








Thank you for purchasing this Pocket Books eBook.

Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Pocket Books and Simon & Schuster.

[image: sign up button]
or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com









SECRETS OF THE TUDOR COURT

The Pleasure Palace







[image: image]

Pocket Books
 A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
 1230 Avenue of the Americas
 New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2009 by Kathy Lynn Emerson

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department,
 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Emerson, Kate.
Secrets of the Tudor court: the pleasure palace / Kate Emerson.—1st
 Pocket Books trade pbk. ed.
 p. cm.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-8358-5

ISBN-10: 1-4165-8358-0

1. Popincourt, Jane—Fiction. 2. Mistresses—Great Britain—Fiction. 3. Henry VIII, King of England, 1491–1547—Fiction. 4. Great Britain—Kings and rulers—Paramours—Fiction. 5. Great Britain—Court and courtiers—Fiction. I. Title.
PS3555.M414S43 2009
813'.54—dc22     2008030455

Visit us on the World Wide Web: 
http://www.SimonSays.com






FOR MEG AND CHRISTINA






Contents


Chapter 1




Chapter 2




Chapter 3




Chapter 4




Chapter 5




Chapter 6




Chapter 7




Chapter 8




Chapter 9




Chapter 10




Chapter 11




Chapter 12




Chapter 13




Chapter 14




Chapter 15




Chapter 16




AUTHOR’S NOTE




A WHO’S WHO OF THE EARLY TUDOR COURT




READERS CLUB GUIDE









1




I was a child of eight in April of the year of our Lord fourteen hundred and ninety-eight. I lived in a pretty, rural town on the south bank of the Loire River, where a fortified château faced with white stone graced the hill above. This castle had been much restored by France’s King Charles VIII, and his court spent a good part of every year in residence there. Both the town and the château were called Amboise.

My mother, Jeanne Popyncourt, for whom I was named, served as a lady-in-waiting to the queen of France. My father, until his death six months earlier, followed the court from place to place, taking lodgings in nearby towns so that Maman could visit us whenever she was not in attendance on Queen Anne. We had a modest house in Amboise and several servants to see to our needs. After Papa died, Maman added a governess to the household to look after me.


I was so often in Amboise that I had become friends with some of the neighborhood children. I spent a great deal of time with one in particular, a boy of my own years named Guy Dunois. Guy taught me how to play card games and climb trees, and he made me laugh by crossing his eyes. They were a bright blue-green and always full of mischief.

Then everything changed when King Charles died. When word of it spread throughout Amboise, people went out into the street just to stare up at the château. Some had tears in their eyes. Madame Andrée, my governess, told me to stay in my bedchamber, but from my window I could see that she and everyone else in the household was outside. Guy and his mother were out there, too. I was just about to disobey Madame’s orders and join them when a cloaked and hooded figure burst into the room. I let out a yelp. Then I recognized my mother.

“We must leave at once on a long journey,” Maman announced.

Surprised by my mother’s disguise, I was nonetheless elated by the prospect of a great adventure, I clapped my hands in delight. I treasured the hours I spent in my mother’s company, the more so since the loss of my father. For the most part, Maman and I could only be together when she did not have duties at court. As she was one of Queen Anne’s favorite ladies, she was rarely free.

“Where are we going? When do we leave? What shall I pack?”

“No questions, Jeanne, I beg you.”

“But I must say farewell to Guy and my other friends, else they will wonder what became of me.”

“There is no time.” She had already stuffed my newest, finest garments into the leather pannier she’d brought. “Don your cloak, and change those shoes for your sturdiest pair of boots.”

When I’d done as she asked, I held out a poppet I treasured, a cloth baby with yarn for hair and a bright red dress. Maman looked sad, but she shook her head. “There is no room.”

She left behind my comb and brush and my slate and my prayer book, too. With one last look around the chamber to assure that she’d packed everything she thought necessary, she grasped my hand and towed me after her to the stable.

A horse waited there, already saddled and carrying a second bulging pannier. I looked around for a groom, but no one was in sight, nor had Maman hired any guards to escort and protect us.

Many people were leaving Amboise in the wake of the king’s death. “Where are they all going in such a hurry?” I asked as I rode on a pillion behind Maman, clinging tightly to her waist.

“To Blois, to the new king.”

“Is that where we are going?”

“No, my darling. Please be silent, Jeanne.”

She was my mother, and she sounded as if she might be about to cry, so I obeyed her.

Once free of the town, she avoided the main roads. When I’d made journeys with my father in the past, we’d spend our nights in private houses, mostly the country manors belonging to his friends. But Maman chose to take rooms in obscure inns, or lodge in the guest quarters of religious houses. It was not as pleasant a way to travel. The beds were often lumpy and sometimes full of fleas.

Maman said I must not speak to anyone, and she rarely did so herself. We both wore plain wool cloaks with the hoods pulled up to hide our faces. It was almost as if she feared being recognized as a lady of the French court.

Our journey took two months, but at last we reached the Pale of Calais, on the north coast of France. Maman reined in our horse and breathed an audible sigh. “We are on English soil now, Jeanne. This land belongs to King Henry the Seventh of England.” I was puzzled by her obvious relief at having left our country, but I dared not ask why.

A few days later, we had a rough sail across the treacherous body of water the English called the Narrow Seas, finally arriving in the town of Dover. It was the twelfth day of June, two days after Trinity Sunday, and the English port was in an uproar. The authorities were searching for an escaped prisoner who had been held under light guard at the English king’s palace of Westminster. His name was Perkin Warbeck—and he was a pretender to the throne.

My mother was much troubled by this news. She had met Perkin Warbeck years before when he visited the French court of King Charles. At the time he claimed to be the true king of England and had been seeking help from our king to overthrow England’s Henry VII.

Although I was by nature a curious child, I had little interest in the furious search for Warbeck. I was too caught up in the novel sights and sounds of our trip as we traveled overland to London. Everything was new and different—the language, the clothes, even the crops. We traveled for the better part of three days through the English countryside before we reached the city.

In London, we took a room at the King’s Head, an inn in Cheapside, and Maman sent word of our arrival to her twin brother, Rowland Velville, whom she had not seen in many years, not since he had left home to serve as a page for an English exile named Henry Tudor. That done, we settled in to wait for him.

Our chamber looked out upon the innyard. To pass the time, I watched the arrivals and departures of guests and the ostlers at work. Servants crisscrossed the open space dozens of times a day on errands. Deliveries were made. Horses were led to stabling. Once I saw a young woman, cloaked and hooded, creep stealthily from her room to another. It was a noisy, busy place, but all that activity provided a welcome distraction. We had no idea how long we would have to remain where we were.

On the third morning of our stay, the eighteenth day of June, I was awakened by the sound of hammering. I slipped out of bed, shivering a little in my shift, and went to the window. From that vantage point I had a clear view of a half dozen men constructing the oddest bit of scaffolding I had ever seen. It was made entirely of empty wine pipes and hogsheads of wine.

When it was completed, the men secured a heavy wooden object to the top. I blinked, bemused, but I was certain I was not mistaken. I had seen stocks before. Even in France, those who committed certain crimes were made to sit in them while passersby threw refuse and insults their way.

“Jeanne, come away from there!”

I turned to find my mother sitting up in bed, her face all flushed from sleep. I thought her surpassing beautiful and ran to her, clambering up beside her to give her a hug and a kiss. I loved the feel of Maman’s skin, which was soft as flower petals and smelled of rose water.

“What is all that hammering?” she asked.

“Some men built a scaffold out of wine pipes and hogsheads and put stocks on top of it. Is the innyard like a marketplace? Do you think it is the custom to punish criminals at the King’s Head?”

“I think only very special prisoners would merit such treatment. We must dress, and quickly.” Her face, always pale, had turned white as the finest parchment. I did not understand what was wrong, but I was afraid.

We had to play tiring maid to each other, having brought no servants with us from France. I laced Maman into a pale gold bodice and kirtle and helped her don the long rose-colored gown that went over it. We did have fine clothing, and Maman had taken special pains to pack our best. The fabrics were still new and smelled sweet and the colors were rich and vibrant.

By the time we dressed and broke our fast with bread and ale, a great to-do had arisen in the innyard. Together, as the bell in a nearby church tower rang out the hour of ten, we stepped out onto the low-railed gallery beyond the window and looked down.

A man had been placed in the stocks. His long yellow hair was dirty, and his fine clothing rumpled and soiled, but he still had the look of someone important. It was difficult to tell his age. He slumped like an old man and, since I was only eight, almost everyone seemed ancient to me. In fact, he was no older than my mother, and she was just twenty-four.

The crowd, noisy and jostling, swelled as we watched. They jeered at the prisoner and called him names. He had been put on public display as punishment for some crime. I understood that much. What continued to puzzle me was the strangeness of the scaffold.

“Who is he?” I asked. “What did he do?”

I spoke in French, in the high, ringing voice of childhood. A man in a lawyer’s robe looked up, suspicion writ large upon his swarthy, ill-favored countenance. Those few words had drawn attention to us. Worse, they had marked us as foreigners. Maman hastily retreated into the chamber, pulling me after her, and closed the shutters.

“Who is he?” I asked again.

“Perkin Warbeck,” she answered. “The pretender the soldiers were looking for in Dover.”

The noise outside our window increased as the day wore on until finally, at just past three of the clock, Warbeck was taken away under heavy guard. A scant quarter of an hour afterward, my uncle arrived.

“You have grown up, Rowland,” my mother said as she hugged her twin hard. “But I would have known you anywhere. You have the look of our father.”

She had not seen her brother since they were nine. Within three years Rowland’s leaving home, Henry Tudor had become King Henry VII of England.

“And you, my dear sister,” Rowland Velville said courteously, “have a most pleasing countenance.”

“Jeanne,” she said, turning to me, “this is your uncle, Master Rowland Velville.”

“Sir Rowland,” he corrected her, sparing one hard stare for me.

I studied the two of them while they talked quietly together, fascinated by their similarities. Both were blessed with thick brown hair and large, deep-set brown eyes. I shared their coloring, but my eyes have golden flecks. I was extraordinarily pleased with that small difference. I did not want to be just like anyone else, not even my beloved mother.

My uncle’s nose was large, long, and thin. My mother’s, too, was thin, but much smaller. Mine was the smallest of all—a “button,” Maman called it. Uncle was of above-average height. Maman came up to his shoulder. Both of them were slender, as was I.

Having given her brother a brief account of our journey, Maman described the scene we had witnessed in the innyard. “Poor man,” she said, meaning Perkin Warbeck.

“Do not waste your sympathy!” Uncle sounded so angry that I took a quick step away from him. “He is naught but an imposter, a commoner’s son impersonating royalty.”

Maman’s brow furrowed. “I know that, Rowland. What I do not understand is why he would try to escape. The rebellion ended months ago. We heard about it at the French court, including how King Henry forgave Warbeck for leading it.”

“Your information is remarkably accurate.”


“Any tale of the English court soon reaches the ears of the king of France. No doubt the English king has similar sources who report on every rumor that comes out of the court of France.”

“If he does, I am not privy to what they tell him. He has never confided in me.”

Maman looked relieved to hear it.

“King Henry does not always reward those who deserve it.”

“He has been generous to you. You have been made a knight.”

“An honor long overdue.” He sounded bitter. “And there were no lands to go with it. He takes more care for the future of this fellow Warbeck! As soon as the pretender admitted that he was an imposter, the king gave him leave to remain at court. He was under light guard but was treated like a guest. Warbeck’s wife fared even better. She has been appointed as one of Queen Elizabeth’s ladies and is accorded her full dignity as the daughter of a Scottish nobleman.”

“Lady Catherine Gordon,” Maman murmured. “Poor girl. She thought she’d married a king and ended up with a mere commoner.”

“Warbeck will be lodged in the Tower of London from now on. He’ll not find life so easy in that fortress, nor will he have any further opportunity to escape.”

“The Tower of London? It is a prison?” Maman sounded confused. “I thought it was a royal palace.”

“It is both, often at the same time. Prisoners accused of treason and those of noble birth are held there. And kings have kept lodgings within the precincts from the earliest days of the realm.”

I tugged on my uncle’s dark blue sleeve until he glanced down with the liquid brown eyes so like my mother’s. “How could a commoner be mistaken for a prince?” I asked.

“He was well coached by King Henry’s enemies.” My uncle went down on one knee so that we were face-to-face and caught me by the shoulders. “You are a clever girl, Jane, to ask me this. It is important that you know who people are. The court much resembles a small village. If you do not know that the butcher’s wife is related by marriage to the blacksmith, you may do yourself much harm by speaking against him within her hearing. So, too, with plots and schemes. A family’s enmity can—”

“Rowland!” My mother spoke sharply, cutting him off. “Do not continue, I beg of you. She is too young to understand.”

He gave a curt nod, but kept hold of my shoulders and looked me straight in the eye.

“Listen well, Jane. I will tell you a cautionary tale now and save the other story for another day. Many years ago, the two sons of the English king Edward the Fourth were declared illegitimate upon King Edward’s death by Edward’s brother, Richard the Third. Richard then took the throne for himself. Thereafter the princes disappeared. No one knows what happened to them, although most men believe that Richard the Third, now king, had them murdered. Henry Tudor then defeated King Richard in battle at a place called Bosworth and became King Henry the Seventh in his stead. To end civil war, Henry Tudor married Elizabeth of York, Edward’s eldest daughter, even though she, too, had been declared illegitimate by Richard’s decree.”

My uncle glanced at my mother. “King Henry the Seventh is especially sensitive just now on the subject of the royal bastards.”

“That is understandable,” Maman replied. Her expression was serene, her voice calm, but sadness shone in her eyes.

My uncle turned back to me to continue his history lesson. “But King Henry’s throne is not yet secure. He has been plagued by imposters claiming to be one of the missing princes. So far, his grace has always been able to discover their true identities and expose them, taking the heart out of the traitors who support them. But many rebellious souls still exist in England, men all too ready to rise up again, even in the cause of a royal bastard.”

My brow puckered in confusion. “I know what a bastard is, Uncle. It means you are born outside of marriage. My friend Guy Dunois is one. But if these two boys—who may or may not be dead—are bastards, why would anyone try to impersonate them? They cannot claim the throne even if they are alive.”

Uncle gave me an approving look. “I would not be so certain of that. Before marrying their sister, King Henry the Seventh reversed the royal decree that made her and her brothers illegitimate. So, dead they are and dead they must remain—for the good of the realm.”

My curiosity led me quickly to another question. “Why was Warbeck’s scaffold made of wine pipes and hogsheads?” I asked.

The briefest hint of a smile came over my uncle’s face. “Because the popular belief is that the king’s navy came close to capturing Warbeck before he ever landed on these shores. He eluded them, it is said, by hiding inside an empty wine barrel stowed in the prow of his ship.”

My mother’s fingers moved from her rosary to the silk sash at her waist. Her voice remained level, but the way she twisted the fine fabric around one hand betrayed her agitation. “With so much unrest in his land,” Maman said, “it is good of the king to take an interest in us.”

“Your future is not yet secure, Joan.”

“She is Jeanne,” I protested. “Jeanne Popyncourt. As I am.”

“No longer. You are in England now, my dear niece. Your mother will be known as Joan and you will be Jane, to distinguish between the two of you.”

“I do not understand,” I said.


“I will explain everything in good time, Jeanne,” Maman said.

“Jane,” Uncle insisted.

“Jane, then,” she continued. “Be patient, my child, and all will be revealed. But for the present it is best that you do not know too much.”

“And in the meantime,” my uncle interrupted, “you will both be provided for. Come. I am to take you to the king.”

“Now?” The word came out as a hoarse croak. Maman’s eyes widened in alarm.

“Now,” he insisted.

At my uncle’s urging, we gathered up our possessions and soon were aboard a wherry and headed upriver on an incoming tide. I sat between him and my mother in the pair-oared rowing boat.

The vessel’s awning kept the sun out of our faces, but it did not obscure my view. Attempting to see everything at once, I twisted from side to side on the cushioned bench. We had boarded the wherry just to the west of London Bridge and so had a good distance to travel before we passed beyond the sprawling city of London with its tall houses and multitude of church steeples. When at last we rounded the curve of the Thames, the river broadened to reveal green meadows, riverside gardens, and a dazzling array of magnificent buildings that far outshone anything the city had to offer.

“That is Westminster Abbey,” my uncle said, pointing. “And there is the great palace of Westminster, where the king is waiting for us.”

Once we disembarked my uncle escorted us to the king’s privy chamber. I caught only a glimpse of bright tapestries and grand furnishings before a liveried servant conducted us into the small complex of inner chambers beyond.

“Why is it so much darker here?” I whispered, catching hold of my mother’s sleeve.


“Hush, my darling.”

“Show some respect,” my uncle snapped. “Do you not realize what a great honor it is to be allowed to enter the king’s ‘secret’ lodgings?”

We moved briskly through one small chamber and into another. There the servant stopped before a curtained door.

“Make a deep obeisance,” my uncle instructed in a harsh whisper. “Do not speak unless spoken to. Address the king as ‘Sire’ or ‘Your Grace’ when you do speak to him. And do not forget that you must back out of the room when you are dismissed.”

My eyes wide, my lips pressed tightly closed, I crept farther into the room. Like a little mouse, I felt awed and terrified by the prospect that lay before me—my first meeting with my new liege lord.

In those days, King Henry did not stoop, as he would toward the end of his life. He was as tall as my uncle, a thin man but one who gave the impression of strength. His nose was long and thin, too. He was dressed most grandly in cloth-of-gold and crimson velvet. His black velvet bonnet, sporting a jeweled brooch and pendant pearl, sat atop reddish brown hair. It was just starting to go gray. Beneath was a clean-shaven face so exceedingly pale that the red wart on his right cheek stood out in stark contrast.

I stared at him, my mouth dropping open, as fascinated as I was awestruck. King Henry regarded us steadily in return. For a considerable time, he said nothing. Then he dismissed his servants and sent my uncle away, too.

“You have your mother’s eyes,” he said to Maman, speaking in French.

“Thank you, Sire,” she said. “I wish I could remember her more clearly, but I have always been told that she was a most beautiful woman.”


This was the first that I had heard of my grandmother’s beauty. Maman rarely spoke of her parents. I knew only that her mother had died when she was a very young girl and that afterward her father had sent her to the ducal court of Brittany to enter the service of the duke’s daughter, Anne.

“I was sorry to hear of the death of your husband,” the king said.

“Johannes was a good man, Your Grace.”

“A Fleming, was he not?”

“He was. A merchant.”

There was a small, awkward silence. Maman was of gentle birth. She had married beneath her. I knew a little of the story. Maman had wed at fifteen and given birth to me the following January. Then she had returned to the Breton court. The following year, when Duchess Anne married King Charles, she had become part of the new French queen’s entourage. Papa had often shared the houses she found for me near the court, but sometimes he had to go away to attend to business. He imported fine fabrics to clothe courtiers and kings.

“Plague?” the king asked, suggesting a likely cause for my father’s death.

Maman shook her head. “He had purchased a new ship for a trading venture. It proved unseaworthy and sank when he was aboard. He drowned.”

“A great pity. Did he leave you sufficient to live upon?”

Maman’s reply was too low for me to hear. When they continued their conversation in quiet voices, I heard their words only as a gentle whisper in the background.

My gaze wandered around the room. The chamber boasted no tapestries and had no gilded chests or chairs, but it did contain a free-standing steel looking glass. I longed to peer at my own face, but I did not dare move from where I stood. On a table next to the looking glass, a coffer overflowed with jewels. I also noticed books. I had never seen so many of them in one place before.

The restless movements of King Henry’s fingers, continually twisting the fabric of the narrow silk scarf he wore knotted around his waist, brought my attention back to the king. I strained to hear what he and my mother were saying, but I could only catch a word or two. The king said, “my wife” and then, “my protection.”

King Henry glanced my way and deliberately raised his voice. “It is well that you are here. I give you my word that you will have a place at court as long as you both shall live.” A slow smile overspread his features. For some reason, he seemed mightily pleased that my mother and I had come to England.

“On the morrow,” the king said, addressing me directly, “you will be taken to the royal nursery at Eltham Palace. Henceforth you will be one of the children of honor. Your duties will be both simple and agreeable—you are to engage my two young daughters, the Lady Margaret and the Lady Mary, in daily conversation in French so that they will become fluent in that language. Margaret is only a few weeks older than you are, Jane,” the king added. “Mary is just three.”

“I will do my best to serve them, Your Grace,” I promised.

“I am certain that you will,” he said, and with that the audience was over.

We spent that night in the great palace of Westminster, sharing a bed in a tiny, out-of-the-way chamber. I was certain good fortune had smiled upon us. I believed Maman and I would be together, serving in the same royal household. It was not until the next day, when I was about to board one of the royal barges for the trip downriver, that I learned the truth. Maman could not accompany me to Eltham. King Henry had made arrangements for her to remain at Westminster Palace. Like Lady Catherine Gordon, she was to be a lady-in-waiting to his wife, Queen Elizabeth of York.

“We will see each other often,” Maman promised as she kissed me farewell. “Queen Elizabeth is said to be devoted to her children. I am told she pays many visits to Eltham and that her sons and daughters regularly come to court.”

I clung to this reassurance as I was sent off on my own, speaking no English and knowing no one. My uncle, who had his own lodgings at court, escorted me to my new home, but he did not tarry. As quickly as he could, he scurried back to Westminster Palace.

 

AT THE TIME I entered royal service at Eltham Palace, the king had four children. Arthur, the Prince of Wales and the heir to the throne, lived elsewhere. He was not quite twelve years old. Shortly before I arrived, King Henry’s second son, also Henry, who was seven and held the title Duke of York, had been given his own household staff within the larger establishment at Eltham. Nurses and governess had been dismissed. Male tutors had taken charge of the young prince’s education.

The two princesses, Margaret and Mary, shared a household staff. They also shared some of Prince Henry’s tutors, so that all the children of honor, boys and girls, came in daily contact with each other. That was why, within a few days of joining their ranks, I was one of a dozen students being taught how to dance the pavane.

“Is all your dress fastened in place?” the Italian dancing master asked.

For my benefit, he repeated the question in French.

Most of the boys in Prince Henry’s entourage had been taught French and spoke it fairly well, if with a peculiar accent. I turned to a boy named Harry Guildford, who had been assigned as my partner, and whispered, “Why is he so concerned about our clothing?”

Harry Guildford was an affable lad a year my senior. His round face was remarkable for its large nose, the cleft in his chin, and his ready smile. The twinkle in his eyes reminded me of my friend in Amboise, Guy Dunois, except that Harry’s eyes were gray instead of blue-green.

“All manner of clothing can drop onto the floor in the course of a dance, if the movements are too energetic. That is why we must always check our points before we begin.”

By points, he meant the laces that tied sleeves to bodices, breeches to doublets, and various other garments to each other. I could not imagine why anyone would be careless in fastening them in the first place, but I tugged at my sleeves and skirt to make sure all was secure. I had been given a white damask gown with crimson velvet sleeves, as well as gold chains and a circlet—a sort of livery.

“It is particularly vulgar for a lady to drop a glove while dancing,” our tutor continued, “as it causes gentlemen to bestir themselves and run like a flock of starlings to pick it up.”

“Do starlings run?” I whispered to Harry. “I should have thought they flew.”

He thought my remark amusing and translated it for those who did not understand the French language. I had begun to pick up a little English, but I only realized that I’d said something clever when Prince Henry smiled at me.

At seven he was a chubby child with small, blue-gray eyes and bright golden curls. He had a very fair complexion, almost girlish, and he already knew how to be charming. I smiled back.

The dancing master clapped his hands to signal the musicians to play. Then he watched with hawklike intensity as we went through our paces. Most of his attention was on Prince Henry and Princess Margaret, but as soon as I began to dance backward, he shrieked my name.

“Mademoiselle Jane! It is bad manners for a lady to lift her train with her hands. You must sway in such a way as to shift the train out of the way before you step back.”

Frowning in concentration, I tried to follow his instructions, but there was so much to remember. What if I tripped on my own gown and tumbled to the floor? Everyone would laugh at me.

My heart was in my throat as Harry and I continued to execute the gliding, swaying steps of the pavane. I felt a little more confident after he squeezed my hand and gave me a reassuring smile. Somehow, I managed to finish the dance without calling further attention to myself.

“Merci,” I said when the music ceased. “I am most grateful for your help.”

Harry executed a courtly bow. “My pleasure, mademoiselle.”

 

BY AUGUST, WHEN I had been at Eltham for some six weeks, I could converse much more easily in English, although I still had trouble with some words. I spent several hours every morning in the nursery, playing with the Lady Mary and speaking with her in French. She was an exceptionally pretty child with blue eyes and delicate features. Slender, she gave promise of being tall when she grew to womanhood. Her hair was golden, with a reddish tinge.

In the afternoons, I attended the Lady Margaret, conversing with her in both French and English. Unlike her little sister, Margaret was dark eyed, with a round face and a thick, sturdy body. Her best features were her fresh complexion and her auburn hair.

Both royal princesses seemed to like me, although the other girls among the children of honor regarded me with suspicion because I did not speak their language. Margaret was sometimes temperamental and had a tendency to pout, and Mary was prone to tantrums. But I quickly learned how to avoid being the object of their wrath. The other girls resented me for that, too.

I also learned to play the lute and the virginals and to ride. One day we rode as far as another of King Henry’s palaces on the Thames. It was only a few miles from Eltham.

“What is this place?” I asked, looking across an expanse of overgrown gardens to a huge complex of buildings. Scaffolding rose up in several places. Busy workmen swarmed like bees over one tower.

“It is called Pleasance,” the Lady Margaret said.

“Pleasure Palace?”

My innocent mistake in translation produced immoderate laughter, especially from the two oldest children of honor, Ned Neville and Will Compton, and from Goose, Prince Henry’s fool.

“It was named Pleasance because of its pleasing prospect,” Will said, “but there is pleasure to be had within those walls, too, no doubt of that.”

“I was born here,” Prince Henry said. “It is my favorite palace. I wish Father and Mother had not gone on progress. If they had come here, we could visit them.”

“They cannot stay at Pleasance until the renovations are finished,” Margaret said.

Translating this exchange, I frowned. I had not seen my mother since we parted at Westminster on the morning after our meeting with the king. “What does going on progress mean?” I asked, unfamiliar with the English word.

“The entire court moves from manor house to castle to palace, visiting different parts of the realm,” Harry Guildford explained.

“Sometimes they take us with them.” The Lady Margaret sounded wistful.


“Not this year,” Prince Henry said. “And they will not be back at Westminster Palace until the end of October.”

That meant I would not see Maman again for some time. Resigned, I dedicated myself to perfecting my English and mastering music, dance, and horseback riding. In September we all moved to Hatfield House, a palatial brick manor house in Hertfordshire, so that Eltham Palace could be cleaned and aired.

On a crisp, cloudless day a week later, when I had been one of the children of honor for nearly three months, the Lady Margaret and I strolled in the garden while we held our daily conversation.

“I was frightened for my life,” she confided, speaking of her reaction to the great fire at Sheen, another of her father’s palaces, the previous Yuletide. The entire royal family had been in residence at the time. They had been fortunate to escape unhurt.

“Fire is terrifying,” I agreed. “A house burned down in Amboise once when I was living there. Everyone was afraid that the sparks would ignite the entire town. All the men formed a line and passed buckets of water along to douse the flames. My friend Guy helped, too, for all that he was only a very little boy at the time.”

It had been weeks since I had thought of Guy, or any of my other friends in France. A little ripple of guilt flowed over me. Had they forgotten me, as well?

Deep in thought, I rounded a bit of topiary work trimmed to resemble a dragon, one of King Henry’s emblems. A few steps ahead of me, the princess stopped in her tracks. “What man is that?” She squinted at a figure just emerging from a doorway, her vision hampered by the distance.

My eyesight being more acute, I immediately recognized my uncle, Sir Rowland Velville. He strode rapidly toward us along the graveled path.


“Your Grace,” he greeted the Lady Margaret, bowing so low that his nose nearly touched the toe of her shoe. “I beg your leave for a word in private with my niece.”

“You may speak with her, but in our hearing,” Margaret said in an autocratic voice.

My uncle bowed a second time. “As you wish, Your Grace.” He turned to me, still as formal as he had been with the Lady Margaret. “Your mother, my beloved sister, has died, dear Jane.” He showed not a trace of emotion as he delivered his devastating news. “It happened suddenly, while she was on progress with the court.”

Stunned, I gaped at him, at first unable to form words, almost unable to think. The enormity of what he’d said was too much for me to grasp.

As if from a great distance, I heard the Lady Margaret speak. “Of what did she die, Sir Rowland?”

“A fever of some sort. I cannot say for certain. I had gone on to Drayton, in Leicestershire, with the king, while the women remained where they were for a few days longer.”

Fighting a great blackness that threatened to swallow me, I sank down onto a nearby stone bench. I suppose that the sun shone as brightly as ever, but for me its light had dimmed. “No,” I whispered. “No. She cannot be dead. You must be mistaken.”

“I assure you, I am not. I was present when she was buried at Collyweston.”

Tears flowed unchecked down my cheeks, but I scarcely felt them. I was only dimly aware that the Lady Margaret had left us. “No,” I said again.

“The king himself bade me bring this news to you, Jane.” I could hear a slight impatience in his voice. “Why would I lie to you?”

“You…you would not.” I accepted the handkerchief he proffered.


“I brought you this.” He gave me the small, enameled pendant that had been Maman’s favorite piece of jewelry. Like the topiary work, it was in the shape of a dragon. I sobbed harder.

“She had little else. She sold most of her jewels to pay for the journey to England. But you need not be concerned about your future. You are one of the king’s wards now. He’ll look out for you.” I suppose Uncle meant to be comforting, but his words did nothing to lessen my sense of loss.

Having discharged his duty, my uncle left me sitting alone on a stone bench in the garden at Hatfield House. I do not know how much time passed as I cried my heart out. But when I had no more tears to shed, I looked up to find Will Compton leaning against a nearby tree.

At sixteen, Will was the oldest of Prince Henry’s children of honor. He had been sent to the royal nursery at Eltham when the prince was still a baby. He was a tall, lanky lad with friendly hazel eyes. They were dark with concern.

“I am sorry for your loss, Jane. I know what it is to be orphaned.”

“My mother’s mother died when she was younger than I am now.” I do not know why I told him that, and I realized as I spoke that I had no idea when my mother’s father had died. I’d never known any of my grandparents and, except for my uncle, had never met another Velville. If the rest of them, unlike Maman, were as unfeeling as he was, I did not want to.

“My father died when I was eleven.” Will sat down beside me on the bench and took my hand in his. “After that I became one of the king’s wards.”

“One of the king’s wards,” I repeated. “That is what my uncle said I am to be. What does that mean?”

“That the king will look after you, manage your estates if you have any and, one day, arrange your marriage. You need never worry about having a roof over your head or food in your belly. You will always have a home at court and a place in the royal household.”

“With the Lady Margaret?”

“Or with the Lady Mary. In a year or two each of them will have her own household and you will have to choose.”

A terrible thought came to me. “What if they should die?”

His grip tightened painfully on my fingers. “Why would you think such a thing?”

“Anyone can die. Even princesses.”

He nodded, his expression solemn. “You are right. King Henry and Queen Elizabeth had another daughter, born between Prince Henry and Princess Mary. She died when she was the same age the Lady Mary is now.”

Fresh tears made my vision blur.

“But the Prince of Wales lives and is healthy, as is Prince Henry. There is nothing sickly about the Lady Margaret or the Lady Mary or anyone in this household.”

Sniffling into my uncle’s handkerchief, I tried to embrace Will’s optimism, but it was no easy task.

Maman is dead. I will never see her again.

As if he sensed my thoughts, Will stood and pulled me to my feet. “Come, Jane. No one can take the place of a mother, but here you have brothers and sisters, in spirit if not in blood. The children of honor look out for each other.”

His words did make me feel a little better. “Are the prince and princesses our brother and sisters, too?”

Will slung an arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the palace. “Indeed they are, Sister Jane…except that they must be catered to at all costs.”
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King Henry VII rebuilt Pleasance during the first two years I lived in England, facing the whole in red brick and renaming it Greenwich Palace. My “brothers” and “sisters” at Eltham, however, had already taken to calling it “Pleasure Palace” in private.

By the time I reached my ninth birthday, during my first January in England, I was fluent in English and no longer had any trace of an accent. This pleased me very much, for I did not wish to call attention to my foreign birth. The English, by nature, are suspicious of anyone who is not a native of their island. That may be why I never became close friends with any of the other girls among the children of honor. Little Princess Mary, however, took to me from the first and tagged along after me, chattering in French, even when I wished she would not.

In February of that same year, a new prince was born—Edmund Tudor. Queen Elizabeth of York gave birth to him at Pleasure Palace, but soon after, he was sent to join his siblings at Eltham, while the queen continued to live at court with the king.

The court never stayed in one place long. Sometimes it was at Richmond, which King Henry built to replace Sheen, sometimes at Windsor Castle. It was often at Westminster Palace and Greenwich. In the summer, it went on progress.

In late November, Perkin Warbeck, pretender to the throne, was executed. He had involved himself in one too many plots and had to pay the price for it. I felt sorry for his wife, Lady Catherine Gordon. I had never spoken to her, but she was one of Queen Elizabeth’s ladies and I had seen her once or twice when I was at court with the princesses. I did not see much of Queen Elizabeth either, although she always spoke kindly to me and brought me gifts of clothing when she visited her daughters at Eltham.

When I was ten, the Lady Margaret and the Lady Mary were given separate household staffs. Harry Guildford’s mother, who until then had been one of Queen Elizabeth’s ladies, was appointed as Mary’s lady governess. Princess Mary took to calling her “Mother Guildford,” and soon we were all using that name behind her back. To her face, we addressed her as Lady Guildford or madam.

I was nominally assigned to the Lady Mary—she refused to be parted from me—but I still conversed with the Lady Margaret, in both French and English, on a daily basis. All four households—Prince Henry’s, the Lady Margaret’s, the Lady Mary’s, and Prince Edmund’s nursery—continued to live, for the most part, at Eltham. But we were all at Hatfield House again in June that year when Prince Edmund died. He was only sixteen months old. I was saddened by his death, but I would have been much more upset to lose one of my princesses, Prince Henry, Harry, or Will.


I was always happy to go to Pleasure Palace when the court was there. It lived up to its name as a place where we could indulge in pleasant pastimes. We were allowed to watch the disguisings and the dancing, and we had games of our own. Harry Guildford was always the cleverest at devising those. He was the one who set prince and princess against each other in a contest with hoops.

One day in my tenth year, Prince Henry, the Lady Margaret, Harry, and I eluded the tutors, governesses, and five-year-old Mary to meet in the passageway that ran beneath the king’s apartments. Above us, King Henry’s rooms were stacked one above the other in the five-story keep.

“The goal,” Harry explained, “is to be the first to roll these hoops from the chapel to the entrance to the privy kitchens.”

The passage, newly floored, was long and level and perfect for the purpose, but I regarded the metal barrel hoops and sticks Harry had “found” for us with a sense of dismay. I did not see how I would be able to keep control of such an unwieldy thing.

The Lady Margaret had no such doubts. She sent her younger brother a superior smile and was off, deftly spinning the hoop at her side. Prince Henry followed an instant later and nearly overtook his sister near the royal wardrobe; but for all her stocky build, the princess was fleet of foot.

My hoop toppled over at the first uneven bit of flooring. Harry completed the course, but was wise enough to move much more slowly than his young master.

“I was faster!” Prince Henry complained. “If you had not started before the signal to begin, I’d have reached the finish sooner.”

“Is it a race, then?” Margaret asked, eyes aglow with anticipation.

“It is. Let us see who takes the best two out of three.”


“Agreed. We will go back the way we came.” Margaret kilted up her skirts and ordered Harry to count to three.

Prince Henry was off at “two,” but his sister still passed him halfway to the chapel and beat him handily.

“Best three out of five,” the prince said, panting.

“Done.”

This time when Margaret won, they had an audience. Servants had come out of various household offices and courtiers had trickled down from the king’s apartments, drawn by the commotion.

“You cheated!” Face red, eyes bulging with anger and humiliation, Prince Henry threw his hoop against the wall. When it bounced back, the sharp metal rim nearly struck Harry. He barely jumped out of the way in time.

The spectators made themselves scarce. I eyed a nearby tapestry, wishing I could duck behind it and hide. I stiffened my spine. It was my duty to remain at Princess Margaret’s side, but I dearly wished she would wipe that smug expression off her face. Seeing it only heightened her brother’s anger. He glared at her, saying not a word, but if thoughts could kill she’d have burst into flames.

“Cheat!” With a snarl, the prince stalked off. Harry trailed after him, shoulders slumped.

 

WHEN I WAS eleven, a fifteen-year-old Spanish princess named Catherine of Aragon arrived in England and married Prince Arthur. She was greeted with elaborate processions and festivities. I had to laugh at my first sight of the Spanish ladies. They rode on mule chairs instead of saddles, two to each mule, back-to-back. The arrangement made them look as if they had quarreled and were refusing to speak to each other.

A little more than two months after that, the Lady Margaret was betrothed to King James of Scotland and married to him by proxy at Richmond Palace. She was twelve. There was a tournament to celebrate, the first I was allowed to attend. My uncle was one of the competitors. Although he lived at court and was master of the king’s falcons, I rarely saw him after my mother’s death. If he noticed me in the crowd of spectators, he did not give any sign of it.

In April of that year, tragedy struck. Prince Arthur died. Prince Henry, who had been intended for the church, became the new Prince of Wales and heir to the throne. He went to live at court, taking all his household with him—Harry Guildford and Will Compton and Ned Neville and the younger boys, like little Nick Carew, who had come to Eltham well after I’d arrived there.

We were reunited at Westminster toward the end of that summer, and to entertain us King Henry paraded his collection of curiosities. He kept a giant woman from Flanders and a wee Scotsman, a dwarf. There was a man who ate sea coal—a very strange sight! But the oddest curiosities of all were the newest additions. Certain men of Bristol who had sailed to the New World that lies across the Western Sea had brought back three natives of that distant land and given them to King Henry as a gift.

The sight of these savages both frightened and fascinated me. They wore the skins of beasts as clothing and ate raw flesh. No one was able to understand their speech.

“You must keep them locked up, Father,” Princess Mary told the king. “Otherwise they might eat us.”

“They are not cannibals, Mary, and we mean to civilize them. I have assigned them a keeper. He will look after them, just as keepers watch over the more simpleminded of our royal fools.”

Distracted by this idea, she frowned. “Goose does not have a keeper.”

“Goose is not simple, so he does not need one,” King Henry said with an indulgent chuckle. “He is the other kind of fool—the sort who has a wit sharp enough to cut and the cleverness not to use it to slice into the wrong person.”

 

QUEEN ELIZABETH DIED shortly after I turned thirteen. She’d just given birth to another child, a daughter, but the baby also died. The loss of his wife affected King Henry VII even more than the death of his eldest son. I think he truly loved her.

A few weeks after the queen’s funeral, the king came to Eltham. He dismissed the Lady Margaret’s other attendants but bade me remain. Then he seemed to collapse onto a window seat. He indicated some cushions on the floor in front of it with a listless gesture, inviting his daughter to sit. I remained standing.

The king was a pitiful sight. Hair that had once been reddish brown had gone gray and was uncombed. His pale coloring had gone sallow, and the skin around his jowls sagged, as if he’d lost all interest in food or had forgotten to eat. He was almost fifty years old, but he had never looked it before. Now he seemed to have aged a decade in a single month.

As if he felt my gaze upon him, he looked up, peering at me for a moment without recognition before he gathered himself and motioned for me to come closer. “Sit, Jane. This concerns you, too.”

“Your Grace?” Hesitantly, I settled myself on the cushion to the right of the Lady Margaret.

“My dear,” he said, turning to Princess Margaret. “You must set out for Scotland as we planned. You will leave from Richmond Palace in late June.”

Margaret frowned but did not argue. She had been married to King James IV more than a year earlier and plans for her departure had been well advanced before her mother’s death.

“Jane, Margaret asked that you go with her. I had intended to permit it, but no longer. I wish you to remain in England.”


We both stared at him. I had not known about the Lady Margaret’s request. Now I did not know what to say. Indeed, I hesitated to say anything at all.

“Jane must accompany me,” Margaret objected. “I cannot do without her.”

“You will have to,” her father said. “Your sister needs her more. Mary is eight years old, the same age Jane was when her mother died. If I could keep you here, Margaret, I would, but you needs must go to Scotland. In your place, Jane must stay.”

“In my place?” Margaret looked offended. “Jane is no princess!”

The king sighed and glanced again at me. A crafty look came into his pale eyes. “What say you, Jane? Do you wish to go to Scotland with Margaret or stay here with Mary?”

He could command that I stay, no matter what I said. I thought of Mary. I’d heard her crying for her mother in the night and my heart had gone out to her. I looked at Margaret—solid, sturdy Margaret who knew her own mind even at the tender age of thirteen. She did not need me…and Mary did.

“I will stay here,” I said.

“You will not regret your decision.” The king looked pleased.

After he left, the Lady Margaret stared at me with cold, unforgiving eyes. With a wrenching sense of loss, I knew our friendship was at an end.

“I always knew our father loved Mary best,” she said when I started to speak, “but I thought you would be loyal.”

“The king of Scots may not permit you to keep any of your household,” I reminded her. Although James IV had agreed to let her bring a goodly number of English men and women with her, she had been warned of the possibility that he would dismiss most of them after she arrived in Scotland.


“I am a princess of England,” Margaret declared. “I shall do as I like.”

After Margaret Tudor left England for Scotland, I tried not to think about her. My “sister,” as Will Compton would have it, had stopped speaking to me—in either English or French—well before her departure.

I devoted myself to the Lady Mary and was pleased when, over the course of the next two years, she began to turn to me for advice. I became her “dearest Jane,” but I never let myself forget how quickly that might change. When she asked for honesty, I gave her only as much as I thought she wanted to hear.

 

I CELEBRATED MY sixteenth birthday at Pleasure Palace in January of the twentieth year of the reign of King Henry the VII. By then I had lived in England for some seven and a half years and, while the Lady Mary feared thunderstorms, I had developed a liking for the wild weather that sometimes battered the English Isles at that time of year.

For three long days and nights in the middle of the month, a gale that had swept across the Narrow Seas and into the south of England raged unchecked. It uprooted trees and sheered tiles off rooftops. From the Lady Mary’s apartments, which looked out upon a garden with a fountain, an apple orchard, and part of the two-hundred-acre park her father had enclosed for hunting, I was able to watch branches waving madly but could see little else.

Curiosity finally drew me to the opposite side of the palace, to the passageway beneath the king’s apartments where we had once rolled hoops. There the windows overlooked the rapidly rising waters of the Thames. From that vantage point I had a clear view of a surface that had been frozen solid only a few days earlier. Now the river had overflowed its banks, flooding the lowest-lying areas. In awe, I watched stairs designed to give access to Greenwich Palace at any stage of the tide vanish beneath the roiling water.

I was so intent upon the sight that I did not at once realize I was no longer alone. I heard footfalls approaching and then a man spoke.

“Why, it is Mistress Popyncourt,” said Master Charles Brandon, stopping beside me.

I recognized him at once. He had been taking prizes in tournaments for the last four years, ever since one held at Richmond Palace to celebrate the betrothal of Princess Margaret to the king of Scots. He was also the most handsome man at court. All the Lady Mary’s ladies thought so. Tall and broad shouldered, he had hair of such a dark red it sometimes looked black and eyes the color of agates.

I was a little surprised that he knew me by name. My features were not sufficiently distinctive to make me stand out in a court filled with beautiful women. I could boast of nothing more than a trim figure, medium height, brown hair and eyes, a pale complexion, and a small, thin nose.

Master Brandon wore livery—clothing of a particular dusky brown-orange called tawny that was decorated with a badge that featured a silver falcon crest. He was master of horse to the Earl of Essex, but his demeanor was not that of any man’s servant. His bearing betrayed a proud, independent spirit. I had heard that he was a man who liked to have his own way and I had no trouble believing it.

“What brings you to this part of the palace, mistress?” he asked.

“I wished for a better view of the storm.”

“It is a fierce one.” The wind still howled and rain lashed the windows, although the thunder and lightning had passed on. “I am told that in London the gale ripped the brass weathercock out of its socket atop the spire of St. Paul’s and blew it clear across the churchyard. It struck the sign over the door of an inn three hundred paces away and smashed it to bits.”

“Some might call that an evil omen,” I murmured.

“Do you believe in signs and portents?” He chuckled. “Then mayhap it is good luck that brought me here at this hour.”

When he slipped his arm around my waist, I belatedly realized that the gleam in his eyes was desire. He had warm feelings toward me and was happy to have found me alone in this secluded place. I responded by sending him an encouraging smile.

In common with every other young woman at the royal court, I had read the tales of chivalry and romance. Sometimes I daydreamed of being swept off my feet by a bold knight and carried off to his castle. I imagined marriage and children and a return to court when my “brother,” Prince Henry, took the throne as Henry VIII and had likewise wed. I saw myself taking charge of his nursery, for surely such a big, strapping lad would produce a goodly number of sons and daughters.

Charles Brandon, I thought, might make a very suitable husband. He had no fortune yet, but he was a favorite of both King Henry VII and the Prince of Wales. Brandon seemed destined for a successful career at court. And so I did not protest when he lowered his head and kissed me.

The experience was not what I had been expecting. He gave me a wet, sloppy kiss and seemed to be trying to slide his tongue into my mouth. I allowed this, out of curiosity, but I found it unpleasant when he began to press small, smacking kisses on my cheek and throat. Over his shoulder, I could see the river. When something on the surface of the water caught my eye, I stiffened and made a little sound of surprise and consternation.


Brandon released me with unflattering speed. “Do you hear someone approaching?”

I ignored his question, leaning closer to the window until my nose almost touched the expensive glass pane and my palms rested flat against the casement. A wherry was approaching the submerged water stairs. The fitful light of several lanterns on land and one aboard the tiny craft itself revealed a heroic struggle as the boatman attempted to make a landing.

My breath caught as the boat’s single passenger stood up, waving his arms about. This made the boatman’s task even more difficult. One of the oars he’d been using to steer his small craft disappeared beneath the water. At any moment, I expected to see the passenger follow. It did not look as if the boat itself would stay afloat long enough to reach the safety of the shore. I clutched my rosary.

At my side, Master Brandon also watched the drama unfolding on the riverbank. “There! The boatman has managed to catch hold of something.”

“And look—help is coming.” A detachment of the king’s yeomen of the guard had appeared, all in their livery and carrying halberds. They pulled the wherry onto the shore. The passenger scrambled out, still waving his arms about in an agitated fashion, but I lost sight of him when the guards surrounded him. A moment later, they were marching him toward the palace.

Charles Brandon was no longer beside me. He was sprinting down the passageway toward the stairs that led to the king’s apartments, no doubt hoping to be the first to bring news of the stranger’s arrival to the king. No one, I realized, would have been so foolish as to risk life and limb on the swollen river unless he had urgent business at court. The king might well look favorably upon the courtier who gave him advance warning.


Certain I would eventually learn who the man was—it was difficult to keep secrets at court—I returned to the Lady Mary’s apartments. The warmth of her rooms was welcome after the chill damp of the passageway. Although nothing could successfully ward off winter’s icy grip on Greenwich Palace, woolen tapestries covered the interior walls of the princess’s privy chamber. A fire blazed in the hearth. In addition, two green-glazed ceramic stoves on wheels had been placed close to the half circle of women seated on the floor in front of the Lady Mary. Bay leaves and juniper added to the sea coal made the smoke fragrant, and the heat from these stoves warmed busy fingers as they plied their needles.

I moved to join the others, but Mother Guildford intercepted me. She seized my arm and pulled me into the relative privacy of a window alcove, out of earshot of the ten-year-old princess and her ladies.

There was a striking family resemblance between Lady Guildford and her son. Like Harry, his mother had a round face dominated by a large nose and a cleft in the chin. Unlike him, she had a caustic tongue. Her voice was low and stern and as icy as the cobblestones in the courtyard. “What have you been up to, Jane? Your face is most unbecomingly flushed.”

“I went to look at the river.”

Her eyebrows shot upward. “And where, pray, did you find a window that overlooks the Thames?”

“In the passage beneath the king’s lodgings.”

Servants had closed the green-and-white-striped satin curtains to conserve the heat in the Lady Mary’s chambers, but even curtains lined with buckram could not keep out the bitter, penetrating iciness of a severe frost. The oak flooring was covered with fitted rush mats, making it considerably warmer than stone or tile. But inside my shoes and two pairs of stockings my feet felt like blocks of ice. I glanced with true longing at the thick footcloth on the floor in front of the long, padded bench where the Lady Mary sat. As befit her station, she had the hearth to heat her back and the braziers to warm her front.

“You should not have been in that wing of the palace,” Mother Guildford said.

“Why ever not?” I asked, distracted by my desire to move closer to the heat. “We often played there as children.”

Mother Guildford’s face hardened. Her displeasure was an almost palpable force in the confined space. “We?”

Suddenly wary, I nodded. “The Lady Margaret and Prince Henry and some of the children of honor.” There had been games of blindman’s buff and shovelboard as well as that memorable race with hoops.

“Then my son was among them,” Mother Guildford said. “Were you with Harry today?”

“No, madam.” But I felt heat creep into my face as I remembered the time I had spent with Charles Brandon in the deserted passageway.

“Harry’s not for you, mistress.” Mother Guildford’s sharp reproof made me jump.

“And I do not want him!” I replied. Indignant, I drew myself up straighter and thrust out my chin.

The idea of a romantic attachment between the two of us was laughable. Harry was a friend. Nothing more. Still, it annoyed me that Mother Guildford thought she could do so much better for her son. I was as gently born as he was, even if my father had been a merchant. More to the point, given what Harry’s father had been up to, Lady Guildford and her son were fortunate to still be at court.

The previous July, Sir Richard Guildford had been arrested over irregularities in the accounts he controlled as master of ordnance. He’d spent five months in Fleet prison awaiting trial. Just before Christmas, without explanation, the king had ordered his release, but everyone at court knew that he had not been cleared of wrongdoing, nor had he been pardoned. He had retreated to his country estates, where he still awaited His Grace’s pleasure.

“You worry me, Jane.”

The hint of genuine concern in Mother Guildford’s voice diffused my irritation, but then I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes heavenward. I did not need anyone to look out for me. I had been fending for myself from a very early age.

“You have grown into an attractive young woman. You have been noticed.”

“What is wrong with that, madam?” I preened just a little. “Everyone comes to court in search of advancement, if not for themselves, then for their families.”

Her lips twisted into a wry smile. “True enough. We all look to marry higher than we were born. But marriage is a business arrangement, best negotiated by one’s father.”

An all too familiar ache settled into the center of my chest at the reminder that I had neither mother nor father to look out for me. Squaring my shoulders, I stared the Lady Mary’s governess straight in the eye. “Lady Guildford, I have no desire to wed your Harry, but if I did, I do not see why we would be such an unsuitable match.”

Mother Guildford did not enlighten me. Instead she said, “You are sixteen, Jane. That is a dangerous age.”

“Dangerous to whom?”

Her eyebrows shot up at my tone. “To you, my dear. You must not wander about the palace alone. It is neither wise nor safe.”

I blinked at her in genuine surprise, unable to imagine what danger could possibly escape the notice of the king’s guards.

Mother Guildford sighed and patted my arm. “You are young in many ways, Jane, and innocent, but you are old enough to marry. That you have no one to make arrangements for you to wed concerns me deeply.”

“I am one of the king’s wards.”

“You are His Grace’s dependent. His servant.” Voice even, words blunt, Mother Guildford gave no quarter. “You inherited nothing when your mother died, because she brought nothing of value with her when she left France. This places you in an awkward position, Jane. Gentlemen seek a rich dowry when they contemplate taking a wife, and you have none save what the king decides to give you.”

Already well aware of these hard facts, I resented her all the more for reminding me of them. I preferred to concentrate on the pleasures of life at court.

“If you are to remain in the princess’s household unwed, then you must have a care for your virtue. Any man, even the most honorable, will take advantage of a woman if he’s given half a chance.”

I made a small, involuntary movement before I managed to hold myself still again. What Mother Guildford said was true enough. Master Brandon’s kisses were proof of that, and he was not the first courtier to show an interest in me.

“I am always careful of my reputation,” I lied. “And no courtier would dare accost one of the princess’s ladies.”

“You were observed kissing Master Brandon.”

For a moment I thought someone had seen us together earlier that day. Then I realized that she meant the kiss Charles Brandon had given me when we’d encountered each other in the garden the week before. I had been with several of the princess’s ladies. Brandon had been accompanied by his constant companions, Tom Knyvett and Lord Edward Howard. He had not singled me out. He’d kissed all of us in greeting, as had the other two men.


“It is the custom to exchange kisses upon meeting,” I protested. It had taken me years to adjust to this peculiarly English habit. In France, etiquette forbids kissing on the lips in public, but in England these light touches of mouth to mouth are nothing more than a symbolic gesture of welcome, not unlike bowing before royalty.

“There are degrees of kisses.” Mother Guildford’s face was set in hard, uncompromising lines and her voice vibrated with disapproval.

I had begun to suspect that the kisses given to a woman by a man who desired her were quite different from those exchanged in casual greeting. In truth, that was why I’d been so willing to let Charles Brandon kiss me in the passageway beneath the king’s lodgings. In spite of Mother Guildford’s dire predictions, opportunities were few for the Lady Mary’s attendants to meet in private with handsome men.

“Drunkenness and lechery go hand in hand,” Mother Guildford continued, “and not all the king’s courtiers are temperate men. Many of them have sired bastards, both before and since coming to court. Others are simply uncouth louts. I cannot count the number of times I have come upon some gentleman relieving himself in a corner rather than bothering to walk to the nearest garderobe. And once I saw a maidservant emerge from behind an arras, her skirts rucked up and her bosom exposed.”

I had seen such sights myself. “I would never allow myself to be treated with such disrespect.”

“Not even if it were the Prince of Wales himself who showed an interest in you?”

Taken aback, I required a moment to adjust to this notion. “Prince Henry is not yet fifteen.”

“He takes after his grandfather, King Edward the Fourth, in appearance. I warrant he shares Edward’s appetites as well. Queen Elizabeth’s father had a great many mistresses and fathered a number of bastards, starting when he was just a boy. And at fourteen, even Prince Henry’s father had—”

She broke off, appalled that she’d very nearly criticized the present king’s behavior. It was never a good idea to do that, and most particularly unwise when that same king could send your husband back to prison on a whim.

“No matter,” she said brusquely, recovering. “What you need to remember, Jane, is that you must not encourage the prince or any of his friends.”

“Prince Henry behaves toward me as he does to his sisters. When we were younger, he regularly put frogs in my bed and pulled my hair, and he still trounces me soundly at chess.” The chubby little boy I’d first met at Eltham had grown into a big, golden-haired lad. He was already taller than his father. He drew every eye the moment he strode into a room. I suppressed a smile, thinking it likely he had already seduced a willing wench or two, but the idea that his amorous interest might fix on me seemed as remote as the possibility that Harry Guildford and I would fall into each other’s arms and tumble into bed.

Mother Guildford did not look convinced. “Henceforth when you leave the princess’s lodgings, take another female with you—a maidservant or one of the other gentlewomen. I will have your promise on this, Jane. You must not take foolish chances.”

I agreed, but grudgingly. It seemed to me most unfair that she should restrict my movements solely because I was female and of marriageable age. Satisfied at last, Mother Guildford released me to return to my duties.

I’d barely had time to warm my hands at the brazier before a messenger arrived to summon the Lady Mary and her women to the king’s presence chamber. An explosion of excited whispers and titters greeted this news. We’d been confined indoors by bad weather for days and the prospect of some new entertainment delighted everyone.

The king squinted in our direction when we entered his presence chamber but did not acknowledge his daughter in any way. I wondered if he recognized her. Although his eyesight had been failing for years, he refused to wear spectacles.

The rise and fall of voices filled the crowded room. Following close behind my mistress, I advanced toward the dais. On the far side of the presence chamber, I caught sight of Charles Brandon. He noticed me, too, and sent a smile my way that made me think I might let him kiss me again. Perhaps I would like it better the next time. As I felt heat creep into my cheeks, I quickly shifted my attention back to King Henry.

He looked down on us from a raised dais, a morose expression on his face. As was his custom, since he set great store by appearances, he sat beneath a cloth-of-gold canopy and upon a braided and tasseled cushion. Both were symbols of his authority. The ceiler and tester were trimmed and tasseled with Venice gold, and the section hanging down the wall behind him was embroidered with the royal arms.

Whatever chair the king’s cushion was placed upon became the chair of estate, even though the principal chair of estate was the one he now occupied in his presence chamber. No one but the king of England could sit on that one. Courtiers newly arrived in the royal household were taught that even if they entered this room when His Grace was not present, they must still doff their caps and bow as they passed the chair.

It was impressive to look at, upholstered in cloth-of-gold studded with gilt nails. It was also the only chair in the chamber. No one was allowed to sit unless His Grace gave permission. He did not ordinarily do so, but for those rare occasions when he did, the room was furnished with settles for those of the highest rank and stools for men and women of lesser importance.

A duke outranked all other noblemen. Then came marquess, earl, viscount, and baron. Most courtiers, however, were only knights, or gentlemen like Master Brandon.

When the Lady Mary reached the dais, the king spoke quietly to his daughter, then acknowledged my presence with a nod. “Bring the messenger in,” he ordered.

The room abruptly fell silent. All eyes shifted toward the door through which we had just entered.

A man stepped through from the great watching chamber. He was clad entirely in black. He twisted his cap in his hands, and the smell of wet wool emanated from his clothing. Narrowing my eyes, I studied him. This appeared to be the same fellow I’d seen earlier, taken into custody during the storm by the king’s guards near the submerged water stairs.

After much hesitation and throat clearing, he addressed the king in French, the language common to every royal court. He introduced himself as a secretary to the king of Castile, which explained his odd accent and provoked a stir of interest in the crowd. There were exclamations of surprise and excitement when he announced that King Philip, driven ashore by the storm, had taken refuge in England and begged King Henry’s leave to remain.

The babble of voices almost drowned out the messenger’s next words. I moved nearer in time to hear him say that he had brought a letter from his master. King Henry accepted it and in the hush that descended, he perused its contents.

A loud chattering sound broke the silence. The Lady Mary and I shared an amused glance. Jot, the king’s pet monkey, was loose…again. A stir in the crowd of courtiers marked his progress from the door of the privy chamber to the dais. Still reading, King Henry absently held out one arm. A streak of brown fur flashed along it to settle on His Grace’s shoulder and sit up.

The little spider monkey, a mischievous creature whom the late queen had named Jot, wore a decorative collar of velvet and kid adorned with the king’s arms. Still chattering softly, he reached out one small paw and tugged on a lock of white and thinning royal hair. King Henry reached up to stroke the creature’s small head.

Anticipation bubbled in the presence chamber with palpable force. Thoughts were plain to read on every courtier’s face. Visiting royalty was no common occurrence. Such events ordinarily required months of preparation. Even at short notice, however, a display of hospitality must be made. That meant tournaments and disguisings, hunting and hawking, and games of all sorts.

My heart beat a little faster at the prospect. There had been few celebrations at court after the festivities surrounding Princess Margaret’s departure for Scotland, and even those had been steeped in sadness because of Queen Elizabeth’s death.

I thought of Margaret sometimes. It was unlikely I would ever see her again. Princesses who married foreign princes rarely returned to the land of their birth. Catherine of Aragon, who had so briefly been married to Arthur, Prince of Wales, remained in England. She was styled the princess dowager, but she was rarely at court.

When King Henry looked up from the letter, his deep-set blue eyes were alive with an enthusiasm I hadn’t seen in them for a long while. “King Philip and Queen Juana, on their way from Flanders to Castile by sea, encountered the same storm that has wreaked such havoc here in England. It scattered their fleet. The ship carrying the royal couple and their courtiers made landfall at Melcombe Regis, in Dorset. King Philip begs our hospitality until he can make such repairs to his ships as are necessary to continue the journey.”

The king gently lifted the monkey down from his shoulder and placed him on the arm of his chair. Only then did he address the messenger directly.

“Our fellow monarchs are most welcome in England. They will be entertained during their stay as befits their station. Return to your master and invite him to meet us at Windsor Castle in two weeks’ time.”

“Will the entire court go to Windsor, Father?” Princess Mary placed one hand on her father’s arm and extended the other to Jot.

She and her brother were the only people at court permitted to show such boldness before the king. I edged closer to the dais, but was careful not to place myself beneath the royal canopy.

His Grace’s rare, slow smile appeared, somewhat brackish and gap toothed. “We will stage amusements fit for a princess.”

“Will there be dancing, Father?” His ten-year-old daughter all but bounced up and down with excitement at the prospect, every movement accompanied by the tinkling of dozens of tiny bells that had been sewn onto her sleeves. “Please say there will be dancing.”

“Just to please you, Mary,” the king promised, “there will be dancing.”










3




In a generous and expansive mood, King Henry sent gift after gift to the travelers stranded in Dorset at Wolverton Manor—clothing suitable to their station first of all, then horses and litters. Closer to home, he also spent with a liberal hand, determined to impress his royal visitors. Carts full of tapestry, plate, and furniture were sent ahead to Windsor to decorate the castle in the grandest style possible. More was purchased new, to add to the display of England’s wealth and prosperity. Then the king proclaimed that everyone at court should have new clothes at his expense.

The richness of the fabrics varied according to one’s position in the household, but even the lesser servants were given plain cloth livery in green and white, the king’s colors. Catherine of Aragon, the princess dowager, received enough velvet to make new kirtles and gowns for herself and all five of her ladies.


The rains and stormy weather of mid-January were followed by a cold snap, leaving the waterways impassable and the roads icy and even more treacherous than usual. It was foul going for a journey of any length, but the Lady Mary, the princess dowager, and their attendants all arrived safely at Windsor Castle. We rode in litters, protected from the elements but jounced about unmercifully every inch of the way.

On the day King Philip was to arrive, a few of us went out onto the battlements of the Round Tower, the oldest part of the castle, to watch for him. The view was spectacular, encompassing the countryside for miles around as well as both the upper and lower wards of Windsor Castle itself.

“They will be here soon.” The Lady Mary pointed toward the southwest. “See—they are coming this way.”

The king had ridden out to meet his royal guest, who had been escorted for the last part of his journey by the Prince of Wales. From my tower perch, I had a clear view of King Henry in miniature, mounted on his favorite bay mare, surrounded by the greater part of the nobility of the realm. Colorful as peacocks, they made a bright splash on the landscape. At a distance of a half mile, the figures of the two kings and the Prince of Wales were tiny, but I could see them move through the formalities of greeting.

Queen Juana had been left behind at Wolverton Manor. She was to join her husband at Windsor, but not for a week or more. It was cruel to make her wait, I thought. Juana of Castile was Catherine of Aragon’s sister, and they had not seen each other for many years.

I was distracted by a harsh wind that whipped our cloaks hard against our ankles and threatened to carry away our headdresses. It seemed to gust around me with malevolent intent. I burrowed deeper into my fur-lined cloak, pulling the collar up to cover my nose, and tried not to think about the frost forming on my toes.


Francesca de Carceres, one of Catherine of Aragon’s Spanish ladies, sidled up to me. Curious, I slanted a glance in her direction. We both wore new headdresses, but while the black velvet of mine was decorated with pearls, hers was unrelieved by any light touches. The ebony hue of headdress and cloak combined made her olive complexion look sallow. There would be no improvement in her looks when she removed the outer garment either. Beneath it was more black, and despite a contraption of hoops called a verdugado that all the Spanish ladies wore to make their skirts fall from waist to toes in the shape of a bell, she was extremely thin. I’d often heard the expression “all skin and bones,” but until I met Francesca I’d never met anyone who personified that description.

“They are riding this way,” she said.

After their brief exchange in the open air, the two kings had remounted. They approached the castle with King Henry in the middle, between his son and heir and King Philip of Castile, who was also archduke of Flanders. They led a huge contingent more than five hundred strong. Trumpets and sackbuts sounded as the cavalcade reached the gatehouse.

The yeomen of the guard were lined up just outside the castle. They had been the first to receive new livery. Ordinarily they wore their own shirts with sleeveless white-and-green-striped tunics made of plain cloth. For the occasion of King Philip’s visit, however, King Henry had given them shirts, hose, and bonnets, all in a particular shade of rose vermillion. He’d supplied new sword belts, scabbards, and shoes of black leather. Their new tunics were of damask, with stripes that counterchanged at the waistline. Embroidered on both front and back were round garlands of vine branches, decorated with silver and gilt spangles. In the middle of the design was a red rose beaten in goldsmith’s work. When each man was armed with halberd, bow and arrows, and sword, they looked very fine indeed.

I strained to see King Philip. I had heard him called “Philip the Handsome,” and sometimes “Philip the Fair,” and in French, “Philippe le Beau.” At first glance, he did not impress me as particularly imposing. He was only of medium height and heavily built. He was also shrouded in black—hood, gown, even harness, were all of that color, as were the garments of the dozen or so noblemen he’d brought with him.

“So that is the king.” I let my disappointment show.

“He is a very important man,” Francesca protested. “He is heir to the Holy Roman Empire and ruler in his own right of many Austrian possessions along the Danube and of the lands he inherited from his mother in the Netherlands. He is not just king of Castile, but Archduke of Austria, Duke of Burgundy, and Count of Flanders.”

Then he should dress in a more regal fashion, I thought. In contrast to King Philip’s unrelenting black, King Henry wore a purple velvet gown and hood. His heavy gold chain had a diamond pendant that reflected the pale winter light.

“I wonder what courtiers he has brought with him,” Francesca murmured, leaning out at a precarious angle in an attempt to see them better.

“What does it matter who they are? They will not stay long.” King Henry had many entertainments planned, but even if King Philip attended every event, the festivities were unlikely to go on for more than a few weeks. If nothing else stopped them, they would cease at the beginning of Lent. This year, Ash Wednesday fell on the twenty-fifth day of February.

Francesca lowered her voice. “Have you ever suffered misfortune, Mistress Popyncourt?”


I frowned. “Have you?”

Her nod was so vigorous that it almost dislodged her headdress. “Like you, I was chosen to serve royalty and my family was glad of it, thinking that a rich marriage would be sure to follow.”

I did not disabuse her of the notion that we shared this particular background.

“The death of Prince Arthur was a great blow to my mistress.”

“As it was to us all.”

Francesca directed a wary glance at Catherine of Aragon, who stood next to the Lady Mary to watch the spectacle below. Catherine and Mary looked more like sisters by birth than sisters by marriage. Catherine, too, had red-gold hair and was no taller than ten-year-old Mary. Black velvet flattered her rosy complexion and gray eyes.

Reassured that the princess dowager was paying no attention to us, Francesca leaned so close to me that I could smell the lavender scent she’d used to perfume her body. “Her Grace cannot provide for her ladies as she should. Her father, King Ferdinand, refuses to release the remainder of her dowry to King Henry, and your king has been so miserly with our upkeep that we have been forced to live in poverty. We wear rags on our backs and have no hope of escape back to Spain.”

“You are scarcely in rags now.” I gave Francesca’s headdress and cloak a significant look. Although the gown beneath might be plainly cut, it was made of expensive velvet.

But I could not help but feel sorry for her. Under my cloak—pale gray with rabbit-fur trim—my velvet gown was a flattering peach color with close-fitting undersleeves, cut and slashed at the wrist, and long, wide oversleeves decorated with bands of embroidery. The skirt was long and loose, with a comfortable kirtle and chemise beneath, and it flattered my waist and hips as one of those stiff verdugados could never hope to. It was the most beautiful garment I had ever owned, and I knew I looked very fine in it.

“Our good fortune will not last,” Francesca predicted with gloomy certainty. “I know what will happen to Princess Catherine when King Philip goes away again. She will be forgotten. She and her ladies will be worse off than before.”

“Why do you confide in me?” I asked, afraid she was about to criticize King Henry again. It was dangerous to speak so frankly and almost as unwise to listen to such sentiments.

“You have the king’s ear,” Francesca said. “You can persuade him to treat us better.”

“I have no influence over King Henry. I am like a poor relation, tolerated in a gentleman’s home out of charity.” Unsettled, I pretended great interest in the scene below, hoping she would say no more of this.

“Ah,” Francesca murmured. “Not unlike the princess dowager.” To my great relief, she walked away.

In the lower ward, minstrels played as gloriously attired courtiers rode into the castle. They’d spared no expense to make a grand display. There were splendid jewels and bright colors—gold and crimson and blue predominated. The members of the king’s household added to the sparkle. Livery badges with golden letters hung suspended from their long green-and-white-striped sleeves and reflected the sun almost as brilliantly as did the jewels.

My eyes narrowed when I recognized a familiar face among them. Charles Brandon had traded his old livery for the king’s colors. I had not seen him, not even at a distance, since the night the messenger from King Philip arrived at Greenwich. But his distinctive garments told me he’d joined the king’s spears, that group of gentlemen who were charged with protecting King Henry’s person on an even more intimate level than the yeomen of the guard.


I saw Charles Brandon next, again at a distance, at the first of the festivities King Henry had arranged to entertain his guest. Pretending to ignore him, I stared at King Philip instead.

The king had the blond hair so common among the Flemish. My own father had had the same coloring. I wondered if Philip dressed entirely in black to emphasize this feature. His face was handsome, but there was a hard, calculating look in his eyes when his gaze swept over the assembled English courtiers. Those same eyes acquired a lascivious gleam when he looked at the ladies, all except his sister-in-law, Catherine of Aragon.

The princess dowager was seated near her brother-in-law, but Philip for the most part ignored her presence. So did King Henry. Only the Prince of Wales paid attention to her. In fact, he stared, a look of adoration on his face.

The king of Castile’s minstrels performed, followed by the antics of John, King Philip’s French fool, and the Prince of Wales’s fool, Goose. Then the princess dowager performed a Spanish dance with one of her ladies. It was not Francesca, for she was too tall to look well dancing with a woman as petite as the princess dowager.

When they had finished, King Henry called upon the Lady Mary to dance. I was her partner, so it fell to me to take the gentleman’s part. As a man would, I removed my glove and offered her my hand. After all the years of lessons at Eltham, we fell easily into the familiar slow and stately steps of “The King’s Pavane.”

“Well done, Mary,” King Henry said as the last strains of music faded away. “Well done, Jane. Sit, my dears. Both of you. There, Jane.” He gestured toward a stool just outside the area covered by the cloth of estate. “Rest yourself.”

This unexpected consideration was most welcome. Now that the performance was over, my limbs had begun to tremble in reaction. I was no novice at the pavane but never before had I danced in front of two kings and the entire court. For the next few minutes I simply sat, letting my heart rate slow and trying to catch my breath.

It was the sense of being stared at, long after everyone should have lost interest in me, that made me suddenly self-conscious. I surveyed the gathered company and caught sight of Charles Brandon just turning away. Had it been his gaze I’d felt?

Then I realized that someone else was watching me. Goose, Prince Henry’s fool, waggled his fingers in greeting and I smiled back at him. The man standing next to him glanced my way, too. At first I thought him a stranger. Dark skinned and wearing court dress, I supposed he was one of the Spaniards in King Philip’s retinue. Only after he sent a second, almost furtive look in my direction did I suddenly recognize him.

Seeing my start of surprise, the man ducked his head and walked swiftly out of the hall. I left my stool and circled the chamber until I reached Goose’s side.

Goose doffed his hat and bowed. “I fear you arrive too late, Mistress Popyncourt. Your secret admirer has fled.” For once, his odd, high-pitched voice did not make me want to laugh.

“Was that one of the king’s savages?”

“Bless me! It has eyes to see!” I took his answer to mean yes.

“How astonishing. Are the other two here, as well?”

“One died,” Goose reminded me. “Oh, woe is me.”

I remembered then that the keeper King Henry had assigned to care for the savages from the New World had dressed the remaining two in gentlemen’s attire and attempted to teach them English. Instead of learning the language, they had stopped speaking entirely. Everyone assumed their silence was because they were little better than dumb animals, incapable of being educated. But unless I was much mistaken, I had just seen the gleam of intelligence, as well as a hint of amusement, in the eyes that had been watching me.


“After so many years at court, both men must understand English tolerably well,” I mused aloud. “No doubt they can speak it, too…if they want to.”

“Hard to learn a foreign tongue,” Goose said.

“Not so very difficult.” A laugh caught in my throat. Like the dwarf and the giantess and the rest of the king’s curiosities, those savages had been taken from their homeland, brought to a foreign country where they did not understand the language, and kept at court to serve at the whim and pleasure of the royal family. For the first time I realized that the same could be said of me.

Pondering this revelation, I slowly made my way back to my stool and resumed my seat. The king had just announced that his daughter would perform on the lute. I welcomed the distraction.

The tune she played was familiar to everyone at the English court. It had been written to celebrate Henry Tudor’s marriage to Elizabeth of York and the end of civil war. The lyrics asked what flower was most fragrant and colorful and followed that question with a host of possibilities, each with their attributes—marjoram, lavender, columbine, primrose, violet, daisy, gillyflower, rosemary, chamomile, borage, and savory. It the end, the rose was declared to be above all other herbs and flowers, the “fair fresh flower full of beauty,” whatever its color. The song concluded with the words “I love the rose, both red and white.”

As the courtiers applauded both the sentiment and the princess’s performance, Princess Mary handed her lute to me and signaled for a manservant to bring in a rectangular box with a keyboard and thirty-two strings.

“Do you know why that instrument is called a virginal?” King Henry asked his guest. “It is because, like a virgin, it soothes with a sweet and gentle voice.”

King Philip smiled appreciatively. Prince Henry looked bored. He grew restless whenever he was not the center of attention and fidgeted throughout his sister’s rendition of “The Maiden’s Song.” As soon as she lifted her hands from the keyboard, he leapt from the dais and called for the musicians to play a canary—a pavane designed to demonstrate a dancer’s skill. Then he turned to me.

“Come, Jane. Let us show them how it is done.”

He did not give me time to think, but caught my hand and pulled me to my feet. As the music began, he danced me to the far end of the hall, then withdrew to the point he’d started from, so that we were left facing each other from opposite ends of the room.

Panic swamped me. I swallowed hard. What should I do next? I’d memorized dozens of complicated floor patterns, from pavanes to passamezzos to salte vellos, but in that moment I could not remember any of them.
 
In the canary, first the gentleman and then the lady perform solo variations on the steps, dancing toward each other and then retreating. I had a choice between using steps I’d been taught by our dancing master or inventing new ones. Most people favored the latter course, priding themselves on the ingeniousness of what they created. Watching Prince Henry caper, clearly showing off, I realized that relying on learned steps was better. The simpler I kept my dance, the more my partner’s skill would shine.

The Prince of Wales was as enthusiastic a dancer as he was an archer, a wrestler, and a tennis player. He excelled at all sports. In dancing, he had been known to throw off his gown and perform in doublet and hose, the better to execute high leaps. He did not go that far on this occasion, but his energetic capering was both skilled and athletic.

Everyone applauded when the performance drew to a close. Afterward, I was in great demand as a partner and the prince asked his sister-in-law to dance. He had been showing off for Catherine, I thought. It was an open secret among those of us who had been raised with the royal children that he was enamored of his late brother’s widow.

They made an attractive couple. Catherine was some six years older than Henry, but she was so tiny that she looked younger. His attitude toward her was both loving and protective.

Later, after the two kings withdrew, taking the prince with them, the dancing continued. By the time another hour passed, I was on the brink of exhaustion. I retreated to a secluded corner to rest, and it was there that Charles Brandon found me.

“Mistress Popyncourt,” he said.

“Master Brandon.” I expected him to ask me to dance. Instead he suggested that we go out for a breath of fresh air and to talk awhile.

When a servant had fetched my cloak, Charles wrapped it closely around me, tying the laces with his own hands. Then he took my arm and guided me along one passage and through another with the sureness of one who knew Windsor Castle well. We emerged in one of the smaller courtyards.

I shivered. It was much colder out of doors than it had been inside. Charles chuckled and slipped an arm around my waist to guide me over an icy patch.

“Prince Arthur once remarked that it was a great pity there were no galleries or gardens to walk in at Windsor,” he said. “I fear there has been little improvement in that regard since his death.”

Each step we took on the frozen cobblestones produced a crunching sound as a thin layer of ice cracked under our weight. A pale sun still lit the sky, but its beams held no warmth. I was powerfully tempted to burrow against Charles’s side to absorb his heat.

“Did you go into Wales with Prince Arthur after his marriage to Princess Catherine?”


He shook his head. “My uncle, Sir Thomas Brandon, believed I would do better to stay at court. He is the king’s master of horse, you know. He trained me to participate in tournaments. My very first performance in the lists brought me to the attention of the Earl of Essex and secured me a post in his household.”

That joust had also brought him to the attention of every lady at court. “I remember,” I admitted.

“You noticed me?”

“How could I not?” I teased him. “It was my uncle, Sir Rowland Velville, that you unhorsed so spectacularly.”

“Is that how you came to be in Princess Mary’s household?” he asked. “Did your uncle sponsor you at court?”

I nodded.

“Sir Rowland came to England with King Henry, I believe, although he was only a boy at the time.”

“You are surely too young to remember that!” He was no more than twenty-one. That was one reason his performance in the tournament had been so startling. Boys did not even begin their training in the lists until they reached their sixteenth year.

“Both my father and uncle were in exile with the king,” he said. “My father died in the Battle of Bosworth, where King Henry won his throne.”

“I am sorry.”

“I do not remember him. I was a babe in arms when he died.”

“I lost my father when I was young, too, and my mother, as well.”

We had circled halfway around the small courtyard and come to another door. Charles led me inside and along a corridor, and when we came to the end, he ushered me into a chamber tucked in beneath a stair.

“Whose lodgings are these?” I asked as he lit a candle. My nose twitched at the musty odor that clung to the bedding. There was no window to let in fresh air.

“The room is assigned to a friend of mine, but he is not at court at present. He will not mind if we borrow his accommodations.” He helped me out of my cloak, and before I could think better of it, caught me by the waist and lifted me onto the bed. A moment later he was sitting beside me and leaning in for a kiss.

I put a hand out to stop him. His chest felt like iron beneath my palm. “You invited me to walk and talk, Master Brandon.”

“So I did. But is that what you really want, Jane? Just to talk?” He ran one hand along the curve of my cheek. His touch made me shiver.

“It would be prudent to do no more than that.” Greatly daring, I added, “Charles.” I placed my hand over his and moved it from my face to the coverlet between us.

This seemed to amuse him. “Well, then, Jane, what shall we talk about?”

“You could tell me your intentions, for if you mean to court me, Charles, you should know I have no dowry.”

“But you are much beloved by the king. I know that to be true.”

I frowned. First Francesca and now Charles seemed to have the mistaken notion that I could somehow influence the king. “I serve his daughter.”

He slid an arm around my shoulders. The embroidery on his sleeve scratched the underside of my chin. “Mayhap you have more value than you know.”

Uncertain how to respond to this statement, my lips parted slightly in preparation for speech. Before I could form words, he took advantage of my hesitation to steal a kiss. This one was not as sloppy as the ones in the passageway at Greenwich. I liked it better. I would have kissed him back had someone not chosen that moment to rattle the latch on the door.

We sprang apart. Charles cursed.

“Jane?” Harry Guildford called, his voice muffled by the thickness of the oak door. “I saw you go in there. My mother is looking for you. If you have any sense you will take yourself back to your own lodgings before she finds you.”

 

CANDLEMAS, THE SECOND day of February and the traditional beginning of spring, dawned to fresh snow on the ground and an icy wind whipping up the newly fallen flakes. After freezing them into stinging pellets, it flung them into the face of anyone foolish enough to venture outside.

The interior of Windsor Castle was little better. Cold drafts crept right through the walls to chill every chamber. The maidservant I shared with two more of the Lady Mary’s gentlewomen went out early to fetch glowing coals for the brazier and a bowl of washing water free of ice. A quick splash was sufficient for my ablutions.

With King Philip and all his retinue in residence, the castle was crowded. The most favored courtiers, together with their servants, occupied double lodgings—two rooms, each with a fireplace and a stool chamber. Those less important resided in single lodgings—one room with a fireplace—and were obliged to use the public latrines. Others shared cramped quarters and were fortunate if they had a brazier and a bed instead of pallets on the floor.

I wondered if the little, windowless room Charles Brandon had taken me to had been his own poor lodging. That would explain how Harry had known to look for me there. I did not believe for a moment that he’d just happened to see us as we entered the chamber.


My two bedfellows and I had a slit for a window but scarcely space enough to house the bed and the truckle for the maid to sleep on and our traveling chests. I lost no time dressing in my warmest clothing. As I adjusted my headdress, I wished I had some excuse not to go to the Candlemas ceremony, followed by Mass in St. George’s Chapel. The hall and chapel would be even colder than this bedchamber and I had seen the ritual designed to drive out evil spirits many times before. The only difference this year was that two kings instead of one would carry lit tapers, hallowed by the archbishop of Canterbury, in procession around the great hall.

Just as we were leaving, one of my garters came loose. “I will follow directly,” I promised, and stopped to retie the ribbon holding up my stocking.

Left alone, I found myself gazing with real longing at the bed. A lump marked the location of the spaniel one of my bedfellows kept as a pet. Braveheart, she called him. I usually ignored the annoying little creature, but I envied him the warmth of those blankets and fur coverlets.

The Lady Mary would not miss me, I thought. She had a bevy of young women surrounding her. Unfortunately, the same could not be said of Mother Guildford. Nothing escaped her notice, and of late she had paid particular attention to my comings and goings. Resigned, I left the chamber and slowly made my way along the deserted passageway.

I had not gone far when I saw a gloved hand emerge from behind a tapestry. When I stopped and stared, it beckoned to me. The thought crossed my mind that the hand might belong to Charles Brandon. Was he waiting there, in an alcove just large enough to hide two people from passersby?

I had not forgotten Mother Guildford’s warnings about lecherous courtiers. I was curious to know who might be lurking behind the arras, even if it was not Charles Brandon, but this could be some unknown man waiting for any court damsel who might happen along.

“Come out where I can see you,” I called, careful to stay more than an arm’s length distant.

“Are we alone?” The words were muffled but I recognized the voice.

“Harry Guildford, what are you playing at?” A trace of disappointment colored my question.

“Are we alone?” he repeated.

“Yes!” I stepped closer, reached around the side of the arras, grasped him by the arm, and pulled him out of hiding.

It had been a great game, when we were younger, to conceal ourselves behind a convenient hanging or piece of furniture, then jump out and startle one another into shrieking aloud. Prince Henry in particular used to do this. Now, however, we were much too old for such foolishness. I saw at once, by the earnest expression on Harry’s face, that he knew it, too. He had not been in hiding simply for the fun of frightening me.

“I must talk with you, Jane.”

“Now?”

“We will not be missed.” The desperation in his voice suggested that whatever troubled him was no small matter.

“Come to my chamber, then,” I said. “No one will bother us there.”

We were in luck. There were still coals in the brazier that sat in the small square of open floor between the bed and the chests full of clothing.

Harry hesitated. “Your maid—”

“She has gone to break her fast, and then will attend the Candlemas ceremony along with everyone else.” Except, it seemed, for Harry and me.

A few minutes later we had tugged pillows off the bed and were ensconced on the floor next to the firebox. Its heat dispelled some of the chill, but not enough that we were willing to remove our cloaks or gloves. I allowed Braveheart to climb onto my lap, happy to absorb the warmth from his small, wriggling body.

“What troubles you, Harry? Has the prince thrown you out? I cannot keep you here, you know.” I indicated the spaniel burrowing deep into my skirts. “I am allowed either a lapdog or a singing bird, but you are neither.”

My teasing failed to cheer him. He sat tailor fashion, hunched over the brazier, elbows on knees and shoulders slumped. I had never seen him look so wretched.

“Why is it so important that we speak in private?” Now that he had my full attention, he seemed loath to confide in me.

“I did not want anyone to overhear what I have to say to you.”

“Well?”

“This is not easy for me, Jane.” He stared at the glowing coals.

I narrowed my eyes. “You are not about to ask me to marry you, are you?”

“By the saints, I swear I am not!” The shock of my suggestion jerked him upright. His eyes all but popped out of his head. “How came you by such a mad notion?”

“From Lady Guildford.”

“My mother thinks I want to wed you?”

“Your mother thinks I might try to trap you into marriage.” I waved a dismissive hand. “What she believes is of little importance so long as you and I know better. But if that is not why you wished to talk to me, then what is it that troubles you, Harry?”

“Not my mother, but my father.” Heaving a great sigh, he reached inside both cloak and gown to fumble at his doublet. At length he produced a piece of paper folded in thirds and handed it over. “Read this. Then you will understand.”

“It is from Sir Richard to you.” I hesitated to peruse the private words written by a father to his son, in part because Harry and I had never spoken openly of his father’s disgrace.

Sir Richard Guildford’s letter stated that he wished to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. He wrote that he had a great sin on his conscience he hoped to have absolved through this penance. This notion troubled me not at all until I realized that Sir Richard wanted Harry to go with him. Suddenly, I felt a giant fist clench around my heart at the thought of losing yet another person I cared for. I could barely find breath to speak. Wordlessly, I returned the missive.

Harry tucked it away inside his doublet. “I do not know what to do, Jane. It would be a great adventure to travel to foreign lands.”

“If you desire to visit shrines, there are plenty right here in England. Surely you do not want to go on a pilgrimage?”

He gave a rueful laugh. “Can you not see me in a pilgrim’s cloak?”

“I cannot imagine that you would want to give up the pleasures of the prince’s household. All your life, you have been trained as a courtier.”

“My father was once accustomed to those same luxuries.”

“Perhaps your father has reason to seek forgiveness!”

“You think his mismanagement of crown funds is the ‘great sin’ he refers to in his letter?” Harry did not seem convinced.

“What else could it be? But whatever sin it is that he carries upon his conscience, you have nothing to atone for. If he wants his own flesh and blood with him on this journey, let him take Edward.” Harry’s brother was the son of Sir Richard’s first wife and fifteen years Harry’s senior. “You cannot go to the Holy Land.”


“Because you say so?” Harry gave a short, humorless bark of laughter. “Careful, Jane, or I will think you do have designs on me after all.”

I stuck my tongue out at him as I shifted position on my cushion. Roused from a nap, the little dog yawned, stretched, and abandoned me for a spot on the truckle bed.

Harry sighed again and seemed to fall into melancholy.

Clasping my knees to my chest, I buried my face in my arms, pulling the cloak more tightly closed around me on the pretext of being cold. In truth, confusion enveloped me, relentless as an incoming tide. Our childhood was over, but the old bonds were strong. I yearned to keep Harry at court but knew not how.

The silence between us stretched until it was pulled taut as a bowstring. At last Harry stirred and spoke. “I am bound to serve the prince, but my father is…my father.”

“The first loyalty is stronger than the second,” I said slowly, thinking the matter through as I spoke, “for your father, in his turn, serves the Crown.” As I obeyed the Lady Mary, Harry was Prince Henry’s to command. I added, carefully, “The Prince of Wales depends upon you, Harry. He listens to you.”

“He has others to—”

My head shot up. “He needs you, Harry! You have known him almost longer than anyone. When he loses his temper, everyone relies upon you to calm him down.”

“What of Will Compton?”

“Oh, yes. Will can also restore Prince Henry to his better self, but it takes him twice as long.”

“Do you ever wonder what he will be like when he becomes king?” Harry asked, his face pinched with worry. “You know Prince Henry lacks his father’s self-control.”

Snaking one hand out from beneath my cloak, I reached across the brazier to touch Harry’s forearm. “As long as he gets his own way, or thinks he has, all will be well,” I said.

Another humorless snort of laughter answered me.

“Use that, Harry. Prince Henry won’t want you to go to the Holy Land. Let that be your answer to your father.”

For a long time we sat listening to the wind howl outside the chamber window. I could say little more. I consoled myself with the thought that it would be weeks yet, perhaps even months, before anyone could set sail. The destruction of King Philip’s fleet was proof enough of the foolishness of travel by sea at this time of year.

“He has never asked anything of me before,” Harry murmured.

Scrambling to my feet, I circled the brazier and fell to my knees beside him and hugged him tightly. “Stay here, Harry. You belong with Prince Henry. You cannot abandon a brilliant future for an uncertain fate.”

My face was so close to his that I could see the agony of indecision in his eyes.

“Someday Prince Henry will be king. He’ll make you a knight, if his father has not already done so. Serve him well and you’ll end up a baron at the least, or perhaps even a viscount. Kings reward loyalty, Harry.”

He still did not look convinced, so I searched harder for an argument that would convince him.

“Prince Henry will need you beside him when he passes his sixteenth birthday and begins training for the lists. With your jousting experience, you’ll know how to keep His Grace safe from injuries while he learns how to fight in tournaments.”

Like dawn breaking, relief flooded into Harry’s face. “I knew I could count on your good sense!” He leaned over and squeezed me so tightly that I let out a squeak of protest. Grinning, he released me and stood. “That excuse is one my father will understand. He will see that I have no choice but to stay with the prince.”

 

TO ENTERTAIN KING Philip there was more dancing, as well as hunts and tennis matches, bear baitings and horse baitings. Then, a week after Candlemas, Queen Juana arrived.
 
The very next day, the Lady Mary and her household and the princess dowager and her attendants left Windsor to go ahead to Richmond Palace. King Henry was to follow with King Philip in a few days.

“Such a pity,” the Lady Mary murmured as we set out aboard one of the royal barges. The Thames was open again and our journey would be far easier and far swifter than it had been by road.

“What is, Your Grace?”

“That Queen Juana remains behind at Windsor when she and the princess dowager have only just been reunited.”

“They will be able to spend time together at Richmond.”

But the princess shook her head. “No, they will not. By the time King Philip and my father join us there, Juana will be on her way to Plymouth, where their ships are being repaired.”

“But they cannot hope to sail for many weeks yet.”

Mary looked more solemn than her years. “It is a ploy, Jane, to keep Catherine and Juana apart. Do you not remember who their father is?”

“King Ferdinand of Aragon,” I said slowly, comprehending at last. At the time of the marriage between Princess Catherine and Prince Arthur, King Ferdinand had been England’s ally. But now, no doubt because he had refused to pay the remainder of Catherine’s dowry after Arthur’s death, King Ferdinand and King Henry were at odds. King Henry feared that the two sisters might somehow conspire against him to aid their father.


A tournament was held at Richmond to entertain King Philip. Charles Brandon acquitted himself well. During the next weeks, Charles continued to pay court to me and even stole the occasional kiss, but he made no further attempt to spirit me away to some secluded chamber. I convinced myself that he was being careful of my reputation.

 

KING PHILIP TOOK his leave of the English court in early March. In early April, Sir Richard Guildford, newly pardoned by King Henry, sailed from England for the Holy Land—without Harry. By then, Charles Brandon seemed to have lost all interest in me. I consoled myself by flirting with Harry, and with Will Compton, neither of whom took me seriously.

Then in September word came that King Philip had died suddenly during his visit to Spain. Rumors flew. Some said his wife, Queen Juana, had poisoned him in a fit of jealousy. Others suggested King Ferdinand was the villain, since it was Ferdinand who would not govern Castile for Philip and Juana’s six-year-old son, Charles.

I pitied Queen Juana. She had lost her beloved husband and was said to have run mad with grief. But I felt much greater sympathy for Harry Guildford. The news arrived in England in October that Sir Richard had reached Jerusalem only to die there.

I was never certain how Mother Guildford felt about her husband’s fate. She did not permit her emotions to show. When she asked me to step into her lodgings on a fine, sunny morning in mid-November, murmuring the name “Charles,” I assumed she wished to discuss plans for the Lady Mary’s betrothal to Charles of Castile.

King Henry and King Ferdinand were friends again. They had agreed that King Henry’s daughter Mary would marry King Ferdinand’s grandson Charles and there was even talk that King Henry himself might marry King Ferdinand’s widowed daughter Juana. The ceremony to bind Mary to Charles was scheduled to take place in a few weeks. She would not leave England for several years, but as soon as she was officially betrothed, she could call herself queen of Castile even though Queen Juana was still alive. Everyone in her household would also be elevated in importance.

“Sit, Jane,” Mother Guildford said, indicating a wooden stool. She had the luxury of a chair with a plump cushion to pad the seat. Her lips were pursed tight and she had a look of disapproval in her eyes.

“Is something amiss, madam?”

“I could not help but observe, Jane, that you showed a marked interest in Master Charles Brandon during the king of Castile’s visit and afterward.”

I folded my hands primly in my lap and said, “He is a handsome man, madam. Few women could avoid noticing him.”

“Was your heart engaged, Jane?”

I thought about that for a moment before I answered. “No, madam.”

“I am relieved to hear it.” Her posture relaxed a fraction. “Still, better you hear the news from me than elsewhere. Master Brandon has wed a wealthy London widow, Lady Mortimer.”

I sighed. “I suppose, if I’d had a large dowry, he might have made an offer for me.”

“Consider this a lucky escape. Master Brandon’s treatment of gently born young women leaves much to be desired.”

I started to defend Charles, but she cut me off, wagging a finger at me. “Remember this, Jane: What happens away from court is not always known to us here until much later. Nor do we always hear the whole story behind some of the rumors that do reach us. Charles Brandon was betrothed to another young woman at the same time he was courting you. Mistress Anne Browne was once a maid of honor to Queen Elizabeth. He kept her as his mistress for years after the queen died, and she bore him a child.”

“If he was betrothed to her, why did he not marry her? Indeed, how could he marry someone else?” Betrothals were supposed to be almost as binding as marriages.

“An excellent question, and one for which I have no answer.” Mother Guildford looked thoughtful. “I do not believe we have heard the last of this matter.”

Shortly after that conversation, Charles Brandon returned to court. He did not bring his new wife with him. He continued to be one of Prince Henry’s boon companions, along with Tom Knyvett, Lord Edward Howard, Ned Neville, Will Compton, Harry Guildford, and Harry’s older half brother, Edward.

 

IN THE SPRING following King Philip’s visit, King Henry was seriously ill. I was seventeen and horribly afraid that he, too, might die and leave behind a son too young to rule for himself. The king recovered, but he was sick again the following year. His physicians said it was only gout, and he was well enough by the end of February to receive two envoys from King Ferdinand. One was Francisco di Grimaldo, an elderly Italian banker. The other was the new Spanish ambassador, Don Gutiene Gomez de Fuensalida. They had come to discuss Catherine of Aragon’s still unpaid dowry.

The princess dowager seemed doomed to live out her life in poverty in England. Her father would not take her back and King Henry refused to permit her to marry Prince Henry, the most sensible solution. Francesca de Carceres, having had no better offer, escaped by eloping with old Master di Grimaldo.

In the summer of my eighteenth year, King Henry collapsed while out hunting. This time one of his doctors, John Chambre, a man already made memorable by his extremely large nose, dared speak the truth—the king had consumption and was likely to die of it.

Prince Henry accompanied his father on pilgrimages to Walsingham and Canterbury to pray for a cure. The Lady Mary went, too, taking me with her. It did no good. We watched the king grow steadily weaker and knew that before long the disease would kill him.

King Henry VII did not want to die, especially not before his son was eighteen and of full age to inherit. That day would come on the twenty-eighth of June in the year of our Lord fifteen hundred and nine. King Henry was determined to hold out until then.

That January, I turned nineteen. Over the next weeks, the king’s health continued to deteriorate. He had acute pains in his chest and difficulty breathing. He asked that the Lady Mary come and sit by his side and told her to bring me with her.

A few days later, we were joined in the sickroom by the king’s mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond. The countess was a small, birdlike woman who dressed like a nun and wore a hair shirt under her habit. She was only fourteen years older than her dying son, but seemed likely to outlive him by a good many years.

She did not speak to me. She never did. I was not certain why she’d taken a dislike to me, but over the years she had gone out of her way to ignore my presence in her granddaughter’s household.

At the end of March, King Henry made a new will. On the twenty-first day of April, he once again sent for the Lady Mary and for me.

“She has no business here,” the countess said when she saw me enter her son’s bedchamber.

“I asked for her,” King Henry whispered. He was so weak that his voice carried only as far as the foot of his bed.


The countess allowed me to stay, but only until the king fell asleep. Then she sent me away.

I met Prince Henry just arriving at his father’s sickroom door. “Is he any better?” he asked.

I shook my head and felt tears well up in my eyes.

“I want to be king someday,” the prince said, “but not yet.” He seemed reluctant to enter the bedchamber.

“Your presence will comfort him, Your Grace.”

“A pity you cannot stay in my stead, Jane,” Prince Henry said with a rueful laugh. “I hate the sight and stink of illness.” But he went in and I went away and the king died the next day.

Since Prince Henry was not quite eighteen, his grandmother proposed that she serve as regent. Henry refused. He did not intend to be governed by anyone. He sent the countess to Cheyney Gates, a house adjoining the palace of Westminster but not actually a part of it, and arranged for his father’s lying-in-state and burial himself. He also set the date for his coronation as King Henry VIII. And then, in the chapel at Pleasure Palace, he quietly married Catherine of Aragon.

On the twenty-fourth day of June, they were crowned together as king and queen of England. I watched the procession that preceded the ceremony from the windows of a house in Cheapside in London. It was quite near the inn in which my mother and I had stayed when we saw Perkin Warbeck put in the stocks. How different this was! I was still a spectator, but now I stood beside Mary Tudor, princess of England and queen of Castile.

Nearby was Mary’s grandmother, the Countess of Richmond. As usual, she pretended not to notice my presence. I shed no tears when, a few days later, word reached us at court that the Countess of Richmond had choked to death on a bone while eating roast swan.
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In the first year of the reign of King Henry VIII, the court spent Yuletide at Richmond Palace. We were still there when I passed my twentieth birthday and stayed on a few days more for a tournament. It ended badly. Will Compton was almost killed jousting against Ned Neville. He broke several ribs, his arm, and his nose and was unconscious for hours.

Leaving Will behind in the care of Dr. Chambre, we moved on to Westminster Palace on schedule. I worried about him. Even a cut could be fatal if it grew inflamed, and I did not want to lose anyone else to death, especially not one of my “brothers.”

“It does no good to fret,” Harry Guildford said when I asked if he’d heard any news of Will’s condition. “Either he’ll recover or he will not. It is in God’s hands.”

I knew he was right, but his words offered little comfort. I sighed.


Harry looked thoughtful. “You need something to distract you from gloomy thoughts,” he said. “Will was to have played a role in a disguising I am planning.” The new king had appointed Harry his master of revels. “You could take his place.”

“I look nothing like Will Compton,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

“Ah, but Will would not have resembled himself in the least. He was to have been our Maid Marian.”

As a lad, Prince Henry had loved the Robin Hood stories above all others. We had often acted out tales of the famous outlaw and his Merry Men. I’d portrayed Maid Marian once or twice, but it was more common among companies of players for boys to take on the women’s roles, wearing long skirts and wigs.

“Is this a masque for the court?” I asked.

Grinning, Harry shook his head. “It is a private performance.” He held one finger to his lips. “And it is a secret. Are you with us?”

“Can you doubt it?”

Harry provided a costume—green gown, yellow wig, and a mask that concealed my features—and told me to be ready at first cockcrow on the morning of the eighteenth day of January. We met in the king’s secret lodgings, and from there, through a passage I had not known existed till then, entered the queen’s bedchamber. There were a dozen of us in all, the king as Robin Hood, ten of his companions as the Merry Men, and myself as Maid Marian. Our sudden appearance was met by shrieks of surprise and alarm.

Sweeping back the hangings that enclosed his wife’s bed, Robin Hood found Catherine still half asleep. “Rise and dance with me, madam,” he said. “I vow we will not depart until you agree to this demand.”

The queen was a tiny woman and looked even smaller in her nightclothes. The king towered over his wife, but his manner was gentle. Even as he delighted in teasing and embarrassing her, his stance was protective. She was expecting their first child.

As was the custom, the queen and her ladies pretended not to know who the intruders were. I had no doubt that Catherine had recognized her husband. She’d never have allowed the assault on her dignity otherwise, and she must have realized that her guards would never let strangers into her chamber.

“You give me no choice, sirrah,” she said. “I yield.” Catherine had a deep, throaty voice at odds with her small stature and, in spite of the many years she had been in England, retained the hint of a Castilian lisp. She permitted the king to lift her out of her bed and set her on the rush matting in her bare feet.

One of the Merry Men produced a lute and soon there were several couples dancing. I joined in the merriment with Harry for a partner, and amused myself by trying to identify the other revelers. Even with a visor hiding his face, the king was impossible to mistake. For height and breadth of shoulder, only Ned Neville was his equal, and Ned lacked that shock of bright hair.

Ned was also easy to pick out, but the others were more difficult. They all wore identical coats of Kendall green. I decided that the one who seemed a bit aloof was Harry’s half brother, Sir Edward Guildford, who was older than the rest of us and a bit stodgy. I could tell Charles Brandon by his demeanor, and if Brandon was one of the party, so were Tom Knyvett and Lord Edward Howard.

At first I did not realize that my identity, too, was the object of speculation. Several of the queen’s ladies stared openly at me as I danced. I’d forgotten I was supposed to be pretending to be a man pretending to be a woman.

I tried to change my movements, to make my steps bigger and less graceful, but it was too late. A glance at Queen Catherine told me that she, too, had recognized me as a female. When King Henry was not looking, she glared at me with venom in her eyes.

My heart sank. The queen had set ideas about what sort of women were permitted to live at court. She disapproved of lewd behavior and clearly thought me a creature of low station and even lower repute. I was grateful the visor concealed my face.

The dancing continued for another hour. I was relieved to be allowed to depart still unmasked but I spent the next few days expecting at any moment to be banished from court. Nothing happened. As far as anyone knew, the queen never asked who had played Maid Marian. She did, however, take a renewed interest in the morals of the court.

A short time after our morning invasion of her chamber, Queen Catherine convinced her husband that the reputation of his innocent young sister—Mary was then not quite fifteen—must be protected. He agreed. Henceforth, he decreed, Mary was to be shielded from the bawdier aspects of court life. He had no intention of restricting the antics of the high-spirited young men who were his boon companions, but it cost him nothing to put the Lady Mary’s household out of bounds. Not just the princess, but all the ladies who served her were, therefore, protected from temptation.

I told myself I should be grateful that we had not been sent away to rusticate at some distant country manor. At least we were still at court and able to attend all the pageants, tournaments, dances, and hunts.

 

JUST BEFORE MY twenty-first birthday, Queen Catherine gave birth to a son. Her first pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage, but now King Henry had an heir, yet another Prince Henry.

As master of revels, Harry Guildford was responsible for producing a pageant to celebrate the christening and, as he often had during the year and a half of the reign, he asked me for suggestions. The result was a great success, but Harry had another reason to be pleased with himself. He confided his news to me as we were supervising the removal of the pageant wagons afterward.

“The king has approved my betrothal to Meg Bryan, Jane. We are to wed sometime next year.”

“I am happy for you, Harry.” I knew Meg only in passing, but she seemed pleasant enough. She was eighteen, a slender girl of middling height with thick, dark brown hair and widely spaced, deep brown eyes. Her mother was one of the queen’s ladies and her father was the vice-chamberlain of Queen Catherine’s household. Meg and her younger sister, Elizabeth, had no official standing at court, but they had shared their parents’ quarters since the beginning of the reign and attended all the dances and tournaments.

“I feared her father might object. Because of what mine did,” Harry confessed.

“Sir Richard was pardoned,” I reminded him. “Besides, it is how you are regarded at court that matters now and everyone knows that you are one of the king’s oldest and dearest friends.”

“Oldest, mayhap, but no longer his favorite. Charles Brandon has usurped that honor. It is a good thing Brandon has no interest in Meg or he’d have had her instead of me.”

“I should think any father would object to that!” Harry’s mother had been right all those years ago. We had not heard the last of Charles Brandon’s irregular matrimonial history. Because of his earlier betrothal to Anne Browne, his marriage to Lady Mortimer had been annulled. After that he’d finally married his longtime mistress, but Anne Browne, poor lady, had died soon after giving birth to Brandon’s daughter.

“Will you befriend Meg, Jane?” Harry asked. “Talk to her about me while I am gone so she will not be tempted to flirt with any other man?”

I stared at him, perplexed. “Gone? Where are you going?”

He grinned at me. “Did I not tell you? I am to leave for Spain at the end of next month on an embassy to King Ferdinand.”

I had to force myself to smile. “That is a great honor, Harry.” One that would take him away from England for many months.

“Say rather a great challenge. Queen Catherine’s father is a treacherous man. Sometimes he has been England’s friend and other times he has plotted against us. I do not think he can be trusted at all and yet I must treat with him to maintain our alliance.”
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