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Adored only child of Henry VIII and his Queen, Katherine of Aragon, Princess Mary is raised in the golden splendour of her father’s court. But the King wants a son and heir.


With her parents’ marriage, and England, in crisis, Mary’s perfect world begins to fall apart. Exiled from the court and her beloved mother, she seeks solace in her faith, praying for her father to bring her home. But when the King does promise to restore her to favour, his love comes with a condition.


The choice Mary faces will haunt her for years to come – in her allegiances, her marriage and her own fight for the crown. Can she become the queen she was born to be?


MARY I. HER STORY.
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This book is dedicated to my fellow historians, Sarah Gristwood, Julian Humphrys, Michael Jones, and Nicola Tallis


And in memory of Derek Malcolm









Part One


The King’s Daughter


As to the Princess my daughter, she is the King’s true child, and as God has given her unto us, so I will render her again to the King as his daughter, to do with her as shall stand for his pleasure. Neither for my daughter nor any worldly adversity, nor the King’s displeasure that might ensue, will I yield in this cause to put my soul in danger.


Katherine of Aragon









Chapter 1


1525


Mary’s earliest memory was of a glittering ceremony at her father’s court when she must have been very tiny. She could recall nearly tripping over her silk skirts, grasping her mother’s hand as they greeted some very important strangers. She had been aware that it was her special day and that she was the centre of everyone’s attention. She could remember the whole court bowing to her as she toddled past, and later the roar of that great golden giant, the King her father, as he threw back his head and laughed heartily, brushing back a tear, at something she had said.


‘You asked the French ambassador if he was the Dauphin. “If you are,” you said, “I want to kiss you,” ’ her sainted mother told her, one February afternoon seven years later, still smiling at the reminiscence. Mary loved to see her mother smile. It brought a radiance to her face, made her almost beautiful, although she was very old and often looked tired and sad.


Mary knelt up on the cushioned window seat beside her and peered through the diamond panes of the casement at the palace gardens below, where she could see the Queen’s maids playing tag, cheered on by some young, gaudily dressed gentlemen.


‘Is it true that I was going to marry the Dauphin?’


Mother smiled. ‘Yes. You were set to be queen of France, but God had a greater destiny in store for you.’


‘Yes – I am going to be the Holy Roman Empress – and queen of Spain, as well as queen of England!’ Mary fingered the gold brooch on her velvet bodice that bore the legend ‘The Emperor’, which she wore always to honour her betrothed. ‘When will I go to Spain?’


‘Not for a long time yet, I hope,’ Mother said, picking up her embroidery. ‘When you are old enough to be married.’


‘Lady Salisbury says that girls can be married at twelve,’ Mary persisted. ‘I’m nine now.’


‘I was fifteen when I came to England to be married to your uncle, Prince Arthur,’ Mother said. ‘Twelve is too young. And you are small for your age. You still have a lot of growing up to do.’


Mary heard the relief in her voice and suspected that her mother was dreading their parting as much as she was. While part of her relished the prospect of her glorious future, she hated the thought of leaving England, her parents and everything she loved and knew, because it would be for ever, unless she was very, very lucky. Look at Mother: she had never been back to her native Spain in nearly twenty-five years. Already Mary could imagine the despair of homesickness?.?.?.


‘When he was here, the Emperor Charles asked your father if you might go to Spain immediately,’ Mother told her. Mary drew in her breath sharply. ‘He said you should be educated as befitted a future empress and queen of Spain. But your father said that if Charles searched all Christendom for a lady mistress to bring you up after the manner of Spain, then he could not find one more perfect than myself, for I have such an affection for Charles that I would bring you up to his satisfaction. And Charles, bless him, had to agree. I was so relieved, because I felt you were not strong enough to risk a sea voyage or acclimatise yourself to the air of another country. I was remembering my own terrible voyage to England and how ill I was for six years after my arrival. And I was a lot older than you.’


She smiled at Mary and stroked her hair. ‘When the time comes, we will make sure that you sail to Spain at the most clement time of year. You will love Spain, Daughter. I had the happiest childhood there. After my parents drove out the Moors and reclaimed the land for Christ, my sisters and I grew up in the great palace of the Alhambra at Granada. It is a beautiful place with fair courtyards and fountains. This future is what I want for you; I have always prayed that you should find happiness in the land of my birth. Never forget that you are half Spanish!’


‘Never!’ Mary declared, and begged the Queen to recount the oft-told tale of the deeds of her noble grandparents, the renowned Spanish sovereigns Ferdinand and Isabella.


‘Isabella was a great queen, as you will be one day,’ Queen Katherine said. ‘You will rule England, with Charles beside you, and Spain and the Empire too.’


Mary found it impossible to imagine the extent of the vast territories over which her future husband held dominion. Spain, the Low Countries, Germany, Austria, parts of Italy . . . He was the mightiest prince in the world.


She had met him once, three years ago, when he had come to England for their betrothal. She had been six then, and greatly in awe of the tall, grave-faced young man with the ugly jaw – a jaw so misshapen that he could not fully close his mouth. Yet he had been courteous to her and taken such a kindly interest in her childish concerns that she had felt overwhelmed with gratitude to the King her father for making such a great marriage for her. She had not quite understood then what it would mean for her. Yet she had been aware, young as she was, that her mother was overjoyed that there was to be no French match for her daughter; France was the ancient enemy of Spain, and Mother’s hatred of the French was no secret. Her joy had known no bounds when she saw her beloved child affianced to her nephew, her sister’s son.


And there, Mary knew, lay a tale, one Mother was reluctant to recount. She had spoken just once of her sister, Queen Juana, and then only to say that the poor woman was ill and confined to a convent.


It was Reginald Pole, the son of Mary’s beloved governess, Lady Salisbury, who had enlightened her. Reginald was a clever young man who seemed to know everything – and so he should, for the King had paid for him to have a very expensive education – and Mary adored him, hanging on his every word; it had ever been so, for as long as she could remember; he was like a big brother to her. One day recently, after her lessons had ended, he had pulled up a chair to her desk and they had spoken of Christopher Columbus, who had discovered the New World under the patronage of Ferdinand and Isabella, and then the talk had led to more recent history. Reginald had explained that Queen Juana ought to be ruling Spain, but could not because of her madness.


‘Madness?’ Mary had echoed, horrified.


Reginald seemed reluctant to elaborate. ‘I fear I have said more than was proper to you, my lady Princess. I thought you knew the truth.’


‘I know some of it,’ she told him, aware that she would have to confess the lie later.


‘Then you will know that she was confined in a convent and that her son Charles rules in her stead.’


‘But what did she do? How did people know she was mad?’


‘By her behaviour. Her husband died. He was known as Philip the Handsome, and she loved him to idolatry. His death unhinged her. She would not give up his body for burial, not for months. They had to prise her away.’


Mary shuddered.


‘Queen Isabella’s mother was mad too,’ Reginald said.


‘No, she wasn’t!’ she protested, bewildered. There was an awkward pause.


‘They’re all mad in the Spanish royal family,’ he grinned, with that twinkle in his eye that showed he was teasing her. ‘Take care, my lady Princess, that you don’t fall victim to the curse too!’


Mary had thrown a cushion at him for that, and chased him around the schoolroom until her tutor, Dr Fetherston, had come and shooed him away, scolding him for encouraging indecorous behaviour in his precious charge.


‘It will be time for your music lesson soon,’ Mother said, pushing a loose tress of red hair back under Mary’s velvet hood. ‘When you have practised, you must play for me. I love to hear you play.’


‘Will my lord father be there?’ Mary asked, sliding off the window seat. More than anything, she craved his approval.


‘I hope he will visit us this afternoon before Vespers,’ Mother said, sounding wistful. Father did not come as often as he once did. He was so busy, weighted with the burdens of state. It was fortunate that he had Mary’s godfather, the mighty Cardinal Wolsey, to help him. But if Father was an often absent figure, Mother was always there, a constant loving presence in Mary’s life. That was why it was hard to imagine a future without her.


Mary slid off the window seat, curtseyed and danced off to her music lesson. She spent an hour practising on the virginals, then sped back to the Queen’s apartments to play the song she had learned.


‘Walk!’ Mother admonished gently. ‘Ladies do not run.’


Mary curtseyed and set up her virginals on the table. She was just about to begin when the door opened and the King was announced. And there he was, her great and glorious father, larger than life and glittering with jewels. He pulled her up from her curtsey and spun her around. ‘And how is my little Princess today?’


‘Happier for seeing you, Sir!’ she cried, kissing him heartily. How handsome he was, how dashing! Where Mother was all gentleness and comfort, he represented pleasure and excitement. He was one of the most powerful princes in the world, and everyone jumped at his command. Never had there been a king so popular, so loved.


He set her down and bent to kiss Mother. Then they sat together as Mary performed for them, both beaming with pride and applauding her when the last note had died away. She smiled at them, secure in the warmth of their love. She had never been in any doubt that they doted upon her. Others looked after her daily needs, as was proper for a princess – her first lady governess had been Lady Calthorpe, and then there was Lady Bryan, who had been replaced by dear Lady Salisbury – but her parents were at the centre of her world. Father had always delighted in showing her off to visiting dignitaries, sweeping her up in his arms and carrying her around, bursting with pride. Mother told her how she used to jump forward in her nurse’s lap when she caught sight of him. As soon as she had learned the basic courtesies, she had been allowed to take part in court festivities and pageants. At four, she had been deputed to receive foreign envoys and play the virginals for them.


‘Dance for us, child,’ Father bade her now, and she rose and executed a perfect pavane as Mother strummed a lute, smiling.


‘Excellent!’ he pronounced. ‘You twirl so prettily that no woman could do better, eh, Kate?’ Mary thrilled to his praise.


The next day, she looked for him, but he did not come. Nor did he come on any other day that week. Mary sensed that Mother was as disappointed as she was, but Mother would never criticise Father or complain about him, so strong was her love for him. Instead, she took evident pleasure in Mary’s company, and in prayer. Her strong faith was the guiding light and principle in her life, and she spent hours on her knees in her chapel. She had instilled in Mary a devout love for God and a deep-seated piety. Mary loved the rituals of faith, the rich hues of the stained-glass windows, the statues of the saints glittering with gems, the serene face of the stone Virgin in the chapel as She cradled Her Child, and the jewel-encrusted crucifix that stood on the altar. She loved the mystery of it all, held her breath when the Host was elevated and miraculously became the actual Body of Our Lord, received it with awed reverence. She was rarely happier than when sharing these precious hours of devotions with her beloved mother – unless it was when Father joined them, and the choir of the Chapel Royal sang for them with voices that seemed more divine than human.


Mother had impressed on Mary that she was a very special little girl, and very lucky, for Father had decreed that she should have a fine education and grounding in all subjects appropriate to a princess. Her first tutor had been Dr Linacre, whom she had liked very much, but he had died last year, and then Mother had brought in Master Vives to advise on a replacement. He was a Spaniard with advanced views on female education and an excellent reputation as a scholar. Father’s great friend, Sir Thomas More, who sometimes came to dine with Mary’s parents, said he was the best teacher in Europe.


Master Vives had written a special treatise for Mary’s guidance. It was he who had recommended that the King appoint as tutor Dr Fetherston, a gentle, devout man who had been Mother’s chaplain.


‘Between ourselves,’ Dr Fetherston had confided to Mary when he arrived for her first lesson, ‘I think Master Vives’ curriculum is a little demanding for such a refined young lady, although I applaud his emphasis on studying the Scriptures and the classics, and we shall make merry with that, my lady Princess. But I am an advocate of the carrot rather than the stick. Master Vives believes that if any pupil does not work hard, they should be whipped. He thinks that girls especially should be handled without cherishing, for – he says – cherishing mars sons, but utterly destroys daughters. You need not worry about that! I find that praise is far more effective than chastisement.’


Mary adored Dr Fetherston, not only on account of his tutoring, but because of his kindness, his warmth and his love for humanity. Under his tutelage, she worked hard and made remarkable progress. Father and Mother were delighted to see it. She did especially well at Latin, which Master Vives himself taught her; she was determined to give him no excuse to whip her and was grateful when Mother stepped in to help with her translations.


She thrived on the myths and fables from the ancient authors of Greece and Rome, read with horrified fascination the story of Patient Griselda, which Master Vives considered improving for a young lady, and was enthralled by the stirring histories of more recent times; but she was disappointed when Master Vives banned all light reading, arguing that romances put silly notions into girls’ heads. Terrified lest he confiscate her book of tales of King Arthur, she hid it under her bed, praying that no one would find it there, and felt guilty for having resorted to such a wicked deception.


One morning in March, Mary was summoned from the schoolroom at Bridewell Palace to attend the Queen and was surprised to find both parents waiting for her in Mother’s privy chamber, which overlooked the River Thames and the Blackfriars monastery.


Father looked jubilant. ‘There is wondrous news from Italy, Mary. You will remember that the Emperor declared war on France? Well, he has won a resounding victory at Pavia and King Francis has been taken prisoner. When the messenger came today, it was like the Angel Gabriel announcing the birth of Our Lord!’


‘God be praised!’ Mother murmured.


‘Our great enemy is muzzled!’ Father declared.


‘I am glad to hear it!’ Mary cried. ‘What a valiant prince the Emperor is!’ She had an idea. ‘May I send him a present to congratulate him?’


‘That would be a very pretty gesture,’ Father beamed.


He summoned his jeweller and Mary chose an emerald ring. Father had it dispatched to Charles with a loving message she had written, and in due course Mother came to her chamber to show her a letter of thanks that Charles had sent her. He would wear the ring for her sake, he wrote.


‘He is still asking for you to be sent to Spain,’ Mother told her, and Mary froze, terrified at the imminent prospect of being torn away from her parents and England and everything she loved. ‘Don’t look so worried,’ the Queen said, squeezing her hand. ‘Father is adamant that you shall not go until the appointed time.’ Mary sagged with relief. Reprieved! But for how long? What if Charles persisted? Father might not want to offend him with repeated refusals.


Then, one day, she heard Father telling Mother that Charles had demanded payment of her dowry as an act of good faith.


‘The answer is no,’ he said. ‘It is not due for another three years. And I am determined that Mary shall not go to Spain until then.’ Another uprush of relief. Three years! It was an eternity.


But Charles did not give up. From things that were said or overheard as the months went by, Mary gathered that he was still demanding either his bride or her dowry – and Father was still refusing.


She heard other things too. Maids tended to gossip, and often it seemed they thought that children had not the understanding to comprehend what they said. Mary had no idea what Mother being ‘past the ways of women’ meant and did not like to ask. But it seemed to be a matter of some importance and linked to something else she overheard mentioned: the succession. It was a word that seemed to be increasingly on people’s lips nowadays.


‘Why do people talk about the succession?’ she asked Reginald Pole during one of his rare visits to court.


He suddenly looked uncomfortable. ‘For various reasons,’ he said. ‘You might ask your tutor.’


She did, but Dr Fetherston was equally evasive. He told her to ask the Queen. Mary baulked at that. Instinctively, she knew that the subject would not be welcome.









Chapter 2


1525


Something was happening in the presence chamber at Bridewell. Mary could see the crowds of courtiers from her window, queuing to get in.


Dr Fetherston looked up from his marking. ‘What is it, my lady Princess?’


‘I don’t know.’ Mary stood up and leaned out of the open casement. The June air was warm on her face. ‘I think there is some important ceremony taking place. Could we go and see it? Please?’


Dr Fetherston hummed and hawed.


‘Please, Sir! I have finished my book.’


‘Oh, very well!’ The tutor rose. ‘I will escort your Highness.’


The press of people in the presence chamber was very great, but the ranks of courtiers parted to let Mary through, making reverence as she passed. The air smelt of sweat and unwashed linen; not everyone was as fastidious as her father wished them to be. Dr Fetherston spoke to someone, then turned to Mary. ‘An investiture is about to take place. The King is creating new nobles.’


She stood with him by the great doors as the trumpets sounded and the King and Queen entered from behind the dais. Father was wearing his purple and ermine robes of estate and looked very hot in them on this simmering day. He smiled as he seated himself beneath the canopy of estate.


As Garter King of Arms, the royal herald, stepped forward, a scroll in his hands, a procession entered the chamber, passing closely by Mary. Mary recognised her cousin, Lord Roos, who looked so much like Father, and Sir Thomas Boleyn, an important courtier who was brother to her old governess, Lady Calthorpe. Behind them walked a small boy of about six, a golden-haired child who carried himself with a regal bearing. Mary had never seen him before, but her gaze took in the fact that he was richly apparelled like a prince. She heard indrawn breaths around her and sensed Dr Fetherston stiffening.


The lords stepped forward in turn and knelt before the King as their patents of nobility were read aloud. Then the boy came forward and dropped to his knees. Mary saw her father pat his head and place a long mantle of crimson velvet about his slight shoulders.


The herald announced that Henry Fitzroy was created duke of Richmond and Somerset.


Who was this Henry Fitzroy? Why was Father giving him two royal dukedoms? And why were people murmuring and exchanging glances – and staring at Mary and the King and Queen?


Dr Fetherston’s rotund cheeks had gone a deep shade of pink. ‘I think it time that we resumed our lessons,’ he murmured, and led Mary away through the throng. She heard someone mutter that Henry Fitzroy was also to be made a Knight of the Garter, while another said he’d heard that the boy had also been appointed Lord High Admiral. So many honours for one small child! It did not make sense.


‘Who is Henry Fitzroy?’ she asked once they had emerged into the gallery.


‘Alas, your Highness, I am not the person to ask.’ The tutor looked embarrassed.


‘But you know everything,’ Mary countered.


‘Some knowledge is not mine to impart,’ he replied, and would say no more.


When Mary visited the Queen that afternoon, she was dismayed to find her downcast. She had been going to ask her about Henry Fitzroy, but thought better of it. Once she had told Mother about her day, not mentioning the investiture, the Queen sent her to find Lady Salisbury.


Her governess was waiting for her in the nursery. Making it clear that there was to be no ceremony, she held out her arms and Mary went into them, glad of the comfort.


‘Be seated, child.’ Lady Salisbury’s pale, gaunt features were set in a sad smile; her eyes were gentle. ‘Her Grace asked me to talk to you about what happened today. She feels it is time you knew the truth.’


Mary suddenly felt fearful. The truth? About what?


‘Henry Fitzroy, whom you saw raised to the peerage today, is your father’s son,’ the governess said.


Mary was puzzled. ‘But my father has no son. All my brothers died.’


‘He has no son with your lady mother. But some years ago, one of her maids-of-honour bore him this boy outside wedlock. Because he is a king’s son, Henry Fitzroy has been ennobled.’


Mary did not understand. She knew nothing about how children were born, only that God sent them to married people, who were supposed to love each other and be true unto death. How could her father have been unfaithful to her mother? He loved her; he often said so. No wonder she was sad. Mary felt indignant on Mother’s behalf, because this public ennoblement must have been deeply humiliating for her. And yet she could not, would not, criticise her father. There must be some mistake. Why would he treat her mother like that?


Lady Salisbury was watching her with eyes full of concern. There was so much Mary burned to ask, yet she feared to hear the answers.


‘Is Henry Fitzroy my brother?’ she asked.


‘He is your half-brother, and he is bastard-born. It is you who are the heir, Mary. You will be queen of England one day. A bastard cannot inherit. Bearing that in mind, you will do as her Grace wishes and show kindness to Henry Fitzroy if ever you meet him. He is but a child and in no way to blame for the sin of his parents.’ She patted Mary’s hand. ‘I would not speak of this to your lady mother. She has had enough to bear for one day. And do not think to judge your father; that is for God alone to do.’


Mary returned to the Queen’s chamber. She kissed her mother and knelt down by her chair, her hands delving into the sewing basket for the bookmark she was embroidering. They sat together in silence, with so many unspoken words lying between them. Presently, Mother ventured a word of advice about Mary’s choice of stitches, and showed her how to fashion a French knot, and once again they fell into their easy mode of conversation.


Then Lady Salisbury arrived to take supper with them. Afterwards, the two women sat by the empty hearth, and Mary retreated to the far end of the chamber and curled up in the window seat with one of Mother’s books, hoping she would not notice that it was a romance. Fortunately, she was deep in conversation with her friend; it seemed she had forgotten that Mary was there. Mary could not hear everything that was said, but her ears pricked up when Mother’s voice hit an unusually passionate note.


‘I can do nothing,’ she said. ‘I am obliged to submit and have patience.’


Lady Salisbury laid a comforting hand on her arm. ‘Little pitchers?.?.?.’ she said.


Mother turned to Mary. ‘Go to bed, child.’


‘But it’s still light,’ Mary protested.


‘Do as you are bid,’ Lady Salisbury commanded.


‘You can take the book with you,’ Mother said, smiling.


Mary slid off the seat and knelt for the Queen’s blessing, then left the room, closing the door softly behind her. The antechamber was deserted, for once. She bent to listen at the keyhole to see if she could learn more. She knew it was wrong, but she had been unsettled by the revelations of the day.


The women were talking in low voices, but loud enough for her to hear them.


‘He is being brought up like a royal child,’ Mother was saying, ‘and he keeps the estate of a great prince. He might easily, by the King’s means, be exalted to higher things.’


‘I cannot imagine?.?.?.’


‘His Grace is desperate for a son to succeed him. He knows I am past the ways of women. It is in his mind to have Henry Fitzroy declared legitimate by Act of Parliament and name him his heir. Today’s ennoblement was but a preamble to that, I am sure. Probably he thinks to test public opinion.’


Mary was horrified, and so, it seemed, was Lady Salisbury. ‘But there is no precedent for the succession devolving upon a bastard,’ she cried. ‘The people of England will never accept Henry Fitzroy as king. They will not see the right of the Princess set aside.’


‘I fear that my husband is prepared to go to any lengths to ensure a male succession,’ Mother sighed. ‘I have reminded him many times of how my mother, Queen Isabella, ruled successfully, and how well other women govern – look at the Regent of the Netherlands! – but he heeds me not. He says the English will not tolerate rule by a queen, that it is against Nature. It is an entrenched view, and not even his dread of civil war can overturn it.’


Mary was trembling. For as long as she could remember, she had been told that she would be queen one day. Now it seemed that her father had plans to displace her. She burned with the injustice of it. He loved her; how could he do that to her? She knew she could be a queen like Isabella and those others who wielded power beyond the sea. If the Emperor trusted his aunt to rule the Netherlands for him, why couldn’t Father trust her, Mary, to rule England?


Ear pressed to the keyhole, she heard Mother say that his throne was based on firmer foundations than his father’s had been, yet he still felt insecure on it. ‘Saving your pardon, good Lady Salisbury, he feels threatened by those of the old royal blood.’


‘He sees me as a threat?’ Lady Salisbury was of the House of York, the niece of the late King Edward, Mary’s great-grandfather – and she had four sons, which might explain why Father felt threatened.


‘Never. He says you are the saintliest woman in England,’ Mother assured her.


‘But none of my kin have designs on his throne,’ Lady Salisbury protested. ‘His Grace has ever been a good lord to them.’


‘It cannot be denied that some of your kinsmen have plotted against him,’ Mother said, ‘but that is all in the past now; the traitors were dealt with. Still, the King fears what might happen were he to die and leave no son to succeed him. How would a nine-year-old girl fare in such a perilous situation? Who would stand up for Mary? My husband believes that factions would form and there would be another civil war, like the late wars between Lancaster and York. That, he says, is why he needs a son. And as I cannot give him one, I am in no doubt that he is looking to legitimise Henry Fitzroy.’


Mary felt sick. Her world was crumbling about her; there were no certainties any more. She could not bear to hear the rest of the conversation. Tiptoeing to the door, she slipped out of the Queen’s apartments and ran down the spiral stair to her own. Reaching the sanctuary of her bedchamber, she shut the door on her maids, threw herself on the bed and wept her heart out.


One hot August day, Father burst into Mother’s chamber as Mary was playing the virginals for her. Flushed with rage, he threw a letter on the table.


‘Is there no faith in the world?’ he shouted. ‘Sometimes I think I’m the only prince with any honour left!’ He glared at Mother. ‘The Emperor has declared that, as he has received neither his bride nor her dowry, he considers his betrothal null and void—’


‘No!’ Mother cried, looking horrified. ‘Henry, you must do something to make things right. Charles’ friendship is so important, to us and to England. Think what his rejection will mean to Mary! She has grown up knowing that she will be his Empress. She loves him. There must be something you can do, or Wolsey – Wolsey is clever at diplomacy.’


‘Kate, if you had let me finish, you would know that there is nothing to be done! Charles has found a richer bride – your own niece, Isabella of Portugal. She has a dowry of a million crowns, far more than I can offer with Mary. What’s more, she is of an age to bear children, and very beautiful.’ He was pacing up and down in his fury.


‘I have always dreamed,’ Mother said brokenly, ‘of England and Spain being united. It has been my dearest wish that Mary would marry into Spain. This is dreadful. I cannot believe it!’


‘And I cannot credit that Charles could be so perfidious!’ Father barked. ‘Wolsey warned me, but I would not heed him, as I know him for a Frenchman at heart.’ He sat down, seething, then looked at her challengingly. ‘Wolsey wants me to make a new treaty with France, and I tell you I have a mind to do it!’


Mother looked alarmed. ‘Henry, please don’t make a hasty decision. Wolsey wants you to abandon the Emperor; he has not forgiven or forgotten being overlooked in his bid to become pope.’


‘What can the Emperor offer me now, Madam?’ the King asked, his temper flaring again. ‘This isn’t about Wolsey. It’s about maintaining a balance of power in Europe. If Charles wants his freedom, he can have it, but it will come at the price of my signing a new treaty with France, and then he had best look out!’


‘Please, Henry, listen to me!’


‘Hold your peace, Kate! You are in no position to make demands.’


Mother pursed her lips. ‘Your interests are my interests, Henry,’ she said, rising to face him. ‘I would never say or do anything to your detriment. I am heartily sorry that Charles has done this terrible thing. But it was no fault in me, and I pray you not to judge me guilty, even though he is my nephew. Were I to see him now, I would give him a piece of my mind!’


‘Would that I could see him now!’ Father growled, and turned to leave.


‘Am I not to marry the Emperor after all, Father?’ Mary asked, bewildered.


‘No, child, and you may consider yourself fortunate! I will not give my daughter to a prince whose word cannot be relied on!’


When he had stalked out, Mother put on her most reassuring smile, although Mary knew she was shaken by the news – and thought it had been unkind of Father to act as though this was all Mother’s fault.


‘Do not think too badly of Charles, Mary,’ the Queen soothed. ‘Sometimes there are complicated political circumstances that have to be taken into consideration. He is twenty-five and needs an heir. My niece Isabella is of an age to bear children, and I suspect that pressure has been put on him. You must not take this personally, child. The marriages of princes are dictated by policy.’ For all her brave words, there were tears in her eyes, and Mary was painfully aware that Mother’s hopes for her had been cruelly shattered. She felt ashamed, because all she could feel was relief that they would not have to be parted after all.


The next day found Mary playing in the Queen’s privy garden. To cheer her, Lady Salisbury had helped her to make some paper dolls, using pattern books of clothing that had been sent to Mother from Italy. Now Mary was sitting in the little summer house with them all laid out on the table in front of her, a beaker of cordial to hand, for the August heat was fierce.


She could hear Mother and Lady Salisbury talking as they sat in a shady arbour a few feet away, apparently thinking she was out of earshot. They were commiserating over Mary’s broken betrothal.


‘I had so longed to see England and Spain united in friendship,’ the Queen lamented. ‘Mary could have had no higher destiny than to be Empress.’


Mary thought she could have no higher destiny than to be queen of England – unless that horrible Henry Fitzroy usurped her right. How she hated him! She could not even bring herself to utter his name.


‘I understand what a great sadness this is to you, Madam,’ Lady Salisbury sympathised. ‘And to our dear Princess, of course.’


‘The worst of it is that the Cardinal, I am sure, has persuaded the King to seek a new alliance with France; King Francis would welcome him with open arms as he needs a strong ally, being stuck in that prison in Madrid. Wolsey was ever the friend of the French, and he has not forgiven or forgotten the Emperor’s failure to help him become pope.’


‘How likely is it that the King will ally with France?’


‘It is a certainty.’ There was a long silence, then a strangled sob.


‘Do not distress yourself, Madam,’ the Countess said gently.


‘You think I have not cause? Barren as I am, I have become of no importance in this realm. And as for Mary . . . Lady Salisbury, my husband is even contemplating marrying his bastard to her.’


‘But she is his half-sister!’ Lady Salisbury sounded as shocked as Mary felt. Marry that insufferable, jumped-up brat? She’d die first! ‘Of course, his Holiness will never grant a dispensation.’


‘Stranger things have happened,’ Mother said darkly. ‘Oh, if only Mary could be wed to your Reginald!’


If only indeed! Mary could not imagine anything better.


‘I have told the King several times that it would be a popular match, a second union of Lancaster and York,’ the Queen went on. ‘And Mary adores Reginald. He would make the perfect husband for her.’


‘It was my dearest wish too,’ his mother said wistfully.


‘But he will not listen. I said, if there is one way to avert any threat from your kinsfolk, that is it. But he says he will not have his daughter marry a commoner.’


‘A commoner with royal blood, who is the great-nephew of kings!’


‘No matter. My arguments fall on deaf ears. So now we will just have to hope that there is no new plan to marry Mary to France. I do not think I could bear it. At least she does not have to go to Spain now. I was dreading the parting. But it would be so much worse if she was going to my country’s deadly enemy.’


‘It may not come to that,’ Lady Salisbury said. ‘Just be grateful she is here with you now.’


‘I thank God daily for it,’ Mother replied.


The following day, Mary received a summons to the Queen’s privy chamber. When she stood before her, she could see that her mother had been crying, yet she wore her usual sweet smile.


‘Daughter, there is to be a change in your life. You are your father’s heiress and must learn how to govern England. You have never been formally created princess of Wales, but his Grace has now decided that you should follow the custom and go to Ludlow Castle on the Welsh border with an honourable council to learn how to be a great queen.’


Mary was both pleased and perplexed by the news. Pleased because it showed that Father really did mean her to be his heir; perplexed because the Welsh border seemed a long way away.


‘Will you be coming with me?’ she asked.


Mother swallowed. ‘My place is with the King,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘But you will have Lady Salisbury to look after you, and we will keep in touch by letter. Rest assured, I will be watching over you from afar, just as I do here, and Cardinal Wolsey and I are drawing up a special set of instructions for Lady Salisbury, to ensure that everything is perfect for you.’ There was a catch in her voice.


‘But I don’t want to be apart from you.’ Mary struggled to control herself, to be the serene princess she had been brought up to be.


Mother’s smile was bright. ‘You will like living at Ludlow. I lived there myself when I was married to Prince Arthur. The castle is set in beautiful countryside, and there will be lots of distractions. Now, you must be a brave girl and do as the King your father wishes.’


There was nothing more to be said.


Mary lived under a cloud of dread as the day of her departure drew nearer. She felt increasingly sick at the thought of saying farewell to her mother and being dragged away from everything loved and familiar.


Inexorably, the days passed. Now her travelling chests were packed and her retinue stood waiting in the courtyard. It took all her might to resist clinging to Mother as she bent to kiss her farewell. Father was in a hearty mood, lifting her up and nuzzling her nose, yet she sensed that he too was putting on a brave front. She made herself climb into the cushioned litter and held on tightly to Lady Salisbury’s hand as the procession moved forward, taking her away into the unknown.


‘God bless you, Mary!’ she heard her mother cry. ‘God have you in His keeping!’


She was overawed by the sight of the massive stronghold at Ludlow. With its high towers and stout walls, it looked like a castle out of legend. After days on the road, the long, wearisome journey was finally over, and she was, in truth, glad to have arrived.


Lady Salisbury had been very kind, holding her close as she wept for her mother, distracting her with riddles and word games, and pointing out the sights as they passed. Mary had not realised that her father’s realm was so vast or so beautiful, even as she yearned to be back at Richmond or Greenwich or Hampton Court, that fine palace that the Cardinal had built for himself, but given to Father in a grand gesture earlier in the year.


Once they were installed in the luxurious, spacious lodgings in the castle, and the bustle of unpacking was over, Lady Salisbury ordered that a good supper be served and then sent Mary to bed, for she was nearly asleep.


From the next day, Mary had barely a moment in which to miss her old life. She was dressed as a princess should be and taught how to comport herself with dignity. Her lessons with Dr Fetherston immediately resumed, and she was set numerous exercises in Latin and French. After dinner, Lady Salisbury took her for long walks around the gardens and the castle precincts. Then there were more lessons, although the governess warned Dr Fetherston that they were not to fatigue her charge. When they were over, Mary practised on her virginals. Supper, like dinner, was an elaborate affair. The food was beautifully cooked and appetising, and she was expected to make merry conversation with Lady Salisbury and the household officers who ate with them. Afterwards, there was a little time for playing with the young girls who had been specially selected to be her companions. By the time she got to her bedchamber, she was more than ready for bed, and too tired even to weep into her pillow.


Mother’s hand was apparent in everything. Mary was served with reverence and respect; her chambers were kept sweet and tidy; and everything was done for her comfort and happiness. Homesick she was, but it was bearable, and she knew that the weeks would pass quickly until Christmas, which she was going to spend at court. She was praying that she could prevail on her parents to let her stay there.


Her courage almost failed her when the Queen’s letters arrived, as they did regularly. It distressed Mary to read that their separation troubled her mother too. But she was full of praise for Mary’s progress, on which she had clearly received full reports, and wrote that it was a great comfort to her that her daughter was keeping up her Latin and perfecting her italic hand. Mary’s eyes blurred with tears when she read the familiar handwriting.


Yet there was nothing for it but to endure and have patience. She was learning what stoicism was. And time was flying by as she counted down the days until their reunion.


Mary was overjoyed to see the towers and pinnacles of Greenwich appear in the distance. Ahead lay two whole weeks with her parents.


It was wonderful to be swept into the arms of her father and then enfolded in Mother’s loving embrace. How she clung to them, forgetting her dignity before the watching courtiers. It did not matter. The King and Queen were clearly delighted to see her, and everyone was beaming at them.


The golden days passed in a whirl of merrymaking, dancing, feasting and carolling. There were games of blind man’s buff and hide-and-seek, and gifts on New Year’s Day. And then came the moment Mary had been dreading, the time to say farewell, with only the prospect of a long journey and a bleak January before her.


‘Do not weep,’ Father said. ‘You will be back at court for Easter. It will not be long.’









Chapter 3
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The short, cold days found Mary huddled before the fire, completing the work set by Dr Fetherston. When the snow came, she wrapped herself in furs and ran out to play in it, but skidded on the ice and fell over, hurting her knee, which put paid to that. Cooped up indoors, her only consolations were her music and her books. Thankfully, Dr Fetherston and Lady Salisbury had agreed that Master Vives’ rule about reading could be relaxed, and Mary was allowed to absorb herself openly in the tales of King Arthur.


In the spring, she felt her spirits lift, knowing that she would soon be with the two people she loved most. Mother wrote that she was longing to see her and that the weeks could not pass quickly enough.


But to Mary’s horror, a concerned Lady Salisbury brought the news that there was a fearsome outbreak of plague in London and that the King had forbidden her to leave Ludlow. There would be no going to court for Easter. How she wept!


She was desperate to be with her parents, and fearful for them. It was dreadful, being cut off from the life that should be hers. But Mother’s letters exhorted her to be patient and apply herself to her studies. Remember, Daughter, that we never come to the Kingdom of Heaven but by troubles, she wrote. Dr Fetherston reminded Mary how important it was that she sit with her council and learn how to govern, especially since she would have the rule of the kingdom one day. She did her best to interest herself in the affairs of Wales and the Marches, even as she struggled to understand the politics. Lady Salisbury devised games and pastimes to distract her and enliven her leisure hours.


Days became weeks, and the weeks turned into months. Nothing was said about her going to court for Christmas, and she began to fear that the plague was still about and that she would have to stay at Ludlow. But then, in November – oh, joy – came the summons, and Mary danced around her chamber, throwing her favourite gowns on the bed, ready for packing. She could barely focus on her lessons, and in the end, Dr Fetherston gave up and pulled out a chessboard.


She had been away for a year, and in that time her parents had subtly changed. Father was his usual ebullient self, yet she sensed an inner tension in him. Mother had aged. She was forty-one now, but looked older, and there were lines of sadness around her eyes. Yet, as ever, she showed a smiling face to the world, and she could not contain her happiness at seeing Mary.


‘How you have grown!’ she kept saying. ‘You are so accomplished for your age. The Ludlow air has done marvels for you.’ So many people commented on how Mary had blossomed and how beautiful she was. Much of it, she knew, was flattery; courtiers liked to win favour. Nevertheless, it made her peer into her mirror with greater scrutiny. Was she beautiful? Did rosy cheeks, a snub nose, wide-set eyes and a determined chin make for loveliness? She doubted it. She might have grown, but she was still small for her age and a touch too slender. But she was graceful and had that cloud of glorious red hair, which Lady Salisbury declared was as beautiful as any ever seen on human head.


Christmas was gloriously festive. Mary was thrilled when Father led her out to dance with him before the court. Every eye was upon her as she twirled in her silver dress, and Mother was standing by, smiling radiantly at them.


Alas, such golden days could not last. Mary knew that after Twelfth Night, she must return to Ludlow. She begged to be allowed to stay at court, but Father was adamant.


‘Your place is at Ludlow, Daughter. It is fitting that the heir to the throne resides there. We are pleased with the progress you have made and wish it to continue. And you may come back to court for Easter.’ Schooled to obedience, Mary dared not plead further, but that night she wept into her pillow.
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By Easter, Father had inexplicably changed his mind.


‘You are to return to court for good,’ Lady Salisbury informed her. Mary stared at her, hardly daring to comprehend – and yet it was true. She flung her arms around her governess. ‘Oh, I am so happy!’


‘His Grace writes that you are to remain at court and complete your education under your lady mother’s supervision.’


There was, of course, another joyful reunion with her parents at Greenwich Palace, and Mary was relieved to hear that Master Vives had returned to Spain and that dear Dr Fetherston would be in sole charge of her education.


Father and Mother were delighted to hear how well she had progressed since Christmas.


‘The Princess,’ Dr Fetherston told them, as they sat in the schoolroom looking at her exercise books, ‘is proficient in speaking and writing Latin and French; she knows Spanish and Greek and is well read in theology and history.’


‘I see she has translated a Latin prayer of St Thomas Aquinas into English,’ Father said admiringly, patting Mary’s hand.


‘Your Highness should show their Graces how well you play the virginals,’ Dr Fetherston invited. Mary seated herself and launched into a new piece she had learned; then, at the tutor’s bidding, she took her lute and performed on that.


Her parents were gazing at her in admiration. They clapped when she had finished. ‘You have become an expert, Daughter,’ Father complimented her.


‘Her Highness practises daily. We have to get new strings regularly.’ Dr Fetherston smiled. ‘She sings too, like an angel.’


Mary flushed at his praise; she knew it was not wholly deserved, for her voice was unusually deep for a girl. Still, when prompted, she sang, choosing one of her father’s songs, ‘Pastime with Good Company’, which pleased him no end. ‘You have far exceeded our expectations, Mary,’ he said. ‘Dr Fetherston, we owe you a debt of gratitude. You have done wonders.’


‘You have proved – if proof were needed – that girls benefit as much from a good education as boys,’ Mother chimed in. At that, Father’s demeanour changed.


‘I must leave you, I fear,’ he said abruptly. ‘Mary, your lady mother wishes to speak with you.’


Once they were alone in Mary’s bedchamber, the Queen seated herself by the fireplace. ‘You must not mind your father,’ she said. ‘He is well pleased with you, but he has many cares of state to preoccupy him.’


Mary knelt at her feet, still unable to believe that she was back with her beloved mother. Yet she could see that she looked drawn.


‘Mary, I wish to talk to you about your marriage,’ the Queen said.


Her marriage? This was news to her.


‘You will have heard that King Francis was released from captivity last year. Understandably, he is seeking your father’s friendship, and he has offered himself as a husband for you.’


Mary was shocked. She did not need to be told that her mother was not happy at the prospect of a French marriage.


‘Please tell me that my father’s Grace said no,’ she blurted out.


Mother laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘On the contrary, he is eager for the alliance. Or rather, the Cardinal is.’


‘But I don’t want to marry the King of France!’ Mary cried, forgetting her duty. ‘He is far too old, and I hear he is of loose morals.’


‘Where did you hear that?’ Mother asked sharply.


Mary did not like to get her gossiping maids into trouble. ‘Just servants’ talk,’ she muttered.


‘One can only hope that his reputation has been exaggerated. Be assured your father would not give you to a man of bad character. And many men are older than their wives. Royalty must not let personal considerations sway them when making marriage alliances.’ The Queen spread her hands as if to show that she had had no choice but to agree to this match.


‘But you always said you wanted me to be happy.’ Mary could not hide her misery. ‘And I do not want to go to France.’


Mother stroked her hair. ‘I do want you to be happy, more than anything, dear child, and I know Father will do everything in his power to ensure that King Francis treats you well.’


‘Yet you don’t want this alliance, surely? Can’t you stop it?’


The Queen’s expression was sad. ‘I wish I could. But I have no influence these days. The Cardinal rules all. My views do not count. To be truthful, he sees me as the enemy. He knows I have no love for the French.’


‘But Father will listen to you?’ Mary was desperate.


‘I will tell him how you feel, although I fear it will make no difference. He is convinced that this alliance will profit England. And he has not forgotten the Emperor’s perfidy, as he calls it. No, Daughter, I fear you must resign yourself to a future in France.’


‘But I will be queen of England? How will I rule my realm from France?’


‘King Francis will rule it for you, as your husband.’


Mary fought back tears. Was that what Father really wanted for England? Would he actually see his kingdom handed over to the French? Could someone not talk him out of it? And what of her right to rule? She’d be better off marrying Henry Fitzroy!


She saw now why she had been summoned back to court. A French embassy was on its way to England to discuss her betrothal; great preparations were being made, and she was to be paraded before the envoys like a prize cow in a market. In a mad moment, she contemplated telling Father that she had no desire to wed King Francis, but every time she saw him, her courage failed her.


‘It may not be as bad as you fear,’ Mother soothed her, as she watched Mary’s maids dressing her in a gorgeous gown of cloth of gold in which to be shown off to the foreigners. ‘They are discussing whether you should wed King Francis or his second son, the Duke of Orléans, who is not much younger than you.’


Mary thought about this as she graced the jousts at Greenwich or picked at her food at the lavish banquets held in honour of the visitors. If she married the French prince, she might be able to make her life in England and, in time, reign with him as her consort. And if she liked him, things might not be so bad after all.


She was aware that the King, the Cardinal and the envoys were engaged in long private talks about the alliance. She was present when the French delegation had an audience with the Queen and watched her mother receive them cordially, as was her duty, but she was sure they went away with the impression that there was only one alliance that would satisfy her – and that it would not be with France.


But Mother had been right. Her views did not count. In May, Mary was dismayed to learn that her father had ratified a treaty that provided for her marriage to King Francis or the Duke of Orléans. She was to go to France in three years, when she was fourteen.


‘It will be Orléans,’ Mother told her soon afterwards. ‘King Francis has to honour his betrothal to the Emperor’s sister, your cousin Eleanor; it was one of the terms of his release from captivity.’ That came as something of a relief, enabling Mary to put on a braver face during the celebrations at court. Mother was graciousness itself as she presided with Father over the feasts and festivities. And the King, of course, insisted on leading Mary in the dancing, having commanded her to wear a Roman-style gown of cloth of gold and crimson taffeta and be laden with enough precious stones to dazzle the sight of the beholders. He was so keen to display her charms to the Frenchmen that, at the banquet that followed, he pulled off the jewelled garland she wore on her head and let fall her tresses, to the evident admiration of all.


‘Her Highness is the pearl of the world!’ the envoys declared.


But the celebrations were brought to an abrupt end when news came of the sacking of the holy city of Rome on 6 May by mercenary troops of the Emperor, who was campaigning in Italy. Mary was as appalled as everyone else to hear of the atrocities that had been committed. Although she was aware of Mother ensuring that the grimmer details were kept from her, she could judge just how terrible the sacking had been from the shocked reactions of others. Father was clearly horrified, especially when he heard that the Pope was now a prisoner of the Emperor. He took it almost as a personal affront. Mary had rarely seen him so beside himself. When she looked back later, she realised this had been the beginning of his madness.


For that was the summer her father changed. Not only was he unusually preoccupied, but he was also fiercer in his demeanour. His visits to Mother became rarer and rarer, and the Queen grew tense and often looked near to tears. Something was wrong, but Mary had no idea what it could be. Everyone said she was imagining it, but she could not be convinced. She sensed that her household knew things she didn’t. When she entered a room, conversations ceased. And then she began to be aware of the name Anne Boleyn being whispered.


Anne was one of Mother’s maids-of-honour, a slim, dark-haired young woman who seemed to attract the attention of a lot of court gallants. It seemed she had been involved in some sort of scandal. Mary longed to know what it was.


‘Why are people talking about Anne Boleyn?’ she asked Lady Salisbury.


‘What do they say?’ The governess’s tone was a little sharp.


‘Nothing to speak of. I just keep hearing her name mentioned.’


‘Well,’ Lady Salisbury said, suddenly smiling, ‘I daresay it is because she gets herself noticed. It’s those French fashions she wears, and the manners and accomplishments she learned at the French court. She attracts attention to herself.’


That explained it. Mary hurried off to her lessons and gave Anne Boleyn no further thought.
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One May morning, Mother appeared in Mary’s chamber. She had seemed tense and anxious of late, as had Father, and Mary had been worried, for neither seemed very happy. She had overheard people speaking of something called ‘the King’s Great Matter’, but always they had fallen silent when they saw her, so she had no idea what it could be.


Mother sat down. ‘Your father is very worried,’ she said. ‘Cases of the sweating sickness have been reported in London. It’s this hot weather that’s causing it.’


Mary now saw why her parents had been preoccupied. She could remember the previous outbreak of the sweat, two years before. It was a terrifying disease that struck at rich and poor alike with frightening speed. You could be merry at dinner and dead by supper. She shivered, despite the heat.


‘What are we to do?’


‘The King is considering the best course. For the moment, we are safe here at Greenwich. But you must keep the windows closed and not go outdoors. I know it’s hot, but we must protect ourselves.’


Mary tried not to worry, but the news struck fear into her. The epidemic was spreading at an alarming rate. Thousands were perishing in London, and Father could not hide his terror; he had a horror of illness and death. When he learned that one or two had sickened in the court, he gave the order to move to Waltham.


‘Lady Salisbury, make ready with all speed. Do hurry!’ Mother urged, eager to be gone and get Mary away from danger.


When they arrived in the crowded courtyard, Mary was astonished to see Anne Boleyn standing with Father in the midst of a small throng of courtiers and household officers. While everyone else seemed impatient and on edge, Anne was laughing. It seemed odd that she should be there with the King.


Mary glanced at Mother, but the Queen was smiling as she made her way to where her litter stood waiting. Only when she reached it did she pause, looking in Father’s direction. Anne Boleyn was still there, still smiling.


Mother turned to Mary. ‘Get in, child. We must be on our way.’


At Waltham, they did not stay in the great abbey, but at a nearby house called Dallance. When they arrived in the Queen’s lodgings, Mother sent Mary off to have her lesson with Dr Fetherston in the hall; whatever happened, her normal routine was to be preserved.


On her way downstairs, Mary passed a window and noticed her father and Anne Boleyn below in the garden, engaged in a lively conversation. Her eyes widened when she saw Anne tap him on the chest, her laughter ringing out.


Suspicion flowered. Had Father fallen in love with Anne? Was she the reason why Mother was so sad these days? Surely not! Father loved Mother; they were devoted to each other. No, Mary reasoned: he could not possibly see anything in Anne, with her sallow skin and narrow face. They were probably just sharing a jest.


As the sweat raged, the King reduced his household again and again, and kept moving to one safe house after another. Mary was sent to Hunsdon in Hertfordshire, one of his smaller residences, with her governess and her tutor.


‘The air is wholesome there,’ Mother explained. ‘I hate to see you go, Daughter, but it is best that you stay deep in the country where the atmosphere is unpolluted.’


Reluctantly – and fearfully, for no one, even kings and queens, was safe from the pestilence – Mary said her farewells and set off for her new abode. She found much of it under scaffolding, for Father was having it refaced with fashionable brick, and had ordered a moat to be dug, but the workmen had been laid off when the sweat came, and all labour had ceased. Propped against the walls inside were new stained-glass windows depicting coats of arms, ready to be installed. When they were finished, the royal apartments off the great gallery would be sumptuous. For now, the house had been aired and sweetened, and Mary’s rooms were comfortably furnished. There were worse places to wait out the epidemic.


Mother wrote regularly. Her longing to be with her daughter came across loud and clear. Her letters were full of advice on how to keep safe. Homesickness was a continual ache in Mary. She yearned to be with her parents again. Her constant prayer was that they would all emerge unscathed from this dreadful visitation that God had seen fit to send to England. She wondered why He was so displeased. What could have merited it?


One afternoon, when lessons were over, Dr Fetherston suggested that she might like to take her embroidery into the garden, for it was a warm day. She wandered along the gravel paths, enjoying the heady scent of the flowers in the railed beds, and found a shaded seat by one of the few walls that were not encased by scaffolding. Humming to herself, she took up her tambour and began stitching.


Presently she could hear the voices of Lady Salisbury and Dr Fetherston through an open window just above her.


‘Why did God spare her and take so many other blameless souls?’ Lady Salisbury was saying.


‘The ways of the Almighty are sometimes unfathomable,’ the tutor sighed.


‘If the sweat is a punishment on the King for pursuing his Great Matter, then God could easily have taken the woman to Himself and resolved the situation!’


Mary could not credit what she was hearing. Why would God want to punish Father? And what was his Great Matter? More to the point, who was the woman who clearly had something to do with it? The memory of Anne Boleyn’s laughing face came instantly to mind.


Lady Salisbury sounded near to tears. ‘Cannot God see what this is doing to the Queen, who has been the most loving and faithful of wives? All this nonsense about Leviticus! Every learned doctor she has consulted has told her that it does not apply in her case. The issue is not whether her marriage to Prince Arthur was consummated, but whether she bore him a child, which she didn’t. So there was no impediment to her marriage to the King. He has been led up the garden path by Wolsey and Anne Boleyn!’


Mary was shocked to have her suspicions confirmed.


‘I think his Grace’s doubts of conscience are genuine,’ Dr Fetherston argued. ‘Scripture warns that a man who marries his brother’s wife shall be childless. With only one daughter, that is how he sees himself. And let’s face it, Anne Boleyn or no Anne Boleyn, he needs a son, and the Queen cannot give him one. I think he truly believes he has offended God by an incestuous marriage and that God, in His wrath, has denied him sons.’


‘But he has misunderstood the laws of Scripture – deliberately, I fear.’


‘The Queen may be distressed—’


‘May be? She is in grief!’


‘Yes, but the Pope is in fear of the Emperor, and the Queen is the Emperor’s aunt, so he is unlikely to grant the King the annulment he desires.’


‘And in the meantime, my beloved mistress has to endure this hell of waiting. She does not deserve this. The people love her. If they knew what was going on, they would not tolerate it. No one should tolerate it! Why can his Holiness not just pronounce in her favour?’


‘Because he needs the King’s friendship.’


‘It’s an impossible situation. I have no idea how much longer I can keep the truth from poor Mary.’


Mary did not catch Dr Fetherston’s reply. The voices faded, a door banged and all was silent again.


Dropping her tambour, she stood up on shaky legs and walked almost blindly along the path, trying to make sense of what she had just heard. She could hardly believe that her father was trying to divorce her mother. No wonder Mother had looked sad lately. It was wicked, wicked! Trying to stem her tears, she kicked at a stone, needing to take her anguish out on something.


Where was Anne Boleyn in all this? Had she had the sweat and recovered? Would that she had died! It sounded as if she was scheming with the Cardinal to oust Mother. Mary could hardly believe it. Wolsey was her godfather; he would surely never do anything to hurt her? It was this Anne who had come along and wrecked everything! She must have cast an enchantment on the King – and on the Cardinal! Mary’s passionate heart burned with hatred. What did Father see in her? She was evil. No decent woman would plot to steal another woman’s husband!


Weeping now, she sank down on the grass, her shoulders heaving. It was as if she had lost the father she loved. Who was this strange man who was trying to split their family asunder? If he wanted to be rid of Mother, what of her, his daughter? Did he not care if she suffered as a result? He, who was supposed to love and protect her? Her duty was to love, honour and obey him, not only as her father, but also as her sovereign. Yet how could she do that when he had shown he had feet of clay and was planning to do the greatest injury ever to her mother and herself?


How long she knelt there sobbing, she did not know. When the storm passed, she rose and returned to the bench, taking up her needle and stabbing the tambour with it, imagining that she was plunging a dagger into Anne Boleyn’s treacherous heart.


Misery soon gave way to a burning anger. She was the Princess of England, its future queen, and she would never permit anyone to disparage her. Her pride would not allow it.


It would soon be supper time. She could not go indoors just yet. Everyone would see that she had been crying and they would want to know why. And she knew she could never bring herself to explain. She would not diminish herself or her parents in any way. If she said nothing, the horrible Great Matter might go away.


With the coming of autumn, the sweat abated, but Mary stayed at Hunsdon. It was safer, Mother assured her. The Queen’s letters from Greenwich and Bridewell were cheerful and full of news, as if she knew that Mary felt cut off from the world. But maybe, Mary wondered, that was the whole point of her being there, to keep her unaware of events that would distress her. Yet she was desperate to know what was happening. She had heard nothing more about the Great Matter or Anne Boleyn, and was beginning to dare to hope that the storm had blown over.


Her hopes were heightened when she was summoned to court for Christmas. Father was his old genial self, in high good spirits, as proud and loving a father as ever. When Mary was with her parents, there was no sign that anything was amiss, and she began to hope that all was well again.


But on the very first evening of her visit, as she made her way to the watching chamber for a feast, she suddenly encountered Anne Boleyn, sweeping around the room as if she owned it and attracting the attention of all. Father’s eyes were riveted on her, like those of a man possessed. Mary boiled inside as she watched the courtiers fawning on Anne, felt murderous at seeing her ignoring Mother, who was sitting patiently at Father’s side, enduring all for his sake. Worst of all was when Anne turned and looked dismissively upon Mary as if she was of no consequence and merited only the sketchiest of curtseys. Not to be borne!


When they played hoodman blind, fox and hounds, and ninepins, Mary could only seethe at the woman’s presence. She stayed close to her mother and found it hard to be nice to her father, even though he was doing his best to make merry with her.


Then came Holy Innocents’ Day, when Mother took Mary aside and sat her down.


‘I think you may have heard something about what people are calling the King’s Great Matter,’ she said gently.


Mary swallowed. ‘Yes, my lady.’ She could not lie.


‘You must not worry about it,’ Mother enjoined. ‘Your father has certain doubts about the dispensation given to us by Pope Julius, but Pope Clement is looking into the matter, and has sent a cardinal – Cardinal Campeggio – here to try the case in a special court with Cardinal Wolsey. I have no doubt that everything will soon be sorted out, and that your father’s conscience will be set at rest.’


Mary could not stay silent a moment longer. ‘But my father wants to marry Mistress Anne Boleyn.’ It was not a question.


Mother stared at her, dismay in her eyes. ‘If the Pope finds our marriage invalid, then the King must marry again, and he has told me that he wishes to ensure that Mistress Anne has it in her to be a good queen.’


‘But she is not royal – and she is not very nice.’


‘Not very nice?’


‘She scants her respect to me! And to you! I hate her!’


Mother was again taken aback, and Mary realised that she had never spoken so venomously in front of her. But she did not regret it. It was only the truth!


The Queen took her hand and squeezed it. Her face was full of grief and compassion. ‘We must be charitable towards her, for the King’s sake.’


Mary’s anger flared. ‘My lady mother, I cannot, even to please you. She is a wicked woman, trying to steal my father away from you.’


‘Mary!’ Katherine grasped her shoulders. ‘Never let the King, or anyone else, hear you say things like that. You owe him respect. Soon, I pray, all will be well, and Mistress Anne will be forgotten.’


Mary hugged her, wanting to believe it. ‘I understand. May I go and play with my new puppy now?’









Chapter 4


1529


Mary stayed at court until the spring. Sometimes she longed to be gone, because the place was alive with gossip, and she did not want to hear it. It was terrible knowing that her parents’ troubles were being chewed over and speculated on, and she was horrified at the scurrilous talk about her father and Anne Boleyn – not that she understood a lot of it. There was no escaping Anne, who was queening it over the court, evidently confident that she would soon be married to the King, so Mary kept as far as possible to her apartments or her mother’s, and strove to be a comfort to her. Not that Mother ever complained. She had the patience of a saint! And she was firm in her resolve.


‘I am your father’s true wife. and I will never say or do anything to jeopardise your title of princess or your right to the succession,’ she declared to Mary, again and again.


It was only after the King had said something that particularly upset her that Mother finally confided in her. As they sat by the fire one evening, she dabbed at her eyes with her kerchief, unable to conceal her misery. ‘You are thirteen now, Daughter, and old enough to be told what is happening. You should know that I have been threatened. Your father says I do not care for him, when nothing could be further from the truth. He complains that I am too merry, too richly dressed, and that I should be praying for a good end to this Great Matter rather than presiding over entertainments at court. Heaven knows, I do pray! I spend hours on my knees in chapel.’


‘I know you do.’ Mary knelt and took her mother’s hand.


It was as if a dam had burst and released a flood of emotions in Mother. ‘He is so suspicious of me! He says that by riding out and acknowledging the cheers of the people, I am inciting his subjects to rebellion. He thinks I am involved in some mad plot to kill him and the Cardinal. He even had the Council write to warn me that if it could be proved I had any hand in it, I must not expect to be spared, since they felt in their consciences that his life was in danger. They said I was a fool to resist the King’s will, and that they had urged him to separate from me entirely – and to take you from me.’


Mary was appalled, chilled to the marrow. Her mother was trembling. How dare they treat her like this! She was a good woman and had never wished anyone harm, even Anne Boleyn. Unlike herself! It was awful for them to be at loggerheads with the King – not that she herself had ever dared to confront him. She knew he would never dream of her opposing his will and defending the cause of her beloved mother, who had been shockingly treated by anyone’s standards. Yet she would stand up to him if it came to it. She would show him that she possessed all the courage and spirit of her grandmother, Queen Isabella!


Mother put an arm around her. ‘My dear child, if they do take you away from me, I want you to know that it is not of my doing. If I have put on a brave face and dressed well and ridden out, it is because that is what a queen should do. One must never parade one’s griefs in public. As for this mysterious plot – well, it is pure fantasy! Your father knows in his heart that I would never wish any ill to befall him. I love him.’


‘They will not part us, will they?’ Mary could not bear the prospect of another long separation, especially one with no end in sight, and shuddered to think of what it might mean for her mother. ‘Surely Father will not allow the Council to proceed against you? They have no grounds.’


‘It is but a bluster, I am sure. A warning not to defy the King. They think to bully me into submission, make me agree to enter a nunnery so that he can be free to remarry. Well, I have said, time and again, that I have no vocation. If only the Pope would rule on the matter and put an end to this uncertainty.’


‘Hopefully, Cardinal Campeggio will rule on his behalf when the court sits.’


‘Alas, Mary.’ The Queen shook her head. ‘I fear there will be more delaying tactics, and I cannot expect impartial justice when the court is sitting in my husband’s realm and Cardinal Wolsey is the other judge. He would see me gone with a click of his fingers. No, I want the matter decided in Rome.’


‘And you think his Holiness will find for you?’


‘I have no doubt of it!’


Mary had wanted to stay at court and support her mother, but with the court case looming, both her parents thought it best that she be sent to Hunsdon. It was hard to say farewell to the Queen, knowing that she was leaving her to an uncertain fate.


When she went to say goodbye to the King, she found him with the Cardinal.


‘Mary!’ Father exclaimed, as ebullient as ever. ‘Let us hope it will not be long before you are back with us.’


Yes, she thought bitterly, but in what circumstances? Would the cardinals have ordered him to return to her mother? Or would she be returning to a court bereft of its Queen?


Lowering her head so that Father would not see how angry she was with him for the misery he was putting them through, she knelt for his blessing. When Wolsey bade her a fond farewell, she noticed that his florid, fleshy face was wan and haggard. So he was dreading the hearing too. Probably he feared Father’s displeasure if the verdict went against him. There would be no winners in this case.


At Hunsdon, feeling very cut off from the world, Mary waited anxiously for news. Lady Salisbury was as kind and protective as ever, but she was missing her son Arthur, who had died last year of the sweating sickness, and Reginald, who had gone to Italy to pursue his studies at the King’s expense, for he was planning to enter the Church. Mary thought it sad that her father had frowned upon a marriage between them, for she was certain that she could have loved Reginald as a husband. But once he had taken holy orders, he would be lost to her for ever.


His mother was proud of her son’s vocation, but fearful for him too, for, from the safety of Italy, Reginald had openly called Anne Boleyn a Jezebel and a sorceress, leaving no one in any doubt as to his opinion of her.


Lady Salisbury was suffering agonies of anxiety. ‘I am sure he is right and that she is responsible for the whole lying affair,’ she said, as she and Mary discussed the matter one night at supper, there being no secrets between them now. ‘But I wish he was not so outspoken in his views. I fear he may have to remain abroad now, for he has rendered his position in England insupportable and shown himself ungrateful. After all, the King has paid handsomely for his education. It is wrong to bite the hand that feeds you.’


‘And yet Reginald is right!’ Mary declared, leaving half her food untouched.


‘Alas, dear child, it is not enough to be right when might can prevail. I fear that many people are facing a crisis of conscience over this Great Matter. All we can pray for is that the cardinals will resolve it.’


Mother’s letters were less frequent than Mary would have liked, and to begin with they told her very little. She seemed reluctant to commit much to paper, probably for fear that her writings would be used to compromise her. Mary remembered her saying she was convinced that Wolsey had placed spies in her household.


One day, Lady Salisbury came into the schoolroom, where Mary and Dr Fetherston were working on a French translation.


‘I have received a letter from Lady Exeter,’ she said. Mary looked up keenly. The half-Spanish and forthright Lady Exeter was a good friend to Mother and indignant at the way she was being treated.


Lady Salisbury sat down. ‘She has sent me an account of what has taken place at the Blackfriars.’ That was where the court was sitting. ‘The King and Queen were summoned into the court – can you imagine it? Such a thing has never been heard of in England! But your lady mother did not sit upon her throne. Oh, no! She made her way around the court and knelt before the King and made the speech of her life! She begged him to spare her the court proceedings, for she said she would get no impartial justice in England. She swore that she came to him a true maid, and that she had always been a true wife to him. When he did not answer, she committed her cause to God, then departed, ignoring calls for her to come back. The crowds outside cheered her heartily.’


‘They cannot rule in my father’s favour after that!’ Mary cried.


‘They may declare her wilfully disobedient to the court’s authority, and proceed without her,’ Dr Fetherston warned. ‘The case must still be heard.’


Mary’s heart sank.


If it had not been for Lady Exeter, who cared not a fig for the Cardinal’s spies, they would not have had any news. Dr Fetherston had been right: Mother had been declared wilfully disobedient. The cardinals were hearing the case in her absence, which didn’t seem fair to Mary. And the weeks were dragging by. Apparently, they were calling witnesses. On her knees in chapel, praying for a happy outcome, she wondered who these witnesses were and what they might have to say, and why it was taking such an age for a ruling to be given. Hadn’t they all waited long enough? It was two years since her father had asked Rome for an annulment. Did not his Holiness understand how grievously the Great Matter was overshadowing their lives? With a stroke of his pen, he could have put a stop to it long since. But, as Dr Fetherston repeatedly reminded her, the case was not as simple as that.


Mary began to sense that Lady Salisbury was withholding some details from her. When she walked into a room and saw the governess slip a letter into her pocket, she challenged her. ‘What are you keeping from me? I must know!’


Lady Salisbury’s fair cheeks flushed. ‘Alas, child, some of the testimony given in court about your mother’s first marriage is too indelicate for your tender ears. It is not fitting for you to hear it. More to the point, it is superfluous to the matter being debated.’ Her thin lips pursed disapprovingly.


Mary sank down on a settle, wondering what her governess was talking about. She knew very little about what passed between married people, only that there was something mysterious about it, which, she supposed, she would find out when she married herself. Although when that might be, given her uncertain future, she could not know. She wasn’t even sure if she was still betrothed to the Duke of Orléans.


‘Lady Salisbury,’ she asked, ‘if my parents’ marriage is annulled, will I be deemed baseborn?’ Baseborn, she knew, was when you were born outside lawful wedlock, and it was a shameful thing to be, for it meant that your parents had sinned and you had no rights of inheritance.


The governess sat beside her. ‘That’s very unlikely,’ she said briskly. ‘If your father and mother married in good faith, not being aware of any impediment to their union, then you would be deemed legitimate. And they did marry in good faith, never doubt it. Pope Julius had granted them a dispensation.’


Mary was instantly relieved, but something struck her forcefully. ‘So my father is saying that Pope Julius was wrong to grant it. But I thought the Pope was never wrong, for he is the mouthpiece of our Lord Jesus Christ.’


Lady Salisbury hesitated. ‘The King has indeed called the authority of the Pope into question. I think that is one reason why Pope Clement is unwilling to reverse the decision of Pope Julius. A lot of people are concerned about the effect of this Great Matter on the Church, especially now that the wicked heresies of Martin Luther are gaining ground.’


Mary had heard a lot about Luther, none of it good. Dr Fetherston had told her of the former German monk who believed that the Pope had too much power, that the Church was corrupt and venal, and that salvation was gained through faith alone and not good works. Worse still, he denied most of the seven sacraments. But his heresies had attracted many followers, even in England. They were called Protestants, and they were wicked heretics, infecting the faithful with their unorthodox, wrong-headed views.


Lady Salisbury lowered her voice. ‘I have heard it said that Anne Boleyn and her family are Lutherans.’


Mary’s loathing for Anne intensified. ‘That would not surprise me! We can only pray that she does not corrupt my father with her heresies! She should burn for them, but of course she will get away with it. She does as she pleases, and my father lets her!’


The governess was regarding her with compassion. ‘We must pray that she will see the error of her ways. Do not let her distress you, child. Soon, mark my words, the King will have to send her away.’


‘I long for that day!’ Mary breathed.


When Lady Salisbury appeared at supper one warm, muggy day in July, Mary knew that she had bad news. It was apparent from her demeanour, her defeated look. She braced herself for the worst.


‘They have ruled for my father?’ Her heart was thudding alarmingly.


‘No, dear child. In view of your lady mother’s appeal, the case has been revoked to Rome for a decision.’


‘That means more delays!’ She could not face another agony of waiting. ‘Why can they not give a decision now?’


‘Because, Mary, this is not just a matter of Scripture, or the authority of the Pope. You must not forget that his Holiness fears to offend either the Emperor or the King.’


‘But surely, in delaying, he offends both?’


‘I think he fears the Emperor more. I know, I know. It is not fitting that the Pope, who is Christ’s vicar on earth, should have regard to political considerations. But he is a prince like any other, and I fear he is a timid man.’


‘It seems to me he is compromising the Church at a time when it most needs defending,’ Mary observed bitterly. ‘My father is supposed to be its defender – he wrote that book condemning Luther’s heresies. But now he seems bent on undermining all it stands for.’


Lady Salisbury shook her head sadly. ‘Your mother writes that the King is angry. His wrath has fallen on Cardinal Wolsey.’


‘Good! The Cardinal has made himself my mother’s enemy, and mine – he, who is supposed to be my godfather!’


‘There may come a time when we must pity him. Whatever his faults, he has always served the King faithfully, never sparing himself. I have long suspected that his heart was not in this Great Matter, especially after he realised that your father meant to marry Anne Boleyn. She loathes him, and I’ll wager she will now seize this opportunity to bring him down.’


Mary thought about this. ‘So you think he worked for an annulment because he felt he had no other choice?’


‘I do, whatever the Queen your mother believes. I think that secretly he was on her side.’


Lady Salisbury had been right. Lady Exeter wrote that, once his anger cooled, the King had made it plain that he was willing to forgive Wolsey, but Anne Boleyn had intervened and made certain that there would be no reconciliation. The Cardinal had been banished from court and was now on his way to York, where, as archbishop, he was to attend to the needs of his flock.


‘That will be a change for him,’ Dr Fetherston said tartly, as he packed up books ready for Mary’s long-awaited move back to court. ‘It’s about time he remembered his spiritual duties.’


Mary thought the Cardinal had got off lightly, given Anne Boleyn’s enmity. She hoped he would be left in peace now.


She was longing to be back with her mother, but half dreading returning because she could not stomach seeing Anne Boleyn flaunting herself. But in the emotional moment when she fell into the Queen’s embrace at Greenwich, she knew that this was where she should be.


Father was affectionate enough, which made her glad she had never confronted or criticised him in any way. She wanted everything in her world to be perfect, as it once had been, when her parents were being loving towards each other. Clearly they were making an effort to put on a show of unity, if only for her sake, and no one seemed to want to talk about the Great Matter. She could almost believe things were returning to normal.


And then she saw Anne Boleyn, decked out like a queen and surrounded by fawning courtiers. Bristling, Mary acted as if Anne was beneath her notice, studiedly ignoring her, and Anne never acknowledged her presence. Mary tried not to look when she saw her father hanging on Anne’s every word or looking at her with lustful longing. She felt sick. As far as she was concerned, the Witch, as she now thought of her, did not exist.


The Emperor had sent a new ambassador to England.


‘His name is Messire Chapuys, and he says he has been instructed to look to our interests,’ Mother told Mary. ‘He is a lawyer from Savoy and a great scholar. I feel he will be a true friend to us.’


When Chapuys next came to pay his respects, the Queen insisted on Mary being present. The ambassador kissed her hand with the greatest reverence. ‘It is an honour to meet you, my lady Princess,’ he told her. He had a sensitive face and his eyes were kind. Of course, he was quite old, about forty, she reckoned, but he had a certain charm and great courtesy. ‘Your Highness’s steadfastness, piety, virtue and learning are renowned throughout Christendom, and I hear that you are universally adored by your father’s subjects.’


Mary blushed. ‘I thank you, my lord ambassador.’


Chapuys was regarding her with feeling. ‘I know these are troubling times for your Highness and the Queen your mother, but you may rest assured that I will spare no effort to help you both in any way I can.’


‘I am most grateful, Messire,’ Mary said warmly. ‘Anyone who supports my lady mother is a friend to me. I will accept no one for queen except her.’


‘Brave words, my lady Princess,’ the ambassador said.


‘You should know that Messire Chapuys is being watched,’ Mother said. ‘He cannot visit me as freely as he would like. Alas, the King fears that I will persuade him to incite the Emperor to war – which is the last thing I would ever do!’


Mary was stunned. That it had come to this! Someone was dripping poison into Father’s ear – and she had no doubt who it was.


‘But I will endeavour to get messages to your Majesty,’ Chapuys assured the Queen.


When he had gone, Mary was aware of feeling strangely comforted. Here, she knew, was someone who could be relied on to be steadfast and true, someone who would fight for their rights. The Emperor had chosen well. They had found a champion at last.


It was Christmas Eve. Mary stood with her parents, watching the Yule log being hauled into the great hall and placed on the hearth, where it would burn throughout the festive season. Around them, there was much mirth and good cheer, but her father seemed to take no pleasure in it. He was in a prickly mood, doubtless because Anne Boleyn had gone home for Yuletide, and still there had been no word from Rome.


Mary saw Chapuys among the courtiers. He smiled at her and gave a little bow. The few times she had encountered him, she had felt again a sense of being safe and protected, and now, always, she looked for him in the court.


Suddenly, he was at her side with a plate of sugar suckets. ‘Allow me to be your server!’ he invited, offering them to her. ‘It’s Christmas, and your Highness should enjoy it!’


Yes, it was the season when the normal order of things was completely overturned, when servants became masters, rules were disobeyed, and even Father had to bow to the edicts of the Lord of Misrule. Maybe she would be allowed to dance with Messire Chapuys. She would like nothing better. She took a sucket and smiled at him.


Wishes did not always come true. When the dancing began on Christmas Day, she watched as some ladies boldly invited the gentlemen of their choice to partner them. Mary yearned to invite Chapuys, but was too nervous of seeming forward or incurring her father’s displeasure. So she remained seated by the Queen, her feet itching to be dancing.









Chapter 5


1530


It was spring again, and Mary was in Essex, at Beaulieu, one of her father’s most luxurious properties, preparing to return to court. Beaulieu was beautiful, with oriel windows, ornate royal lodgings and eight courtyards. She loved the place, but she had hated being apart from her mother. Yet the King had ordered her to go there, and even before she left court, people had been saying he had sent her away to punish the Queen for thwarting his will. Evidently, he had heard the gossip and feared a backlash of public opinion, for within a short time he had summoned Mary to Windsor to be with the Queen, then left them there together to go hunting with Anne Boleyn, making no secret of it. Mother had been overjoyed to see Mary. ‘My dear child!’ she cried. ‘Let me look at you! You are growing up so fast. Every time I see you, there has been a change.’ It was true. Mary was fourteen now, still small and slight, but filling out with the first curves of womanhood. She still retained her childish prettiness, but she was finding it hard to be sweet and charming when she felt so nervous all the time, and fearful of what might happen next.


They spent that first day together in the Queen’s chamber in her lodging in the Upper Ward, catching up on their news. Mother asked Mary about her lessons, her daily life at Beaulieu, and whether she had been diligent at her devotions. She was evidently pleased with Mary’s answers, but Mary wanted to talk about more important things.


‘My lady mother,’ she said, as they sat sewing with the Queen’s ladies, ‘I have been worried about you.’


‘There is no need to worry about me,’ Mother said briskly. ‘I am very well.’


‘But my father’s Grace is still trying to put you away,’ Mary blurted out.


‘We are both waiting for the Pope to pronounce sentence on our marriage,’ the Queen replied gently. ‘I am sure he will do so soon. There is nothing to worry about. Your father and I are perfect friends, as ever.’


‘But he is always with the Lady Anne.’ Mary was on the verge of tears. ‘I cannot believe that he has brought that witch here with him.’


‘Do not let it upset you,’ Mother soothed. ‘One day soon, his Holiness will speak, and then his Grace will return to me and the Lady Anne will be sent away.’


Seeing Mary looking doubtful, the Queen made a visible effort. ‘He will only marry her if he is forbidden to return to me, which is what he wants, of course; yet he does not realise what is best for the health of his soul, and for this kingdom. And as it is unlikely that our marriage will be annulled, do not fret about it. Now, let me hear how you play on the virginals!’


Mary bit her tongue. Mother was a fool if she really believed that. But she was a dutiful daughter, so she said nothing.


As she was playing her lute, the King arrived. She rose and curtseyed dutifully, then knelt for his blessing. He swept her into his arms.


‘How does my dear child?’ he asked, kissing her.


‘I am well, Sir. I trust that your Grace is too.’


‘That was an excellent performance,’ he complimented her. ‘I could hear it as I approached.’ He sat down next to the Queen. ‘How are you progressing in your studies, Mary?’


It was a pleasant interlude – almost like old times. He stayed for an hour and was even merry with them. And when Mary moved to Hunsdon in July, he visited her, and they dined together in her privy chamber.


As soon as the fruit and comfits had been served, he waved the servants away. ‘I fear I have seen too little of you of late, Daughter,’ he said. ‘It is a matter of great regret to me. I would not want anything to come between us.’


‘I have always loved and honoured you as my father, Sir, and I always will,’ Mary said carefully.


‘Yet I fear there are those who have infected you with their obstinate opinions,’ he replied, and she could hear the steel in his voice, see his expression harden. ‘I know you are aware of the Great Matter that overshadows us all, and you should also know that I have been assured by many learned doctors that my marriage to your lady mother is of doubtful validity. They have urged me all along to have the case tried. I don’t know what others have been telling you, but you must understand that I do not pursue this cause lightly, and that it is a righteous one. I cannot have it said that your mother and I have lived in sin these twenty years and more.’


Mary could not think what to say. She sat there, unable to finish the cherries on her plate, and wished she were anywhere else.


‘You are strangely quiet, Daughter. Do you not have an opinion?’


‘Alas, Sir,’ she stammered, ‘I am no doctor. I do not know what to think, and the matter touches me too nearly for me to see things clearly.’ She summoned up her courage. ‘But I have heard contrary opinions about the Great Matter . . . Father, why are you doing this to us?’


His temper flared. ‘I see you have your mother’s obstinacy. What she refuses to see is that God is punishing us for our sinful union. All your brothers died soon after birth. Eight children she’s borne me, and only you have been spared to us. Can you not see the hand of God in that, Mary, sense His displeasure? I cannot continue any longer in this state of sin! You must understand that.’


She was sobbing now, unable to control her feelings. ‘And where does the Lady Anne Boleyn come into this? How could you forsake a great princess like my mother for her? She is not worthy of a crown!’


‘Enough!’ Father snapped, his face red with fury. ‘You will not speak of her so disrespectfully.’


‘She shows no respect for me!’ Mary cried. ‘I am your heir! I fear she would have you divorce me too and deprive me of my birthright.’


The King’s voice was icy. ‘I see that your mother has failed to bring you up to a proper awareness of your duty to me. And no doubt Lady Salisbury must take part of the blame. That family make no secret of their views on my Great Matter – and after all I have done for them. Watch your tongue, Daughter, and mend your opinions, or I shall see that these pernicious influences are removed from your life.’


He rose, almost upsetting the chair in his angry haste, and stumped out, leaving Mary in anguish. She could not believe he would go so far as to separate her from Mother and dear Lady Salisbury. It was just bluster, surely? But what would she do if she were cut off from them completely? She could not bear to think of it. She wished, how she wished, that she had held her tongue.


She confided in Lady Salisbury, who looked faintly alarmed, but agreed that it had probably been Father’s anger and frustration talking. She wrote to her mother, who counselled her to have patience and show herself a dutiful, obedient daughter at all times, adding a gentle reproof for having spoken to her father and sovereign so boldly. And then she counted the days and weeks, praying for a summons to court.


During this time, her monthly courses started. Lady Salisbury explained, without fuss, that they signalled the beginning of her childbearing years and that she was now of an age to be married. But who would want her? Mary wondered. Did King Francis still mean to marry her to his son, with her legitimacy in doubt? Because despite what her governess had said, the matter had yet to be determined.


Many a night found her weeping into her pillow, longing to be back in the safe haven of her childhood, when she had been adored and cherished by her parents, and they had loved each other, and there had been no Great Matter blighting their lives. How she yearned to know again that security, and to live once more in a world where the faith she held so dear, the faith her mother had instilled in her, had been held by all. She did not belong in this new world, with its uncertainties and its encroaching heresies.


Early in December, her low mood plummeted when she heard of the death of Cardinal Wolsey. Lady Salisbury broke it to her. ‘Lady Exeter says his enemies united to bring him down. You can guess who is most likely to have been behind it.’


Mary could. Anne had no doubt been biding her time, waiting for an opportunity to present itself.


‘It seems that the Cardinal had been working secretly on your lady mother’s behalf. He was accused of treason, and the Earl of Northumberland was sent to Yorkshire to arrest him – he whose betrothal to Anne Boleyn the Cardinal broke years ago.’


‘He had a lucky escape,’ Mary muttered.


‘Indeed. And I perceive the hand of the Lady Anne to be clear in this, suggesting she has never forgiven the Cardinal. It would explain her hostility towards him. Heaven knows why she is so vengeful, seeing she now has hopes of a far better marriage.’


‘It will be no marriage!’ Mary hissed, shocked at Anne’s vindictiveness. ‘What happened to the Cardinal?’ Since Lady Salisbury had spoken kindly of him, she had felt more warmly towards her godfather, remembering his kindnesses to her and his loyal, indefatigable service to the King. And now that she knew he had seen the rightness of her mother’s case all along and had lately even risked all to support her, there was a great lump in her throat and tears welled in her eyes.


‘He was escorted south under guard,’ Lady Salisbury went on. ‘He probably knew that his destination was the Tower.’


‘But my father would not have had him executed, surely? A prince of the Church?’ It was unthinkable. His cloth would have exempted and protected him.


‘One would hope not!’ the governess exclaimed. ‘I suspect he would have faced a long imprisonment.’ Mary wondered if Anne would have countenanced that, or if she would have demanded his head. ‘He was not a well man, and by the time they reached Leicester, he was clearly dying, so they took him to Leicester Abbey, where God, in His mercy, took him to Himself.’


Mary crossed herself. It was tragic to think of that old man, abandoned by the King he had loved and served, worn out by a lifetime of work and the burden of failure, dying alone in the custody of his captors. ‘I will pray for him,’ she said.


When, after long, anxious months out in the cold, she received the summons to join the court at Greenwich for Christmas, she understood that she was forgiven. Her father’s welcome was as warm as ever.


‘I have missed you, sweet child,’ he said, crushing her against his jewel-encrusted doublet.


‘And I have missed you too, Father.’ She was not referring just to the months of separation. She was thinking of the man he used to be.


Mother was as loving as ever. It was heartening to see her in her rightful place by Father’s side, gracing the festivities. But Anne Boleyn was clearly determined to make her presence felt; it galled Mary to see the courtiers still dancing attendance on her and flocking to her apartments, when the rightful Queen was all but left alone. Mary pursed her lips when she saw the Witch flaunting herself or making the barest of reverences to Mother and herself. Rage consumed her.


When they were alone one morning in the Queen’s chamber, Mother regarded her with concern. ‘You look troubled, Mary, and you have lost weight.’


‘Do you wonder?’ Mary burst out. ‘How can I be happy when I see what is going on here and how we are slighted? I detest her! She is a wicked woman. How can my father do this to you, Madam?’


‘Hush, child! You must not speak of him so, and you must be charitable towards the Lady Anne for his sake.’


‘My lady mother, you have the patience of a saint!’ Mary cried. ‘I cannot be like you, however hard I try.’ She was struggling to stem the tears.


Mother said nothing. Even now, she never criticised Father – at least not in front of Mary. But on Christmas Day, Mary had the strong impression that they had quarrelled. Father was evidently feeling very sorry for himself, and he barely spoke to Mother. This black mood continued throughout the twelve days of festivities. Even at Twelfth Night, when the King and Queen sat enthroned together and there were masques, games and a great banquet, he would not stop grumbling about the interminable delays in Rome and how badly the Pope had used him. In the end, even Mother gave up trying to get him to show a little mirth for Mary’s sake.


That night, she came to Mary’s bedchamber. ‘You must not worry about Father. He is like a man possessed, but I am sure that this madness will pass and that his natural virtues and goodness will win through in the end. Would that I could have him with me for just two or three months, as we used to be, I know I could make him forget all about a divorce.’
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