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KATE O’BRIEN


(1897–1974) was born in Limerick, Ireland, the fourth daughter of Catherine Thornhill and Thomas O’Brien. Her mother died when she was five and she was educated at Laurel Hill Convent, Limerick, and at University College, Dublin. Kate O’Brien lived in London for some years where she made her living as a journalist and began to write stories and plays. She also worked in Manchester, on the Guardian, and spent a year as a governess in Spain: a country she was to return to and write about often.


Kate O’Brien originally became known as a playwright, her first plays being Distinguished Villa (1926) and The Bridge (1927). But it was with the publication of her first novel, Without My Cloak (1931), that her work became widely acclaimed. Described by J. B. Priestly as a “particularly beautiful and arresting piece of fiction”, it won the Hawthornden and the James Tait Black Prizes of 1931. This was followed by eight more novels: The Ante-Room (1934), Mary Lavelle (1936), Pray for the Wanderer (1938), The Land of Spices (1942), The Last of Summer (1943), That Lady (1946), The Flower of May (1953) and As Music and Splendour (1958). Two of these novels, Mary Lavelle and The Land of Spices, were censored for their “immorality” by the Irish Censorship Board. Kate O’Brien dramatised three of her novels, That Lady also being made into a film starring Olivia De Havilland; she wrote travel books: Farewell Spain (1937), and My Ireland (1962); an autobiography, Presentation Parlour (1963); English Diaries and Journals (1943) and a monograph on Teresa of Avila (1951). Her works have been translated into French, German, Spanish, Czech and Swedish.


After a brief marriage at the age of twenty-six Kate O’Brien remained single for the rest of her life. In 1947 she was elected a member of the Irish Academy of Letters and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She lived in Roundstone, County Galway until 1961 when she moved to Boughton, near Faversham in Kent, where she died at the age of seventy-six.
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INTRODUCTION


Why did’st thou promise such a beauteous day And make me travel forth without my cloak?


Between her birth in Boru House, Limerick, on 3 December 1897 and her death in the Kent and Canterbury Hospital, Canterbury, in the afternoon of 13 August 1974, Kate O’Brien chose discretion and privacy as a maxim for her life. In her last book, a book of reminiscences, Presentation Parlour (1963), Kate O’Brien piquantly refers to an aunt, a nun, who expressed a desire to read her first novel Without My Cloak (1931) and was only given it with certain sections pinned by safety pins. The nun was amply satisfied with her censored read. In a way when one comes to look at it, unlike like those of many authors, certain sections of Kate O’Brien’s life are closed off from us by safety pins. To know a little more one must construct from the pointers in her fiction, from her few autobiographical writings; one asks her friends, one delicately handles an heirloom of photographs.


My favourite photograph of Kate is one of her in her twenties, about the time of her short-lived marriage, in a shapeless many-coloured jersey. She has a face that resembles someone she quoted in English Diaries and Journals (1943), Katherine Mansfield. A face that is both serene and yet dogged by the fact of exile. It is an image that is premature in a final reckoning with Kate O’Brien because the image of her that seems to survive is that of the author of That Lady; her public portrait was finally completed with the success of That Lady, middle-aged woman still with a twenties-style hair cut, her impressively-boned Limerick face a little solemn, her eyes aristocratic, challenging, but not arrogant. Having spent a while looking at Kate O’Brien’s work my conclusion is that she was incapable of arrogance. Her life, like her work, was a supplication to a God who was partly provincial and partly a global traveller.


In her life Kate O’Brien knew the vicissitudes of poverty and wealth; she encountered international success and in the latter part of her life on The Street, Boughton in Kent, an eclipse from the public eye. In many ways the end of That Lady was prophetic of the end of Kate O’Brien. As Ana de Mendoza forfeits her Mantegna, a lifetime of refinement enshrined in it, so we can presume Kate had to relinquish her own precious works of art on selling her house in Roundstone, Connemara, (a house recently owned and vacated by Sting of the Police) and retiring to Kent. But prior to this fate, as for Ana de Mendoza, the mulberry trees had bloomed for Kate, the world of her time had chattered about her, as in the cases of Rose and Clare in As Music and Splendour she was more than familiar with the “symbols and augurs of total success”.


Kate O’Brien’s grandfather was evicted from a small farm just after the Famine; he headed towards Limerick city where by the 1860s he had established a thriving horse breeding business. In her first novel Without My Cloak, a grand gesture of an Irish novel not unlike Eilís Dillon’s recent Across the Bitter Sea, Kate chronicled the emotional lives of an Irish bourgeois family through the nineteenth century. But Irish bourgeois families, as in the case of Kate’s own, very often have their roots in recent poverty and catatonic acts of transcendance. Insecurity travels like a banshee through such families. In her second novel The Ante-Room (1934), a kind of Lady Chatterly’s Lover without the release of the sexual act, Kate very brilliantly, very toughly denuded such a family of the romance and left us with images of the detritus of the Irish bourgeois family, the gardens, the garden-houses, the guns poised for suicide.


Kate’s much-loved mother died when Kate was a child and she was sent to Laurel Hill Convent, run by the Faithful Companions of Jesus, which she left when she was eighteen. Kate loved the school, a school where Mother Thecla and the bishop were wont to converse in Latin in the garden, a school which bordered on the majesterial Shannon, and from it she coaxed the experience for her most perfect novel, The Land of Spices (1941), one of the most important smaller novels of the twentieth century. Youth is set against age. A girl on the threshold of life against a nun about to become Mother General of her order. There is love between nun and girl. But intercepting this love, in the nun’s eyes, is an image of her father making love to a boy student in Brussels, a sight which initially drove her into the convent. The innocence of age and the innocence of youth is intercepted by an image of carnal love. The girl is walking into the world of such images. The nun is quietly withdrawing from the memory of the image. We can take it that Kate, on leaving Laurel Hill in June 1916, was walking into the world of these paradoxes, innocence inaugurated into experience. The nun was based on an English Reverend Mother who was at Laurel Hill in Kate’s time, a woman who never smiled so alienated as she was by this grey city and this to her slovenly river, a woman of “Yorkshire bred and Stonyhurst men”.


Already the duality of Ireland and England was established in Kate’s personality. An American writers’ directory of the 1940’s tells us that on Kate’s visit to the United States in the late forties she was without an Irish accent. I imagine those pinched “Stonyhurst” eyes looking with trepidation after Kate from a convent gate in 1916. Kate’s father died in 1916. His business had already been in decline. In Dublin in her mackintosh “half starved by the holy men and the holy women” Kate walked among the ruins of an English-built city. An uncle of hers, Uncle Hickey, had wept when Queen Victoria, “our great little queen”, had died. But Kate befriended many young and radiant revolutionaries at University College, a great number of whom, she tells us, had only a few years to live though that could not be suspected in a world which dazzled with ideas. Within a few years Kate had taken some of these ideas to Washington, working indirectly on behalf on the newly-declared Irish Free State, her American sojourn giving an authority to the final section of Without My Cloak in which Denis Considine hopelessly looks for his fugitive beloved in the half-lit late nineteenth-century world of port-side New York, a section where Kate, like some maverick folk-song writer, seems to have trapped all the acumen of an archetypal experience.


But before Washington Kate worked briefly on the Manchester Guardian, living in Manchester, and taught two terms at a London school. An incident there prepares us for the heroine of Mary Lavelle (1936). Kate’s beauty and graciousness made such an impact on the girls she was teaching that a mother traipsed to the convent to see what was astir, to be met at the door by a nun who declared “Well the fact is the beloved is very beautiful.” 1922–23 Kate was in another country. Spain. Which was to be the love of her life, a country from which she was barred from 1937 to 1957 for expressed Republican sympathies (Farewell Spain, 1937). In Bilbao in the rainy winter of 1922–23 Kate was acquainted with an Englishman who when she encountered him years later could only disdainfully recall the mud. Kate loved the mud for it reminded her of Ireland. In the Middle Ages there was constant commercial traffic between Spain and the West Coast of Ireland. A dark people on the West Coast of Ireland, the street names of certain Irish towns—in Galway there are names like Madeira Street, Velasquez de Palmeira Boulevard—bear witness to this.


In 1922 Ireland had a new link with Spain. It exported governesses. Kate joined the misses, the “legions of the lost ones, the cohorts of the damned”, the women who spoke English imperfectly and bided their time in cafés, hoping for the consummation of marriage. In Mary Lavelle there is a gesture of renunciation of Ireland, less publicised than Joyce’s, but, for me, more tender, more universal. A young, already-betrothed, Irish governess, naked in the night, after seducing a young married Spaniard, realises she has sold “the orthodox code of her life”, she has burnt her boats. “She would answer it, taking the consequences.” Like Agnes in The Ante-Room, Clare in As Music and Splendour, Ana in That Lady. She accepts the lifelong totality of a single choice. In a way the night of lost virginity in Mary Lavelle dawns into the burning days under the Guadarramas in That Lady; Ana, older than Mary, still carries the struggle ensuing from the same choice. She knows she must let the consequences of her choice run their full gamut before she can connect again with her immortal soul. The landscape of Castile itself, eternal, unyielding, becomes a foil to the consternation within her. Mary in Mary Lavelle visits Castile for the first time and perceives it as “meeting place of Moor and monk”, a land where the miracles of the New Testament could comfortably have taken place. Her persona as it is developed in the character of Ana de Mendoza is destined to seek the miracle of salvation here in spite of an adulterous affair she regards as a mortal sin.


In 1923 Kate married a young Dutch journalist in a registry office, cohabiting with him in a confined space in Belsize Park; often, Kate would recollect, the two would stroll in state into London, pretending it was for exercise, whereas in fact the real reason for these promenades was lack of money. The marriage lasted a year. Distinguished Villa, Kate’s first play, produced in 1926, a study of the middle classes of Brixton, was very nearly a tremendous success but its run was ended by the General Strike. The British papers in 1932 were describing a remarkably comely Irish woman, whom many thought was just over from Limerick, going to collect the Hawthornden Prize. As long as English was so beautifully used by Irish people one paper gushed Ireland and England could never really be enemies. Kate’s age was given as either thirty or thirty-one. In fact Kate’s first novel Without My Cloak was published on her thirty-fourth brithday in December 1931. Kate’s second two novels, The Ante-Room and Mary Lavelle are each a giddy leap ahead of the last. The first wavering of quality is her fourth novel Pray for the Wanderer (1938). But there is a remark that seems to have gathered force with the development of Kate’s life. The hero, an expatriate Irish writer, briefly home on a visit to a grey, Southern, river-side city, reflects that “a life of absence predicates a life of absence”.


Kate chose England for the war. During the war she published The Land of Spices and The Last of Summer (1943). Among the flying bombs she wrote her most structured novel, a novel which reveals itself like the panels of a painting, That Lady. Among the dramatic consternation of her time everything in the novel impels towards the inner life of Ana de Mendoza. She is a woman of middle age, the one-eyed, a little ridiculous looking, but to those who are intimate with her, magnetically sensual and emotionally calming. The post-war reading public loved her and That Lady sold more than half a million copies in its first few years of publication. The book was filmed. “I went to see it one afternoon” Kate says, “and there were lots of little boys in the cinema. They were booing and whistling and, of course, were absolutely right. I agreed with them and left the cinema.”


On the proceeds from the book, film version, stage version Kate moved to Ireland; she was possessed by the old Celtic dream that one should die in Ireland; for her prospective burial she picked out a hill overlooking a beach near Roundstone. She purchased a house in Round-stone, one occasionally plagued by rats whom some local shop proprietors muttered were the Tuatha de Danann in disguise. But in spite of the magic of white beaches and mystic rats The Flower of May (1953), shows a diminishing of tension. Her next and last novel As Music and Splendour (1958), was not a success and though marred by languor it is iridescently memorable for its depiction of “complicated dusts and civilisations” and of lesbian love. Clare, a young Irish opera singer in Rome at the end of the last century, brings a Catholic sense of fidelity to a lesbian relationship only to be shattered to find that others are not inured to the same sense of fidelity even in something as extreme and as, to her, soul-risking as lesbian love. The end of Kate O’Brien’s life in fiction is Clare walking into an uncertain and lonely life. A sense of sin, chosen and clung to, has a say in the last paragraph of As Music and Splendour.


Having sold her house in Roundstone in 1961 Kate moved to Boughton, near Faversham in Kent, where she secured a little house. In The Ante-Room an English doctor, Sir Godfrey Bartlett-Crowe, who realises that Dublin has at least a few good wine cellars in its favour, ventures into “the murderous and stormy South” to be taken aback by the elegance of the Mulqueen family. Sir Godfrey would have been equally surprised to find a member of such a family living in the South-East corner of England in the 1960s. Kate’s family was always haunted by the fear of declining fortunes. Aunt Hickey, of Mespil Road Dublin, used to shopping in Switzers, on bankruptcy, trained her parrot to say “Damn Switzers” on which she would approve him “Good boy, Sam.”


I don’t know what Kate’s attitude to her new relative obscurity was. Her books were following one another out of print. But she maintained a distinguished and acerbic poise in her column in The Irish Times. In English Diaries and Journals she quoted Katherine Mansfield “And when I say ‘I fear’ don’t let it disturb you, dearest heart. We all fear when we are in waiting rooms. Yet we must pass beyond them, and if the other can keep calm, it is all the help we can give each other.” One is reminded of the stolid devotion of Bernardina to Ana at the end, and of Ana’s final isolation, from the world of glamour she was accustomed to, from the world of company, her last and only contact being her daughter. One is reminded of the anguish of Kate’s last months in a hospital ward, deprived of her classical music and her Radio Four quiz programmes, forced to listen to the clatter of Radio One and Two. Two weeks after having a leg amputated she died. On her gravestone in Faversham cemetery is a simple epitaph from a childhood hymn of Kate’s. ‘Pray for the Wanderer.’ In The Flower of May is a paragraph that compels with relevance.


Fanny looked about the beautiful wide table, at the gleaming glass and heavy silver, at the Sevres plates and dishes; she smelt and appraised the radiant fruits; she tasted her golden wine and looked with attention at the many splendid faces, ageing and young and very young, about her in the gentle lamplight. “It is a lovely scene,” she thought, “all this civilisation, generosity and peace; all this blind, easy grace, this taking for granted of perfection in small things; all these radiant eyes, all this well-mannered affection, all this assurance, this polish, physical and even mental. But I belong to another place. I have dallied, I have dawdled. None of this is either mine or what I want. Mother, I am coming home.


Kate never finally got home or wanted to go home.


New Year 1969 Kate put these words in The Irish Times. “Private life remains—and cannot be taken away, except by death. Though, as Marvell reminded us very truly ‘The grave’s a fine and private place.’ ” That Lady, her most commercially successful novel, is about private life, Ana de Mendoza’s attempt to preserve private emotions against the carnivorous demands of her society and her time and her attempt to preserve a knowledge of her soul against a passionate and very physical love affair. In Teresa of Avila (1951), Kate makes reference to a follower of Teresa, who after her death left his Carmelite order, and spent the rest of his life wandering as a tramp in North Africa. Ana de Mendoza is another such character. Her life a side-show of history. She stumbled out of “The Letters of Saint Teresa” for Kate, Teresa having had a run in with the princess. It is not the organisation of historical events and characters, the arabesque of place names that finally impresses but the imaginative totality Kate brings to the emotional life of Ana de Mendoza. Philip is the other character that is wholly palpable but despite his tangibility he is a wraithe-like character; time, the Nazis, what you will. Ana de Mendoza realises that once an action has begun—her affair—she must see it through against all other principles and when it has run its course she can connect again with the journey of her salvation. Not before. Kate O’Brien’s theme can be summed up in two words. “Nunc Dimittis”. The life of experience chosen and lived to the point you can say “Now I’ve lived; now experience has come to its logical conclusion and now I can tend again to the acreage of spiritual life within me and that alone.”


Ana de Mendoza is a woman pitted against a time of manifold danger and much chaos; her reservoir of emotions is filled by the world her emotions must fight against; her triumph, and the book’s, is that her persona transcends its time, its enemies, and time itself with the magnitude of its sensitivity and the depths of its intuitions. Ana is a child of any time when the idea of individuality is attacked, when inner life is under fire, when individuals must square up to the notions of their monomaniac kings. Ana’s struggle against the king is, apart from anything else, a wonderful story; the king’s final punishment a birth for her and a revelation for the reader. And the fact that Ana happens to be a sixteenth-century Spanish princess points Kate in the direction of lines by Marina Tsvetayeva:


Back to the land of Dreams and Loneliness—Where we—are Majesties, and Highnesses.


Desmond Hogan, London, 1984




FOREWORD


WHAT follows is not a historical novel. It is an invention arising from reflection on the curious external story of Ana de Mendoza and Philip II of Spain. Historians cannot explain the episode, and the attempt is not made in a work of fiction. All the personages in this book lived, and I have retained the historical outline of events in which they played a part; but everything which they say or write in my pages is invented, and—naturally—so are their thoughts and emotions. And in order to retain unity of invention I have refrained from grafting into my fiction any part of their recorded letters or observations.


KATE O’BRIEN.




PROLOGUE. (OCTOBER 1576)


I


ANA did not wait for the king in the porch of her house. She stood above it, in her drawing-room, on the threshold of the central, balconied window. From there she could overlook the market-place, which was outside the open forecourt of her house, and she was spared the courtier-fuss of her son, Rodrigo. Her youngest child, a little girl of three, stood at the window with her and held her hand.


The October evening was brilliant and cool. Philip should have enjoyed the drive from Alcala, especially perhaps the last few miles, through lands to which her husband’s care had brought so much contentment. He had always cherished the humaneness of Ruy Gomez, and Ana had sometimes heard him muse enviously on what he called the latter’s “curiously practical application of goodwill to life”. She had teased him then about his adverb “curiously”, pointing out that his own goodwill often took practical shape. And he had said that it pleased him to hear that from her, who was “no courtier”. “No courtier, sir; only a subject who admires her king.”


How long since she had said that to him? Seven, eight years ago? At least; because she had said it in the queen’s presence. She remembered Isabel de Valois’ soft, appreciative smile—and it was eight years now since that lovely creature’s death. If she were alive still and on the throne, instead of this dull poor girl from Austria—why she would be thirty, incredible as it seemed. And perhaps even beginning to look something like a match for her middle-aged husband.


Ana, thirty-six herself, smiled on the word ‘middle-aged’, and let her glance pass over the market-place to the roof of the Colegiata church, where her husband slept, with round him the small bones of four of their ten children. Life was moving on indeed. They were dim now, the vivid, hopeful days when she and the princess from France were brides together. Spain had seemed impregnable then, the king was gay and self-confident, and the tragedy of Don Carlos had not advanced its shadow very far. Now there were many graves; much blundering, war and trouble; the king worked like a mole, people said, and court life appeared to have degenerated into a cryptic, stuffy routine, directed by a few fanatical canons from Sevilla, and some upstart clerks from no one knew where.


Ana had not visited Madrid or opened her house there since her husband’s death. Nothing tempted her thither, and she had learnt to love, with a constancy which sometimes amused her, the exhalation of bright peace which rose to her morning, noon and evening from this landscape of Pastrana, which was both her home and her charge. It was indeed an oasis in the proud poverty of Castile.


And she, very Castilian, had mocked the first efforts to make it so.


“You Portuguese peasant,” she used to say to her husband, “would you mind telling me why two blades of grass are so certainly better than one?”


But Ruy insisted that to starve was not essential to Castilian character, and pointed out to her that she had grown into a very true example of her own race on a lifetime of good meals.


So the land which Philip gave them had been irrigated, manured and planted. A colony of persecuted ‘Moriscos’ had been immigrated from Valencia and established in Pastrana, to teach the people their good farming methods, and in particular how to cultivate the mulberry tree and make silk. Here they and their children still were, happy, tolerant and tolerated. Pastrana was prosperous.


This was a commendable state of affairs, and sufficiently remarkable in a Castilian village; and although Ana had jibed in her time at its bringing about, yet now that Ruy, the good landlord, was dead and that his king’s new policies were making waste of his statesman-like work for Spain, she thought with pleasure sometimes that here at least in his own village the first Duke of Pastrana would be remembered for a generation or two as a man of goodwill.


Philip might be thinking similar thoughts as he drove past the stripped mulberry farms and the weavers’ sheds. For the king was a faithful friend. She knew better than most how faithful. And knowing, wondered now what especial whim of avuncular fuss brought him all this way to-day to visit her. True, his happening to be the guest, near-by at Alcala, of the Marqués de los Velez, would appear to the court to minimise the great honour done to Ruy Gomez’s widow—and Philip would undoubtedly think of that, for no one was more careful of appearances. Nevertheless, busy and tired as he was, to make this journey and risk the gossip of Madrid, meant that some aspect of her affairs must now have been worrying him for many months. For on principle he never examined any anxiety when it first arose to him. But having always held himself as, after Ruy, the guardian of her and her children, he kept informed about her, and during the early months of her widowhood had written her many fussy letters about this and that. And Ana, being herself incapable of fuss and unsympathetic to it, yet marvelled, as she read these letters, at his kind-heartedness, and his gusto for detail. She had once observed to Ruy that surely this latter peculiarity of Philip’s must be ultimately destructive to him as a king, but they had agreed that it made him oddly endearing as a man and a companion.


It would be pleasant to Ana, even stimulating, to see Philip again after so long a time. His admiration of her was constant, and had always pleased her. Thinking of that, she glanced back over her shoulder towards the bad Dutch portrait of her husband which hung in the room. In the flat, conventional painting she could find no hint of the urbane grace and friendliness of the man who had so surprisingly commanded her life in thirteen years. She sighed a little and cupped her fingers over the black silk patch that covered her right eye. She reflected that, in regard to his marriage, Ruy had lived exactly long enough for the completion of his own devoted purpose—which had simply been, she used to tell him, to train her out of being herself. He had known, it seemed, when to dismiss himself, known exactly how much imposition of time and habit was needed to lacquer a wild heart.


Yes, you sleep in peace, she mused ironically to the portrait now, you sleep in peace because you know your Tuerta is growing old, and soon will be quite old, a very old woman in charge of a very tidy parish. You kept me safe, Ruy—you insisted on that—and now you know that even a King of Spain can do nothing against the attrition of the years——


Ana de Mendoza y de la Cerda, Princess of Eboli and Duchess of Pastrana, was the only child of the Prince of Mélito, and therefore heiress in her own right to the estates, privileges and titles of one of the greatest lines of the house of Mendoza, the leading family of Spain. This family, Viscayan in origin and now holding lands all over the peninsula, had nevertheless, at the time of Ana’s birth in 1540, been Castilian in root and spirit for over three hundred years.


She was physically the expression of what that implied. Her beauty, for those who found her beautiful, was, paradoxically, of exaggeration and restraint. She was taller and thinner than is averagely considered seductive in a woman; her bones were narrow, and every feature, nose, chin, hand and foot, was a little longer than it should be. Her skin was thinly white, with blue veins showing on her temples and her hands. Her left eye was full of light, but over the socket of the right one she wore, as has been said, a black silk eye-shade, cut in diamond shape. She had worn this since she was fourteen. At that age she fought a duel with a page in her father’s house, and lost her right eye.


So when Ruy Gomez de Silva returned from England and Flanders in 1559 to consummate the marriage which he had contracted six years before with the child-heiress of the Mendozas, he found her tuerta, one-eyed.


She made no drama of this. Her husband and her mother were allowed to call her Tuerta, as a caress, in private; but she preferred the disfigurement ignored as a rule, and no one had ever heard that it troubled her. She seemed to wear her black silk patch as naturally as her shoes.


Her husband had always thought her extraordinarily beautiful, and had understood well that many men envied him and thought his luck fantastic. For he was forty-two and she was nineteen when they first slept together, and yet the fourteen years of married life which he enjoyed with her had been warm and happy, in spite of a courtier-world which did not spare them spatterings of dishonour.


For Ana was not merely too rich and important to escape slander. She was, even under Ruy’s guardianship, too careless. Also her husband was the king’s favourite minister of state and, all through his life, was given every privilege and kindness in Philip’s power. Therefore Madrid said again and again that Ana was the king’s mistress, and by her husband’s will. And Ana often smiled at the awkward perspicacity of gossips, who will often locate accurately enough what they might call a situation, but can seldom manage to interpret its truth.


But now she was forgotten by the chatterers of Madrid. And Philip, the once-handsome and scandal-giving king, was an over-worked and over-worried middle-aged man, concerned to breed a male heir who might be hoped to grow to manhood, and otherwise tortured by the repercussions from his own obstinate conception of kingship.


Such news as Ana heard in these days, from visiting relations, or from the echoes of Alcala University, picked up by her son Rodrigo, made it seem that Spain was facing grave trouble, at home and abroad. But what seemed to her most alarming was that no one, none of the great princes or captains of her own family, for instance, either knew or desired to know exactly what those troubles were, or how they could be met or avoided. Spanish policy was the king’s business now, apparently. And all that was asked of the nobility was that it should live ostentatiously, practise its religion, marry and breed.


It was Philip’s wily foreign father, Ana knew, who had so carefully altered the principle of Castilian government. After his defeat of the Comuneros he had directed himself to making absolute the power of the Spanish monarchy. And he had succeeded curiously well.


In her husband’s lifetime Ana had often fretted to him disgustedly about the growing indolence and indifference of the Spanish nobility before the general question of Spanish destiny. Old lords and vassal-holders lived lazily on their estates and gossiped detachedly about the foreign wars and the religious troubles abroad; their sons commanded the king’s regiments or ships as directed, and without caring why they did so—or they sailed for adventure to the western empire, to make fortunes, or they joined the Church, or they played the fool expensively in Madrid, and made fun of the vulgar new politicians who manœuvred portentously round the self-important and over-pious king.


But Ruy, a ‘vulgar, new politician’ himself, an ‘upstart from Portugal’, laughed at her, and said that it would do Spain no harm to have a rest from the pundonor, egotism and all-round posturing nonsense of the Castilian lords, and that Charles and Philip were men of executive power, good cosmopolitans, of whom the country had great need. Provided the king’s ministers were chosen well, this new method of government by Cabinet was safe, he thought, and assuredly worth trying for one or two generations. For Ruy believed in change, and in getting things done. But Ana, the Castilian, laughed at him and said that time often showed the great advantage of not getting things done, and that anyway ancient rights were ancient rights. To this her husband retorted that no one had withdrawn the ancient rights of Castile, and that if they were falling into disuse, was that any reason why Philip II should not proceed with the government of Spain?


But such talk belonged to the days when she had been near the throne and had inside news of great events. Now she was an obscure country widow, concerned with olive harvests, sheep-shearings and silkworms—and perhaps with her children too, she thought with a little laugh, looking down at the silky head of her baby daughter.


The Colegiata bells began to peal. The chimes of the convents took up the message, and lastly, the Town Hall bell threw in its pompous weight. A hum of pleasure rose from the crowd in the market-place. The little girl tugged at her mother’s hand, and Ana picked her up and went on to the balcony with her for a moment.


“Yes, he’s coming now, Anichu! The king they’ve been so boastful about!”


All the de Silva children except this baby Ana had met the king, though Fernando, who was only six now, could not really remember his one encounter with Philip II, which had taken place before he was two. But the four boys often teased the baby with this superiority of theirs, even making her cry. So to-day she was eager to catch up with them, and meet the king.


The buzz in the town soon became a cheer, and then a spreading and at last united cry of welcome. Ana could see the first horsemen coming up the street towards the marketplace. She admired the easy way the people parted into a lane for the cavalcade. The cheers were warm but measured; they sounded a full welcome, but they were also contained within a border of etiquette. They suggested that Philip was immeasurably welcome to their town, but that they understood that he was here on private business and had no desire to force a state occasion on him. Ruy would have approved these cheers, she thought.


As the hoofs and wheels rattled into the market-place, Ana withdrew from the balcony and walked across the room to a chair near the chimney-piece. She set her protesting little daughter on a stool beside her, and laughed at her indignation.


“No, Anichu, we simply can’t peep at him from overhead; that isn’t etiquette, and Rodrigo would be furious!”


The clatter was in the forecourt now, and she could hear the king’s carriage drawing up before the door. Poor little vain Rodrigo! She hoped nothing would go wrong with his beautifully polished speech of welcome. He was beginning on it now perhaps, with his three pretty brothers standing behind him—all nicer boys than he, in their mother’s private opinion. Don Francisco, the chaplain, was ready with his speech too. And no doubt her secretary would get himself presented. And as many of the children’s tutors as dared. But it was all worked out to a nicety, of course; Rodrigo would leave nothing to chance! And how delighted he had been when she had said that she would not be present in the hall for the king’s arrival, but would leave him to do the honours, as second Duke of Pastrana. This was the kind of liberty that she could always take with Philip—and she hated official occasions. Besides, whatever Rodrigo thought, it was not to him, young peacock, that she was really entrusting the reception downstairs, but to her butler, Diego, whose poise was such that Ruy used to say at five minutes’ notice he could have taken up office as mayordomo of El Escorial. And Bernardina, her dueña, would take everything in very shrewdly, and report it all to her for her amusement afterwards.


But then, impulsively, and not, as Rodrigo would believe, with intention to exasperate or humiliate him, Ana overthrew the ordained plan of the king’s reception, and picking up her baby daughter, ran down the stairs to welcome him herself. For as she sat in the upper room she realised that she was very glad indeed that he had come to see her and it occurred to her that he would be disappointed not to find her waiting for him with her sons. So she ran very quickly round the galleried corridor, and paused for a second at the top of the staircase, before descending into the patio.


“You mustn’t giggle when you meet the king,” she whispered to her delighted little daughter.


She could hear Rodrigo’s clear, pretty voice fluting gracefully through his speech.


“ ... and also, Sire, on behalf of my mother, Her Highness the Princess of Eboli, who did not wish your first moments here, after travel, to be overtaxed with ceremony, and will be most happy to make her own obeisance of welcome and duty to Your Majesty at whatever later hour of this evening which it may please Your Majesty to appoint ...”


Ana had half-descended the staircase now, unnoticed by anyone save Bernardina, and the king. The latter’s eyes, having found her, stayed upon her as she moved quickly round the group of welcomers and dropped on her knees between him and her astonished, speeching son. She placed her baby daughter also on her knees.


“Bend your head a little, Anichu,” she said softly, and then looked up and smiled at Philip as she took and kissed his outstretched hand.


“Your Majesty is most warmly welcome to this honoured house, and all that it contains is naturally yours and at your absolute service.”


Philip smiled at her slowly and she rose as he drew up his hand.


“Thank you, Princess. It gives me pleasure to see you again, and your family and your people. Is this the little one, the last?”


He put his hand on the baby girl’s head.


“Yes, Your Majesty. This is Ana de Silva, Your Majesty’s most obedient and honoured servant.”


The Princess stood aside then, on the king’s left, and allowed her little sons and the other members of the household to make their bows and murmur their loyalty. But there were no more set speeches, not even Rodrigo’s peroration. Instead the welcome came to life, and the king thanked them all for being so glad to see him, and laughed when Fernando, aged six, politely ventured to correct his assumption that this was their first meeting.


“Princess, I do not think that you know my Secretary of State? May I present Don Mateo Vasquez—Doña Ana de Silva y de Mendoza, Princess of Eboli.”


The tall dark priest who stood behind the king came forward and bowed. Ana looked at him shrewdly as she returned his salutation. She had heard of him. He had taken unimportant office at the Court a year before her husband’s death, but within the last twelve months his favour as a counsellor was said to have risen very high with the king. He belonged, Ana understood, to that party, or amistad, at court which her husband had led in his lifetime, and which stood for progressiveness at home, and tolerance and nonviolence abroad. But she thought now that he did not look like a man of tolerance.


Mateo Vasquez was somewhat stiff in his movements.


“His Majesty does me a very great honour, Your Highness, in bringing me to your illustrious house.” Ana thought that even Rodrigo would think this etiquette heavy. “I had the privilege to be in some measure acquainted with Your Highness’s late illustrious husband, His Highness the Prince of Eboli, whom we all still mourn as one of Spain’s greatest servants.”


The Princess of Eboli did not like the Andalusian accent.


“He’s very likely a Moor,” she thought flippantly. “What on earth’s come over Philip?” And hardly troubling to hide boredom, she turned from the still speechifying Secretary of State, to greet Fray Diego de Chaves, the King’s chaplain.


And now the doors of the house chapel stood open, and the whole group moved towards them, to offer the customary word of thanksgiving to God that his Majesty had once more enjoyed safe transit from one place to another.


Ana walked to the chapel by the king’s side.


“I miss Ruy very much even now, Ana,” he said to her. “Often when I’m overtired, I forget he’s gone, and look forward to his counsel—and then——”


“I miss him too,” she said.


Rodrigo offered the king holy water in a silver bowl. The king dipped his fingers and spoke once more to his hostess before he crossed the threshold.


“Last time I was in this chapel, it was to see Mother Teresa herself give the Discalced habit to two of her Pastrana novices.” Philip said this very softly, and with a curious half-smile. But Ana winced. She did not like to be reminded of Mother Teresa.


“And now perhaps Your Majesty will pray for any so unlucky as to be disliked by that great woman.”


The king smiled more broadly.


“They say that she’s a saint, Ana.”


“I have always thought so, Your Majesty,” Ana whispered back, but the dropped voice did not relax its mockery.


“Te Deum laudamus ...” Fray Diego was chanting.


Philip suppressed his smile and made the sign of the Cross as he entered the chapel.


II


An hour later one of the king’s pages came to Ana’s drawing-room. He said that His Majesty was taking a merienda, a light refreshment, in his own apartments, and, that consumed, he desired to give himself the pleasure of talking to Her Highness. He would like to come to this drawing-room, if that was agreeable to Her Highness?


It was agreeable.


It was dark outside now, so Ana had the great window shut and the curtains drawn. The fire was burning well, but the servants piled it still higher with logs and pine-cones; they lighted candles, and withdrew.


Ana was not quite sure if she liked her most recent re-decoration of this beautiful room. She had had it done early in the year under the influence of an access of gaiety and excitement, which she had half-thought she might express in a brief return to social life, by giving a house-party at Easter, or a banquet for Rodrigo’s birthday, or—or something. That had been her mood then, restless, extravagant, but undirected. But during Lent her mother, the Princess of Mélito, had died, and mourning shrouded the house. There was no party to justify the new paints and tapestries, which she imagined Philip would not care for. He had been fond of the room in its more austere days of plain white walls and dark red hangings, and would be bound to resent as too experimental this all-over design of gold acacia-leaves painted on white. Probably he would be right. But the heavy plain gold silk of the curtains was a triumph of the Pastrana looms, and so was the dark green velvet of the chairs and cushions. And the pictures were mostly favourites of the king’s: a Giorgione landscape that always led him on to talk of Titian; a Clouet head of a boy that Isabel of Valois had given her; her own dark, sober portrait by Sanchez Coëllo; a Holbein drawing of a woman’s head which Ruy had sent to her from England twenty years ago; Ruy’s portrait, which Philip admired, by the Dutchman Antonio Moro; and, hung in a bad light, so as not to annoy her too much, a gift from the king, a “St. Peter Weeping” by Pantoja de la Cruz—a picture which bored Ana extremely.


To-night, however, whether or not Philip would approve of it, the room in which she awaited him pleased her by its lighted-up, expectant air. Returning to it from her bedroom now, and pausing on the threshold, she noticed this and her own irrational response of pleasure.


Anyone would think that something momentous was in the air, she thought, whereas actually I am only going to be bored by some wild-cat match-making scheme for one of the children, or a legal catch in Mother’s will, or Heaven knows what! Still, she felt exhilarated by the room’s beauty.


There were roses on an Italian table near the fire. They looked very beautiful there, but she wondered if they would get too hot and die quickly. However, as she stood and considered where else to place them, the great door at the north end of the room opened, and the king was announced and came towards her.


She dropped on her knees before him again, and by the time she rose the door was shut and they were alone.


He looked about him appraisingly.


“You didn’t tell me you were making all these changes.”


“Are your subjects really to worry you about their new wall-paint and cushion-covers?”


“I think I like it, Ana. Surprising and—worldly, for a country house. But—it suits you.”


He gave her his slow smile, and sat down near the fire. Ana went and sat at the other side of the hearth.


“It’s a long time since I have felt worldly,” she said.


“Just as well for your immortal soul, I suppose.”


“Your interest in the soul increases,” she said demurely.


“It’s an interest you were once inclined to force on me, Ana.”


“I, Your Majesty?”


He laughed outright. When they were alone she used formality of address only to get effects of irony or innocence. The device amused him.


“Your virtue was a silent sermon to me on the importance of the soul. Indeed, Ana, it was a succession of sermons.”


She heard him with a certain confusion which was novel to her. For this surely, memory said, was Philip in sensual mood, Philip riding up to the imperious question of his desire. And Ana had for years now regarded that Philip as a ghost, a departed lover, unsatisfied but appeased, the memory of whose subdued passion gave a peculiar interest and character to her relationship with the man who stood in his place, Philip the king, the family friend. However, she answered him as she thought best and kindest.


“Your affection for Ruy was your true censor, Philip. And as for my ‘virtue’—I should hate to think that it preached ‘silent sermons’ anywhere, to anyone!”


The king had been pleased by the first part of her speech, but now he looked disturbed. He did not wish anything that he had ever desired to be made to seem cheap of access.


“I, for one, have always believed in it in any case—no matter what Madrid had to say about you, Ana.”


She laughed at him.


“So well you might, Philip. Considering that Madrid’s only charge against me was that I slept with the king!”


He looked a little startled.


“I had forgotten your free way of speech, my dear!”


“I’m sorry—does it annoy you now?”


He half-stretched out a hand towards her, and she, without taking it, noticed the ageing, thickened texture of its skin.


“On the contrary. It reminds me of good days—and it does suggest, Heaven forgive you! that death is not on the doorstep yet.”


“You and old Death! What a surprise you’d get if he forgot you, Philip!”


“Forgot me?”


“Is it lèse-majesté to suggest it?”


Philip was sitting upright in his chair, his elbows on the arms of it, his hands clasped loosely together. He looked brighter of eye, more invigorated than when he had entered the room, Ana thought. And as he leant towards her, shaking his head in mock reproval of her flippancy, he was conscious of freshness and gaiety within himself. He recognised the sensation as her particular gift to him; always with her it had been like this. Always, sitting with Ana, he had felt confidence in himself, he had felt warmed and well. But he must resist this unsuitable comfort now—or at least resist awareness of it. It might introduce, or reveal, disingenuousness in him for the business about to be discussed.


“Your audacity has always amused me, and been permitted—as you know well, Ana,” he said, “but I have travelled here in order to talk of serious matters.”


“I know—it is extraordinarily kind of you. What are these serious matters, Your Majesty?”


He dismissed the mock-innocence of the query with a flick of his hand.


“You must return to Madrid, and take hold of your complicated family affairs.”


Ana paused before she made an answer. This was a curious command from Philip. Hardly a year ago, when her father had pleaded with the king to make her return to Madrid for reasons of family convenience, he had deliberately refrained, and had reminded the Prince of Mélito of her husband’s desire that she should live as much as possible at Pastrana, away from the troubles of the Court and her much ramified family.


“Has Father been getting at you, for some dark reason?”


“No. The Prince of Mélito isn’t worrying about his daughter at present. He’s preoccupied——”


He smiled, but Ana’s face was contemptuous.


“So I hear. Courting Magdalena de Aragon, isn’t he?”


The king nodded.


“And mother hardly cold! Disgusting old fool!”


“Ana! He is your father, and a great prince. He wants a male heir, and, after all, he still has time to get one.” This was said with faint mischief, as Ana took free and full enjoyment always from her position as a great heiress in her own right.


“Still has time? He can’t be much off seventy.”


“Sixty-five, perhaps.”


“Well then?”


“Five years older than Ruy would be, if he were still alive, Ana.”


She laughed away the surprise of that.


“If that’s true it makes no difference. Ruy was a man—and he managed to get the heirs he wanted in suitable time. Poor Magdalena! Will they really marry her off to father?”


“They’ll be foolish if they don’t,” said Philip. “And indirectly it is this intention of your father’s that brings me here. But primarily—have you heard that since your mother is dead without producing male issue, your cousin, Iñigo Lopez de Mendoza, is taking legal opinion on whether he has not an equal claim with you to the Mélito inheritance—since you are a woman.”


Ana sat up very straight.


“What madness!” she said.


“Actually, no. It appears to be quite a point.”


“Salic law—in Castile?”


Philip laughed.


“Well, a whiff of it here and there in some of our families!”


“How barbarous! Does Iñigo really think he has a case?”


“More importantly, certain lawyers think he has. But you see, Ana, if he has, and if your father marries again and gets a male heir——”


She laughed merrily.


“Ah then! What a sad waste of my cousin’s perspicacity!”


Philip shook his head at her.


“Not necessarily. If Iñigo does establish an equal claim with you to the Mendoza estates, a part of that claim might stand, I think, no matter how well Magdalena does her duty. As you will not lose everything by the birth of a brother, it appears to me that Iñigo, once roused, will stick to his claim on your claim——”


“So I am threatened with ruin whatever happens!” She threw up her hands in mock horror—for she did not really believe in these threats to her established splendour, and also she was not mercenary or easily alarmed about material things. “Here I sit ruined and Your Majesty’s mysterious command to me is to go to Madrid at once, and ruin myself entirely!”


“Not quite that. I desire you to do what Ruy would think necessary in the situation as it is.”


Ana’s one eye looked straight into the king’s grave face. Her voice betrayed no humour and no reserves of meaning when she spoke.


“In the situation as I think it may be, Philip—I know very well what Ruy would insist on.”


Philip raised his brows. He seemed suspicious, as if he felt truth probing a little under their serenity.


“Yes, Ana?”


“He would insist on locking me up, in the hour of battle! He always said it was the only thing to do—don’t you remember?” She leant her head against the tall back of her chair and laughed in reminiscence. “ ‘I like my quarrels moderated,’ he would say, ‘so we’ll just keep Ana out of it!’ ”


Philip felt a pang of irritation.


“He knew you.”


“No, Philip. The point was that he knew he didn’t know me.”


The king smiled.


“Women like to say vainglorious things.”


“No doubt. But I don’t speak vaingloriously now.”


Her gaze was on the fire, her profile towards Philip; but before she spoke again she cupped the fingers of her right hand over her black eye-shade, so that her face was hooded from him. He could only observe the exaggerated beauty of her fingers.


“Ruy would know that,” she went on, speaking softly and slowly. “It is true that we didn’t know each other very well—though we did get each other’s meanings when we talked!”


Philip shrank, offended as perhaps she meant him to be.


“By his own wit and skill,” she went on, “he evolved for himself a far better wife than I am a woman! The wife he wanted, in fact—and it wasn’t me. Wasn’t that clever of him, Philip? Didn’t he deserve to be your Secretary of State?”


Philip did not respond to her sudden gay turn towards him, for her voice and the strain of her reminiscence offended him. He thought she showed poor taste in compelling him to eavesdrop on her enigmatic sentimentality. He had loved his servant Ruy Gomez, and could praise him richly in the right place—but the least of his love had been given to him as Ana’s husband.


“I tried to reward him according to his high deserts,” he said primly, “but I have always known that in arranging his marriage with you I excelled myself.”


“Dear Philip! Forgive me for boring you. And be so good as to tell me why you command me to return to Madrid.”


She evoked with pleasure the king’s reassured response to the word “command”, which, for her own part, she had enjoyed using. When, in private, she called him “Sire” and “Majesty”, she knew that the irony she put into such phrases never fell quite easily on Philip’s sensitive ears. He enjoyed her feminine impudence in playing with them, enjoyed the hint of liaison, but also suspected that in doing so His Most Catholic Majesty lapsed, that the man almost winked at the symbol. On the other hand when suddenly, with immaculate and simple intonation, as conventionally in fact as if writing to him, this arrogant princess professed obedience, or asked for his commands, he was profoundly pleased. He felt more kingly then; it was as if Ana de Mendoza’s acknowledgment reconsecrated him, from time to time, upon his throne.


She knew this foible, and liked to pander to it. The absurdity brightened her own pride, for although, as the greatest lady in Spain, she had an immense self-confidence, inborn from centuries of authority, and although she therefore regarded the uneasy son of Charles V as parvenu in the Peninsula, she had histrionic moods, and it pleased her sometimes to observe how a selected word or intonation of hers might reassure the King of Spain.


“There are a number of reasons, Ana. This probable lawsuit is only one—but it will necessitate prolonged stays in Madrid when it develops. The marriage arrangements of your father——” She made an impatient movement—“it will be necessary for us to study the legal position well, in order that the Duke of Segorbe does not swindle your children on behalf of his daughter——”


“But I am only forty miles from Madrid here, Philip! Can’t these things be dealt with as other business matters are?”


“No, Ana—because, as your guardian, I must give thought and consultation to your affairs—and I dislike infrequent conferences and hasty decisions——”


Ana smiled. If Philip truly proposed to interest himself in whatever division of her estates lay ahead, then indeed there would be “thought and consultation”. Nevertheless she suspected somewhat the motives underlying this anxiety.


“Naturally,” she murmured, keeping her tone non-committal.


“But there are other reasons why you must restore your associations with Madrid,” he went on, rather more irritably. “I feel it my duty to keep a closer eye than I have been doing upon the education of Ruy’s sons, and therefore I desire to have the children, for some parts of the year at least, where they may come under my observation. And, now that Rodrigo has been elected a page, and has duties to fulfil at Court——”


“He was happy and well looked-after when he was on duty at the Escorial in August——”


“Yes. But during a part of the winter he will have to be at Court in Madrid—and I think that he should live in your house then, Ana. He seems to be a rather vain and self-centred boy—a mother’s influence——”


Ana laughed. She was not at all maternal. Towards her children she behaved as towards other acquaintances or dependants, occupying herself with those whom she liked, more or less ignoring the others. Rodrigo bored her.


“A mother’s influence. Rodrigo knows nothing about that, Philip. And I promise you that boy will live as he will live!”


“As you know, I disapprove of your parental theories, Ana—that is why I must have the children nearer to me.”


“I can’t resist pointing out to you,” she answered, “that if the gossips of Madrid heard the tone in which you say that, they’d surely revive some old stories, Philip!”


He glanced at her with sharp pleasure, which he tried to conceal.


“The gossips of Madrid! They are my final reason for wanting you to come out of hiding.”


“Why—are they running short of scandal-matter?”


“On the contrary. Be serious, Ana. You are the bearer of a great family tradition, you have duties which could be called impersonal, I think. Well, one of those duties is to live in the light, as the daughter and the mother of great Spanish houses.”


“I did that, and it wasn’t liked.”


The king chuckled.


“Neither is the other thing, dear child.”


“Why—what on earth?” She was truly puzzled.


“They are saying things about you, Ana, that we cannot have said.”


“For instance?”


“Well——” he laughed and looked at her with deep gentleness, to remove hurt from his words, “one story is that, since Ruy’s death, you have lost your wits, that you are mad. Another is that you are a miser, and ill-treat your family and servants. Some even say—I believe—that you are dead, Ana. That I had you killed, for some strange reason.” He paused and stared into the fire.


She guessed that he was thinking of Isabel of Valois, and of his dead son, Carlos.


She stretched forward and touched his hand lightly in compassion.


“Philip! Philip! Do you still care about the things they say?”


He did not answer her. His eyes had a cold, hurt look as he stared into the past—or perhaps into the future, for Ana imagined that he might well be haranguing posterity at that moment, insisting to it that he was virtuous, both as man and king.


She leant back in her chair again, and considered him. She found him interesting in this interview, as always at past meetings she had done.


Ana had never travelled outside Spain, indeed outside Castile, but from childhood and afterwards, until her husband’s death, she had been accustomed to meet the most distinguished Spaniards of the time, and such celebrated foreigners as came to the Spanish Court. But very few of these made even a passing impression, and none, unrelated to her, was even dimly remembered once he passed. Save this one man—Philip, the king.


She had met him first when she was a child, eleven years old. She often rode with her father in the Retiro Wood outside Madrid, which was then only a little town made fashionable by the Emperor’s idea that its climate was good for his health. Philip, the prince, rode there too sometimes, and once or twice reined in his horse to talk with the Count of Mélito. He was accompanied, whenever she saw him, by the same thin, dark, gracious little man, Ruy Gomez de Silva, whom her father professed to dislike, but whom he always greeted, the child observed, with particular cordiality. Listening to these brief, complimentary exchanges in which, naturally, she was not expected to participate, Ana liked to hear the informal foreign wit break against her father’s dry Castilian ironies. It was like the play of sunny waves on a rock, and it surprised her that anything Portuguese could be so graceful.


But it was the prince himself who held her eyes. To the eleven-year-old girl a man of twenty-four who was already a father and a widower should be old, and out of any kind of sympathetic reach, but this Philip—let them talk as they willed of his cares and burdens—was simply a boy on a pony. He was practically a contemporary, she decided, and were he not heir to the throne, she could have spoken with him as with her cousins at Guadalajara or Toledo. More happily, perhaps, since she found him more attractive than they.


His eyes were blue, and his hair was very fair. He was the first fair-haired person Ana had ever seen. His badly underhung jaw—about which, as about his father’s, she had often heard her relatives sneer—did in fact shock her at first sight by its brutality of line; but it also gave to his face a sulkiness and reserve with which she sympathised, and which increased her impression, at each interview, that he and she were young, and thus divided from the other two, who were indisputably grown up.


Philip had laughed delightedly in later years at this account of the impression he made on a little girl in the Retiro Wood in 1551. It seemed that he, for his part, had hardly been aware of her presence at those encounters; in his mind she had not been a person then, but rather a very important counter in his complicated scheme of rewards and promotions. She was matrimonially the greatest prize in Spain, and he had wanted her reserved for his faithful friend, Ruy Gomez. That had been the chief motive, he told her, of the cordial gossips with her father.


In return for this confession of Philip’s, Ana did not ever tell him—lest he should use it to hurt Ruy—that when in her thirteenth year she began to pick up inaccurately some wisps of gossip floating round her father’s house—about her future destiny, and the vastness of the arrangements to be made for it; when she heard the prince’s name crop up again and again in dark talk of settlements; when servants winked, and dueñas and tutors gossiped unctuously of royal favour and royal presents—she decided, alone and without asking questions—that she had been chosen to be Philip’s second wife. It had seemed to her a very good idea. She knew enough history and was sufficiently a bigoted Castilian to believe that nothing could better enhance Philip’s moral and temporal rights in the Peninsula than marriage with a Mendoza. She also knew that, by reason of her birth, she would marry by arrangement and as family interests directed—so she thought it lucky that these interests should ally her with a fair-haired boy instead of with a staid and bearded grandee from Andalusia or Santander, such as had carried off some of her girl-cousins. And dreaming with a forthrightness always to be characteristic of her, she braced herself with inward pleasure towards the difficult proposition of being Queen of Spain. But nobody ever knew that the little girl was both surprised and bored when she discovered that she was only asked to be the wife of His Majesty’s favourite Secretary of State.


In June 1552 Ana celebrated her twelfth birthday. Before Christmas of that year her mother told her of the marriage that was being arranged for her. In April its settlements were signed in Madrid, and a few days afterwards, in the chapel of her father’s house at Alcala de Henares, the little girl, not yet thirteen, was married to the thirty-six-year-old Secretary of State.


Prince Philip drove from El Pardo to be present at the ceremony and do honour to his friend, Ruy Gomez. He told Ana later in life that it was always his impression that he had never seen her before that day.


The marriage contract was a mighty transaction, almost a minor treaty. It was at once formal, shrewd and sacramental, as every major act of a Mendoza had to be; but also it was legendarily suggestive of worldly promise, since the bridegroom was the most gifted and honoured statesman in Philip’s train. It was heavy with endowments, scattering money, lands and titles like roses on its two participants; it fulfilled so many of the Prince of Mélito’s petulant ambitions that he could almost forget his son-in-law was an upstart whose Portuguese grandfather had been a nobody in the train of the Infanta Isabel. And its trend was so correct, in that it set its true, enormous price on pure Castilian blood, that the bride’s father was enabled to look indulgently upon one clause of it which, for being novel, appeared to him faintly offensive—the clause which secured that this marriage should not be consummated until two years after the date of its formal enactment. A new-fangled and unnecessary idea, Don Diego thought, as he let it pass.


But the bridegroom waited more than six years for his consummation. At sunset on his wedding day, the wines drunk and the Benediction sung, he bade farewell to Ana, and departed with Philip to El Pardo, there to plunge as eagerly as ever into that cabinet-work on foreign affairs to which both gave unresting zeal. Naples, France, the Papacy, the Sultan Soliman—in talk of all these they may well have forgotten as they drove upwards through the pinewoods that the day had begun with a wedding. And soon there was all the work of arranging for Philip to marry Mary of England. The two departed in due time—to England and the Netherlands. When they returned Ana was a tall young woman in her twentieth year, who wore a diamond-shaped black patch over the cavity of her right eye; Ruy, grown somewhat grey about the temples, had won a European reputation in diplomacy and was more than ever Philip’s favourite minister; and Philip himself was King of Spain, and once again a widower.


At the time of Ruy’s marriage to Ana, Philip had conferred on him the principality of Eboli, with estates in the Kingdom of Naples. Ana always mocked at this Italian title. In Spain there were no princes outside the royal house, and it seemed to her ridiculous that for instance her uncle, the Duke of Infantado, should have to debate precedence with her father, whose new title of Prince of Mélito was Italian and therefore, in her view, an absurd encumbrance for a Spaniard. Shortly after his marriage Ruy had purchased the neglected estates of Pastrana from Ana’s father; he established his family there and used the village experimentally for the application of his theories of agrarian and social reform. In the success of the experiment and in the increasing love for each other which he and Ana found there, they grew to love the place. And the king, pleased with all that they did for their people, created the new dukedom of Pastrana and added it to their honours. To Ana’s very Spanish satisfaction. This native title conferred, she dissuaded Ruy from handing on the Neapolitan principality to his heir, coaxed him to get rid of his Italian estates, and prevailed upon him to found their house simply as the dukedom of Pastrana. Yet throughout her own lifetime she had to bear as good-humouredly as she could the appellation of Princess of Eboli—a foreign vulgarity at which she never ceased to jibe.


However, Philip’s showy open-handedness with honours carried brilliance and power and even gaiety with it in the early days of his reign. And Ana was designed to embellish these. So she advanced into her married life in brilliant appetite for all that it chanced to offer.


She found inspiriting company about the king.


Isabel of Valois came from Paris to marry Philip in 1560, and when Ana first surveyed her, in the Infantado palace in Guadalajara, she smiled in gay suspicion upon Ruy, who a few months before had had to leave their bridal bed to go and do Philip’s wooing of this girl in France. But, “No, Ana,” he told her. “It was her fat, intelligent mother I had to dally with.” Isabel was fifteen then—the same age as Philip’s son, Carlos, for whom indeed, while Mary Tudor lived, she had been docketed. But throughout the royal wedding ceremony, whatever cynical Castilians and watchful ambassadors may have been thinking, and however much the unhappily tempered young heir apparent may or may not have been raging in his dark heart against his father, Ana de Mendoza at least, taking her high part in all the ritual, believed quite simply that the beautiful foreign girl was lucky in the accident that gave her to the King of Spain.
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