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September 1512

The golden light from the setting sun streamed through the windows of St Peter’s, warming the brightly painted stone pillars. Anne inhaled the heady scent of incense and felt her breathing begin to slow.

‘Deus, in adiutorium meum intende. Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina. Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto . . . ’

The familiar words acted like a balm, soothing away her troubled thoughts. She and Mary had quarrelled again that morning – the third time in as many days. Her elder sister had been particularly irritable lately and it seemed Anne only had to look at her a certain way to provoke another volley of rebukes that stung as much as her slaps and pinches. Look at you, with your swarthy skin and flat chest. It’s as well I’m the eldest or Father would have no hope of enriching his family through marriage. Anne felt tears prick her eyes and blinked them angrily away. She wished she cared as little as George, who simply laughed at his elder sister’s admonishments and shook off her blows with a good-natured shrug.

She opened her primer and traced the chaplain’s words with her finger. As he turned to the assembled worshippers and drew the sign of the cross, she raised her eyes to study him. The Reverend Hugh had arrived two weeks earlier, taking up the living left vacant by the old chaplain’s death. Anne had never liked Reverend Knyvett, with his small eyes that narrowed whenever they looked at her, and his thin, rounded shoulders. He had reminded her of a vulture waiting to swoop. His replacement was handsome enough, she supposed. He had large brown eyes and high cheekbones, and an open, honest expression. But it was his voice, soft and melodic, that held the greatest power. She closed her eyes as he resumed his prayer, which sounded more like a charm or incantation to her ears.

‘Anne!’

Lady Margaret tugged discreetly at her granddaughter’s sleeve and motioned for her to sit. Anne flushed as she saw the chaplain staring straight at her, a faint smile playing on his lips. She sat down abruptly, sending her primer clattering to the floor. Her grandmother laid a hand on her knee, as if to steady a skittish foal.

It was with some relief that Anne heard the first few notes of the hymn echo from the choir stalls. As she mouthed the words, her gaze roamed around the small chapel, which had been added to St Peter’s in the last century and dedicated to Sir Geoffrey Boleyn. Her grandmother had told her how her father-in-law had established the family’s fortune and risen to be mayor of London, though Anne had detected the hint of disapproval in her voice when she had mentioned that Sir Geoffrey’s wealth had derived from trade. Little wonder that he had been eager to secure a blue-blooded bride for his son William. The Butlers were of ancient Irish nobility and the Earl of Ormond could have demanded a husband of far higher rank for Margaret, his eldest daughter. But Anne had heard her mother say that riches could redress the lack of a title.

As the chaplain began intoning the psalms, a beam of light from the setting sun illuminated the small brass cross on the wall, close to where Anne and her grandmother were seated. Beneath it was a simple inscription.

Henry Bullen the son of Sir Thomas Bullen.

Anne thought of the sombre procession that had borne her little brother to his final resting place. He would have been eighteen months old now, if God had seen fit to spare him. Old enough to take a few tottering steps and grasp at comfits with his chubby hands. Instead, his tiny corpse lay slowly decaying beneath the cold stones of the Boleyn crypt. The thought angered as well as saddened her. What a jealous, vengeful God He must be to steal such an innocent from his mother’s arms. He had taken her adored eldest brother, too. Tom had been a ward of their neighbour Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham at Penshurst when he had suddenly sickened – an ague, the duke had said. Her brother had already been buried in the Stafford vault by the time she and her family had been told of his death.

She screwed her eyes shut at the memory and had a sudden impulse to run from the church, to feel the cool of the evening air on her skin and breathe the sweet tang of the Michaelmas daisies as they closed their delicate petals against the gathering night. But the steady presence of her grandmother stilled her. She focused on Lady Margaret’s soft voice as they chanted the Gloria Patri, the words sounding more like a lullaby when repeated in Lady Margaret’s soft Irish lilt.

Glancing over her shoulder, Anne caught her maidservant’s eye. She couldn’t remember a time when Esther had not attended her, helping her dress each morning, tightening her stays and smoothing down her skirts, then brushing her hair and pinning it into place beneath her hood. At night, the whole procedure was repeated, but in reverse. Anne would have found it tiresome were it not for the opportunity it offered for the two of them to gossip. More than once her mother had admonished Esther for filling her daughter’s head with tittle-tattle, but the young woman couldn’t help herself – and Anne was glad of it. How else would she find out all the news from Edenbridge, where every market day the town hummed with tales carried by merchants passing between London and the coast? That was how Anne had learned that King Henry had broken five lances at the joust but emerged triumphant; that Queen Catherine had lost another child, her second in as many years; that a base-born churchman named Thomas Wolsey was growing so great at court that they called him the alter rex: the ‘other king’. Anne feasted on such stories like the succulent marchpanes from the Hever kitchens but had little patience for the local gossip that Esther preferred: how the abbot had been turned out of Aylesford Priory for fornicating with a serving girl; what had put Lady Elizabeth’s attendant Millicent in such an ill humour two days hence, or at whom Master Neville, the Boleyn family’s steward, was setting his cap now.

Anne felt her grandmother’s sharp elbow in her ribs and whipped back to face the altar, then bowed her head as the chaplain delivered the closing prayer and blessing. There was a rustle of skirts as her grandmother made the sign of the cross over her breast then rose and walked slowly from the chapel. Anne followed two steps behind, trying to emulate Lady Margaret’s dignity by straightening her back and raising her head. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Esther walking side by side with Aphra, her grandmother’s maidservant. The latter was the elder of the two and had a serenity that Anne had always envied. Her soft grey eyes never betrayed even a hint of worry or irritation or fear and, although she worked every bit as hard as the other servants at Hever, her movements were always calm and unhurried.

The chaplain was waiting to greet them at the church door. Anne kept her eyes lowered as she bobbed a curtsey.

‘Mistress Anne. God go with you, my lady.’

Anne’s skin prickled as she sensed his gaze rest on her.

She threaded her arm through her grandmother’s as they made their way along the path and under the lychgate.

‘The swallows will soon leave us, Anne,’ Lady Margaret remarked, gazing up at the beech trees that rose majestically on either side of them, their leaves tinged with a coppery hue. ‘I wish I could seek out warmer climes, too. The winters chill my old bones now.’

‘You are not old, Grandmother,’ Anne insisted. ‘My lady mother has more grey hairs than you.’

Margaret’s mouth twitched. ‘That may be so, Anne, but I’m nearing sixty and cannot hope that the Lord will spare me for many more years – though I hope he does so long enough for me to see you wed.’

‘Then He must spare you forever, for that day will never come,’ Anne retorted, kicking at one of the acorns that had fallen on to the path.

‘To see you settled, then,’ her grandmother countered. ‘You have always been such a restless spirit, Anne. I remember your father declaring you would have thrown off your swaddling bands if you had been able. My own dear Anne was just the same, God rest her.’

‘Was it very painful, bearing all those children?’ Anne wanted to know.

Her grandmother fell silent for a few moments, then said quietly, ‘It was as nothing to the pain of losing three of them.’

Anne stopped walking. ‘Three? I knew about your daughter, but—’

‘Two sons were taken from me, too. John was three, like Anne. Anthony had weathered the perilous years of infancy and had almost reached his tenth birthday.’

‘How—?’

‘The Sweat,’ her grandmother cut in brusquely. ‘Your father caught it too but was spared.’

Anne shivered, despite the warm evening.

‘They are buried at Blickling, with their sister,’ Lady Margaret went on. ‘There’s a monument to her but I couldn’t bear to repeat the same for them, lest more names be added. It was a superstitious whim of a foolish woman.’

Anne remembered seeing the monumental brass in St Andrew’s church. Anne Boleyn. Aged 3 years, 11 months and 13 days. Her eye had alighted on it during a particularly tedious sermon. It had given her a jolt to see her own name, especially as she had been only a year or two older at the time. Many times since then, it had been her custom to imagine her own memorial inscribed with her current age. She did a quick calculation on her fingers. Anne Boleyn. Aged 10 years, 11 months and 26 days.

‘Well, now, this is dismal talk for such an evening,’ her grandmother pronounced briskly.

Anne followed her gaze to the castle, which was bathed in a golden light tinged with the deep pink hue of sunset. On the moat, two marsh hens were gliding slowly towards the drawbridge, a trail of ripples in their wake. Every now and then, the surface was broken by a flash of silver as one of the fat carps gulped a mouthful of air before plunging back into the murky reed beds below. Their greed made them easy prey for George, who would forage for worms in the freshly hoed furrows of the kitchen garden then sit on the banks of the moat, his fingernails caked in mud, and spear one after another on to his fishing hook. Anne hated to see the fish as they thrashed on the line, gasping out their breath. She always tried to push the image from her mind as the servers brought platters of carp baked with prunes, the shrivelled skin studded with cloves. She watched as a trail of smoke rose up from one of the kitchen chimneys, tarnishing the mellow beauty of the evening sky. Martha must have doused the last of the fires, ready for lighting them again at dawn.

‘When do you think Father will be home?’

It had been three weeks since Thomas’s last letter and she had read it so many times that she had it by heart. Mechelen is a fair city and the Archduchess Margaret keeps a lively court. You would like her, Anne. She speaks her mind almost as freely as you. This part always made Anne smile, though she swore she would not like the archduchess for keeping her father away for so long. She dared not speak her childish fancy that he would return in time for her birthday in four days’ time.

‘When he has brought this treaty to pass, Anne. These matters cannot be hurried.’

Anne bit back the remark that five months was hardly hurrying. Her father had left when the wrens were nesting and the tiny white buds of the hawthorn were just visible among the hedgerows. The days had passed slowly since then, the familiar routine of lessons, needlework, music and riding enlivened only by the occasional arrival of a messenger from Dover.

‘If the emperor is so slow to agree terms, then perhaps the king should make friends with France instead?’

‘Perhaps,’ Lady Margaret reflected. ‘But then, treaties are easily broken. If your father concludes the imperial alliance, it can be exchanged for a French one if the tide turns.’

‘Then what’s the point?’ Anne asked irritably.

‘When it comes to diplomacy, there is as much power in promises as in deeds, Anne. We are a small island and much bound to the emperor and King Louis. The Scots would make friends with either, if it were to England’s peril.’

Anne pouted and scuffed her leather sole on the gravel, sending a shower of tiny stones ahead of her. This king was only three years into his reign, yet already she was sick of hearing about this wonder of majesty. Her mother talked of him endlessly, praising his prowess at the tiltyard, the magnificence of his court. All that gold! And his doublets are laden with jewels yet he wears them as lightly as silk, such is his strength. This panegyric was only made bearable by the faces George pulled behind their mother’s back. What wonders has the king performed today? he had asked Anne after she had been forced to listen to an account of Henry’s latest exploits. Knocked a dozen knights off their horses? Wiped his own arse? She suppressed a giggle at the memory.

‘You must sometimes wish yourself back in Ireland, Grandmother.’

Lady Margaret fell silent. She had been just shy of her fourteenth birthday when she had travelled through the bleak Norfolk landscape, the wind whipping across the flat fields that stretched to the horizon. Still sick to the stomach from the rough sea crossing, she had arrived at Blickling hours after darkness had fallen, the yew hedges casting frightening shadows that danced and lurched in the light of the gatekeeper’s lantern.

Young though she was when she had left Kilkenny, she had been keenly aware of her superior birth: that her Butler ancestors had commanded Ireland since the time of the Conqueror, centuries before the Boleyns had clawed their way to prominence, their borrowed wealth drawn from the fleeces of Norfolk sheep. And William, her betrothed, had been merely the second son. His elder brother had laid out a sizeable sum to secure this Irish bride. She was to provide the Boleyn heirs that he, a churchman, could never do.

Anne caught the fleeting look of – what? – longing? No, more like regret, she decided as she glanced up at her grandmother. Lady Margaret rarely spoke of the place where she had spent her childhood. Anne knew only that Kilkenny was even more ancient than Hever. Built by the Normans, it commanded the great river that flowed through the town and out towards the Celtic Sea. She struggled to imagine being sent across the sea to marry a man she had never met. Yet she had a lurking suspicion that this was what lay in store for her; that the reason her grandmother had always taken more of an interest in her than in her siblings was because she cherished hopes that she would reunite the warring Boleyns and Butlers. She pushed the thought from her mind.

A faint cry made Anne stop in her tracks. Shielding her eyes against the setting sun, she looked over at the stables. All was as still and tranquil as before.

‘Come, Anne. Stop dallying,’ her grandmother chided.

She appeared not to have noticed the sound, but then her ears were not so sharp as they once were.

‘Did you not—’ Anne started, but then clamped her mouth shut. ‘Forgive me, my lady grandmother. I remembered that I promised Mother to look in on Saviour. He was skittish when she last rode him and she’s worried he has a colic. You know how she frets . . . ’

Lady Margaret eyed her closely for a moment, then flicked her hand in a gesture of dismissal that Anne knew well. She bobbed a brief curtsey and walked briskly away.

‘Don’t be long, Anne,’ her grandmother called after her. ‘It’s already late for you to be abroad.’

At the far side of the large pond in front of the stables, Anne saw her mother’s pale white mare dipping its head into the water. Just beyond, gliding gently on its mooring, was the small boat that the young grooms used to fish for carp and trout. The sky had deepened to the colour of the wild raspberries for which she and George liked to forage in the woods, and there was just a breath of chill in the mellow evening air. The whole scene appeared so tranquil that, as she pushed open the large door to the lower floor of the building, Anne began to doubt that she had heard the cry at all.

Peering into the gloom, she just could make out the silhouettes of three or four horses and hear the soft rustling as they chewed on the fresh hay in the troughs. She patted each warm flank and breathed in their comforting, musty smell, then made her way towards the staircase at the far end of the stables. The rough wooden steps creaked under her light tread, making her wince as she climbed nimbly up to the grooms’ sleeping quarters. They would be abed now, ready for rising again at dawn. She crept along the gallery, jumping at the occasional snort or cough from the chambers to her right.

Glancing ahead, she noticed that the door at the end was slightly ajar. She paused beside it and leaned forward to catch any sound. All was quiet within. Gently, she pushed it open.

The fading light fell upon the soft white flesh of two entwined bodies. The young woman’s face was burrowed into the shoulder of her companion, whose arm was draped along her back, his head turned away. Their skin had a soft sheen and, when Anne finally took a breath, her nostrils filled with the earthy scent of sweat. The woollen coverlet of the pallet bed had been tossed on to the floor, along with their clothes. Staring down at them, Anne felt her stomach contract as she recognised the blue satin of her sister’s gown.

At that moment, the man gave a low groan and shifted on the pallet, his face now turned towards her.

Neville.

His eyes sprang open as if she had spoken his name. For a long moment, Anne stared unblinking into their pale grey depths. Almost imperceptibly, their expression turned from one of shock to cold menace. Anne felt her scalp prickle as she held his gaze. Just then, Mary gave a gentle sigh. As if released from an enchantment, Anne gathered up her skirts and fled from the room. Not troubling to silence her steps, she charged back along the gallery, down the stairs and through the stables, the horses raising their heads as she passed. Only when she had crossed the drawbridge of the castle and slammed the courtyard door shut behind her did she stop, panting for breath.
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September 1521

Had her bedchamber always been so small? Anne wondered as she stood with her back to the window and appraised it as if with a stranger’s eye. The red and green hangings appeared drab next to those at Amboise and Blois, which were shot through with gold and silver thread. She wondered how her gowns would ever fit in the small mahogany chest that had once held the clothes of all three children, with room to spare. She wandered over to the bed and trailed her fingers down one of the posts. As a child she had spent hours gazing at the intertwined leaves, berries and birds, imagining a thousand different stories, but now the wood felt rougher, the carvings more rudimentary.

How she had missed Hever when she had first been sent across the seas, more than eight years ago. The archduchess’s palaces had been just as dazzling as those of King François – more so, even – but still she had longed for the familiar comforts of home. She had been just a child then. The French court had seen her blossom into a woman and now here she was, twenty years old and stuffed with learning, as Esther said. You speak like a Frenchwoman born! And such poise! Anne smiled. Her attendant seemed to her much as she had been – a little stouter, perhaps, and more assured somehow, as if she were privy to some secret.

Small though it was, it felt odd to have this chamber to herself. Mary – Lady Carey, as she had reminded her younger sister when they had met at Guînes last summer – flitted between the court and her husband’s estate of Aldenham in Hertfordshire. Poor William Carey. Anne hoped he had been paid handsomely for the marriage. The rumours of his new wife’s affair with the king had been rife in France. What’s good enough for François, they’d scoffed, loud enough for Anne to hear. I wonder if her sister will be next. She had bristled at that, roundly telling them that she wanted more from life than to find a place in the king’s bed.

George was at court, high in the king’s favour – or so her mother claimed. She hadn’t seen any sign of preferment when she and her brother had met at the Field of the Cloth of Gold. The only man Henry had seemed to notice was François. How like a child he had behaved, prancing and preening, glorying in the exploits of his jousters one moment and playing the gallant with the French ladies another – Mary among them, of course. Anne giggled as an image flitted before her of the king crashing to the ground in that wrestling match. He would have done well to remember the wisdom of the Proverbs: pride comes before a fall.

Her smile faded as she thought how like pawns they all were in the king’s game. He decides to make peace with France and voilà! – she is plucked from Mechelen and moved to Amboise. Then he grows bored of diplomacy and resorts to his former rivalry with François and she finds herself being tossed about on a ship back to England. What did he care for her wretched seasickness; for the abrupt end to the life she had built in France: the learning, the dancing, the friendships?

Tears welled as she thought again of Marguerite. Never before had she been blessed with such a companion. King François’s sister was unlike any woman she had ever known. With her dark, hooded eyes and long nose, she was the image of her brother, but she had more wit and judgement than he ever would. They were both of a passionate nature, but, while François’s was directed towards the flesh, Marguerite’s was reserved for the mind. So many hours they had spent debating theology or philosophy, decrying the abuses of the Church or poring over the writings of Christine de Pizan, who imagined a world governed entirely by women. The other ladies had sniggered behind their hands at les deux savants. Anne had let them laugh. She would rather be a scholar than a slut like her sister.

A shrill chirping dispelled her reverie. She crossed to the east window and looked out across the gardens. Following the sound, she saw a line of swallows along the top of one of the clipped hedges. Their white breasts were puffed up and their black tails twitched as if poised to take flight. For the first time since she had arrived at Hever five days earlier, Anne felt a stirring of her former affection for this place. It was like slipping on homespun after being trussed up in fine silks and heavy brocades.

Hever was just as it had always been, even if she was not. She took a step backwards so that she could see her reflection in the window. She had grown taller, of course, though not as much as she had hoped. Her once whip-thin frame had softened into slender curves. Turning to the side, she drew back her shoulders and puffed out her chest like the swallows in the garden, then frowned. Her bosom barely showed over the edge of her gown, even though the bodice was pulled as tight as Esther could manage. She reached up to unpin her rounded hood – so much more flattering than the gable-shaped ones that were the fashion among English ladies. Was she not one of those? Having spent so much of her young life abroad, she hardly knew.

As she carefully drew out the last of the pins, her raven-black hair slid over her shoulders. It was one of her best features – that and her eyes, which were of the same dark hue. ‘Vos yeux invitent à la conversation,’ King François had told her as they were dancing one evening. Though she had told herself that he had said the same to a thousand women before her, she had still been pleased with the compliment. The notion that her eyes enticed people to speak with her was so much more flattering than merely saying they were beautiful.

A movement just beyond her reflection drew Anne’s attention back to the gardens. With a pang she saw her grandmother walking slowly over the bridge towards the woods as if in a trance, Aphra following a few paces behind. She was wrong: much had changed here since she left. The difference that those eight years had wrought in Lady Margaret had been obvious from the moment Anne had first arrived and seen her sitting by the fire. It was not so much that her jet-black hair was now almost entirely white, or that the lines on her brow had deepened. It was her bearing – the way she was slumped in her chair when before she would sit straight-backed, chin raised. Her eyes were different, too. She used to swear her grandmother could read her thoughts just by looking at her. But now those once-bright, hawklike eyes stared vacantly into an imagined distance.

Aphra had told her what had passed: that her grandmother had been declared insane and robbed of her estates. Anne balled her hands into fists at the memory. She had stormed off in search of her mother, railed at her for allowing this happen. Usually, such a show of temper would have earned her a sharp reprimand, but her mother had appeared strangely calm. She had simply told her that there was nothing to be done and refused to discuss the matter further. Later, Aphra had confided to her the particulars – how her father had striven to have the case overturned, had even petitioned the king. But it had all been in vain. Tears of frustration pricked her eyes. She had always seen her grandmother as invincible. Marguerite had been wrong: if a woman enjoyed wealth or power, it was only at the behest of men, and might be taken away at any moment.

Her gloomy thoughts were interrupted by the distant thrum of hooves. Her heart leapt, even though she knew it was unlikely to be her father. He had only embarked for Bruges a few weeks before, sent there by the cardinal to broker a secret peace with Spain against France. What was the point of all these treaties? she wondered irritably. They were as brittle as the ice that formed on the pond by the stables each winter: a well-aimed pebble could shatter it, if it didn’t melt away first. She had been presented to the cardinal at Guînes the previous summer. He had been all gallantry and charm. She recoiled at the memory of his fleshy lips pressing the tips of her fingers. He had presided over the meeting of the two kings as if they were merely his puppets. Puffed up with pride like a fat robin. She giggled as she recalled Tom Wyatt’s words. His presence had vastly improved the otherwise tedious event.

She leaned forward, craning her neck to see the figure on horseback who was just coming into view on top of the hill that led down into the woods. It was not her father – even at this distance she could tell. As he drew closer, her heart sank as she recognised the wiry frame of the Earl of Surrey. Her uncle never brought good news. He came here only to chastise or to plot or to probe. She had a sudden instinct to flee. If she made haste, she could be out of sight of the castle before he reached the drawbridge. She gathered her skirts and ran down the spiral stairs.

‘I had hoped you’d learn more decorum in France, Anne,’ her mother scolded. ‘What on earth can have caused you to be tearing through the house like one of your father’s dogs?’

Anne bobbed a curtsey by way of apology. ‘I needed some air. My bedchamber is so stifling at this time of day.’

Elizabeth eyed her daughter carefully. ‘You are a little flushed,’ she admitted, placing her cool hand on her daughter’s forehead. ‘But not feverish, thank God. The last thing we need is sickness in the house. Come, sit with me in the parlour.’

Anne’s shoulders sagged in defeat as she followed her mother.

A few moments later, her red-faced uncle burst into the room, a chastened-looking Esther following in his wake.

‘Lord Surrey, ma’am,’ the servant announced. ‘Forgive me, I didn’t have time to—’

‘Fetch me some ale, girl. I’m as hot as the devil’s arse after that ride.’

Anne suppressed a smile at her mother’s shocked expression.

‘I hope it wasn’t ill tidings that caused you to make such haste, brother?’

He ignored the question and sank down into the chair close to Anne’s. Her nose wrinkled at the pungent smell of sweat and warm leather. He sniffed loudly then hawked and spat into the fireplace, narrowly missing Anne’s gown. She cast a glance at him. He was even thinner than she had remembered, and, as the flush receded from his face, the skin appeared sallow.

‘I heard you were back,’ he said, looking at his niece through narrowed eyes. ‘Stand up, girl. Let me see you.’

Reluctantly, Anne rose to her feet. As she submitted herself to her uncle’s narrow-eyed scrutiny, she lifted her chin and drew her shoulders back as her mother had taught her. She felt like one of her father’s prize heifers being paraded in the marketplace at Hever, ready to be sold to the highest bidder. She kept her eyes focused on a branch of the apple tree that cast its shadow over the far end of the room but inwardly cringed as she felt her uncle’s eyes roving over her body.

‘You haven’t grown much,’ he said at length. ‘Flat-chested, too. But no matter. A man can overlook such things if he sees other advantages.’

It took all of Anne’s resolve to keep her expression neutral. She thought of the placid-faced women in the tapestries that lined the walls of Blois.

‘My wife was no great beauty when I married her and is even less so now. But mistresses can supply what a wife lacks,’ he added with a chuckle.

‘I do hope the countess doesn’t grieve the loss of her father too much?’ Anne’s words echoed into silence. She knew her mother would be making frantic signals for her to be silent if she caught her eye. ‘The duke’s execution was a shock to us all. It’s bad enough having a traitor for a neighbour, let alone a father-in-law,’ she ploughed on, undaunted. ‘All too often in such cases, the family of the condemned suffer almost as much.’ She looked down at her uncle, who was gaping at her with a mixture of astonishment and rage. ‘It was fortunate that the king saw fit to send you to Ireland before Buckingham’s arrest, was it not, Uncle?’

She knew full well that Surrey had been given the lieutenancy of that troublesome realm so that Wolsey could get him out of the way. The cardinal had sought Buckingham’s destruction for too long to brook any impediments.

‘You have very decided opinions for a woman,’ her uncle sneered.

‘Pray, brother, take some refreshment,’ Elizabeth urged. ‘Truly – you’re very pale. The cheese is from our dairy. It’s very good.’

‘Sit,’ Surrey commanded Anne, while his sister fussed over the platter.

Anne smiled pleasantly as she held her uncle’s hostile gaze.

‘It’s in Ireland that I’ve been working on your behalf, niece – though I now have cause to doubt it worth my efforts.’

‘You’re very good to us, brother,’ Elizabeth cut in before Anne could reply. ‘I’m sure my daughter will be as grateful to you as I am.’

Surrey gave a grunt. ‘It’s a Godforsaken pit of a place; the people are little better than savages. I swear they tried to poison me before I set sail for home. I well-nigh shat my guts out.’ He broke off a piece of the cheese that his sister offered, then threw it back on the plate in disgust.

Anne’s mouth twitched at the thought of her uncle sent to bring order across the Irish sea but instead being confined to the privy.

‘Did you effect a peace between the warring families, Uncle?’ she asked innocently, knowing full well that he had not. Her father had told her that the only way of reconciling the FitzGeralds with her Butler relatives was if either party agreed to surrender its power to the other.

‘I achieved something better than that, niece.’ His self-satisfied smirk made her uneasy. ‘Your father’s been wasting time and money disputing the Ormond title. If he’d bothered to visit his Butler rivals he would’ve understood it to be futile. Book learning is all very well, but to deal with a family like that you have to be more cunning than clever.’ He took a long gulp of ale, savouring the moment. ‘I’ve made a pact with Piers Butler. I’ll recommend him to the king as the new lieutenant of Ireland in return for a union between his son James and . . . you, niece,’ he finished, his eyes glinting with triumph.

It took Anne a moment to absorb his words.

‘Brother!’ Elizabeth exclaimed. ‘This would be a greater match for our daughter than we could have imagined. Butler’s son stands to inherit the Ormond title, so Thomas can relinquish the dispute – it will come into our family anyway.’

‘Exactly so.’ Her brother sat back in the chair and folded his arms.

Anne looked from her mother to her uncle. Was this to be the sum total of her ambitions: to make a good marriage? What had been the point of all those years spent in the French court and before that the Netherlands, absorbing the culture, the ideas, the fervour for reform? Mary had already made a good marriage; as a favourite of the king, her brother would make an even better one. But she, Anne, was just a younger daughter. What did it matter whom she married? Surely her father would not be so cruel as to catapult her into a glittering world of possibility, only to consign her to a life of domestic servitude in a remote Irish backwater? She swallowed down the angry tears that pricked her eyes.

‘You are good to us, my lord,’ her mother was saying now. ‘To think you should surrender such a prestigious post to secure this prize for my daughter. We will never be able to express enough thanks, will we Anne? Anne?’

Anne found her voice at last. ‘Tell me, Uncle, which consideration weighed heaviest in your mind – finding me a husband, or securing your release from a thankless post?’

The speed with which he leapt from his chair and dealt Anne a stinging blow across the cheek took her breath away. Her eyes smarted from pain as well as fury now but still she stared at him, unflinching.

‘Ungrateful whore,’ he spat. ‘You should have a care to soften that sharp tongue of yours, or your new husband might clamp it in a scold’s bridle.’

‘You must forgive her, brother. She was always wont to speak her thoughts before they were properly formed,’ Elizabeth soothed, shooting Anne a venomous look.

‘Am I to meet Lord Ormond’s son before we are betrothed?’ Anne’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

‘Naturally,’ her uncle replied. ‘I arranged for his safe passage to London. He’ll have left Kilkenny by now, so you won’t have much longer to wait. I’m sure you’re eager to make his acquaintance,’ he added with a smirk.

After a long pause, Anne rose to her feet. ‘I shall look forward to it,’ she said, then made her obeisance and walked briskly from the room.

[image: presentation]

‘A married woman, eh?’ Tom Wyatt raised himself up on to his elbow and cocked an eyebrow. ‘What are you trying to do to me, Nan? You know I can’t resist a woman once she has a wedding band on her finger.’

Anne gave him a playful kick, her stockings snagging on the bracken of the forest floor. ‘You can’t resist a woman without one, either.’ She rolled on to her side so that she could look at her former playmate. ‘The beard suits you,’ she said, giving it a tug. ‘Makes you look almost respectable . . . almost.’

Tom laughed. ‘Even marriage hasn’t given me that distinction.’

‘Or fatherhood,’ Anne rejoindered. ‘How is your young namesake? Really, Tom, your family lacks imagination when it comes to the naming of heirs.’

Her companion’s eyes softened at the mention of his new son. He had written to tell her of his birth before she left France. She remembered being surprised – Tom had only been married to Lord Cobham’s daughter for a few months. He had left his new wife behind when he had attended the king at the Field of the Cloth of Gold the previous summer. She had been jealous, too, if truth be told. They had been friends for as long as she could remember, and had once made a childish pact that if they remained unwed by the time Anne reached twenty – an unimaginable age, at the time – they would marry each other. Now, here she was, a woman of precisely that age, and Tom had stolen a march on her, though he was barely seventeen.

‘You will enjoy the fruits of the marriage bed soon enough, Nan,’ he said with a wink. ‘I’m sure that young Irish buck will get a son on you before you’ve reached Kilkenny.’

‘I would have a much shorter journey to my marital home if you had kept to our bargain.’

He caught the edge to her voice and his expression grew serious. ‘You know I would have had you and no other, Nan,’ he whispered, reaching for her hand. ‘But even if your uncle hadn’t intervened, you would have secured a greater prize than me. Sir Thomas is one of the foremost men at court these days. I’ve heard my own father say it often enough. And you . . . you are such as could set the whole kingdom in a roar.’

‘Well, it wouldn’t have hurt you to ask,’ Anne retorted, flicking her hair in mock indignation. ‘But instead you just went ahead and married Mistress Brooke without a backward glance.’

‘It was as close as I could get to marrying you, since she has Boleyn blood in her veins. She even has the same dark hair,’ he said, reaching out to touch Anne’s.

She flinched away. ‘Did you see him, before you left court?’

‘Who?’

Anne narrowed her eyes.

‘Oh, Master Butler. I did indeed. The Cardinal of York praises him as a wise and discreet youth – not that he would recognise either quality if it bit him on the arse.’ He winked at Anne. ‘But I’ll allow he’s as devout in his love of the Virgin Mary as he will be in his love for you. You had best reserve those reformist opinions for my ears only. The Butlers will not take kindly to a radical in their midst.’

Anne fell silent. It had been scarce two weeks since her uncle’s visit but already she felt wearied with the heavy burden that he had thrust upon her slender shoulders. Her mother had been fretting and fussing over her trousseau, having her measured for new gowns and ordering a dozen fine linen shifts. You’ll have need of them when you’re newly wed, Anne, she had told her with a knowing smile that turned Anne’s stomach.

‘Fear not, sweet Nan,’ Wyatt said, jolting her back to the present.

He took her hand and raised it to his mouth. The warmth of his lips made her shiver, despite the balmy autumn afternoon. She held her breath as he kept them there for several delicious seconds, the soft breeze gently ruffling his chestnut-brown hair. When at last he raised his head, his face was dangerously close to hers. She made to pull away but he snaked his hand around the nape of her neck. With one finger he coaxed a strand of hair away from her hood.

‘It’s a crime against nature to conceal such a treasure,’ he murmured, coiling the dark tress around his finger so that it caught the dappled light that shone through the canopy of trees above them. ‘I remember when it hung loose down your back, black as a raven’s wing.’

‘How poetic,’ Anne mocked. ‘Perhaps you should compose a verse about it?’

Wyatt clasped his other hand to his chest, as if wounded. ‘Thy sharp repulse, that pricketh aye so sore,’ he wailed.

She giggled as he put his face in his hands, pretending to weep. After a few moments, she prised his fingers away and affected a reproachful look. ‘Married men do not carry on so, Master Wyatt. I pray you, show some decorum.’

As he held her gaze, his eyes no longer glinted with amusement but with something darker, more intense. She could feel his warm breath on her mouth. ‘Tom . . . ’

‘Hush,’ he whispered in her ear, then trailed his lips along her neck. ‘This is no time for talking.’

Anne felt as if she had slipped into a dream as he moved his mouth close to hers. She felt the heat of his groin pressing into her thigh.

‘Enough, Tom,’ she said with sudden resolve, pushing him away and rolling out from under him. ‘You always carry a joke too far. It will be your undoing, I swear.’

‘I only wish it might be yours,’ he murmured, his lips curling into a slow smile as he leaned on his elbow, watching her brush the twigs and bracken from her skirts and pin the stray hair back into place.

She looked down at him and shook her head, grinning.

‘Give my regards to your wife and son, Tom.’
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February 1522

‘I am with child.’

Anne set down the gold thread and stared at her attendant. A large tear ran down Esther’s cheek and fell on to her skirts. Her waist had thickened and there was a small rise beneath the belt of her dress, Anne noticed now. She should have paid more attention, instead of focusing all her energies on this ridiculous performance. The past two weeks had been a frenzy of activity at Hever, ever since the invitation had arrived from court. Anne and her sister were to take part in a pageant on Shrove Tuesday, organised by the cardinal at great expense. A bolt of white satin had been delivered with the invitation, along with a reel of priceless gold thread. If there hadn’t been so little time to stitch the costumes, Anne’s mother would never have allowed her inexpert fingers to handle such treasures.

‘How? Who?’ She felt torn between dismay and pity.

Esther merely shook her head and kept her eyes downcast. Her shoulders heaved with silent misery.

Anne was at her side in a moment. She stroked her attendant’s plump arm then gently led her over to the window seat. ‘Come, Esther, all will be well.’ She rifled in her pocket for a handkerchief.

‘How can it be?’ Esther looked up at Anne with bloodshot eyes. ‘I am undone. I’ll be thrown out of here and have nowhere to go. My parents are long dead, God rest their souls, and poor Grace won’t want this shame on her hands. I don’t know—’ She broke off as a fresh wave of sobbing overcame her.

Anne’s eyes darted to the door, which was slightly ajar. She quickly padded over to close it, then came back to Esther’s side. ‘Hush, now,’ she said, her tone firmer. ‘Things cannot be so bleak as you say. What about the father? I’m sure when you tell him—’

‘He knows.’ Esther stared at her grimly. ‘I told him before anyone. I thought – I thought he’d be pleased. I know it’s sooner than we planned, but we’ve been handfasted for more than seven years now—’

‘You’re promised to each other?’ Anne interrupted, brightening. ‘Well, then. There’s no need for these tears, Esther! My mother won’t take kindly to having been kept in ignorance, certainly, but if she knows you’re handfasted then she’ll hardly turn you out. Many marriages begin this way. You’re by no means the first bride not to wait for the priest’s blessing. That can be swiftly arranged, in any case. The Reverend Hugh—’

She broke off when she saw Esther’s face.

‘He has denied me. Says we were never promised, that I tricked him into this. That – that he doesn’t love me. The way he looked at me, mistress. It was as though he hated me.’ Her eyes brimmed with fresh tears. ‘I’m a fool,’ she whispered, her mouth working with the effort of stemming the anguish that threatened to overwhelm her. ‘I thought his heart was as true as mine.’

Fury seared through Anne. How many times had she seen this story enacted in the French court? Young maidservants seduced or forced into illicit affairs, then tossed aside like rotten meat. Even some of the higher-born women, more used to navigating the perils of flirtation and enticement, had mistaken flattery for sincerity and left court, their reputations ruined. Her own sister had been among them. Not every woman was as fortunate as Mary in having an influential father to arrange a respectable marriage for such soiled goods.

‘Who is he?’ Anne demanded, already forming a plan to write to her father. Even from Bruges he would know what to do.

Esther stared back at her, tight-lipped. Anne leaned forward and grasped both of her hands in hers. They felt cold and clammy to the touch.

‘Esther, if I’m to help, then you must tell me. You owe him no loyalty. You must act for yourself and the child.’

Esther’s thoughts flitted back to the terrible encounter of the previous night. Her wrists still burned where Robert had gripped them, squeezing and twisting as she struggled against him. Who will take the word of a common maidservant over the steward of the king’s favourite? His words sounded in her ears now. Even if anyone believes you, what then? A man’s indiscretions may be passed over; a woman’s may not. Lady Elizabeth won’t want a slattern under her roof. It will tarnish the entire family. Would you so willingly ruin the prospects of your precious Lady Anne?

Anne was still staring at her. Slowly, Esther shook her head.

‘Why are you protecting him?’ Anne persisted, tightening her grip. ‘Are you afraid? Because whatever threats he might have made—’

They both turned as the door was flung open and Lady Elizabeth swept into the room. Her eyes went straight to the discarded embroidery.

‘Anne! Is that all you’ve done? The “P” was half-finished when I left you this morning. There are eleven other letters to stitch. And you haven’t even begun on the caul.’

She looked from her daughter to Esther, who had leapt to her feet and was busy winding thread, her back turned. There was a clatter as her trembling fingers slipped and she sent the spool tumbling to the floor.

‘Leave that be, girl!’ Elizabeth snapped. ‘It’s too costly for rough hands.’ She peered closely at Esther’s blotchy cheeks and swollen eyes. ‘You are not ill, I hope?’ She took a step back. ‘My daughter and I are leaving for York Place tomorrow. The king cannot abide the merest hint of sickness at his court.’

‘Esther is quite well, Mother,’ Anne cut in. ‘You’ve set all our nerves on edge. My costume will be ready sooner if we’re not interrupted. Millicent was in here earlier looking for silks for Mary’s gown, even though she had them all along. Perhaps you should see how her stitches fare?’

‘And perhaps you should show less impertinence and more perseverance, given that’s the part you’re to play,’ Elizabeth spat back, glaring at her daughter. ‘Come, now, make haste.’

Anne waited until her mother’s brisk footsteps had echoed into silence then turned back to her attendant. ‘Listen, Esther. There are things that can be done to . . . remedy your situation.’

Esther looked up from the thread that she was slowly reeling around one of the spools.

‘If a child isn’t wanted, it can be made to disappear,’ Anne continued. ‘There are certain herbs . . . ’

Her voice trailed off as she thought of Mary. She had not understood it at the time but had learned a great deal at the French court. There had been women skilled in such matters who were summoned to Blois and Amboise from time to time. She had been puzzled by their appearance at first, aware of the furtive whispers and knowing looks that passed between the queen’s ladies when one of them was present. It was Marguerite who had told her. Anne remembered the fury that had burned in her companion’s eyes. Always, it is the woman who must suffer the consequences.

Esther’s eyes widened in horror as realisation dawned. Instinctively, her hand flew to her stomach. ‘You don’t mean . . .?’

‘Listen, Esther. Your choices are few
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Author’s Note

Anne Boleyn’s story is so well known that to change any part of it would be both confusing to the reader and, given the ready-made drama, entirely unnecessary. However, there are some minor details that I have tweaked in the interests of moving the narrative along. It has also been a joy to give the lesser-known characters at Hever (most notably Anne’s grandmother, Lady Margaret) the prominence they deserve.

One of the most contentious elements of Anne’s life is when it began. Scant details of her upbringing and that of her siblings survive. Mary Boleyn tends to be regarded as the eldest of the three. During a dispute over the earldom of Ormond in the reign of her niece Elizabeth I, Mary was referred to as the elder of Thomas Boleyn’s two daughters, although there is another account that contradicts this. Estimates of Anne’s date of birth range from 1501 to 1507. I have assumed the earliest of these on the basis that otherwise Anne would have been very young when she was sent to the court of Margaret of Austria in 1513. Judging from the date of George Boleyn’s debut at court (1514-15), he seems to have been the youngest and I have found no evidence to contradict this.

Two small, undated brass crosses, one at St Peter’s Church, Hever and the other at St John the Baptist Church, Penshurst, mark the burial places of Henry and Thomas, sons of Thomas Boleyn and his wife Elizabeth. There is no other record of the two boys but the size of the crosses suggest they died in their infancy. I imagined Thomas (junior) as the eldest of the Boleyn children, named for his father. His burial place at Penshurst inspired my fictional account of his tragic death.

Given the wealth of archival material from Henry VIII’s reign, it is frustrating that few of the Boleyns’ letters survive. I have therefore woven in quotes from the handful that have endured, including Anne’s first letter to her father. There is some debate over whether this was written in 1513, when she joined Margaret of Austria’s court, or the year after. I have assumed the former and have used her own, beautifully crafted words, with a few imagined additions.

Anne’s relationship with Henry VIII is, naturally, a central theme of the book. But the records leave us with a one-sided view: seventeen letters from the lovestruck king to Anne survive in the Vatican archives in Rome (therein lies another story!) but we have none of her replies. By the time Henry’s courtship with Anne began, he had already bedded her sister Mary. It is not clear how long their liaison lasted but it was rumoured that Henry was the father of Mary’s daughter Catherine (who was later a favourite of Anne’s daughter Elizabeth) and her son Henry. The latter is unlikely as Mary’s son was born after her affair with the king had ended and Henry VIII would have surely acknowledged the boy, as he did Henry Fitzroy, the result of one of his earlier adulterous affairs. There was also a rumour that the king had an affair with Elizabeth Boleyn, but this is not substantiated by any reliable evidence and Henry himself denied it (‘Never with the mother!’).

Anne might have been the king’s obsession, but what she thought of him is less clear. Perhaps in those lost letters there are declarations of the same passion that Henry felt for her. But his constant pleading and uncertainty suggests she was giving him little hope that his feelings were reciprocated. I think it more likely that for Anne, the decision to accept the king’s proposal of marriage was based more on politics than passion.

Of course, Henry was not Anne’s only love interest. Her uncle Thomas Howard, later third duke of Norfolk, was instrumental in arranging a match between her and James Butler, the eldest son of Piers, eighth earl of Ormond. He was, as ever, acting in his own interests. But his niece had other ideas. Early in her career at the English court, Anne set her sights on Henry Percy. As the eldest son and heir of the earl of Northumberland, he was an excellent choice and she was genuinely aggrieved when Wolsey – perhaps prompted by his royal master – thwarted their plans.

But it is Thomas Wyatt who I depict as the real love of Anne’s life. The two were certainly acquainted in their youth – both their fathers had estates in Kent and served as joint constables of Norwich Castle. Later, Thomas Wyatt enjoyed a distinguished career in Henry VIII’s service, so he and Anne would have seen each other regularly at court. As with so many other elements of Anne’s life, the nature of their relationship is shrouded in mystery. I have drawn upon the fragments of evidence and hearsay to construct a story of enduring but ill-fated love and longing. The scene in which Wyatt visits Anne’s bedchamber at Hever draws on an admittedly far-fetched tale in the Crónica del Rey Enrico, better known as the Spanish Chronicle, an entertaining if often inaccurate source of gossip from Henry VIII’s reign. The Duke of Suffolk repeated a rumour that Anne had been seen in a clinch with Wyatt. Vicious scandalmongering by those who wanted rid of the king’s ‘concubine’ or a case of no smoke without fire? I have adhered to the latter.

Thomas Wyatt was arrested in May 1536 on suspicion of adultery with the queen. Ironically, there was more evidence for his romantic intentions towards Anne than those of the five men who were executed for the crime, but he was released without charge. Wyatt’s narrow escape was almost certainly thanks to his being in the good graces of Thomas Cromwell, who had masterminded the plot against Anne.

Contrary to the popular image of Anne’s father as a grasping courtier who pushed her into the king’s path to further his own ambitions, I found evidence to suggest that Thomas tried to protect Anne from Henry’s advances. Whenever his royal master became too overbearing, he arranged for his younger daughter to seek sanctuary at Hever. While this gave Anne some welcome reprieve, it stoked the king’s obsession. The more she retreated to her beloved childhood home, the more determinedly he pursued her.

One of the characters in the book who has hitherto remained in the shadows is Lady Margaret Boleyn (née Butler). She was, in many respects, the instigator of the Boleyns’ meteoric rise. The daughter and co-heiress of the seventh Earl of Ormond, she lent a family of Norfolk sheep farmers much-needed blue blood when she married William Boleyn in the 1460s. The Butlers were one of the most powerful noble families in Ireland and Margaret inherited considerable estates upon the death of her father in 1515. She is a rare example of a woman who was able to wield power and wealth in this male-dominated age and as such she must have been an inspiring example for her granddaughter Anne. But four years after coming into her inheritance, she was suddenly declared insane and deprived of her lands. Whether she really was suffering from a mental illness – or perhaps, given her advanced age, dementia – is uncertain. Either way, it served as a salutary reminder of how precarious a woman’s position could be in Tudor England.

Margaret’s faithful attendant Aphra is a figment of my imagination, as is Anne’s beloved servant Esther. The surviving accounts contain only scant details of the household below stairs at Hever, but its members would have been integral to the life of the Boleyns. One of the few servants’ names we have is that of Robert Cranwell, Thomas Boleyn’s steward. He has left little trace, except a letter announcing his master’s death in 1539. I have filled the yawning gap with scheming and villainy, for which I hope the real Cranwell would forgive me.

By contrast, I have endeavoured to rescue Jane Boleyn from the villainous reputation that she has suffered for more than 400 years. She has traditionally been blamed for feeding Thomas Cromwell the lies that would send both her husband George and sister-in-law Anne to the scaffold. There is little evidence that she did anything of the sort – in fact, she tried to petition Henry VIII on her husband’s behalf. It was during the reign of Elizabeth I that Jane was made scapegoat for Anne’s tragic downfall. Perhaps the queen wished to make someone other than her father responsible for her mother’s bloody demise. Much has been made of the fact that Jane went on to serve three more of Henry’s wives. But I have presented this more as a punishment than a reward for betraying her husband and sister-in-law.

Jane’s marriage to George Boleyn has often been portrayed as unhappy, but this is solely based on their having no children. It has been conjectured that the George Boleyn, Dean of Lichfield during Elizabeth’s reign, might have been their son, but a lack of evidence makes this impossible to prove. That didn’t stop me playing on this idea in the novel.

Dates are, for the most part, sacrosanct but in the interests of the plot, I moved Thomas Boleyn’s appointment as Lord Privy Seal from January 1530 to November that year. Tempting though it was to change some of the names to avoid the confusion that inevitably arises from such a profusion of Elizabeths and Thomases, the only tweak I made was to refer to Anne’s aunt Elizabeth Boleyn (née Wood) as Bess.

The story is told from the perspective of Hever Castle, the Boleyns’ cherished family home. The castle is thought to date from the aftermath of the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381, when the Kentish-born Wat Tyler marched on London with a large body of supporters, in protest against heavy taxation. Two years later, John de Cobham, a wealthy landowner and tax collector, was granted a licence by King Richard II to fortify his manor of Hever Cobham. He built high sandstone walls around the original manor house, as well as three portcullises.

Hever was purchased in 1462 by Geoffrey Boleyn and his brother Thomas. Soon afterwards, Geoffrey took sole ownership and renamed the manor Hever Castle. He proceeded to establish it as a luxurious family home, complete with private reception rooms, fashionable oriel windows and fireplaces, and a remodelled great hall. Geoffrey didn’t enjoy his new home for long because he died just a year later. His younger son William inherited Hever, among other manors, but spent most of his time at the Boleyns’ Norfolk seat, Blickling Hall.

It was William’s son Thomas who established Hever as the principal Boleyn residence from around 1505. This was almost certainly because of its convenient location, within easy reach both of Dover for Thomas and George’s many diplomatic missions abroad and the court in London.

After Thomas’s death in 1539 with no male heir, Hever passed to James Boleyn, who I have cast as a grasping younger brother. James sold the castle for £200 to Henry VIII at the end of the following year. Soon afterwards, the king granted his fourth wife Anne of Cleves the use of Hever during her lifetime. Anne seems to have taken a shine to the childhood home of her namesake and predecessor. She made substantial additions to the castle, including a new entrance hall and long gallery.

Hever subsequently passed through various owners, during which time it fell into a poor state of repair. In 1903, it was acquired and restored by the American millionaire William Waldorf Astor. Much of the interior that visitors see today is Astor’s creation, although the Boleyn apartments have recently been painstakingly restored to their appearance in Anne Boleyn’s heyday.

In order to advance the plot, I have certain key characters visiting the castle at various points in the narrative. Although for many years there was a bedroom named after Henry VIII, there is no record that the king ever visited Hever and in fact the bedroom in question is located in the servants’ wing of the castle. Neither is there any evidence of Anne’s nemesis, Thomas Cromwell, gracing the occupants of Hever with a visit.

Anne herself is not known to have returned to her childhood home after 1529. Neither do we know whether her daughter Elizabeth was ever there. But after Henry VIII annulled his marriage to Anne of Cleves, Elizabeth remained close to her former stepmother and may have visited her at Hever. Towards the end of her long reign, Elizabeth made her first visit to Penshurst Place in Kent, the former home of the dukes of Buckingham. Hever Castle lay just four miles away, so the idea that she visited her mother’s beloved home remains a tantalising prospect – one that enabled me to give Anne’s story a happy ending.
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