Katherine resolved to do the same. She turned over and shut her eyes tightly, trying to think only of pleasant things.

				At Dogmersfield Katherine was so cold she could not stop shivering. The upstairs chamber of the Bishop’s Palace had a large fire roaring up the chimney, and she had had the table pulled over in front of it so that she could copy out her English sentences, but while the side of her nearest to the fire was warm, the rest of her was chilled to the bone, and when she had to force herself to get up and use the close stool in the privy at the far corner of the room, her teeth started chattering. The warmth from the hearth did not penetrate the stone walls. Winter was setting in with a purpose now, and she was trying harder than ever not to wish herself back in the warmer climes of Spain. How was she going to endure months of this freezing, bitter weather?

				The bedchamber, with its fire stoked high, was only marginally warmer. Maria was preparing her for bed, and had just unlaced her gown when they heard the loud clatter of many hooves on the cobbles below. There was a stir and some commotion, then a man’s voice raised in anger echoing from beneath them.

				Minutes later Doña Elvira burst into the bedchamber, her normally severe features flushed, her erect figure bristling with rage. She was panting heavily.

				‘The King is here with Prince Arthur,’ she announced, in a hoarse voice. Katherine began to tremble with anticipation, but Doña Elvira did not notice. ‘His Majesty is acting outrageously!’ she fumed. ‘We told him that your Highness had retired for the night, but he said he wished to see you. I said you could see no one, it was not fitting, and he gave me a very evil look, as if I had spirited you away somewhere.’

				It was bad enough hearing that the King had been angered, but almost worse to realise that Doña Elvira’s judgement was not as rock-sound as Katherine had always believed. It was as if the foundations of her world were suddenly shifting beneath her feet. But it just would not do to offend the King at this first, crucial meeting. Her whole future lay in his hands, and he was all-powerful here, as she of all people had cause to know. What was Doña Elvira thinking of?

				‘I must go to His Majesty, if he commands it,’ she said. ‘Maria, please lace up my gown.’

				Maria moved to obey, but Doña Elvira stopped her with a furious gesture.

				‘Your Highness will stay here!’ she insisted, plainly shocked at this unaccustomed defiance. ‘This English King is a rude, uncouth fellow. Despite what the Queen your mother told me to expect, he has no respect for Spanish customs! He demanded to know why I would not let him see you, and when I told him, he asked, “What is wrong with the Princess? Is she ugly or deformed?” Highness, I would not have repeated this, but you should know.’

				This was getting worse by the minute. Doña Elvira had to grasp that they were in England now, and she could not always stand fast on Spanish ideas of ceremony. It seemed that the duenna’s insufferable pride was about to wreck years of careful and courteous diplomatic negotiations.

				‘I said to him,’ Doña Elvira was saying, ‘that in Spain a young lady must be veiled when presented to a gentleman. I repeated that you had retired for the night. And do you know what he said?’

				Katherine’s heart sank further.

				‘He said that this is England, and that he would see you even though you were in your bed. The very shame of it! We are come among savages!’

				This had to stop. ‘Doña Elvira,’ Katherine said firmly, ‘the King is my father-in-law and this is his kingdom. We are bound to obey his orders and observe English customs. I pray you, do not think ill of me, but I must do as he commands.’

				Doña Elvira looked at her as if a lamb had just roared. There was a short, charged silence, then she said, ‘I am not a fool, Highness. I had not the courage to argue further, even to preserve propriety, so I told him that he might see your Highness. I had no choice, as you say! Maria – lace up that gown and bring me the veil.’ Having reasserted her authority, she picked up a comb and began raking it none-too-gently through Katherine’s hip-length, wavy red-gold hair.

				Katherine stood there bearing it patiently, looking at herself in the mirror. Duenna or no duenna, if the King asked her to lift her veil, she would. Her mother would surely hear about it – Doña Elvira was assiduous in sending reports – but Katherine trusted her to understand. Isabella would want her to comply with King Henry’s wishes. She stared at her reflection, her heart pounding; she was still shivering, although not just from the chill in her room. She could only hope that the King and Prince Arthur liked what they saw. A pretty, round face, a determined little chin, gentle grey eyes, soft lips and a clear brow.

				‘If he insists that you remove the veil, Highness, remember what I taught you about custody of the eyes,’ Doña Elvira said, her voice cold. ‘Keep them demurely downcast, as befits a virtuous maiden! Do not stare.’

				In a trice Katherine was ready, the veil in place, and Maria gave her a mischievous smile and sped down the stairs to make her curtsey and invite the King to come up to her mistress’s chamber.

				In a moment, just a heartbeat, Katherine would come face to face with her destiny. And here, entering her chamber, was the debonair Count de Cabra, bowing and obsequious, and with him a tall, middle-aged man in riding clothes, booted and cloaked against the cold. His face was angular, his nose a prominent beak, his greying sandy-brown hair sparse on his fur collar, and he was regarding her almost greedily with shrewd eyes. His rich furs and velvet bonnet with its jewelled ornament left her in no doubt that this was His Grace King Henry VII of England, first sovereign of the House of Tudor. She sank to her knees, her attendants following her example.

				‘Welcome to my kingdom, Princess Katherine,’ the King said. As the Count translated, Henry stepped forward, took her hands and raised her to her feet. His voice was high but manly, almost musical. She had been told that he had Welsh blood from his father’s ancestors, and the Welsh were renowned as a musical race.

				Before Katherine could reply, the King let go of her hands and raised her veil – and smiled.

				‘The ambassadors of the sovereigns have not lied,’ he said delightedly. ‘I had heard of the wealth of Spain, but here is her most priceless treasure. Your Highness is doubly welcome for your beauty and your pretty face.’ He lifted her hands and kissed them, as Don Pedro Manrique translated his words.

				‘I thank your Grace,’ Katherine said, reciting the sentence she had practised earlier. Ignoring the stony-faced Doña Elvira, she ventured a smile.

				‘They told me you did not look like a true Spaniard,’ Henry told her. ‘By your red hair, you are a Lancastrian, like me and Arthur. By God, you look as English as we do! The kinship is plain, for we all descend from old John of Gaunt and King Edward the Third! I could not have found a more fitting match for my son.’

				‘I am very proud of my English royal blood,’ Katherine said in Spanish. ‘I am named for my great-grandmother, Catalina of Lancaster.’

				‘Gaunt’s own daughter! Well, well. But you must not let an old man keep you from your husband!’ the King declared jovially, stepping aside to reveal a youth standing in the doorway, flanked by several lords.

				Katherine’s first reaction was dismay, although she took care to keep smiling. It was the boy in the picture, grown slightly older, yet different. Prince Arthur was tall and auburn-haired, like his father, and had the air of confidence that was customary in those born of princely rank, but the thinness of his limbs was not concealed by his heavy travelling clothes. They hung on him. Even in the candlelight she could see that his cheeks were not rosy at all, but white with a ruddy flush.

				Again she knelt. Arthur gave her an uncertain smile, bowed courteously and raised her to her feet. His hands were colder than hers. Then he bent to brush her lips briefly with his, just as she had seen people doing in Plymouth. She had been told since that it was the custom in England. She dared not look at Doña Elvira.

				Speaking in Latin, Arthur asked her if she had had a pleasant journey. His voice was light and melodious. She assured him, in the same language, that she had.

				‘I have been received warmly and made welcome everywhere in England,’ she said.

				‘I heard that your Highness had nearly been shipwrecked,’ Arthur said. ‘We were all much alarmed, and relieved when we had news that you had made land safely.’

				‘It was a frightening experience,’ Katherine told him, searching his face for some spark of warmth, some indication that he found her appealing.

				‘Well, you are here now,’ Arthur replied. They smiled awkwardly at each other, for want of anything else to say, until the King rescued them, calling for wine to celebrate this happy meeting and talking about the lavish wedding celebrations he had planned.

				Arthur said little. Although he politely asked if she had been comfortably accommodated, and what she thought of the food in England, and other such pleasantries, Katherine was unnerved by his reserve. Compared to King Henry’s hearty welcome, her husband’s had been lukewarm. She thought of the letters he had sent, so full of longing for her coming. It was hard to believe now that he had written them. Her heart plummeted. Was he disappointed in her? She could detect no ardour in him, none of the passion her brother Juan had shown from the first towards his bride. But she could see something in Arthur that she had seen, belatedly, in Juan – the signs of ill-health. Indeed Arthur looked so poorly that she feared he was ailing from some dread disease. Yet this was the young man it was her duty to love, as her husband. Her mother had said that it was up to her to win his love.

				‘You must be tired after your journey here, sir,’ she said, thinking the Latin sounded very stilted and resolving again to learn English as quickly as she could. ‘It’s cold, and the ground must be hard for riding.’

				‘I am freezing to my bones, your Highness,’ Arthur admitted. ‘I expect you find England very cold after Spain.’

				‘I do, but already I have grown to love England,’ Katherine replied. It was not wholly truthful, for she had seen little of the country on her long journey, enclosed in her litter, with only occasional peeps when the curtains gaped – but it was politic, and one day, God willing, it would be true. ‘Come to the fire, my lord,’ she invited, noticing the King watching them approvingly as they walked together across the room. Arthur accepted a glass of wine, sipped it and coughed.

				‘Is your Highness quite well?’ Katherine asked.

				‘A winter rheum, nothing more,’ he replied, coughing again.

				‘Then I hope you will soon be better!’ she said brightly.

				‘Your Highness is most kind,’ Arthur said. ‘Forgive me if I did not welcome you as warmly as I should have done. I was tired by the ride to and from Easthampstead, where I met up with the King my father. I will be more myself soon, and better company, I hope. I am pleased that you are here.’ He flushed, and Katherine warmed to him. She had mistaken weariness and perhaps shyness for indifference. Suddenly the world had shifted again. Everything was going to be all right.

				It was midnight before everyone retired. Katherine had enjoyed herself immensely. At the King’s request, she had summoned her musicians to entertain him and Arthur, and to the melodic sound of hautboys and sackbuts, she and her ladies had danced the slow, stately pavaniglia with its two beats to a step. Arthur, somewhat restored after the wine and sweetmeats, wanted to join in, so she and her ladies taught him a dignified baja. Afterwards, as everyone clapped, he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it.

				When he took his leave the next morning, he looked a little better.

				‘Farewell, my lady,’ he said, still speaking Latin. ‘I look forward to seeing you in London.’ He bent to kiss her hand, bowed to her curtsey, and walked off to join his father and their retinue. Her heart went out to him, poor, thin, sickly boy. She sent up a prayer that God would soon restore him to health.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				1501

				Soon they would be nearing London. That night they would lodge in Kingston, and tomorrow they would lie at the Archbishop of Canterbury’s palace at Lambeth, just south of the great River Thames. They were following its course, riding across the gently undulating hills of Surrey. The winter landscape was bleak and overcast, with a hint of snow in the air. Katherine huddled in her litter, her furs muffling her up to her chin, longing for nothing more than to be warm.

				In the distance she could hear the sound of a great body of horsemen approaching. They came closer and closer, and peering through a chink in the leather curtains, Katherine saw that all the riders – a veritable army – were dressed in a livery of red and black, and that at their head rode two finely dressed people: a young man and a boy, both sitting proud and erect in their saddles. As they drew near, the young man, a florid and rather portly gentleman in a velvet cloak edged and lined with sable, signalled to the rest to halt.

				‘Masters, we seek the Princess of Wales,’ he cried. ‘The King’s Grace has sent us to escort her party to Lambeth.’

				‘I am here, sir,’ Katherine said, drawing aside the curtains of her litter, as the Count de Cabra came alongside to act as her interpreter.

				The man and the boy immediately dismounted, swept off their plumed hats and knelt in the road.

				‘Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, at your service, my lady,’ the florid man said with a flourish. ‘And I have the honour of presenting Prince Henry, Duke of York, second son of the King.’

				Katherine’s eyes swivelled to the boy kneeling beside him. He was a well-grown lad with plump, rosy cheeks. He had narrow eyes and rosebud lips like Arthur’s, but that was where the likeness ended. Where Arthur was pale and thin, his brother was stocky and blooming with health; even kneeling he exuded vitality and self-assurance. There was no doubting that this was a prince.

				She asked them to rise, noticing that Prince Henry’s gown was a splendid scarlet furred with ermine, and that he was grinning broadly at her, the bold imp!

				‘Welcome to England, your Highness,’ he said. His voice had not yet broken, yet it carried authority. ‘The Prince my brother sends greetings, and bids me say that he is counting the days until the wedding with impatience.’ Prince Henry’s bold gaze suggested that he would be counting them even more fervently were he in Arthur’s place. How old was the boy? Surely he could not be five years younger than Arthur, as she was certain she had heard? He was acting as if he were sixteen, not ten!

				‘If your Highness will make yourself comfortable in the litter, we will lead you into Kingston,’ the Duke of Buckingham said. ‘The nights are drawing in and you will be glad of shelter. If there is anything you need, you have only to call.’

				Katherine thanked him, drew the curtains and huddled back into her furs. She had found Prince Henry a little disturbing. He was a handsome boy with undeniable charm, and even in those brief moments he had dominated the courtesies. Arthur had been reserved and diffident, and she could not stop herself from wondering how different things would have been had she been betrothed to his brother. Would she have felt more excited? More in awe? She felt disloyal even thinking about it. How could she be entertaining such thoughts of a child of ten? Yet it was so easy to see the future man in the boy. And it was worrying to realise how effortlessly Arthur could be overshadowed by his younger brother. Pray God Prince Henry was not overambitious!

				Katherine stood as still as her inner excitement permitted, while Doña Elvira and the maids-of-honour made her ready for her state entry into the City of London. Already dressed in rich Spanish gowns ornamented with goldsmiths’ work and embroidery, they helped her step into the wide-hooped farthingale, laced her kirtle as tight as she could bear it, then drew on the heavy velvet gown with bell-shaped sleeves and a full, gathered skirt.

				Katherine surveyed herself critically in the mirror, catching Maria’s eye as her friend hid a smile.

				‘It makes me look as broad as I am tall. I am too short to wear this attire. Why can I not wear an English gown?’

				Doña Elvira was shocked. ‘Because they are unseemly, Highness!’ she snapped. She had made no secret of her horror at seeing Englishwomen wearing low-cut, figure-revealing gowns without hoops. ‘And your lady mother the Queen chose this gown for you. It was most costly!’ Doña Elvira was in a bad mood. The rolls of fat under her chin were quivering. She had already lost the battle over the litter. Katherine had been determined to ride on horseback through London, so that the people could see her. She had insisted, and got her way – but Doña Elvira was set on reasserting her authority.

				‘You must wear this too!’ she commanded. ‘This’ was a little hat with a flat crown and wide brim, like a cardinal’s hat. The duenna placed it on Katherine’s head, over the bejewelled Venetian coif, and tied the gold lace under her chin. No one, thankfully, had mentioned a veil. Fortunately the November sky was bright and it was not too cold; she was gradually getting used to the English climate, and thought she could bear to go out without a cloak. She wanted to look her best for the citizens. This was to be her day. The King, the Queen and Prince Arthur would play no formal part in it.

				Outside the great doors of Lambeth Palace Katherine’s Spanish retinue – prelates, dignitaries, nobles and knights, all richly dressed in her honour – had formed a procession. A gaily caparisoned palfrey was waiting, a sumptuous padded seat affixed to its saddle. With careful dignity she stopped beside it, as an ugly, crookbacked little man with a sparse beard, a hooked nose and a cloak of yellow damask stepped forward. Doña Elvira, her manner stiff and disdainful, introduced him as Dr de Puebla. The doctor bowed low, with great courtesy, and Katherine gave him her hand to kiss. As her father’s ambassador to King Henry’s court, he had done much to bring her to this day – more, perhaps, than she would ever know. She wondered how far Puebla had been complicit in the dark deed that had led to her marriage. He must have his secrets. Yet there was no doubt that he had skilfully driven and concluded the negotiations, and so she supposed she should be filled with gratitude. More than that, she felt sorry for him, being so crippled and unprepossessing, and she hoped that the duenna had not taken against him on that account.

				‘I will be your Highness’s escort,’ he told her. He had earned the honour.

				Once Katherine had mounted, and the bent little Dr de Puebla had climbed on his own steed with some difficulty, the procession set off at a stately pace along the river to Southwark, Puebla pointing out the sights of London on the way. On the opposite bank Katherine saw the great abbey of Westminster rising above the lofty pinnacled roofs of Westminster Palace.

				‘That is where the English kings are crowned, Highness,’ Dr de Puebla said. ‘And ahead on that side, see the town houses of the nobility along the riverbank and the Strand, the road that leads to the City.’ There were many of them, all with fine gardens sloping down to the river. Beyond, she was told, lay the Inns of Temple and the magnificent monastery of the Black Friars.

				Dominating the City’s skyline was St Paul’s Cathedral, a vast edifice with a mighty spire, and clearly the largest church by far in a sea of spires. And on her right there was another great monastery, the Priory of St Mary Overy. Just past that was London Bridge – a bridge with shops and houses crammed in on both sides, and even a chapel!

				Katherine felt herself beginning to warm to Dr de Puebla, who was proving such a knowledgeable and entertaining escort, and whose unfortunate appearance belied his friendliness.

				‘The bridge links the City to the Surrey shore of the Thames,’ he explained as they crossed it through packed crowds. At the end was a great gatehouse, and it was through this that Katherine entered the City of London itself.

				She was immediately surrounded by hordes of eager, expectant citizens, all jostling for a good view of her. Everywhere she looked, colourful banners and tapestries were hanging from the windows of tall, prosperous-looking houses, and her ears were assailed by the endless joyous pealing of bells from what seemed like a hundred churches. The tremendous ovation was deafening, though she was offended to see some of the common people laughing at her attendants’ clothes, and pointing at the Christianised Moors among them, crying out, ‘There go the Ethiopians, like devils out of Hell!’

				Her progress was slowed by the press of citizens, and six times along the route she paused to admire elaborate pageants that had been mounted in her honour. This city must be rich indeed to be able to afford such outlay on pretty tableaux adorned with gaudy heraldic shields, and people dressed as saints and mythical heroes loudly lauding their future Queen with music and verse. The sight of a fierce Welsh dragon perched atop a mock castle made her gasp, and she was relieved to hear that it was meant to be the red dragon of Cadwaladr, a near-legendary Welsh ancestor of the King.

				The procession wound its way along Fenchurch Street to Cornhill, and then to Cheapside. Here Katherine glimpsed King Henry and Prince Arthur watching her from the windows of a fine house. The King raised his hand in greeting, the Prince bowed. With them was a plump lady with a kind face, wearing a velvet gable hood with long lappets, and smiling down at Katherine. She must be Queen Elizabeth, Katherine concluded. The Queen had corresponded with her own mother, saying how thrilled she was at the prospect of having Katherine for a daughter, and how lovingly she would look after her. Katherine looked forward to meeting her. She seemed charming, and certainly the people thought so too, for many were cheering her.

				When her cavalcade came to a halt beside an elaborate stone cross Katherine was formally welcomed to London by the Lord Mayor, who stood at the head of a large deputation of men in furred robes with heavy gold chains. These were the aldermen and sheriffs of the City, and the representatives of the wealthy craft guilds and livery companies.

				The Lord Mayor spoke, with Dr de Puebla translating. ‘Your Highness may be interested to know that this cross was erected by the first King Edward in honour of his much-loved Queen, Eleanor of Castile, your Highness’s own forebear. After she died, the King had thirteen of these crosses built at every place where her body had rested overnight on its way to Westminster Abbey. It is our prayer that your Highness’s own marriage to our Prince may be as happy.’

				When the Mayor and civic dignitaries had finished their loyal address, Katherine and her train passed on to St Paul’s Cathedral, where she was to be married in two days’ time. Here, in the cool of the vast nave, she knelt for a magnificent service of thanksgiving, the climax to the day’s celebrations.

				Back at Lambeth that evening, she gratefully accepted a goblet of wine and bade her maids join her by the fireside. They were all full of the excitements and spectacles of the day.

				‘Those pageants!’ Isabel de Vargas cried. ‘They must have cost this King a fortune.’

				‘They were splendid,’ Katherine agreed, then saw Maria’s raised eyebrows and started giggling. ‘You noticed too! Ladies, in one of the pageants, the “Archangel Gabriel” reminded me that my chief duty was to bear children, because it was for this that God gave mankind the capacity for sensual lust. And in another, a man dressed as Our Lord appeared to me and said, “Blessed be the fruit of your belly; your fruits I shall increase and multiply.” If I had not known before, I was left in no doubt as to what is expected of me here. But, oh, I did blush! It would never have been said so publicly in Spain!’

				At Baynard’s Castle by the Thames, in a great chamber hung with tapestries, and filled with curtseying ladies-in-waiting clutching their embroidery, Katherine was received by her mother-in-law, Queen Elizabeth.

				‘I cannot welcome your Highness warmly enough,’ the Queen said in French, raising Katherine from her own curtsey and kissing her on both cheeks. She smelt of rose water and ambergris.

				‘I have longed to see your Grace,’ Katherine told her, trying out the English she had practised so often during the past days. She could understand a good deal of what people said now, but speaking the language herself was more challenging.

				‘And I have longed to see your Highness. Come, let us sit and get to know each other,’ the Queen said, leading Katherine to a cushioned window seat. It was easy to see that Elizabeth of York, with her burnished red hair and fair skin, had once been a woman of great beauty. She was beautiful still, but her face was pale and she looked tired.

				‘I trust you are comfortably lodged?’ she enquired.

				‘Yes, your Grace, thank you,’ Katherine said.

				Elizabeth smiled at her. ‘From now on you must regard me as your mother, my child. If there is anything you need, or that you are worried about, come to me, and I will do my best to help. I have some influence with the King. Soon you will meet his mother, the Lady Margaret. She too has been longing for your coming. Her chief wish is to see all our children happily settled and provided for.’

				Katherine had heard of the Lady Margaret by repute. She was renowned even in Spain as a learned and holy lady.

				‘Your Highness has already met my son Henry,’ the Queen smiled. ‘He is a rogue! Arthur was sent away when he was small, to Ludlow Castle on the Welsh border, to be taught how to rule his principality of Wales. It is a sound preparation for kingship – yet it was a wrench to part with him, of course. But Henry grew up under my care, with his sisters. You will like Margaret and Mary. Margaret is not much younger than your Highness, and is to be the Queen of Scots.’

				‘And the Princess Mary?’ Katherine asked.

				‘She is but five,’ the Queen said. ‘We must wait to see what God will provide. I had two other children, but alas, God saw fit to take them to Himself. Edmund died only last year. He was fifteen months old.’ Her voice faltered.

				Had that been a judgement of God? Katherine wondered. The sins of the fathers being visited upon the young? Forgetting etiquette, she reached across and laid her hand on the Queen’s.

				‘My mother also lost two children – two babies. And when my brother Juan died, she was very sad.’

				‘That must have been the hardest cross to bear,’ the Queen said. ‘We were grief-stricken ourselves to hear the news.’ She squeezed Katherine’s hand. ‘But today let us speak of happier things, for you are to be married tomorrow, and there are going to be great celebrations and disports! Lady Guildford tells me that you like to dance. She was with the King’s party at Dogmersfield and saw how accomplished you are.’

				‘I love to dance!’ Katherine cried.

				‘Do you know any English dances?’ the Queen asked, rising to her feet.

				‘No, your Grace.’

				‘Then I will teach you some!’ Clapping her hands, Elizabeth bade her ladies leave their embroidery and summon the musicians. Katherine was enchanted by her spontaneity and warmth. Her own mother had never been so informal, even with her children. Soon the Queen and her ladies had Katherine gliding across the tiled floor in a branle or skipping in a lively saltarello. It was a wonderful evening; she had not enjoyed herself so much in a long while.

				When it grew late and the time came for her to bid the Queen farewell, Elizabeth took her hand.

				‘I know you will be a good wife to Arthur,’ she said. ‘Be patient and kind with him. He has not been well, and he is not himself. He thinks I fuss too much, but we all pray he will amend soon.’ She spoke lightly but Katherine detected the concern in her voice.

				‘I know he will,’ she said, wishing to comfort the Queen. ‘At Dogmersfield he said he was getting better.’

				Elizabeth kissed her. ‘God bless you for your sweet heart,’ she said.

				It was near midnight when Katherine returned to Lambeth Palace to make her final preparations for her wedding day. Everything was going to be all right. She knelt and said her prayers, thanking God and His Holy Mother for all their blessings, and hugging to herself the comforting knowledge that Queen Elizabeth would be there to help her prepare for the role she would one day occupy, and initiate her into the realities and mysteries of life at the English court.

				Sleep came fitfully. Katherine was too tense to relax. Tomorrow she was to be married, and initiated into another mystery. The prospect of the high ceremonies and what was to follow overwhelmed her. In the end, she could lie there tossing and turning no more, and got up and knelt again at her prie-dieu, praying earnestly that she might be blessed with the strength to do well all that was expected of her.

				On her wedding morn, the fourteenth of November in the year of Our Lord 1501, Katherine rose very early to be dressed in her bridal robes. Her wedding gown was of heavy white and gold satin, pleated and wide-skirted. Her glorious golden hair was to be worn loose in token of her virginity, and on her head Doña Elvira placed a jewelled coronet, and over it a voluminous veil of silk, edged with a sparkling border of gold, pearls and precious stones. When Katherine looked in her mirror, she saw there a reflection of a glittering, gorgeously robed icon, and there were gasps of admiration from her assembled household when she emerged from Lambeth Palace.

				‘Prince Arthur is indeed fortunate to have such a bride!’ Dr de Puebla observed, bowing low. ‘Your Highness does us all proud.’

				Behind her, Doña Elvira sniffed, and Katherine turned, to catch only fleetingly the contemptuous glance that the duenna was casting upon the ambassador. But there was no time to wonder why the duenna seemed so disapproving, as a flotilla of barges was waiting at the jetty to convey Katherine and her train to the Tower, where the royal entourages were to assemble.

				Already there were people lining the banks of the Thames, waving and cheering, but as the grey riverside fortress loomed ahead out of the morning mist, Katherine suppressed a shiver. On this day, of all days, she did not want to think about what she had heard about the Tower. Instead, as the barge drew up by the Queen’s Stairs and she entered the Tower through a small postern, she focused her mind on the Constable’s enthusiastic greeting. He conducted her to the broad tournament ground below the giant white keep, which was called Caesar’s Tower, because, the Constable said, it had been built by Julius Caesar. Here the King and Queen and their retinues were waiting to depart for St Paul’s. Katherine sank into a deep curtsey, and was embraced by both Henry and Elizabeth.

				‘Your Highness makes a beautiful bride!’ the Queen exclaimed.

				The King was eyeing Katherine appreciatively. ‘We could not have asked for better,’ he said. ‘Very becoming!’

				Katherine blushed. Henry himself was resplendent in red velvet robes, with a breastplate studded with diamonds, rubies and pearls, and a belt of rubies at his waist.

				Katherine travelled with Queen Elizabeth in an open chariot to St Paul’s Cathedral, with the King riding ahead, magnificent on a white horse. The cheering crowds were back in force, and the streets still decorated from her reception two days before. She saw wine flowing from the conduits, and was amazed when the Queen said that it was provided free for the people, so that they too could celebrate.

				‘There will be much merrymaking today, and many sore heads tomorrow,’ Elizabeth said wryly.

				The press of people by St Paul’s was great, the clanging of the bells deafening. They alighted at the adjacent Bishop’s Palace, where the Lady Margaret was waiting for them. Wearing the dark robes and white wimple and barbe of a widow, she cut a sombre figure and her long, thin face looked stern, but when she broke into a delighted smile at the sight of Katherine, it was transformed. And when Katherine refused to allow this venerable lady to kneel to her, the Lady Margaret’s eyes were bright with tears of emotion.

				‘Sweet Princess, we are blessed to have you,’ she said, and kissed Katherine. The King was nodding enthusiastically in agreement.

				‘Come, my lady mother,’ he said. ‘We must go and take our places.’ He accompanied the Queen and the Lady Margaret through a door that led directly to the cathedral, leaving Katherine alone with her ladies for a few moments. As Maria briefly grasped her hand, Katherine breathed deeply and lifted her chin. Then the door opened and Prince Henry walked in, looking splendid in a gown of silver tissue embroidered with gold roses. Again he had about him that air of assurance that had impressed her before.

				‘I am come to escort your Highness into the cathedral,’ he said, kneeling and kissing her hand before swiftly rising and offering her his arm. As she was not tall, they were much of a height, and she was very conscious of her closeness to him and the strength of his arm. He really was an extraordinary boy.

				They emerged from the Bishop’s Palace to the sound of trumpets, shawms and sackbuts. The people went wild when they saw Katherine, calling down blessings on her and roaring their approval. At the west door the Queen’s sister, Cecily of York, was waiting to carry the bride’s train, and behind her, in a line that stretched along the west front of the church, a bevy of English ladies – there must have been a hundred of them, all expensively gowned.

				Inside the cathedral the guests were already gathered. A high walkway, covered with a red worsted carpet, had been raised along the nave, from the west door to the crossing, so that all might witness this marriage that would bring glory to the Tudor dynasty and ensure its continuance. When the trumpets sounded, Prince Henry again offered Katherine his arm, and they mounted the steps to the walkway and advanced slowly. To one side she could see the King and Queen watching from the privacy of their latticed pew, again to ensure that everyone’s attention was on the bridal pair; and on the other she saw the Lord Mayor and the City fathers.

				Ahead, under the crossing, steps led on all four sides up to a higher platform, where the Archbishop of Canterbury, magnificent in his ceremonial cope and jewelled mitre, was waiting to conduct the service. Ranged behind him was a score of bishops and abbots, the princes of the Church come in state to see the Spanish alliance properly concluded, and to sanctify it. And there was Arthur, waiting at the foot of the platform, tall, dignified, but looking shrunken inside his padded white satin robes. His pale face impassive, he bowed as Katherine approached, and at his nod she left Prince Henry behind and ascended the stairs on one side to the platform, as Arthur went up the other. And there, in the sight of God and – it seemed – of all the world, they were made man and wife.

				After the wedding ceremony the Archbishop and the clergy formed a procession and led Arthur and Katherine to the high altar, where the nuptial High Mass was celebrated. Then, hand in hand, the newly married couple walked back along the platform and knelt to crave the blessing of the King and Queen, who gave it jubilantly. Katherine noticed that, behind them, the Lady Margaret was dabbing her eyes, overcome once more with emotion.

				It felt strange to be married at last. Everything seemed unreal. She stole a glance at Arthur as they descended into the nave. There was a quiet grace about him, an impassive, regal quality, as he nodded to left and right, but when he caught her eye he did smile, and that smile broadened as they emerged through the cathedral doors to greet crowds erupting in a joyous ovation. They stood for several moments, acknowledging the acclaim, until the King and Queen joined them. Then, at a signal from his father, Arthur raised his hand.

				‘Good people,’ he cried, ‘be it known that this day I give to my wife, the Lady Katherine, her dower of one-third of my revenues as Prince of Wales.’

				There were hearty shouts of approval. ‘King Henry! Prince Arthur!’ the people cried, and the trumpets, shawms and sackbuts blared out once more in celebration. It was then that Katherine happened to glance at Prince Henry watching his brother, and caught the fleeting, hostile glimmer of naked envy in his eyes. Then it was gone and he was beaming again, waving and bowing to the crowds as if their applause were all for him. She supposed it was natural for him to be jealous of the brother who would outrank him at every turn, but nonetheless it was disconcerting to see such hostility in a young boy’s eyes.

				But she forgot about it when Arthur took her hand in his clammy one and she noticed the sheen of sweat on his forehead. He did not look well, and she was concerned about him having to endure all these high ceremonies and celebrations. It troubled her that he was still suffering from the malady he had dismissed as a mere rheum ten days before. Yet there was no time to worry, as he was steering her in the wake of Prince Henry, who had been chosen to lead the grand procession back to the Bishop’s Palace, where a great feast was waiting.

				As Katherine entered the hall she almost collided with the Lord Mayor and aldermen, all craning their necks to get a good view of her, and there was much laughter. She was impressed to see that not only the royal family but the whole company was dining off solid-gold plate ornamented with pearls and precious stones. In the candlelight the myriad jewels and heavy gold chains of the noble guests winked and glittered. The feast went on for what seemed like hours, as course after course was brought in to the sound of fanfares, and the wine flowed endlessly. At the high table she was seated in the place of honour at the King’s right hand, and next to her was the witty Don Pedro de Ayala. He was supposed to be her parents’ ambassador in Scotland, but he had come to London on diplomatic business some years ago and stayed there.

				‘I like it here, Highness,’ he told her. ‘It suits my health, for Scotland is too cold by far for a Spaniard. And, of course, it proved useful to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella to have me in London in the time leading up to your marriage.’ Katherine gained the impression that Don Pedro had no intention of resuming his duties in Scotland. In fact, he told her, now that she was married, he was expecting to go home. He seemed popular with the English courtiers and the King, and she rather liked him too, but she noticed that Dr de Puebla was glowering at him from his lowlier position further down the table. It did not take much imagination to deduce that Puebla, their Most Catholic Majesties’ resident ambassador, felt his position had been usurped by Don Pedro.

				The King chatted amiably, speculating keenly on the value of the plate on display, and wondering aloud how this or that lord had been able to deck himself out so finely when he was late with his taxes. The Queen steered the talk around to how moving the ceremony had been, and how delicious the food was. Katherine politely agreed, although privately she thought English food bland and nowhere near as varied as the rich diet she had enjoyed in Spain. It was all roasted meats and hard-crusted pies!

				Prince Henry could talk of little but the tournaments and pageants that were to be held over the coming days, in honour of the marriage. He was desperate to take part, and in the end the King had to say no, quite firmly. He was too young. Henry sulked for a bit, until his sister Margaret told a joke, then he was all smiles again. Katherine liked Margaret, a russet-haired, lively, headstrong girl of twelve, and hoped that it would be some time before she was sent north to wed the King of Scots. She guessed that Queen Elizabeth would miss her daughter sorely, for it was plain that they were close.

				Arthur said little, and picked at his food. Katherine wondered if he was as nervous as she was at the prospect of the wedding night to come. She knew her duty, and so must he, but it was daunting, and she was embarrassed to think that every person in this crowded hall was aware of what she and Arthur would be doing later.

				‘It is a good dinner,’ she said in her halting English, trying yet again to draw him into a conversation and find out what was wrong with him. Again, she saw that he was perspiring. The smoke from the central hearth was making her cough, so Heaven knew how he was feeling.

				‘Do you find it hot in here?’ she asked.

				‘It is indeed, my lady,’ Arthur agreed. ‘I’d give much to be in bed.’ There was a pause as he realised what he had said, then – at last – he smiled. In that moment the tension was broken, and Katherine giggled nervously. The King and Queen leaned forward to see what was going on.

				‘Time for some merriment, I think!’ King Henry said, signalling for the tables to be cleared. ‘It would please us greatly if the Princess and her ladies treated us to a display of Spanish dancing.’

				‘It would please me too, sire,’ Arthur concurred.

				When the cloths had been lifted and the trestles carried out, the musicians assembled in the gallery above. Katherine stepped down to the floor of the hall and beckoned to her ladies to join her. Holding up their trains, they performed a pavaniglia for the company to the accompaniment of shawms and a slow, rhythmic drumbeat. Katherine was conscious of everyone’s eyes on her as she dipped and stepped in dignified style. She was aware of Arthur watching her, and of the intent gaze of King Henry, and of Prince Henry casting bold eyes upon her, hardly able to sit still.

				There were cries of ‘Bravo!’ when the dance came to an end, and then, as a compliment to the Queen, Katherine glided into the branle that Elizabeth had taught her the day before. Elizabeth clapped in delight, and kissed and embraced Katherine when she returned to the royal dais.

				‘That was very well done, my lady,’ Arthur complimented her.

				‘Now it is your turn, Arthur,’ the King said.

				Arthur seemed about to refuse, but he dutifully rose. Katherine was expecting him to lead her down to the floor, but he turned away and bowed before one of his mother’s ladies before taking her by the hand. Katherine’s cheeks burned. It was embarrassing to be ignored and spurned. She would not have expected to dance with Arthur while they were merely betrothed, for that would have been unseemly, but they were married now, and this was their wedding day! She was the bride, not Lady Whatever-Her-Name-Was. But no one seemed to think anything strange of Arthur’s choice of partner, so Katherine was forced to conclude that this was yet another outlandish English custom. And her humiliation – for so it felt – did not last long, for Arthur returned to her side after just the one dance.

				‘Will you dance again, my lord?’ she asked hopefully.

				‘I am a little weary,’ he said, to her disappointment. ‘I do not dance often.’

				‘Well, I do!’ cried Prince Henry, jumping up and pulling his sister down to the floor, where he whirled her about in a lively dompe. Everyone clapped in time, and when the dance was over, the Prince cried, ‘Another!’ Throwing off his gown, he proceeded to jump about with Margaret in the saltarello, showing off outrageously, to the applause of his parents and his doting grandmother. Katherine thought it strange that none of them had suggested that Arthur should dance with his bride on his wedding day, of all days.

				She had known before leaving Spain that in England there was such a thing as a bedding ceremony, when a bride and bridegroom were put to bed together by their guests, and the bed was blessed by a priest before everyone left the couple alone in their bedchamber. She had known it, but had been dreading it, and hoping that Doña Elvira, usually so outspoken about anything she deemed unseemly, would protest against it. But the duenna had remained silent. When Katherine had voiced her reluctance to be on public show in so immodest a manner, Doña Elvira had surprised her.

				‘The Queen your mother approved, and you should not question her wisdom. She wanted this public ceremony, so that all the world should see you bedded as man and wife together, for the avoidance of any doubt.’

				Katherine had said no more, realising that, if her mother had wanted this, her duenna would be immovable. But she cringed at the very thought of it, and when the King called for hippocras and wafers to be served, signalling the end of the evening’s festivities, she knew that the moment was at hand. Normally abstemious, she accepted a large goblet of the sweet spiced wine, hoping that it would calm her nerves. Maria, speaking in a whisper, and giggling, had confided that her married sister had said that the first time could be painful . . .

				Arthur’s pallid face looked tired and drawn as the King summoned him to attend him. They left the hall followed by a host of lords and gentlemen, amid gusts of hearty laughter. The Queen rose and beckoned Katherine to go with her, and Doña Elvira and the ladies crowded behind them. Upstairs in the vast nuptial chamber the great tester bed had been made up with plump pillows and fine sheets, then spread with an ermine-trimmed counterpane and strewn with dried petals and herbs. The headpiece was adorned with the royal arms of England, newly painted and gilded.

				Katherine stood trembling while the Queen herself assisted Doña Elvira with the disrobing.

				‘There is nothing to fear,’ her mother-in-law said, with a reassuring smile.

				Doña Elvira frowned. ‘The Princess has been taught her duty, your Highness.’

				Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. ‘There should be more to it than duty, I hope,’ she observed. ‘Well, daughter, that is a strange garment you are wearing!’

				‘It is my farthingale,’ Katherine explained. ‘We wear them under our gowns in Spain.’

				‘Now that you are married you will wear English dress,’ the Queen said.

				‘I will be pleased to do so,’ Katherine told her, glad to obey.

				Doña Elvira’s eyes flashed fire as she undid the ribbons holding the farthingale in place, tugging them viciously. ‘Hand me the night-rail,’ she barked at Maria.

				Maria exchanged glances with Katherine and reverently picked up a long night-rail of the finest lawn, embroidered with blackwork at the low neck and the wide cuffs. Doña Elvira divested her charge of her chemise and for a moment Katherine stood there, naked and blushing, before the duenna lifted the night-rail over her head. Then she combed her hair while the maids sprinkled Katherine with Hungary water scented with rosemary and thyme.

				The Queen took Katherine’s hand and assisted her into bed.

				‘Prop yourself up on the pillows,’ she instructed. Katherine did as she was told, pulling up the covers over her breasts as Doña Elvira thrust forward and briskly arranged her hair like a fan over her shoulders. Katherine could tell that the duenna resented the Queen being there and was making it clear that she was the proper person to prepare her charge for her bridegroom.

				Katherine sighed inwardly. Queen Isabella had insisted that Doña Elvira remain with her after marriage, to be a friend and mentor to her in a strange land, but Katherine was beginning to see that things would not be as simple as that. She had found it impossible to warm to her duenna, who – for all her rectitude and vigilance – was not the most lovable of mortals, and she feared there would be struggles ahead. But there was no time to fret because moments later the sound of approaching voices and guffaws announced Arthur’s coming.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				1501

				Katherine could have died of shame. She felt the hot blush rising from her chest to her face, for the Prince’s voice could be heard, boasting that he felt lusty and amorous, which met with a burst of earthy male laughter.

				‘To it, lad, to it!’

				‘For England and St George!’

				Led by his father, Arthur entered the bedchamber, wearing a voluminous nightshirt embroidered along the gathered yoke with red and white roses. The men crammed in behind him, their leering eyes seeking the bride as she lay in her bed. Katherine’s cheeks were crimson as Arthur lifted the covers and climbed in beside her. They lay there stiffly together, two feet apart, as goblets were raised and bawdy jests made. Prince Henry was the most incoherent of all; there was no doubt he had had too much wine. The Queen saw Katherine’s embarrassment and caught the King’s eye. He nodded.

				‘Make way for His Grace of Canterbury!’ he cried. Reluctantly the men stood aside to allow the Archbishop through, and there was a semblance of hush as he raised a hand in blessing and prayed that God would make the union of the Prince and Princess fruitful.

				‘Amen!’ said the King. ‘And now, my lords and ladies, we must leave these young people alone together. A hearty good night to you both!’ Taking the Queen’s hand he escorted her out, dragging Prince Henry with the other hand, and the company straggled off unwillingly behind him. Doña Elvira, last of all, blew out all the candles but one, hauled herself out of the room and closed the door.

				Katherine lay there, her heart thumping. She heard Arthur swallow. He sounded as nervous as she was. The silence between them deepened.

				‘Are you tired, Katherine?’ he asked suddenly.

				‘A little, sir,’ she said, knowing she must not appear to be evading his attentions.

				‘I am exhausted,’ he said. ‘I could sleep for a week.’ He coughed.

				‘Are you ill, my lord?’ Katherine asked in concern.

				‘It is nothing. This rheum lingers.’ He turned to face her and sighed deeply. ‘Do not look so frightened,’ he said, reaching across and laying a hand on her shoulder. ‘It is my first time too.’

				She did not know what to do. Isabella’s euphemisms had not covered the practical aspects of the business.

				Arthur drew her towards him. She could feel his damp breath on her cheek. Now he was pulling up her night-rail. He was breathing heavily. Then he turned his face away and coughed.

				She could feel his hand gently probing her breasts before moving down to the secret places between her legs. Her cheeks burning, she lay there unmoving, bearing it, not understanding if she needed to do anything in return. Suddenly Arthur clambered on top of her, and she braced herself for the pain she feared was coming.

				Arthur moved his body against hers, getting more and more agitated, but nothing else was happening. This wasn’t how the act had been described to her. There was supposed to be some sort of joining of flesh, she was sure. But after several minutes of grappling and ineffectual thrusting, in which their bodies kept sticking together sweatily, although not in the right way, Arthur fell back on the bed, coughing violently, and in the moonlight Katherine glimpsed his poor little member resting limply against his thigh before he pulled down his nightshirt and lay there panting.

				‘I am sorry,’ Arthur said. ‘I am not well.’

				‘It does not matter,’ Katherine whispered.

				‘I think not.’ He was really out of breath. ‘Whatever he says in public, my father does not want us to have children yet.’

				Katherine turned towards him, astonished. This went against everything she had been told.

				‘He said we might consummate our marriage, but not cohabit afterwards for a few years,’ Arthur explained, his breathing slowing now. ‘He fears that I am too young to lie with you, and that it will ruin my health, especially with this cough.’

				Katherine felt a pang. ‘The King is right. My brother died at nineteen from too much indulgence in the marriage bed.’

				‘That is one of the reasons my father gave me when he commanded me to wait. He is overanxious because I’ve been unwell. I keep telling him he should not worry, but he does, and he is adamant. We cannot disobey him. He is the King.’

				Katherine, watching Arthur as he lay silhouetted against the firelight, his face in shadow, could not tell whether he was grieved or not at his father’s decision. In fact, she had the slight impression that he had been glad of an excuse not to do his husbandly duty. But King Henry was right. Arthur was unwell, worryingly so. He was clearly unfit for the duties of marriage. And it was obvious now that he must have been ailing for some time. Why, oh why, had they not informed her?

				‘Have my parents been told?’ she asked.

				‘Certainly, and they are content.’ They, of all people, had good reason to be, after what had happened to Juan.

				‘Then I am content to abide by what the King has decreed,’ Katherine said. ‘We are to make a pretence of . . . of marriage?’

				‘That is what he has commanded. We are to spend some nights together, to avoid talk. And I think we must let the world believe that we are man and wife in every way.’ He paused. ‘In truth, I am glad that I did not give an account of myself this night, for I fear that, even if I had not been interrupted by this foul cough, I would have failed you miserably, I am so very weary.’ It was a face-saving lie, of course, for he had given up before the cough had attacked. Now he was seized by another paroxysm, harsher and more prolonged this time.

				‘It does not matter,’ Katherine said, when the fit had subsided. ‘I’m weary too. It’s been a long day, and I shall be glad to get some sleep. Do you know when the King means us to – to—’

				‘When I am recovered, and maybe some time after that. He thinks that we should wait. He says we have our whole lives ahead of us.’

				Arthur rose early the next morning and disappeared into his privy chamber next door, where his gentlemen were waiting to assist with his robing.

				Reluctant to leave the warmth of the comfortable bed – and who could blame a bride for lying late on the morning after her wedding? – Katherine could hear them talking, although she could not understand every word they said.

				‘Willoughby, give me a cup of ale.’ That was Arthur. ‘My throat is so dry today, for I have been this night in the midst of Spain. It’s good pastime to have a wife!’ He repeated this several times, until Katherine – who had grasped the gist of it – began to fear that his bluff would be detected.

				There was some chuckling, and some bawdy talk to which she closed her ears, then the conversation turned to the coming tournaments and the wagers that were to be laid. Presently the outer door closed and all was silent. Katherine turned over and dozed. There were to be no entertainments today; she and Arthur were to be allowed some privacy before they appeared in public again. She lay there remembering what Arthur had said, and trying to analyse her reaction. Yes, she was relieved. Despite the intimacy they had briefly shared, there was still a distance between them. Maybe he was holding aloof because he was unwell; or he was keeping that distance deliberately because he knew he was unable to make her his properly.

				Yet she could not help feeling a little cheated. How different her wedding night might have been – and how different her future would be – with a proper man in her bed. How would it look when the months passed and there was no sign of an heir? It would reflect badly on her, as if she had failed in her duty. But the King would understand, she was sure, because he was concerned about his son’s health, which was, of course, the greater issue. Did Henry know something that Katherine didn’t? Or was he just being cautious? He was a prudent, calculating man, her father had once said – like recognising like. She comforted herself with that thought. If Arthur was that ill, he would surely not have been allowed to consummate the marriage at all.

				A little later Doña Elvira entered with Francesca de Cáceres.

				‘Good morning, Highness,’ Doña Elvira said. ‘I trust you slept well. Francesca, make up the fire and help your mistress to dress when she is ready. I will return presently.’

				Katherine sat up, rubbing her eyes. Now she must begin the great pretence.

				‘Good morning, Francesca,’ she greeted the slender, raven-haired girl bending at the hearth. ‘It’s time I arose.’ She flung back the covers and lowered her bare feet to the rush-matted floor.

				‘My nightgown, please,’ she commanded, reaching for her velvet slippers. Then she saw that Francesca was staring at the bed.

				‘What is it?’ she asked.

				‘Nothing, Highness.’ Francesca hastily collected herself.

				‘No, there was something. You were looking at the sheets.’

				Francesca looked embarrassed. ‘Highness, I could not but notice that they are clean.’

				‘Of course they are clean.’ Katherine was puzzled.

				‘But they should not be. My mother told me that a girl always bleeds the first time.’

				Francesca’s cheeks were pink.

				‘Bleeds? Why?’

				‘Highness, it is the breaking of the maidenhead.’

				That made some sense, and it explained why the process would be painful, but Katherine realised that, in their ignorance, she and Arthur had not considered this bar to their pretence.

				She thought rapidly. He had said they were to act as if they were one flesh, but he had not specifically forbidden her to tell the truth to those who would be in a position to help her. And Doña Elvira was coming back soon. She was a married lady herself, and little escaped her eagle eye.

				Katherine was desperate to unburden herself. ‘Francesca,’ she said, her voice catching in her throat, ‘nothing passed between Prince Arthur and me.’

				Francesca looked shocked. ‘Highness, I – I am sorry to hear that.’

				Katherine felt tears threatening. This was not how things should be! ‘I fear the Prince may never be able to have relations with me,’ she said bleakly. ‘He is too ill, and too weak.’

				Francesca stared at her.

				‘I see, Highness.’ She paused uncertainly. ‘Doña Elvira should be told.’

				‘And I will tell her, but I must rely on your discretion.’

				‘Yes, Highness.’

				Katherine said no more. She was dreading discussing the problem with her duenna. Doña Elvira had an adult son, but it was impossible to imagine her in the act of conceiving him!

				Presently the duenna bustled in and dismissed Francesca. She stood there, her eyes boring into Katherine.

				‘Highness, I must ask, as the Queen your mother will wish to know. Is all well between you and the Prince of Wales?’

				‘Perfectly well,’ Katherine said.

				‘I mean – I should make myself plain – is your marriage consummated?’

				Katherine could feel herself flushing. ‘No. The Prince was not well enough.’ She explained what the King had ordered.

				Doña Elvira frowned. ‘One can only applaud His Highness’s love and care for his son.’

				The last thing Katherine wanted to hear, from an indignant Maria, was that Francesca de Cáceres had wasted no time in telling her fellow maids-of-honour how sad it was that the Princess was a virgin still.

				‘Tell her, and the others, from me,’ she said, with the new-found authority that came from being married, even if it was in name only, ‘that if I hear of any of them repeating what was told to Francesca in confidence, I will report them to the King.’

				Then she prayed that no one would dare, because she too should have held her tongue.

				Fourteen days of jousts, feasts, plays and dancing had passed, days filled with pageantry, colour, laughter and excitement.

				The court had come to the brand-new palace at Richmond the day before. To Katherine, approaching on the River Thames at the head of a flotilla of barges, it had seemed like a place out of legend, rising above the River Thames like a vision. The King had smiled to see her marvelling at the fantastic pinnacles, the turrets surmounted by onion domes, the forest of gilded weather vanes, and the vast windows with their tiny diamond panes reflecting the winter sun. Proudly he told her that he had built the palace to his own specifications after the previous one had been badly damaged in a fire. He himself escorted her, the rest of the royal family following behind, along wide paths leading through courtyards with spouting fountains, fair gardens and fragrant orchards, and along galleried cloisters. Everywhere there were brightly painted badges – roses, portcullises, coats of arms – and gilded statues of fantastic beasts.

				‘Of course, it is meant to impress,’ Henry said. ‘People expect magnificence of a king. Magnificence betokens power. If I have great palaces, I must be rich enough to fund great armies!’ Katherine noticed Prince Henry avidly hanging on his father’s every word.

				‘But riches,’ Arthur observed, ‘can also exist in the mind. There is no greater wealth than in learning.’

				‘Which is why I welcome so many scholars to my court,’ the King said. ‘Then people are doubly impressed!’

				When they entered the palace Katherine gasped to see azure ceilings, like the heavens, studded with more Tudor emblems, brilliant tapestries, murals in deep reds and golds, in which the figure of the King loomed large, and the wealth of portraits that adorned the walls. No one, seeing Richmond, could have failed to be awed by it.

				It was here, the next day, that she bade a sad farewell to the Count de Cabra and the other lords of Spain who had escorted her to England.

				‘We will go home, Highness, and tell the King and Queen how magnificently your nuptials have been celebrated,’ they told her, kissing her hand one by one. Then they were gone and another link with Spain was broken.

				Afterwards, feeling somewhat dejected, and not a little homesick, she had sought out Arthur in the hope that he would play music or walk with her in the gardens, but he said he was tired and wanted to rest. So, thrusting down her ever-present anxiety about him, and dismissing her maids, she wandered into the royal library, which the King had said she might use whenever she pleased. Everything was so quiet today, after the excitements of the past fortnight. They had been sufficient to ward off melancholy humours, but today everything seemed flat and sad, and Katherine found herself once more longing for her homeland and her mother.

				She chose a book on astrology, written in Latin, and sat down at a desk to read it, but it was dull, dull, dull. She could not help thinking about Arthur, and fretting because he seemed no better. She had seen the King, the Queen and the Lady Margaret looking anxiously at him, and was sure that they were concerned too. It worried her that he did not seem to want her company. She wondered if she might join her ladies and do some blackwork embroidery, to take her mind off things, but lacked the will to make a move. Suddenly, a wave of misery overcame her. She was condemned to spend her life in this kingdom as an exile, a wife but not a wife, a daughter without a mother. Engulfed by sadness, she buried her head in her arms and sobbed.

				There was a hand on her shoulder. She looked up, startled. It was the King, gazing down at her with concern.

				‘What is it, child?’

				She made to get up but he would not allow it.

				‘Tell me what is wrong,’ he said. ‘Have we not made you welcome?’

				‘You have,’ she wept. ‘Sire, you have made me very welcome. It is that – I miss my mother and my home!’

				To her amazement, King Henry put an arm around her shoulders.

				‘Ah, poor Katherine! I, of all people, understand that. I was a fugitive and an exile from the time I was five, and separated from my mother for many years. Think you I do not know what it is to live among strangers? Of course I do! But we cannot change our destiny. You would not want to go home to your mother and father leaving all their hopes unfulfilled, would you? You are of sterner stuff than that, am I right?’

				Katherine nodded through her tears, understanding what he was telling her.

				‘I have been impressed by your beauty, your bearing and your dignified manners,’ he went on. ‘I know you will try to do your duty with a happy heart, however hard it is. And remember, Katherine, in me you may be sure that you have found a second father who will ever watch over your happiness.’

				‘Thank you, sire,’ she faltered, thinking how much easier it was to talk to the King than to Arthur. ‘Forgive me. I worry about Prince Arthur. He is ill.’

				The King’s arm tightened about her shoulder. ‘Fear not. The doctors now say it is no rheum but a quartan fever, which can last for weeks and recur. You must not worry. All will be well. Now dry your eyes and send for your ladies, for I have a surprise in store for you!’

				Katherine allowed herself to be reassured, and while they were waiting for her maids to arrive, Henry showed her some of the books in his library: exquisitely illuminated manuscripts, new printed books with marvellous woodcuts, and tiny devotional volumes with embroidered covers and chased-gold clasps. Thus diverted, she calmed down, and she was even more cheered when the King’s goldsmith was ushered in and commanded to spread his glittering wares on the table.

				‘You may choose as many pieces as you like!’ Henry told her. Now her eyes were brimming with gratitude for his kindness. Taking care not to appear greedy, she selected from the treasures before her a necklace of pearls and sapphires, a ruby and gold cross and a rich collar of goldsmith’s work. The King nodded his approval at her taste, and then informed her delighted ladies that they might have their choice of the other pieces. Katherine wondered how people could think that he was miserly; she had heard it repeatedly from her father, during his frequent haggling over her dowry. Look what Henry had outlaid on her reception and her wedding! Look at his munificence today!

				Two days later she began to wonder if Ferdinand had been right. Don Pedro de Ayala came to her, craving a few moments of her time. They walked in the knot garden, well wrapped against the December chill.

				‘Your Highness will be aware that the first instalment of your dowry has been delivered to King Henry,’ Don Pedro said. ‘The trouble is he wants the rest of it. On the advice of Dr de Puebla, he asked your chamberlain to deliver the gold and silver plate and the chest of jewels, but, as you know, that portion of your dowry is not due for a year.’ Katherine had been instructed not to touch or use any of the treasure she had brought from Spain, but to hand everything over to the King when her father commanded it.

				‘Dr de Puebla knows of this, none better,’ Katherine said. ‘He negotiated the marriage treaty! I have received no orders from King Ferdinand about it.’

				‘Nor I,’ Don Pedro told her. ‘And your Highness’s chamberlain told the King that he was obliged to retain the jewels and plate. The fact is that His Grace of England would rather have their equivalent in coin. What I have to tell you is distasteful to me in the extreme. I fear that Dr de Puebla has connived with him to persuade your Highness to use the plate and jewels yourself, so that, when the time comes, the King will refuse to accept them, being used and second-hand, and perhaps dulled and tarnished, and your father would be shamed into sending him their value in money instead.’

				‘But then my father would be paying twice,’ Katherine protested.

				‘Assuredly,’ Don Pedro said. ‘And Dr de Puebla has told the King that you approve of his little scheme.’

				‘I? That is a lie!’ she cried.

				It sounded all wrong to Katherine. She could not believe that her father’s ambassador would even think up such a duplicitous plot, let alone involve her in it.

				‘But why? He acts for my parents. Why would he suggest something that is so patently against their interests and mine?’

				‘Because he desires to please the English King. He has been manipulated, and has forgotten where his loyalties should lie! That is why I felt it my duty to inform your Highness of this. Doña Elvira is aware of the matter. She agreed that you should know.’

				‘Doña Elvira does not like Dr de Puebla,’ Katherine told him.

				‘Doña Elvira is a wise woman. She distrusts him, and rightly so.’

				‘I am glad you have told me,’ Katherine said.

				‘His Grace wants to see you,’ Don Pedro said. ‘He asked me to tell you to go to him immediately.’

				Trembling with anger and trepidation, she went straight to the King, and was ushered into his study, where she found Henry trying to prevent his pet monkey from ripping up his account book.

				‘Desist, Peterkin!’ he commanded, setting the animal on the floor. ‘He ruined my ledger once, you know, Katherine. The whole court was laughing about it. I know what they say of me – and no doubt it serves me right!’ His smile faded. ‘I wish to make you an apology,’ he said. ‘I am exceedingly sorry that I have asked for the plate and jewels. I should not like to be thought of as a person who asks for what is due before the specified time. I beg that you will write to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella and explain that I was deceived by Dr de Puebla.’

				Katherine gathered her courage. She had to be careful not to accuse the King of conniving at treachery. ‘Sir, Don Pedro told me that Dr de Puebla suggested I use the plate and jewels myself, so that they be made unacceptable to you. I must stress that I knew nothing of this plan, nor gave my consent.’

				Henry frowned. ‘Nor I, Katherine.’ He got up and began pacing. ‘It is a monstrous idea.’ He paused. ‘Of course such an arrangement would be greatly to my advantage, but it would be fraudulent, and I would never consent to it. I am content with what the marriage treaty stipulates.’ He sat down on the edge of his desk, drawing his furred robe around his spare frame. ‘I am very angry with Dr de Puebla for advising me to ask for them now, and King Ferdinand should be aware of how his ambassador is conducting himself. But he has never suggested to me that you use the plate and jewels. You may have noticed, Katherine, that there is much hatred between Dr de Puebla and Don Pedro, and that, whatever one says, the other will try to discredit. If you take my advice, you will make little account of this, for I fear it proceeds from jealousy. Remember that Don Pedro would like to be ambassador here.’

				Katherine went away, promising to think no more of it, but she could not help but worry lest the deadly enmity between Dr de Puebla and Don Pedro lead to further trouble. It was clear that she could not trust Dr de Puebla – but could she trust Don Pedro? And was even King Henry telling the truth?

				That evening she dismissed her maids and bade Doña Elvira join her by the fire, then she related all that had happened that day.

				The duenna’s moon-shaped face creased into a frown.

				‘Highness, I will not say anything against the King. But Dr de Puebla is an evil man who owns no loyalty to the sovereigns, your parents.’

				‘But is there proof of his treachery?’

				‘Don Pedro was present when Dr de Puebla and the King discussed it; he can vouch for it.’

				‘The King denies it.’

				‘They are liars both – he and Dr de Puebla!’ Doña Elvira flared.

				Katherine turned on her. ‘You must not say such things of the King! And I must not hear them!’

				Doña Elvira’s face flushed darkly. ‘I beg your Highness’s forgiveness,’ she muttered, in a voice that sounded anything but humble.

				Katherine decided not to repeat what the King had said about the jealousy between the two ambassadors. She said, ‘You have never liked Dr de Puebla, I think – right from the start, and certainly before this happened. Why is that?’

				‘He is a Jew!’ Doña Elvira’s proud Castilian blood was up. ‘A lying converso! He should have been expelled from Spain like the rest after Granada fell.’

				Katherine remembered the edict being passed, and the great exodus of Jews that had followed. Ferdinand and Isabella had been determined to purge their realms of heresy.

				‘But many of my father’s officers chose to be baptised as Christians, rather than go into exile. Dr de Puebla was one such.’

				‘Hypocrites, all of them! Once a Jew, always a Jew! They always relapse. And this Dr de Puebla is of low birth too.’

				Katherine said no more. She was sure that Doña Elvira’s deeply ingrained prejudices were colouring her judgement. No doubt some Jews had made a pragmatic decision to convert, but Katherine had known several who had embraced their new faith with sincerity. And she had seen no sign of Dr de Puebla scanting his religious observances.

				She sighed. Adjusting to a new life was difficult enough without having to take into account all the nasty petty rivalries and intrigues that surrounded her. And it was impossible to decide who was telling the truth and who was lying. On the whole, she was rather inclined to believe Don Pedro.

				The court moved on to the castle of Windsor, a mighty fortress many centuries old that commanded breathtaking views across the surrounding countryside. Katherine and Arthur were allocated lodgings in the medieval royal apartments in the upper ward, with windows overlooking a rather sad vineyard. But the bed, which was eleven feet square, was sumptuous, with its gold and silver canopy and silken hangings. One could get lost in such a bed, and she did feel lost, sleeping there alone.

				Arthur was no better. Katherine thought he had lost weight. He was coughing more, and complained of suffering terrible sweats at night. Yet still he made light of his illness, refusing to give in to it. At a feast in the magnificent St George’s Hall, Katherine saw the Queen watching her son intently, and heard Arthur, who had eaten little, reassuring her that he was better, his appetite was improving, and his cough was on the mend. Whether the Queen heard only what she wanted to hear, Katherine did not know.

				‘Ought you not to see a doctor?’ she ventured one day.

				‘I have seen too many doctors!’ Arthur retorted. ‘There is nothing wrong with me! Stop fretting!’

				But she could not. She had seen people suffering from a quartan fever, and none of them had coughed. True, Arthur sweated and had headaches, but his fever was constant, not intermittent.

				She confided her fears to her own physician, Dr Alcaraz.

				‘This must go no further,’ she told him as she described Arthur’s symptoms. The doctor listened gravely.

				‘His Highness does seem to me to be over-thin, and what you tell me is worrying, but I can make no diagnosis without examining him, and I cannot be seen to be questioning the expertise of the English physicians. But I will discreetly observe His Highness as much as I can.’ He paused. ‘Forgive me, my lady, but it would be wise not to tax his strength by lying together.’

				‘The King agrees with you,’ Katherine revealed, feeling her cheeks growing hot. ‘We do as he commands. Our marriage is in name only.’

				‘Very wise, Highness,’ Dr Alcaraz said.

				One evening, after dinner, the King summoned Katherine to his study. As Dr de Puebla was present, she knew that she was there to discuss a matter of importance.

				‘Be seated, child,’ Henry bade her, swooping up Peterkin from the floor and settling him on his lap, caressing his ears. ‘As you will be aware, it is necessary for Prince Arthur to go back to Ludlow to continue learning how to rule his principality of Wales. It is an excellent apprenticeship for kingship.’

				Katherine was shocked. Ludlow, Arthur had informed her, was a hundred and fifty miles from London – and he ought to know, having lived there since he was seven. She was on the point of protesting that he was not well enough to travel so far, especially in the middle of winter, but in truth she was too in awe of the King, and feared to be seen to be questioning his judgement. Arthur was his son, after all; he must know all about his state of health, and he had surely considered the risks and the dangers.

				As if he had read her mind, Henry said, ‘I have had a long talk with Arthur. It had been agreed that he should return to Ludlow after the wedding festivities, yet I did say to him that, if he did not feel well enough, he could wait until the spring. But he is adamant that he should be at Ludlow.’

				Arthur would say that, Katherine thought. She knew enough of her young husband to appreciate that he wanted no one to think him not meet for the duties required of him.

				‘The question is,’ the King said, ‘whether you should go with Arthur, or stay with the Queen and Princess Margaret, at least for the winter. For myself, I do not wish you to go. I feel, as I know he has told you, that Arthur is not old enough to give free rein to the duties of a husband, and that you should wait a while before you live together. My councillors agree, on account of the tender age of my son. And we are all worried that, coming from Spain, you would find it hard wintering on the Welsh border. We would not want the King and Queen your parents to think that we had made you do it, especially if it affects your health.’

				Katherine said nothing. This was a matter for the King to decide, and it sounded as if he had already made up his mind that she should stay.

				‘However,’ he was saying, ‘I do not wish to risk offending King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella by keeping you and Arthur apart, so I have consulted Don Pedro de Ayala and Doña Elvira. They have both urged that you remain behind. I honestly do not know what to think. Tell me, Katherine, what is your opinion?’

				She noticed Dr de Puebla shaking his head at the mention of Don Pedro and Doña Elvira.

				‘Your Grace, my advice is that the Princess should go,’ he said. She was not surprised – he would disagree with them on principle.

				She had the impression that she was being embroiled in an elaborate game of strategy, and that the real issues were beyond her comprehension. Would her parents be content for her to make the decision herself? It might be that the King’s care for her really was the chief issue, although she knew he feared for his son, and guessed that he was worrying that, once alone together in their remote castle, she and Arthur might be tempted to forget his command to wait. Yet she could not help wondering if this had something to do with the matter of her dowry. If the King sent her to Ludlow and she found that she needed to use the plate, her parents might say that he had forced her to it. Yet if she went to Ludlow of her own volition and did so, knowing what the repercussions would be, that would be her fault – wouldn’t it?

				‘I will be content with what your Grace decides,’ she said.

				Henry left it at that. ‘Think on it,’ he said. ‘We will talk another time.’

				She went to her chaplain, Father Alessandro, and asked for his advice.

				‘As Dr de Puebla can confirm,’ he said, ‘it is the wish of the King and Queen your parents that you and Prince Arthur should not be separated; if you are, they will be displeased.’

				Greatly torn, Katherine thought hard about his words, praying for guidance. She wanted to do the right thing – but what was the right thing?

				For four days she fretted, not knowing what to say to the King. Then Prince Arthur came to her.

				‘My father wishes to know what you have decided,’ he said. ‘You know it would please me very much if you came to Ludlow with me.’ He has been told to say that, Katherine thought.

				‘It is for His Grace to decide,’ she insisted.

				‘But what do you want to do, Katherine?’

				‘I wish to do his pleasure and yours in all things.’

				Arthur sighed and went away. At dinner that evening the King, looking sorrowful, bent his head to her ear.

				‘It pains me to say this, Katherine, but I have decided that you should go to Ludlow, although there is nothing in the world I regret more.’ He shook his head mournfully. ‘We will miss you, but I must defer to the wishes of the King and Queen your parents, even though allowing you to go might be to the danger of my son.’

				Why should that be? She almost uttered the question. But, of course, the King’s words had been for the benefit of others seated nearby. The pretence had to be kept up.

				‘As your Grace pleases,’ she said, smiling despite her misgivings. Not only was there Arthur’s health to consider, but also she realised that she felt daunted at the prospect of being alone with him on that distant, freezing border.

				Of course, Doña Elvira made a fuss.

				‘Nothing is ready for your Highness’s departure, and I suspect that no provision has been made for you at Ludlow. I suppose we must be grateful that the King is permitting your Spanish servants to accompany you.’

				‘That is one blessing,’ Katherine said.

				‘It is the only one!’ fumed the duenna. ‘Do you know what Don Pedro told me? His Highness has given nothing to Prince Arthur for the furnishing of his house.’

				That seemed odd. If it had been known that Arthur was returning to Ludlow, why had his apartments there been stripped? He had not needed his furniture and other household stuff at court, and yet it sounded as if they had been returned to the King.

				Doña Elvira was beside herself. ‘And, would you believe, there isn’t even any table service. Your Highness will have no choice but to use your plate! Don Pedro says you should give it all, and the jewels, to the King now, to avoid further trouble.’

				‘But my parents told me that I must wait until they instruct me to do so,’ Katherine protested. ‘Have they so instructed Don Pedro?’

				Doña Elvira looked evasive. ‘No, Highness,’ she admitted.

				‘Then the plate and jewels must be packed,’ Katherine ordered.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				1501–1502

				Katherine could not remember ever having felt so cold. Privately she had thought all along that it was madness to embark on such a long journey in the middle of a harsh winter, and that the King had taken leave of his senses to send Arthur to Ludlow at this time, but she had ventured no protest, and when the time came to make their farewells, she had warmly embraced the King, the Queen, Prince Henry, Princess Margaret and the Lady Margaret. Queen Elizabeth had clung to Arthur as she kissed him goodbye.

				‘God protect you, fair, sweet son!’ she had prayed, as he knelt for her blessing. Then he had mounted his horse – insisting on riding in the proper place at the head of his entourage – as Katherine climbed into the waiting litter, shivering inside her furs. And there was Doña Elvira, firmly closing the curtains.

				The December landscape was bare and unforgiving, with fields silvered with frost and skeletal trees bending in the bitter winds. The ground was iron-hard and rutted in places, so the going was uncomfortable, and slow, for a train of baggage wagons and pack horses followed behind, and they were lucky if they covered more than ten miles in a day. The feast of Christmas was celebrated in dismal, disjointed fashion in inns and monastic guesthouses along the route.

				Even Maria could find little to cheer her, and Katherine felt wretched. She was cold, cold, cold, to her very bones. She yearned for the interminable journey to be over, and she trembled for Arthur, exposed to that whip-sharp wind on his horse. When she had suggested he join her in the litter he had answered her abruptly, so she had kept her peace since.

				Maidenhead, Oxford, Gloucester, Hereford . . . Pulling aside the curtains when Doña Elvira was looking the other way, or had fallen asleep, she saw that the scenery had changed, and that they were passing through a wild, hilly region. In summer it might be green and beautiful, but it was now bleak and inhospitable, and the little towns and villages seemed largely deserted. Several times she heard the passing bell tolling in churches and chapels along the way.

				They were travelling north now, parallel with the Welsh border. There was great sickness in the area, she was told. Best to make haste! They spent the last night of the journey in a cheerless castle, and by then Katherine was utterly miserable. One look at Arthur’s fleetingly unguarded face told her that he was feeling infinitely worse. Not long now, she told herself. Only a few more miles and then this nightmare would be over.

				The next day, to her inexpressible relief, they entered Shropshire, and not long afterwards she saw Ludlow Castle looming grimly ahead in the morning mist. The massive grey fortress stood sentinel high above the pretty town, and looked dauntingly impregnable, although Arthur, riding beside Katherine, assured her that the Welsh no longer came raiding over the border. Doña Elvira sniffed loudly, conveying to Katherine just what she thought of this place they had been sent to.

				They rode across the drawbridge and through the gatehouse below the keep into the inner bailey, where a gentleman was waiting to receive them. Behind him were drawn up ranks of officers in furred gowns and liveried servants.

				‘May I present my chamberlain, Sir Richard Pole,’ Arthur said. Sir Richard bowed low as his young master dismounted and offered his hand to be kissed; he made a courteous obeisance to Katherine too, as she alighted stiffly from her litter. His eyes were twinkling and appreciative.

				‘Welcome, your Highness! This is a great day for Ludlow.’

				Katherine warmed to him. He was handsome in that blond, English way, and his strong, angular features seemed to exude kindliness and humour. She was soon to learn that her first impression had been correct, and that Sir Richard Pole was unfailingly amiable, supportive without being obtrusive, and helpful, anticipating his young master’s every need.

				She followed the chamberlain as he led the way across the bailey towards a high and imposing range of apartments. Behind them, the business of unloading the baggage had begun.

				‘This is where we will hold our court,’ Arthur said, indicating the broad sweep of lordly buildings. ‘The great hall and the great chamber are there, in the centre, and our lodgings are in that building on the left. My rooms are on the upper floor, yours are below it.’

				‘What of the tower on the right?’ Katherine asked.

				‘The Pendover Tower?’ Arthur’s drawn face clouded over. ‘That was occupied by the last Prince of Wales. He was my uncle. I will tell you about him later.’

				Inside, the castle was palatial. Katherine was pleased to find that her rooms had been made welcoming with tapestries, cushions and fine oak furniture. What she appreciated most was the roaring fire that was already ablaze on the great hearth. At last she could get really warm.

				Waiting in the great chamber to receive her was a tall, fair woman, rather plain with a narrow, flat face and gentle eyes, who sank into a graceful curtsey.

				‘I am Lady Pole, your Highness, Sir Richard’s wife,’ she introduced herself. ‘I trust that everything is to your liking.’

				Understanding the gist of her words, Katherine raised her with a smile. ‘Thank you, Lady Pole. I know I will be comfortable here.’ The woman – she must have been nearing thirty – looked pleased. Katherine liked her immediately, feeling that Lady Pole might prove to be the friend of whom she had great need.

				Doña Elvira bustled in, carrying Katherine’s jewel casket.

				‘Who is this, Highness?’ she bristled.

				The chamberlain’s wife smiled. ‘I am Lady Pole, madam, and I am here to see that everything is to Her Highness’s satisfaction. If there is anything that either of you need, just send for me.’

				‘Hmm,’ sniffed the duenna. ‘I will see to Her Highness’s needs, thank you, my lady.’

				‘Of course,’ Margaret Pole said. ‘I just wanted to make sure that you are all comfortable.’

				Doña Elvira looked about her with an expression that said she would never be comfortable in such a place.

				‘We are most grateful for your kindness, Lady Pole,’ Katherine said. ‘Doña Elvira looks after me, but as strangers in England we will both be glad of your guidance and help.’ She beamed at the chamberlain’s wife, hoping she was not offended by Doña Elvira’s antipathy. ‘Won’t we, Doña Elvira?’ she said to the duenna.

				Doña Elvira’s face creaked into what passed for a smile. ‘Yes, Highness,’ she said.

				‘I will leave your Grace to settle in,’ Margaret Pole said warmly.

				That evening Katherine descended to the hall and took her place at the high table next to Arthur, gratified to see that the service was of heavy English silver-gilt, and that her plate had not been plundered.

				Over the roast meats Arthur, speaking in a mix of English and Latin, and unusually talkative at the head of his own table, told her something of the castle’s past.

				‘It was the seat of my ancestors, the Mortimers, and then of my mother’s family, the House of York. Thirty years ago my grandfather, King Edward the Fourth, sent her brother Prince Edward to be educated here. It was he who stayed in the Pendover Tower, and it was there that he learned of his father’s death. He was only twelve, yet he was now king, and he had to leave Ludlow for London to be crowned. But he was captured on the way by his uncle Richard of Gloucester, who imprisoned him in the Tower with his little brother Richard, and made himself king in his stead. Poor Edward was never seen again. King Richard had the boys murdered.’

				Katherine shivered. ‘How terrible – and how awful for your mother, to lose her brothers in that way.’

				Arthur laid down his knife. Most of his meal lay untouched on his plate. ‘It was. Some years ago my father was plagued by a pretender who claimed to be Prince Richard, and my mother went through agony wondering if this imposter really was him. Of course he wasn’t, but it was a long time before his claim was proved false.’
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