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“Emerson skillfully crafts a strong heroine who maintains careful command of her sexuality and independence. Nan’s behavior is as brave as it is scandalous for the time, and Emerson makes readers appreciate the consequences of Nan’s choices.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Emerson’s sharp eye for court nuances, intrigues, and passions thrusts readers straight into Nan’s life, and the swift pace will sweep you along.”
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“Emerson creates a riveting historical novel of the perils of the Tudor court, vividly fictionalizing historical characters and breathing new life into their personalities and predicaments.”

—Booklist

“Jane Popyncourt is not the idealistically virginal heroine but a skillful player in the intrigues of the Tudor court, who manages to get what she wants without selling too much of herself in the bargain. It is this heroine that separates the book from the pack.”

—Publishers Weekly

“No one knows the unusual customs and dangerous characters of the Tudor court like Kate Emerson. She brings its scandals to life in this beautifully researched novel, the first in a fascinating new historical series. History, love, lust, power ambitions—The Pleasure Palace is a pleasure indeed.”

—Karen Harper, author of The Queen’s Governess
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On the twenty-ninth day of January in 1542, twenty-six eligible young women sat at table in Whitehall Palace with King Henry. An additional thirty-five occupied a second table close by. We were arranged by precedence, with the highest-born maidens closest to the king. As the daughter of a baron, I was assigned a seat at the first table, but there were others of nobler birth between me and His Grace.

From that little distance, King Henry the Eighth of England was a glorious sight. At first I could scarcely take my eyes off him. He glittered in the candlelight. Not only did he wear a great many jewels on his person, everything from a diamond cross to a great emerald with a pearl pendant, but the cloth itself was embroidered with gold thread.

I pinched myself to make certain I was not dreaming. Everything at court seemed to sparkle, from the rich tapestries to the painted ceilings to the glass in the windows. I had arrived from Kent the previous day and was still in awe of my surroundings. I had lived in comfort for all of my fifteen and a half years, but this opulent level of luxury stunned me.

Wondrous dishes appeared before me, one after another. When I tasted the next offering, I closed my eyes in delight. The sweet taste of sugar, combined with ginger and the tart flavor of an unknown fruit, exploded on my tongue. I sighed with pleasure and took another spoonful of this marvelous concoction.

“Have you tried the syllabub?” I asked the woman seated beside me. “It is most delicious.”

She did not appear to have eaten anything. Although she’d taken a piece of bread and a bit of meat from the platters the king’s gentlemen had brought around, she’d done no more than toy with the food. At my urging, she spooned a small portion of the syllabub into her mouth.

“Indeed,” she said. “Most delicious.” But instead of eating more, she fixed her bright, dark blue eyes on me, examining me so intently that I began to feel uncomfortable under her steady stare.

I reminded myself that I looked my best. My copper-colored gown was richly embroidered. My pale yellow hair had been washed only that morning. Barely two inches of it showed at the front of my new French hood, but it was a very pretty color and it would have reached nearly to my waist if it had not been caught up in a net at the back.

“Mistress Brooke?” my neighbor asked. “Lord Cobham’s daughter?”

I gave her my most brilliant smile. “Yes, I am Bess Brooke.”

Thawing in the face of my friendliness, she introduced herself as Nan Bassett. She was only a few years older than I was. The tiny bit of hair that showed at the front of her headdress was light brown and she had the pink-and-white complexion I’d heard was favored at court. I had such a complexion myself, and eyes of the same color, too, although mine were a less intense shade of blue.

We chatted amiably for the rest of the meal. I learned that she had been a maid of honor to each of King Henry’s last three wives. She’d been with Queen Jane Seymour when Queen Jane gave birth to the king’s heir, Prince Edward, who was now five years old. She’d been with Queen Anna of Cleves, until the king annulled that marriage in order to wed another of Queen Anna’s maids of honor, Catherine Howard. And she had served Queen Catherine Howard, too, until Catherine betrayed her husband with another man and was arrested for treason.

Queen no more, Catherine Howard was locked in the Tower of London awaiting execution. The king needed a new bride to replace her. If the rumors I’d heard were true, that was why there were no gentlemen among our fellow guests. His Grace had gathered together prospective wives from among the nobility and gentry of England.

I had been summoned to court by royal decree. My parents had accompanied me to Whitehall Palace and impressed upon me that this was a great opportunity. They did not expect the king to choose me, but whatever lady did become the next queen would need maids of honor and waiting gentlewomen.

Conversation stopped when King Henry stood. Everyone else rose from their seats as well and remained on their feet while His Grace moved slowly from guest to guest, using a sturdy wooden staff to steady his steps. As he made his ponderous way down the length of the table, shuffling along through the rushes that covered the tiled floor, I saw to my dismay that, beneath the glitter, he was not just a large man. He was fat. He wore a corset in a futile attempt to contain his enormous bulk. I could hear it creak with every step he took.

The king spoke to each woman at table. When he spent a little longer with one particular pretty, dark-haired girl, a buzz of speculation stirred the air. Whispers and covert nudges and winks followed in the king’s wake. As His Grace approached, I grew more and more anxious, although I was not sure why. By the time he stopped in front of Mistress Bassett, I was vibrating with tension.

She sank into a deep curtsy, her eyes fixed on the floor.

“My dear Nan.” The king took her hand and drew her upright. “You appear to thrive in my daughter’s household.”

“The Lady Mary is a most kind mistress, Your Grace,” Nan Bassett said.

He chuckled and shifted his meaty, bejeweled fingers from her hand to her shoulder. “She is fortunate to have you, sweeting.”

Nan’s smile never wavered, although his grip must have pinched. I admired her self-control.

I had no warning before His Grace shifted his attention to me. “And who is this beautiful blossom?” he demanded in a loud, deep voice that caught the interest of everyone else in the great hall.

I hastily made my obeisance. As I sank lower, I caught a whiff of the stench wafting up from the king’s game leg. In spite of layers of gaudy clothing, I could see the bulge of bandages wrapped thickly around His Grace’s left thigh.

King Henry stuck a sausage-shaped index finger under my chin and lifted my face until I was forced to meet his gimlet-eyed stare. It was fortunate that he did not expect me to do much more than give him my name. That I’d attracted the predatory interest of the most powerful man in England very nearly struck me dumb.

“I am Lord Cobham’s daughter, Your Grace,” I managed in a shaky whisper. “I am Elizabeth Brooke,” I added, lest he confuse me with one of my sisters.

I lowered my eyes, hoping he’d think me demure. The truth of the matter was that I was appalled by the ugliness of Henry Tudor’s bloated face and body. Any awe I’d felt earlier had been displaced by a nearly paralyzing sense of dread.

“Hah!” said the king, recognizing Father’s title. “Imagine George Brooke producing a pretty little thing like you!”

Next to King Henry, who was the tallest man in England, any woman would be dwarfed. As for Father, I’d always thought him exceptionally well favored. But I had the good sense not to contradict His Grace.

“What do you think of our court?” King Henry asked.

“It is very grand, Sire. I am amazed by all I have seen.”

The king took that as a compliment to himself and beamed down at me. I repressed a shudder. We had a copy of one of His Grace’s portraits at Cowling Castle. Once upon a time, he’d been a good-looking man. But now, at fifty, the bold warrior prince of yesteryear had disappeared into a potentate of mammoth proportions and chronic ill health.

Still, I knew my duty. I must pretend that the king was the most fascinating person I had ever met. That way lay advancement at court for my father and brothers as well as myself. I arranged my lips into a tremulous smile and tried to focus on His Grace’s pretty compliments. He praised my graceful carriage, my pink cheeks, and the color of my hair. All the while, his gaze kept straying from my face to my bosom. I have no idea what I said in reply to his effusive praise, but when he chucked me under the chin and moved on, I felt weak with relief.

King Henry stopped to speak a few brief words to the woman who was seated on the other side of me, my kinswoman Dorothy Bray, then abandoned her for a redhead with a noble nose and a nervous smile. Dorothy, her dark eyes alive with dislike, glared at me. “Brazen flirt,” she whispered.

I was not certain if she meant me or the redhead.

Although she was only two years my senior, Dorothy was my aunt, my mother’s much younger sister. Like Nan Bassett, Dorothy had been a maid of honor to Queen Catherine Howard. In common with most young women who held that post, she was attractive. She looked very fine dressed in dark blue. Her best feature was a turned-up nose, but her lips were too thin for true beauty and just now they were pursed in a way that made her almost ugly.

I was sorry that the king had not spent more time with Dorothy, since she was clearly envious of the attention he’d paid to me, but there was nothing I could do to remedy the situation. That being so, I ignored her and turned back to Nan Bassett. Nan was as friendly as before, but now she seemed distracted. I wondered if she, too, felt alarm at having caught the king’s interest.

Until the moment the king had called me a “beautiful blossom,” I had never regretted being pretty. I had taken it for granted that I was attractive, accepted without demur the compliments from the scattering of courtiers who’d visited my father at Cowling Castle, the Cobham family seat. Now, for the first time, I realized that it could be dangerous to be pretty.

What if His Grace chose me to be his next queen?

It was a terrifying thought, but so absurd that I was soon able to dismiss it. After all, the king had paid far more attention to Nan and to that dark-haired young woman, too.

When everyone adjourned to the king’s great watching chamber, where an assortment of sweets was served, we were free to move about as we sampled the offerings—pastries, comfits, suckets, marchpane, Florentines, candied fruits, and nuts dipped in sugar. Musicians played softly in the background, as they had during the meal, but the sound was nearly drowned out by talk and laughter.

I turned to ask Nan Bassett another question and discovered that she was no longer by my side. She’d reached the far side of the chamber before I located her. I watched her look all around, as if she wanted to be sure she was unobserved, and then slip past the yeoman of the guard and out of the room.

Considering, I bit into a piece of marchpane, a confection of blanched almonds and sugar. I found the sweetness cloying. The scent of cinnamon rose from another proffered treat, teasing me into inhaling deeply. I regretted giving in to the impulse. Along with a mixture of exotic aromas and the more mundane smell of melting candle wax, I once again caught a whiff of the horrible odor that emanated from the king’s ulcerous leg. Without my noticing his approach, he’d moved to within a foot of the place where I stood.

All at once the hundreds of tapers illuminating the chamber seemed far too bright. They revealed not only the ostentatious display, but also the less appealing underpinnings of the court. Beneath the jewels and expensive fabrics, the colors and the perfumes, there was rot.

His Grace stood with his back to me, but if I stayed where I was he could turn around and see me at any moment. To escape his notice, I followed Nan Bassett’s example. Palms sweating, I retreated, backing slowly away until other ladies filled the space between us. Then I turned and walked faster, toward the great doors that led to the rest of Whitehall Palace.

My steps slowed when I was faced with a yeoman of the guard clad in brilliant scarlet livery and holding a halberd. There was one problem with my escape plan. Whitehall was a maze of rooms and corridors so vast that I did not think I could find my way back to my parents’ lodgings on my own. With Nan Bassett gone, I knew only one other person at the banquet—Dorothy Bray. She was family, I told myself. If I asked for her help, she’d be obliged to give it.

As I searched for my young aunt, the musicians struck up a lively tune and the dancing began. Ladies partnered each other for the king’s entertainment, but Dorothy was not among them. The chamber was crowded, making it difficult to find anyone, and I was beginning to despair of ever making my escape when I passed a shadowy alcove. A bit of dark blue brocade protruded from it, the same color and fabric as Dorothy’s gown. Without stopping to think that she might not be alone, I stepped closer.

A man was kissing Dorothy with enthusiastic abandon. By his dress—a green velvet doublet with slashed and puffed sleeves and a jewel the size of a fist pinned to his bonnet—he was a member of the king’s household. One hand rested on Dorothy’s waist. The other was hidden from sight in the vicinity of her breast.

At the sound of my startled gasp, they sprang apart, exposing a good deal of Dorothy’s bosom. Abashed, I started to back away.

“Stay,” the man ordered in a low-pitched growl, and stepped out of the shadows.

I obeyed. Then I simply stared at him.

He was one of the most toothsome gentlemen I had ever seen. Tall and well built, his superb physical condition suggested that he participated in tournaments. I had never attended one, but I had heard that such events were a fixture of court life. Gentlemen vied with each other to show off their prowess with lance and sword. A man who looked this athletic was certain to be a champion jouster. His face, too, was perfection, with regular features, close-cropped auburn hair, and a neatly trimmed beard and mustache.

His eyes were light brown and full of annoyance as his gaze swept over me, from the top of my French hood to the toes of my new embroidered slippers and back up again. By the time they met mine for the second time, approval had replaced irritation.

Sheltered by her companion’s much larger body, Dorothy put her bodice to rights. Still tucking loose strands of dark brown hair into place beneath her headdress, she shoved him aside. Temper contorted her features into an ugly mask. “Begone, Bess!” she hissed. “Have you nothing better to do than spy on me?”

“I did not invade your privacy out of malice. I only wish to retire to my lodgings before His Grace notices me again and I do not know the way.”

The man chuckled. His mouth crinkled at the corners when he smiled at me, making him even more attractive. He doffed his bejeweled bonnet and bowed. “Will Parr at your service, mistress.”

Dorothy slammed the back of her hand into his velvet-clad chest the moment he straightened, preventing him from stepping closer to me. It was no gentle love tap, and if the look she turned my way could have set a fire, I’d have burst into flames on the spot. “That is Baron Parr of Kendal to you, niece.”

I was unimpressed by his title. My father was a baron, too, and so was my uncle, Dorothy’s younger brother. “Lord Parr,” I said, bobbing a brief curtsy in acknowledgment of his courtesy bow, as if we were about to be partners in a dance.

Our eyes met for the third time. I recognized a spark of male interest in his gaze, along with a twinkle of wry amusement. Without warning, butterflies took wing in my stomach. It was the most peculiar sensation, and one I had never experienced before. For a moment my mind went blank. I continued to stare at him, transfixed, my heart racing much too fast.

“If you truly wish to return to your mother,” Dorothy said with some asperity, “then do so. No one here will stop you.”

Her cold voice and harsh words broke the spell. I forced myself to look away from Lord Parr. Although I could not help but be pleased that such a handsome man found me attractive, I knew I should be annoyed with him on Dorothy’s behalf. “How am I to find my way there on my own?” I asked in a small, plaintive voice.

Dorothy’s fingers curled, as if she would like to claw me, but Lord Parr at once offered me his arm. “Allow me to escort you, Mistress Brooke. Brigands haunt the palace at night, you know, men who might be tempted to pluck a pretty flower like you if they found her alone in a dark passageway.”

I looked up at him and smiled. He was just a head taller than I.

“We will both accompany you.” Dorothy clamped a possessive hand on Lord Parr’s other arm with enough force to make him wince. We left the king’s great watching chamber with Lord Parr between us and walked the first little way in silence.

Dorothy’s anger disturbed me. She’d resented the few minutes His Grace had spent talking to me. And now she wanted to keep Lord Parr all to herself. But I was not her rival. And even if I was, I would be gone from court in another day or two.

My steps faltered as comprehension dawned. Dorothy would not be staying much longer either. There was no place at court for maids of honor or ladies of the privy chamber or even chamberers when the king lacked a queen. Dorothy would have to return to her mother—my grandmother Jane at Eaton Bray in Bedfordshire—until the king remarried. What I had interrupted must have been her farewell to her lover.

I glanced her way. Poor Dorothy. It might be many months before she saw Lord Parr again, and I had deprived her of an opportunity, rare at court, for a few moments of privacy.

Worse, although I had not intended it, I had caught Will Parr’s interest. I rushed into speech, uncomfortable with my memory of the profound effect he’d had on me. “Do you think the king has someone in mind to marry?”

“He paid particular attention to you.” Dorothy’s voice dripped venom. She walked a little faster along the torch-lit corridor, forcing us to match her pace.

A wicked thought came into my head. If the king made me his queen and Dorothy were my maid of honor, she’d be obliged to obey my slightest whim. I felt my lips twitch, but I sobered quickly when I remembered that in order to be queen, I’d first have to marry old King Henry. Nothing could make that sacrifice worthwhile!

“I wager Mistress Bassett has the lead,” Lord Parr said in a conversational tone, ignoring Dorothy’s simmering temper.

“Do you think so? Nan has caught His Grace’s eye in the past and nothing came of it.” Dorothy had reined in her emotions with the skill of a trained courtier.

They bandied about a few more names, but none that I recognized. I practiced prudence and held my tongue as we made our way through the maze of corridors and finally stopped before a door identical to dozens of others we’d passed.

“We have arrived,” Dorothy announced with an unmistakable note of relief in her voice. “Here are your lodgings, Bess. We’ll leave you to—”

The door abruptly opened to reveal my father, a big, barrel-chested man with a square face set off by a short, forked beard. His eyebrows lifted when he recognized Dorothy and Lord Parr. “Come in,” he said. “Have a cup of wine.” He fixed Dorothy with a stern look when she tried to excuse herself. “Your sister has been expecting a visit from you ever since we arrived at court.”

Father, Mother, and I had been assigned a double lodging—two large rooms with a fireplace in each and our own lavatory. The outer room was warm and smelled of spiced wine heating on a brazier. Somehow, in only a day, Mother had made the place her own. She’d brought tapestries from Cowling Castle to hang on the walls, including my favorite, showing the story of Paris and Helen of Troy. Our own servants had come with us to make sure we received food and drink in good time and that there was an adequate supply of wood for the fireplaces and coal for the braziers.

Unexpected company never perturbed my mother. She produced bread and cheese and gave the spiced wine a stir with a heated poker before filling goblets for everyone. The drink was a particular favorite of Father’s, claret mixed with clarified honey, pepper, and ginger.

Lord Parr made a face after he took his first sip. “Clary, George? What’s wrong with a good Rhenish wine, perhaps a Brabant?”

“Nothing . . . if you add honey and cloves,” Father said with a laugh. “You are too plain in your tastes, Will.”

“Only in wines.”

I was not surprised that the two men knew each other. They both sat in the House of Lords when Parliament was in session. Standing by the hearth, they broadened their discussion of wines to include Canary and Xeres sack.

I joined Mother and Dorothy, who sat side by side on a long, low-backed bench, exchanging family news in quiet voices. I settled onto a cushion on the floor, leaning against Mother’s knees. At once she reached out to rest one hand on my shoulder.

The sisters did not look much alike. Mother’s hair was light brown and her eyes were blue like mine. She was shorter than Dorothy, too, and heavier, and markedly older, since she’d been married with at least one child of her own by the time Dorothy was born. She might never have been as pretty as her younger sister, but she had always been far kinder.

“Speaking of imports,” Lord Parr said, “I have just brought a troupe of musicians to England from Venice, five talented brothers who were delighted to have found a patron.”

The mention of music caught Mother’s attention. “How fortunate for you,” she said.

“My wife dearly loves music,” Father said. “She insists that all our children learn to play the lute and the virginals and the viol, too.”

“I play the virginals,” Lord Parr confessed, after which he and my mother discussed the merits of that instrument for nearly a quarter of an hour, until Dorothy, with a series of wide but unconvincing yawns, prevailed upon him to escort her to the chamber she shared with several other former maids of honor.

“As you told Bess,” she reminded him, “it is not safe for a woman to walk unescorted through Whitehall Palace at night.” She all but pushed him out the door.

A moment later, she stuck her head back in. “You should take Bess home and keep her there, Anne,” she said to my mother. “The king singled her out and admired her beauty. You know what that means.”

Dorothy’s second departure left behind a startled silence.

“Did His Grace pay uncommon attention to you?” Mother exchanged a worried glance with Father. The concern in her voice made me long to reassure her, but there was no way to hide the truth. Too many people had noted the king’s interest in me and would remember exactly how long we had spoken together.

“He . . . he called me a pretty little thing.” I squirmed under their scrutiny, feeling like a fly caught in a spider’s web.

“And what did you think of him?” Father asked.

“That he is old and fat and diseased and that I want no part of him!”

“Oh, George,” Mother said. “What shall we do? What if His Grace wants Bess to remain at court?”

“He’s not yet said he does, and as I’ve no desire to dangle our daughter in front of him like a carrot before a mule, we will leave for home first thing in the morning.”

“But if he is looking for a wife, as everyone says he is—”

“Then he will have to look elsewhere. It is not as if there are not plenty of willing wenches available.”

“Sixty of them, by my count,” I said. Relief made me giddy. “Although I suppose a few of them, even though they are still unmarried, may already be betrothed.” I had been myself, to a boy I’d met only once, but he’d died. So far, no other arrangement had been made for me.

Mother exchanged another speaking glance with Father but said only, “Are you certain, Bess, that you wish to cut short your first visit to court?”

“I would gladly stay on if I could avoid the king,” I admitted. “But for the nonce, I much prefer to be gone. Perhaps I can return after King Henry makes his selection. Surely, with so many ladies to choose from, it will not take His Grace long to find a new queen.”
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Cowling Castle, in Kent, had been built by an ancestor of mine for the defense of the realm. Or at least for the defense of our particular section of the north coast of Kent. Way back in the reign of King Richard the Second, a force of Frenchmen and Spaniards had sailed into the Thames Estuary and pillaged villages as far upriver as Gravesend. Vowing they’d never do so again, the third Lord Cobham constructed a mighty fortress to guard the port of Cliffe and the rest of the Hoo Peninsula from invaders.

Nearly two hundred years later, we had little need for walls six feet thick or two moats. Neither of our drawbridges had been raised more than a handful of times that I could remember and never because we were under attack.

After my return to Cowling Castle, I waited expectantly for news of a royal wedding, but weeks stretched into months and still King Henry did not remarry. In the summer, Father began to cast about for a suitable husband for me, but he was in no great hurry. He said he intended to find me a man of strong moral character who was also possessed of sufficient worldly goods to keep me in comfort. In Mother’s opinion, that combination was as scarce as hens’ teeth, but she had no objection to keeping me at home awhile longer. I was content, too. For the most part.

On a fine mid-October afternoon, freed from their lessons in Latin so that they might practice archery, three of my brothers raced across the drawbridge that connected the inner and outer wards. My sister Kate and I followed more slowly. We brought our sewing with us and planned to sit on a wooden bench near the butts to cheer on the competitors.

“Shall we wager on the outcome?” Kate asked as we made our way to the targets set up near the top of the upward-sloping ground. She was a younger version of our mother with the same light brown hair, sparkling blue eyes, and even temperament.

“Which of the boys do you favor?” I asked as we climbed. The outer ward was twice as big as the inner ward. To make the castle defensible, the curtain walls crowned the high ground around it. The east wall towered over the moat, even though it had been built lower than the other three.

Kate was only fourteen, but she’d already picked up the habit of gambling from our parents. She wagered on the outcome of everything, from card games to wrestling matches. I, on the other hand, saw no sense in committing myself unless I thought I had a good chance of winning.

Five of our brothers were still at home, all younger than we were. Our oldest brother, William, was also junior to me, but he was older than Kate. The year before he had been sent abroad to study in Padua. He’d taken with him two servants, three horses, and Father’s instructions on proper behavior while living in a foreign land. William would have won any archery contest with ease. He was an excellent shot, and a good teacher, too.

Competing at the butts in William’s absence were George and Thomas, both of them nine years old—ten months separated them—and John, who was seven. Henry, at four, and Edmund, who was only two years old, were not yet old enough to manage a longbow, not even one of the smaller models purpose-made for boys just learning archery.

We had an older sister, too, eight years my senior, but she had married and gone away four years earlier. I rarely thought of her anymore. Neither did I think much about the babies Mother had lost, although I knew that there had been five of them, three boys and two girls.

“George will win the day.” Kate sounded confident.

It was true that George was steady and deliberate and usually hit what he aimed at, but Thomas, although he could be unpredictable, excelled at the things he enjoyed. Since he liked to pretend he was Robin Hood, he practiced shooting with a bow and arrow more often than George did.

“An embroidered handkerchief and a cloak pin on Thomas,” I said, naming two items we both had upon our persons. Kate nodded her agreement and we settled ourselves on the bench, our needlework in our laps.

Kate industriously stitched at a shirt, but I left my needle stuck in the smock I was hemming. Both garments would be given to the poor when they were finished. It was a good cause, but on such a splendid day I was not inclined to keep my head bent over my stitches.

An oak tree just beginning to shed its leaves shaded our bench. I caught one of the bright bits of foliage as it drifted down, admiring its perfection, and breathed deeply of the salty air. Cowling Castle had been built at the edge of a marsh.

The raucous cry of a gull was clearly audible, even over the shouts and laughter of my siblings. Instead of watching my brothers, I contemplated the sky and was rewarded not only by the sight of several gulls, but also by a glimpse of a redwing. Redwings migrated to Kent every autumn but only stayed until the holly berries were gone, just like field-fares.

A shout of “Well shot!” from John pulled my attention back to the butts. I’d been bird-watching longer than I’d realized. Thomas had already won the first match.

“Wretched boy,” Kate grumbled as she handed over my winnings. “George is older. He should have won.”

“Does that mean you think I will always surpass you?”

Kate laughed. “I’ll wager it does.” Before I knew what she intended, she had left the bench to advance on the butts and seize George’s bow. “Bess will show you how it should be done,” she said, “and a three-penny piece says she can hit the center of the target with her first arrow.”

“Done!” George sneered a little. “I say she’ll go wide of the mark.”

Never one to run from a challenge and confident of my ability to hit what I aimed at, I set aside my sewing and joined them. Archery is a skill that, once learned, is never forgotten. I took the bow, nocked the arrow, aimed with care, and took my best shot. I hit the target dead center. William would have been pleased. He’d taught me well.

“Oh, excellent!” Kate cried, clapping her hands.

In the spirit of the moment, I bent at the waist, sweeping the hand with the bow out to one side like a courtier’s bonnet.

“Girls curtsy,” John piped up. “Only boys bow.”

“That is because boys are too clumsy to manage a curtsy,” Kate shot back. “Girls are graceful.”

George, embarrassed to have been shown up by a female, jerked the bow out of my hand. “Girls are—”

He never finished what he was about to say. That was just as well, considering that I was prepared to throttle him myself if he heaped any more insults on womankind. Instead he paused, head cocked. He’d always had excellent hearing.

“Horseman,” he announced. “Coming fast.”

Our differences immediately forgotten, united by curiosity about the approaching arrival, we hurried back down the slope toward the other drawbridge, the one in the southwest corner of the outer ward. We did not have long to wait before a man rode in. He passed us without a single glance, intent upon reaching the inner ward.

“A messenger,” George said, and raced after him.

The arrival of a letter was not an unusual event, but this fellow’s lathered horse combined with his grim countenance suggested that his message was something out of the ordinary. Kate and I gathered up our skirts, running as fast as our feet could carry us to keep pace with the boys. The messenger had already dismounted by the time we reached him.

“Take me to Lady Wyatt,” he barked at one of my father’s gentlemen.

“My aunt will be in her solar at this time of day,” I said, panting a little from the unaccustomed exertion. “I will show you the way.”

“I am much obliged, mistress.”

The messenger’s eyes were bloodshot and his deeply lined face looked haggard, as if he’d been riding for days. Indeed, the marks of a long journey were plain upon his clothing. Mud streaked his boots and hose and his cloak stank of sweat and horse.

Kate started to accompany us, but as the eldest daughter still at home I was entitled to take ruthless advantage of my status. “Fetch Father,” I ordered. “Plainly, something is amiss.”

“Clever lass,” the messenger muttered.

The boys, although still curious, hung back. They had learned to be wary of their aunt Elizabeth. I, on the other hand, was at ease with my father’s sister. That she was my godmother probably helped. She’d always been fond of me.

When I was eleven, Aunt Elizabeth had come to live with us. She now resided at Cowling Castle most of every year, spending the remainder at Cobham Hall with her stepmother. Aunt Elizabeth’s lodgings were located in the southeast tower of the inner ward, above the vaulted corner chamber we used as a bathing room. As I’d predicted, she was in her solar.

My mother was there, too, together with their gentlewomen. They were playing cent, a popular card game. From the size of the pile of pennies, halfpennies, and shillings in front of her, my aunt was winning. Everyone turned to look at me when I appeared without warning in the doorway. They gaped when they caught sight of the man behind me.

Mother was the first to find her voice. “Whatever is the matter, Bess?”

Before I could answer, the messenger pushed past me into the room to stand glowering down at Aunt Elizabeth.

“What do you want, Rudstone?” She stood, putting her eye to eye with him. She was a tall woman, lean and angular. The fulminating glare she gave the messenger would have turned most men to stone.

“Your son sent me.” Master Rudstone’s tone suggested that he’d been coerced into making the journey to Cowling Castle.

Aunt Elizabeth’s son was my cousin, Thomas Wyatt the Younger. Tom lived at Allington Castle, near Maidstone, a journey of less than a day on horseback. Since I was certain this travel-stained courier had ridden a much greater distance, I waited with keen anticipation to hear his news.

Aunt Elizabeth was even more impatient than I. “Well? Speak up, man, and then begone.”

Rudstone’s lip curled in dislike but he obeyed. “I bring word of your husband, madam. My good master, Sir Thomas Wyatt the Elder, died last week at the house of Sir John Horsey, in Dorset.”

Aunt Elizabeth blinked once, slowly, as she absorbed this information. Then she smiled. “I am a widow,” she whispered. “At last!”

Father barged into the chamber at that moment. He was at his autocratic best, outraged that a stranger had dared confront his womenfolk without his presence or permission. “What is going on here?” he demanded.

“Wyatt’s dead.” Eyes dancing, voice jubilant, Aunt Elizabeth looked as if she were about to dance a jig. “That great hypocrite, Thomas Wyatt the Elder, will never torment me again.”

Father gave his sister a stern look but his tone was sardonic. “Contain your grief, Eliza. Think of the repercussions. You will have to wear mourning for at least a year and you’ve never looked your best in black.”

“I will do no such thing. Wyatt threw me out of his house years ago. I owe him nothing.” A petulant look on her narrow face, Aunt Elizabeth resumed her seat at the table and picked up her cards. She wished to continue the game, but the other players did not cooperate.

Mother, ever the good hostess, had already gone to the sideboard to pour a cup of barley water for the messenger. He looked disgusted, but not surprised, by my aunt’s attitude.

“What was Sir Thomas doing in Dorset, Master Rudstone?” Mother asked when she’d handed him the goblet.

“He was on his way to Falmouth to welcome a group of foreign diplomats to England on King Henry’s behalf.” Rudstone drank thirstily before he continued. “He caught a chill on the way. It turned into pneumonia, and three days later he was dead. We buried him in the Horsey family vault in the church in Sherborne.”

The waiting gentlewomen murmured and clucked over this, for it seemed peculiar that the body had not been brought back to Allington for burial.

Belatedly, Father realized that Kate had followed him into the solar and that she and I were hanging on every word. “Leave us, girls,” he ordered.

Reluctantly, we obeyed.

“Whatever Master Rudstone has to say next,” Kate observed, “must be something Father does not want us to know.”

“It is pointless to send us away,” I complained. “Someone will tell us sooner or later.” The servants were always a reliable source of information.

“Why did Aunt Elizabeth hate her husband so?” Kate asked as we crossed the inner court toward the dwelling rooms in the northeast corner.

I was surprised she didn’t already know, but willing enough to tell her the tale. “It happened before I was born,” I said as soon as we reached the bedchamber we shared and had closed the door against intruders. “Shortly after Cousin Tom was born, Sir Thomas accused Aunt Elizabeth of adultery and refused to let her live with him anymore.” I calculated quickly and was surprised by the result. “That must have been more than twenty years ago.”

“That is a very long time to be angry with each other, but Aunt Elizabeth should not have taken a lover.” Kate plucked an apple from the bowl on the table and settled herself in the middle of the bed we shared.

“She claims she was never unfaithful to her husband. She says he invented the story because they never got along and he didn’t want her at Allington Castle with him and their son.” I clambered up onto the bed beside her, my own apple in hand, and took a huge bite of the crisp, tart fruit.

“Why didn’t he divorce her, the way King Henry does when he tires of one of his wives?”

“They separated so long ago that the king hadn’t yet broken with Rome. Back then the pope was the only one who could dissolve a marriage or grant permission for a divorced man or woman to marry again, if they had a mind to. Sir Thomas must not have had any proof that Aunt Elizabeth had a lover.”

Satisfied with my explanation, I went back to munching my apple.

“But King Henry has been head of the Church of England for years,” Kate objected. “Why didn’t Sir Thomas ask His Grace to annul their marriage?”

I pondered her question, the fruit in my hand forgotten. “I don’t think the king does that sort of thing. When I was at court, I overheard two gentlewomen talking about a lord—they didn’t say which one—who’d just managed to push through an Act of Parliament to dissolve his unhappy marriage. They felt sorry for him because, even though he’s been granted a legal separation from his wife on the grounds of her adultery, he is forbidden to remarry as long as she still lives. Marriage is for life.”

“Unless you are the king,” Kate quipped. “I wonder if Aunt Elizabeth will take a second husband. She’s still young enough to have more children and she has a pleasing appearance.”

I suspected that my aunt’s prickly temperament would keep suitors at bay, but I did not voice that thought. “I wonder if she will have the use of her jointure, now that Sir Thomas is dead. He was stingy about providing for her while he was alive. He supported her at first. She told me once that he paid her an annuity for a number of years after they separated. But then, all of a sudden, he cut her off without a penny. That’s when she came to live with us. She had nowhere else to go but back to her family.”

“He had a mistress,” Kate said, proving once again that children hear more in a busy household than their elders realize. “Last year, when Sir Thomas was arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London, the king made him promise to give her up and take Aunt Elizabeth back. Sir Thomas wasn’t set free until he agreed.”

“But he didn’t reconcile with Aunt Elizabeth. She stayed right here with us.” As I slowly munched the remainder of my apple, I could not help but feel a grudging respect for my late uncle’s courage. A courtier would either have to be very brave . . . or very foolish . . . to deliberately ignore a royal decree.



3

My mother’s mother, Lady Bray, and her only remaining unmarried daughter, Dorothy, came to us for a visit during Lent. Kent had a better supply of fish than Bedfordshire and more variety, too. We dined on sea bass, red mullet, cod, haddock, pollack, hake, halibut, turbot, plaice, flounder, sole, salmon, sturgeon, trout, herring, and eels. Father arrived home several days later, after both houses of Parliament adjourned for the Easter holy days.

Although I was very fond of Grandmother Jane, I had mixed feelings about Dorothy’s presence at Cowling Castle. At our last meeting, nearly fourteen months earlier at court, she had been angry and unpleasant. She did not appear to have mellowed since.

On the day before Palm Sunday, the nineteenth of March, I came upon her in the garden where I walked daily for exercise. Dorothy sat on a stone bench, wrapped tightly against the cold in a bright red cloak. She was reading a letter and had about her the air of a cat that has just licked up an entire bowl of cream.

“You will have icicles hanging off the end of your nose if you do not get up and move around,” I said.

Dorothy’s glance was as sharp as a poniard. “I have memories to keep me warm and the promise of more heat to come.” She folded the single page with exaggerated care, smoothing the edges flat with gloved fingers.

“Is that from Lord Parr?” It was a logical conclusion but Dorothy’s reaction surprised me.

“I am going to marry him.” Her voice, her bearing, even the way she clasped the letter to her bosom, shouted defiance, as if she expected me to argue the point.

I reined in an unwanted pang of envy. “I am sure he will make you an excellent husband. Have you seen him since you left court?”

“We have been reduced to writing to each other.” She tucked the letter into a pocket sewn in the lining of her cloak. When she rearranged the garment’s folds, she made room for me to join her on the bench.

“It seems a most suitable match,” I said. “When will you be formally betrothed?”

“There are . . . reasons we must delay. And keep matters between us private for now.”

“What reasons? Is it Cousin John? Must your brother approve of the contract?” Cousin John was Lord Bray, and as such, I supposed, the head of Dorothy’s family.

“John is a mere boy. He cannot approve or disapprove of anything.” Contempt laced Dorothy’s words.

I bristled. The “mere boy” was my age. “Then it must be Grandmother Jane who objects. You’ll have to elope.”

“If only it were that simple.”

“Are you certain Lord Parr wants to marry you?”

Too late, I realized how Dorothy would interpret my impulsive question. Truly, I had not meant to imply that he had no need to marry her, having already sampled her favors, but she took my words that way and sprang to her feet, incensed.

“You know nothing of matters between men and women! Will Parr is besotted with me and has been since first we met. And I will be Lady Parr one day, while you, you foolish country mouse, will be fortunate if some simpleminded yeoman farmer can be found to marry you!”

After that encounter, I gave Dorothy a wide berth. When we were obliged to be in the same room—often the case, since I delighted in Grandmother Jane’s company—I was careful to keep Kate between us.

On the last day of March the weather was bleak. A constant drizzling rain and gray skies dampened spirits as well as objects. In the solar we lit candles, but it was still difficult to see our stitches.

Grandmother Jane complained that her swollen knuckles were even less flexible than usual. She clenched and unclenched her hands in the hope of working the stiffness out of her fingers. She had lived more than six decades and borne eleven children, but that was the only sign of age or infirmity I ever saw in her. Small and sprightly, my grandmother was the liveliest person I knew.

All the women of the castle except the laundresses and the girl who helped in the kitchen had gathered, with their needlework—Mother, Grandmother Jane, Aunt Elizabeth, their gentlewomen, Kate and I, and Dorothy. Dorothy sat hunched over a piece of embroidery, a sour expression on her face. In addition to the human inhabitants, the room was occupied by a linnet in a cage, three spaniels—Yip, Perky, and Sleepy—and Hunter, an old hound so devoted to my mother that he slept with his muzzle resting on her shoe. Two charcoal braziers gave off fitful heat and the fire in the hearth smoked and spat with every draft.

Warmly dressed, I’d chosen to curl up on the window seat, as far from Dorothy as possible, and thus I was the first to see three men ride in. I recognized one of them at once, even though he wore a long cloak and his rain-sodden hat drooped down over his ears.

“Lord Parr has just arrived,” I announced.

Dorothy went perfectly still. Her needle froze halfway through a stitch. As I watched, a satisfied smile curved her thin lips upward and she resumed stitching.

Grandmother Jane’s reaction was both more vocal and more volatile. “That blackguard! Anne, you must not let him into the house.”

My mother stared at Grandmother in astonishment. “Why ever not? He is high in King Henry’s favor and I have never heard any ill report of him.”

“Immured here in the country, you would not, but take my word for it, he’s a bad lot. And I hear he’s an evangelical, too, all for doing away with what’s left of the Mass and tearing down every church in the land to use for building stone.”

“Mother,” Dorothy warned, not quite under her breath.

Grandmother jabbed a misshapen finger in Dorothy’s direction. “Not a word out of you, girl. I know what I know.”

I wondered how, since she spent most of her time at Eaton Bray. Bedfordshire was even more remote from court and courtiers than our rural peninsula. News took a long time to reach us and sometimes people forgot entirely to send us word of events that took place elsewhere.

“Do you suppose Lord Parr will sup with us and stay the night?” Kate asked, oblivious to the daggers shooting back and forth between Dorothy and her mother. The linnet, equally unconcerned, began to sing. High, lilting notes filled the chamber, forcing Mother to raise her voice in order to be heard.

“It is too late in the day for him to travel elsewhere,” she said, sending Grandmother a stern look. “It is the obligation of every household to offer hospitality to travelers. If you cannot behave civilly toward him, perhaps you should sup in your chamber.”

“And miss hearing the latest scandals from court? Never think it!”

And so it was that we all went down to supper. I anticipated an entertaining evening.

The great chamber of Cowling Castle rose to a height of two stories but had few windows, making it a dark and dismal place even on sunny days. For family meals we customarily used the much smaller dining chamber and we continued that practice even though we had a guest. The younger boys ate with their tutors, but Father decided that George, who had turned ten in January, was old enough to join the rest of us. My little brother sat next to me, so excited at being treated as an adult that he could barely sit still. I knew just how he felt.

However much Grandmother might have disliked Lord Parr, she had no qualms about interrogating him. “Does Sir Anthony Browne still live?” she demanded the moment everyone was seated, “Or has that young bride of his danced him into his grave?”

Old Sir Anthony, I recalled, had married a lady more than twenty-five years his junior in late December. News of the wedding had reached us at Cowling Castle more than a month after the event but had still provided several hours of entertaining conversation. The age difference was not all that unusual, but the bride, Lady Elizabeth Fitzgerald, was the same young noblewoman who’d once been the subject of a sonnet written by Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey. Surrey’s name never failed to stir comment at Cowling Castle. My cousin, Tom Wyatt, was one of Surrey’s boon companions. Because he was, and because the earl had admired the poetry written by Aunt Elizabeth’s late husband, Sir Thomas the Elder, Surrey had composed several laments to commemorate Wyatt’s death. My aunt despised both the poet and his poems and, by association, anyone else Surrey honored with his verses.

As I’d predicted on the day we learned my uncle was dead, Kate and I had soon learned the rest of the story, the part Father had tried to keep from us. It was not a pretty tale. Sir Thomas Wyatt had died deeply in debt, obliging Cousin Tom to sell most of his inheritance to the Crown in order to raise enough money to settle with his father’s creditors. Tom had instructed Master Rudstone to obtain Aunt Elizabeth’s permission to include in that sale some of the properties that comprised her widow’s third of the estate. My aunt had been willing to agree . . . until she’d discovered that, in spite of Tom’s desperate need for ready money, he intended to grant an entire manor in Kent to his father’s longtime mistress. Mother and son had not spoken to each other since.

Lord Parr could add nothing to our knowledge of the new Lady Browne. She’d retired to the country after her marriage.

“And what of your sister, Lady Latimer?” Mother asked Lord Parr. “How does she fare? We heard of her husband’s recent death.”

Lord Latimer had died at the beginning of the month. Father had brought that news home with him. Since I had never met either Lady Latimer or her late husband, I was not much interested in Will Parr’s reply, but Dorothy was acquainted with both of Lord Parr’s siblings.

“The other sister,” she whispered to Kate, “was a maid of honor until she married William Herbert, one of the King’s Spears.”

“Kathryn joined the Lady Mary’s household some months ago,” Lord Parr said, “and has resumed her duties there.”

“So soon?” My grandmother, who still wore black for Grandfather Bray, dead these four years and more, looked disapproving. Widows customarily went into seclusion, at least for a while.

“The king insisted that she return,” Lord Parr said, “and by His Grace’s decree, Kathryn has also forgone wearing mourning dress.”

The exchange of meaningful looks between my mother and grandmother assured me that they thought this as odd as I did, but no one pursued the subject.

“What else is new at court?” Dorothy asked.

“The king has acquired a new pet,” Will Parr said as he sampled the stewed pike, a favorite of mine. It was seasoned with currants, sugar, cinnamon, barberries, and prunes. “An ape. The creature is half as big as a man and wears a damask collar studded with pearls. It has its own keeper, but I fear it needs more than one man to look after it. The beast escaped last week and went on a rampage in the lodgings of an unfortunate courtier. It ripped his best bonnet to shreds.” Parr’s light brown eyes twinkled as he paused for effect. “And then it ate the feather.”

When our laughter died away, I realized that Father was frowning.

“Did they ever identify those drunken ruffians who caused so much damage in London back in January? It was one night after curfew,” he explained for the benefit of those of us unfamiliar with the incident. “They broke dozens of windows, targeting prominent citizens and churches, too. Then they crossed the Thames in boats and attacked several whorehouses in Southwark.”

“I am certain no one complained about that,” Aunt Elizabeth said with some asperity.

We all looked at Lord Parr expectantly. He toyed with his food and appeared ill at ease.

“Well,” Father demanded. “Have the brigands been caught?”

“It has become a matter of some delicacy,” Lord Parr hedged.

He took a swallow of wine, but that only delayed the inevitable. No one changed the subject. He sighed and gave in.

“It appears that the young men were in the company of the Earl of Surrey.” His glance slid to Aunt Elizabeth, then quickly away. “The last I heard, just before I left court, was that the earl had been ordered to appear before four members of the Privy Council on the first of April. Two of his boon companions have already been sent to the Tower of London. At first, they denied taking part in the rampage. Then they confessed. I regret to tell you, Lady Wyatt, that one of them is your son.”

Aunt Elizabeth’s lips compressed into a flat, disapproving line, but she did not look surprised by this news, nor unduly upset by it. After a moment, she gave a careless wave of one hand. “A few months in prison will do Tom good, but I feel sorry for his poor wife.”

“Are you certain you were not one of them, Lord Parr?” Grandmother Jane asked. She had the look of a cat toying with a mouse when she added, “I was under the impression that you were also one of Surrey’s minions.”

Lord Parr opened his mouth, then closed it again. He did not seem to know how to react to my grandmother’s rudeness. Had she been a man, I am sure he’d have made some arrogant denial, perhaps even let his anger at the insult show. But he was our guest and she was a baron’s widow. Long years of training in courtly behavior rose to the fore. He sent her a charming if insincere smile. “Alas, dear lady, I fear your information is some decades out of date. As boys, the earl and I were both members of the late Duke of Richmond’s household. We were the king’s son’s devoted servants until the day he died.”

My mother, ever the good hostess, stepped in to smooth over the awkwardness. “As I recall, Lord Parr, you are the patron of a troupe of Italian musicians and I see that one of the servants you brought with you has the look of a foreigner. Is he, by chance, a Bassano?”

“Indeed he is, Lady Cobham. Jasper Bassano. Shall I have him perform for you? He sings and plays any number of instruments with great skill and, should you have others to provide the music, dances extraordinarily well, too.”

“Your other servant is not musical?”

“Griggs?” Lord Parr chuckled. “He can gentle a horse with a whisper but his singing sets the hounds to howling and frightens small children.”

When the trestle table had been removed to leave a space in the middle of the room, Master Bassano, swarthy and black haired but handsome for all that, demonstrated each of his skills, first the dancing, then the singing, and finally the playing. When he launched into a pavane and Father’s musicians joined in, Lord Parr asked Dorothy to dance with him.

“There are enough of us for an alman,” Grandmother said in a carrying voice. The music abruptly stopped. She rose and crooked a gnarled finger at Matthew Rowlett, one of Father’s gentlemen. “You there. You’ll do for my partner.”

Rowlett’s ruddy complexion lost some of its color, but he obediently presented himself before her and managed a respectable bow. Grandmother gave a satisfied nod, but she was not through rearranging things. A shove here and a deft tug there and by the time we were lined up with the men on the left and the women on the right, Rowlett was holding hands with Dorothy and I stood face-to-face with Lord Parr.
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