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    Lady Jane Grey was born into times of extreme danger. Child of a scheming father and a ruthless mother, for whom she was merely a pawn in a dynastic power game with the highest stakes, she lived a life in thrall to political machinations and lethal religious fervour.
 

Jane’s astonishing and essentially tragic story was played out during one of the most momentous periods of English history. As a great-niece of Henry VIII, and the cousin of Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I, she grew up to realise that she could never throw off the chains of her destiny. Her honesty, intelligence and strength of character carry the reader through all the vicious twists of Tudor power politics, to her nine-day reign and its unbearably poignant conclusion.
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    Frances Brandon, Marchioness of Dorset
  


  
    Bradgate Hall, Leicestershire, October 1537
  


  
    My travail begins as I am enjoying a walk in the garden. There is a sudden flood of liquid from my womb, and then, as my maid runs for cloths and assistance, a dull pain that shifts from the small of my back to the pit of my stomach. Soon, they are all clustering around me, the midwives and the women, helping me through the great doorway of the manor house and up the oaken stairs, stripping me of my fine clothing and replacing it with a voluminous birthing smock of bleached linen, finely embroidered at the neck and wrists. Now I am made to lie upon my bed, and they are pressing a goblet of sweet wine to my lips. I don’t really want it, but I take a few sips to please them. My two chief ladies sit beside me, my gossips, whose job it is to while away the tedious hours of labour with distracting chatter. Their task is to keep me cheerful and to offer encouragement when the pains grow stronger.
  


  
    And they do grow stronger. Less than an hour passes before the dull ache that accompanies each pang becomes a knife-like thrust, vicious and relentless. Yet I can bear it. I have the blood of kings in my veins, and that emboldens me to lie mute, resisting the mounting screams. Soon, God willing, I will hold my son in my arms. My son, who must not die early like the others, those tiny infants who lie beneath the flagstones of the parish church. Neither lived long enough even to sit or crawl. I do not account myself a sentimental person, indeed, I know that many think me too strong and hard-willed for a woman – a virago, my husband once said, during one of our many quarrels. But hidden within my heart there is a raw place reserved for those two lost babies.
  


  
    Yet it is natural that this third pregnancy has often led me to revisit this secret place, to disturb and probe it gently, testing to see if past tragedies still have the power to hurt. I know I should forbid myself such weakness. I am King Henry’s niece. My mother was a princess of England and Queen of France. I must face the pain of my loss as I do my labour – with royal dignity, refusing to indulge any further in morbid fancies, which, I am assured by the midwives, could well be harmful to the child I carry. One must try to be positive, and I am nothing if not an optimist. This time, I feel it in my bones, God will give us the son and heir we so desperately desire.
  


  
    Another hour passes. There is little respite between each contraction, but the pain is still bearable.
  


  
    ‘Cry out if you need to, my lady,’ says the midwife comfortingly, as the women fuss round me with candles and basins of water. I wish they would all go away and leave me in peace. I wish they would let some fresh air into this foetid, stuffy chamber. Even though it is day, the room is dark, for the windows have been covered with tapestries and painted cloths.
  


  
    ‘We must not risk the babe catching any chills from draughts, my lady,’ the midwife warned me when she ordered this to be done. Then she personally inspected the tapestries to ensure there was nothing depicted in them that could frighten the child.
  


  
    ‘Make up the fire!’ she instructs her acolytes, as I lie here grappling with my pains. I groan; it’s hot enough in here already, and I am sweating like a pig. But, of course, she is aware of that. At her nod, a damp cloth is laid on my brow. It does little to relieve my discomfort, though, for the sheets are wet with perspiration.
  


  
    I stifle another groan.
  


  
    ‘You can cry out, Madam,’ the midwife says again. But I don’t. I would not make such an exhibition of myself. Truly, it’s the indignity of it all that bothers me the most, conscious as I am of my birth and my rank. Lying here like an animal straining to drop its cub, I’m no different from any common jade who gives birth. There’s nothing exalted about it. I know it’s blasphemy to say this, but God was more than unfair when He created woman. Men get all the pleasure, while we poor ladies are left to bear the pain. And if Henry thinks that, after this, I’m going to...
  


  
    Something’s happening. Dear God, what’s going on? Sweet Jesus, when is this going to end?
  


  
    The midwife draws back the covers, then pulls up my shift to expose my swollen, straining body, as I lie on the bed, knees flexed, thighs parted, and thrusts expert fingers inside me. She nods her head in a satisfied way.
  


  
    ‘If I’m not mistaken, this young lad is now in something of a hurry,’ she tells my anxiously hovering ladies.
  


  
    ‘Ready now!’ she crows triumphantly. ‘Now push, my lady, push!’
  


  
    I gather all my strength, breathe deeply and exhale with a great effort, knowing that an end is in sight. I can feel the child coming! I ram my chin into my chest again and push as I am instructed, hard. And the miracle happens. In a rush of blood and mucus, I feel a small wet form slithering from me. Another push, and it is delivered into the midwife’s waiting hands, to be quickly wrapped in a rich cloth of damask. I glimpse its face, which resembles a wrinkled peach. I hear the mewling cry that tells me it lives.
  


  
    ‘A beautiful daughter, my lady,’ announces the midwife uncertainly. ‘Healthy and vigorous.’
  


  
    I should be joyful, thanking God for the safe arrival of a lusty child. Instead, my spirits plummet. All this – for nothing.
  


  
    Queen Jane Seymour
  


  
    Hampton Court Palace, Surrey, October 1537
  


  
    It has begun, this labour that I, the King my husband and all England have so eagerly awaited. It began with a show of blood, then the anxious midwives hurried me into bed, fearful in case anything should go wrong. Indeed, every precaution has been taken to guard against mishap. Since early summer, when the babe first fluttered in my womb and I appeared in public with my gown unlaced, prayers have been offered up throughout the land for my safe delivery. My husband engaged the best physicians and midwives, and paid handsomely to have the soothsayers predict the infant’s sex: all promised confidently that it would be a boy, an heir to the throne of England. Henry insisted that I be spared all state appearances, and I have spent these past months resting in opulent idleness, my every whim and craving gratified. He even sent to Calais for the quails I so strongly fancied. I ate so many I sickened of them.
  


  
    Most pregnant women, I am told, sink into a pleasant state of euphoria as their precious burden grows heavier, as if Nature is deliberately affording them a short respite before the ordeal that lies ahead and the responsibilities of motherhood that follow it. But I have enjoyed no such comforting sense of well-being or elation at the glorious prospect facing me, God willing. My constant companion is fear. Fear of the pain of labour. Fear of what will happen to me if I bear a girl or a dead child, as my two unfortunate predecessors did. Fear of my husband, who, for all his devotion and care for me, is still a man before whom even strong men tremble. How he could ever have settled his affections on such a poor, plain thing as I is beyond my limited comprehension. My women, when they dare mention the subject, whisper that he loves me because I am the very antithesis of Anne Boleyn, that black-eyed witch who kept him at bay for seven years with promises of undreamed-of carnal adventures and lusty sons, yet failed him in both respects once he had moved Heaven and Earth to put the crown on her head. I cannot think about what he did to Anne Boleyn. For even though she was found guilty of betraying him with five men, one her own brother, it is horrifying to know that a man is capable of cutting off the head of a woman he has held in his arms and once loved to distraction. And it is even more horrifying when that man is my husband.
  


  
    So I live in fear. Just now I am terrified of the plague, which rages in London so virulently that the King has given orders that no one from the city may approach the court. Confined to my chamber for the past six weeks, as is the custom for English queens, with only women to wait on me and the imminent birthing to brood on, I am prey to all kinds of terrors, so in a way it is a relief now to have something real upon which to focus my anxieties.
  


  
    Henry is not here. He has gone hunting, as is his wont and passion, although he has given me his word that he will not ride more than sixty miles from here. I would be touched by his concern, had I not learned that it was his council that advised him not to stray further from me at this time. But I am glad, all the same, that he has gone. He would be just one more thing to worry about. His obsessive and pathetic need for this child to be a boy is more than I can cope with.
  


  
    It is now afternoon, and my pains are recurring with daunting intensity, even though the midwife tells me that it will be some hours yet before the child can be born. I pray God that this ordeal may soon be over, and that He will send me a happy hour, for I do not think I can stand much more of this.
  


  
    Hampton Court Palace, 12th October 1537
  


  
    It has been three days and three nights now, and I am at the end of my feeble strength. Nothing in my life has prepared me for this agony. Not all the prayers, processions and intercessions that are taking place in London, by the King’s order, can help me, for I am beyond help. There is just me and the pain. I have forgotten why I am here. I know only that if I scream loudly enough, someone will have to take the pain away.
  


  
    Once, I heard the hastily summoned physicians whispering, asking each other if they should save mother or child. Even then, I was beyond caring, for all I had heard one of them suggesting that the infant be cut from my body. It did not matter, so long as the pain ceased. But that was hours, years ago, and still I am suffering. They have not carried out their dreadful threat.
  


  
    Now it is night. I am barely aware of the darkness outside the mullioned window. They have pulled aside the curtain to let some air into the foetid room, which is heavy with the stink of my labour. The doctors and the women huddle around my bed in a frantic conclave. I am ready to give up the ghost, but they will not let me.
  


  
    The midwife presses a handkerchief to my nose. It smells of pepper, and makes me sneeze violently. All of a sudden, the pangs begin again, stronger and stronger, consuming me with their ferocity. I lack even the power to scream, my mouth opening wide in a silent grimace. Something is happening, there is change in the rhythm of my body and an overpowering compulsion to bear down, to push. They are urging me to push, begging me. And as I push, making one last supreme effort, I am pushing the pain away; I am in charge of my own destiny. Then there is a violent wrenching: I feel as if I am being riven in half.
  


  
    ‘A healthy, fair prince, your Majesty!’ cries the midwife in jubilation. But I feel nothing. All I want is to sleep.
  


  
    Frances Brandon, Marchioness of Dorset
  


  
    Bradgate Hall, October 1537
  


  
    Shouts from the courtyard below herald the return of the hunting party and wake me from slumber. It is late evening already. I must have slept for hours. My husband is here.
  


  
    Beside the bed stands the heavy oak cradle carved with the Dorset crest, two unicorns ermined and hooped with gold, all painted in bright colours; within it lies my baby, now tightly swaddled and slumbering soundly. Beyond, seated in the glow of a candle and the dancing firelight, sits the nurse, Mrs Ellen, stitching a seam on a tiny silk bonnet. I close my eyes again as I hear footsteps approaching. I would give anything to avoid having to tell Henry, my lord, that I have failed him yet again.
  


  
    But he already knows. The expression on his face as he enters the room tells me that. He is a man easily overruled in many matters, but this is one that touches his pride, and his nobility.
  


  
    ‘A girl,’ he says brusquely, ‘and all to do again. Why God should not favour us is beyond me. We go to Mass regularly, we give out charity by the dollop, we lead a Christian life. What more can we do?’
  


  
    I ease myself up, profoundly grateful that I have not suffered tearing during the birth. Lying flat on my back sets me at an immediate disadvantage. Even so, Henry is looming over me like a stiff caricature of outraged manhood.
  


  
    ‘The child is healthy, at least,’ I say coldly, ‘and with God’s grace, a brother shall follow her. I know my duty.’ And you, my lord, the son of a mere marquess, need not remind me, the daughter of a queen, where that duty lies.
  


  
    I can see in his eyes that, despite himself, he admires my dignity and resolve. Even now, exhausted as I am in my childbed, I know he desires me and finds me alluring, even though I am not beautiful in the conventional sense. He likes my auburn hair – Tudor hair, he calls it, and I suspect that is part of the attraction. He thinks my lips are sensual, he admires my dark brows, my tilted nose, my determined chin. Even after bearing three children in four years, my twenty-year-old body, large-breasted and wide-hipped, still has the power to arouse him, especially with those breasts made more voluptuous by pregnancy. But he is not thinking now of the lusty delights in which I am usually so willing a partner. Instead, Henry looks at his little scrap of a daughter and has to smile, for she looks so like her royal great-uncle, the King: she has the same red-gold hair, determined little mouth and blue-green eyes, which, for all that she is but new-born, are regarding him with what seems to be uncommon intelligence.
  


  
    I am surprised to see the saturnine, finely chiselled features form themselves into a grin.
  


  
    ‘A pretty wench,’ I venture.
  


  
    He nods, straightening, a calculating light in his eyes. ‘Indeed. We shall make her a brilliant marriage, to bring glory on our house. And in the meantime, Frances, we shall make merry getting her a brother. As soon as you are recovered, of course.’
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ I agree. ‘As I said, I know my duty.’
  


  
    ‘One can always combine duty with pleasure,’ he smirks. The worst moment has passed. Both of us are making light of our terrible disappointment.
  


  
    Our as-yet-unnamed daughter – we are arguing, because Henry wants Katherine after his mother, and I want Frances, or Jane, for the Queen – is a week old today. She is a good baby, taking her feeds with vigour from the wet-nurse, and sleeping regularly already. She rarely cries. I, on the other hand, am restless and uncomfortable, enduring the ache of engorged breasts, and the leaking of milk through the bindings applied to them by the midwife, who says that it should dry up in a few days. That’s not soon enough for me.
  


  
    Today it is crisp and cold, but bright. By late afternoon, the sky framed by my window is suffused with the golden light of the setting sun. Below this vast sky lie the fertile acres of the Bradgate estate, stretching far away into the distance. I am sitting in a chair, gazing out upon the sparkling lake and the wilderness beyond it. In the distance I can glimpse the thatched roofs of cottages.
  


  
    I like this place. I am aware that there are those who think I married beneath me, but there are many compensations, not the least of which is a virile and like-minded husband, who shares my hopes and ambitions. And then there is this house, this mellowed, turreted red-brick mansion with its courtyard and gatehouse, its rooms richly furnished in the latest fashion, and its patchwork of gardens and arbours, in which it is a delight to take the air.
  


  
    Suddenly, I want to be outdoors. I was never one to sit at home reading or embroidering, which most girls of my rank are encouraged to do. For me, walking, riding and hunting are essential. And I have had enough of this wretched, stuffy bedchamber.
  


  
    ‘My cloak!’ I snap. I will defy Madam Midwife and go out, just for a short walk. With one maid in attendance, I brave the stairs and then, with increasing boldness, sweep out of the house, hoping that the midwife is watching disapprovingly from a window. Not that she would have dared to try and stop me.
  


  
    I thank God as I cross the outer court that I have suffered no injuries from the birth. I have known women left in great and lasting discomfort. But I am strong. I feel almost myself again.
  


  
    I am walking now in the shadow of the great gatehouse. At either end of the range facing me stand two lofty towers, built by Henry’s father, the second Marquess of Dorset. They make the Hall look imposing. Passing through the gatehouse, I turn away from the tiltyard on my left, and enter a door in a wall on my right, which leads to a pretty garden where roses normally flower in summer. I sit for a while on a stone seat, enjoying the sharp autumn sunshine that lends a roseate glow to the red bricks of the wall and the manor house beyond.
  


  
    I am not left for long to enjoy my escape. Not five minutes have passed before I hear a horse’s hooves galloping along the approach that leads to Bradgate. Its rider wears green and white livery: the royal Tudor colours. Whatever news he brings will be important, that much is certain. I rise to my feet and hastily retrace my steps to the house, where I find that my lord has already summoned our household to assemble in the great hall.
  


  
    ‘This is news of great moment, Frances,’ he tells me. ‘All must hear it.’
  


  
    We sit together on the dais, as the hastily convened ranks of ladies, gentlemen, household officers, grooms, pages, chamber attendants, kitchen staff and servitors part to allow the King’s messenger to approach us. The vast hall, with its great oak-beamed roof and tapestried walls, is a-hum with expectancy; everyone, from the stiff-necked chamberlain to the lowliest pot-boy, cranes forward to hear.
  


  
    The mud-spattered rider drops to one knee before us. Although his words are meant for both of us, it is to me that he defers – me, the King’s own niece.
  


  
    ‘Good news, my lord and lady,’ he cries. ‘The Queen is brought to bed of a fair prince, and all London – nay, all England – rejoices! His Majesty sends to tell you this joyous news, and also to have word, Madam, of how you do yourself. He bids you come to court with my lord here as soon as you have recovered from your confinement.’
  


  
    I sink to my knees on the rushes, thanking God for this news that the kingdom has been eagerly awaiting for nigh on thirty years. After two disastrous marriages, and a cataclysmic quarrel with the Pope, my uncle, King Henry VIII, at last has a son and heir. The Tudor succession is assured, and the country is finally free from the threat of civil war. This is wonderful, but for me, beneath my outward jubilation there is a desperate sense of disappointment, of having been cheated of my own son, a son who was desired just as fervently as this prince has been, and not just because my lord needs an heir to inherit this title. Deep in my heart – and, no doubt, in Henry’s too – has long lain the unspoken, treasonous hope that Fate might ultimately cheat the King of a male heir and so pave the way for a son of mine to inherit the throne. For my mother, Mary Tudor, daughter to Henry VII and younger sister of his Majesty, not only bequeathed me her royal blood, but also a claim to the very crown itself. Yet these desires must stay buried deep, for it is dangerous even to think of such things. The King has an heir, and we must rejoice.
  


  
    ‘God be praised!’ I exclaim fervently, noticing with gratification that everyone else present has followed my example and knelt. ‘I shall write to the King’s Majesty at once and send our heartiest congratulations, along with a suitable christening gift for the Prince. What is he to be called?’
  


  
    ‘Edward, Madam, because he was born on the Eve of St Edward the Confessor.’ A fitting name, since St Edward had once been King of England. I should have liked to call my own son Edward.
  


  
    ‘And how does the Queen, my good aunt?’ I inquire, inwardly wondering why Jane Seymour, that pale witless milksop, should have been favoured by the Almighty with a son, while I deliver a useless girl.
  


  
    ‘She is well, my lady, and they say that, even after a long and dangerous travail, she was soon sitting up and writing letters announcing the glad tidings. The christening has already taken place. The King’s daughter, the Lady Mary, was godmother, and the godfathers are the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk. His Majesty, I can assure you, is the happiest man alive.’
  


  
    We dismiss the messenger, sending him to the kitchens for refreshment, and bid our servants return to their duties. As we leave the hall for our private chambers, the air is abuzz with excited comments about the momentous tidings. But as we mount the stairs together, Henry and I say nothing to each other of the matter. I cannot quite take it in, this news that the former Mistress Seymour, that prim-mouthed, two-faced trollop, has accomplished what the grand princess Katherine of Aragon and that great whore Anne Boleyn both failed to achieve: she has borne the King a healthy son. How I envy her: she has presented her husband with a male heir, and so has ensured her future security and position as both wife and queen, as well as her place in my uncle’s affections. And I am furious at the injustice of it. Why can I bear only sickly brats and girls?
  


  
    And then the answer comes to me, quick as a flash of lightning. Maybe God sent our daughter for a reason, to bring a different kind of glory upon the House of Dorset. It seems to me that His will could not be plainer.
  


  
    ‘So, his Highness at last has a son,’ I say. ‘And that son will one day, before many years are past, need a wife.’
  


  
    Henry regards me with a calculating look that tells me he understands my meaning perfectly.
  


  
    ‘Yes.’ I smile. ‘I think you get my drift. There could be no more fit mate for the noble Prince Edward, don’t you agree, husband?’
  


  
    Of course he agrees. He is as ambitious as I am. His desire for advancement and greatness is cruder than mine, but then, given our relative positions in life, that should not surprise me. I was born into the royal House; Henry has had to claw his way up the ladder of opportunity. I should remember, of course, that his great-grandmother, Elizabeth Wydeville, a renowned beauty in her day, once snared herself a king, no less: King Edward IV, my great-grandfather. My husband takes after this grasping lady. He did not scruple to dump his previous well-born betrothed to make a more dazzling marriage with me, the King’s niece. And since then he has not ceased to scheme with me for the advancement of our House. Now, it seems, the very throne itself is within our sights.
  


  
    ‘I see it clearly,’ he says. ‘You know that such a course would be fraught with dangers. The King is a proud man, ambitious for his dynasty. He will likely look abroad for a glittering foreign marriage for the Prince, one that will cement an advantageous alliance or win him new territory. He is a suspicious man too; were he to get wind of our scheme, he would think we look for a dead man’s shoes. I need not remind you, Frances, that it is treason to predict the death of the King. We would have to go very carefully.’
  


  
    ‘I do not doubt we could bring it off,’ I tell him. ‘Or are you too fearful? I need to know you are with me in this, Henry.’
  


  
    ‘Of course,’ he replies, admiration in his eyes. ‘Do you not think I would rejoice to see my daughter a queen? And with your courage and my caution, I do not doubt we shall play all our cards well.’ Already the idea seems less outrageous. In fact, it makes perfect sense. Princes nowadays do not always marry foreign princesses: look at Elizabeth Wydeville, Anne Boleyn and Jane Seymour. None was of royal birth. But our tiny daughter has one great advantage over those exalted ladies: she is of sound stock. Tudor blood runs in her veins.
  


  
    Henry smiles his satisfaction, and plants a light kiss on my lips.
  


  
    ‘You have done better than you think, my lady,’ he says gently. ‘And when you attend upon the Queen, you must keep your eyes and ears open, as I shall when I go to court, for we may be certain that the King’s Highness will soon be casting his eye around for suitable brides for his son.’
  


  
    My mind is now teeming with possibilities. All sense of disappointment has vanished.
  


  
    Pausing to open the door to our apartments, Henry looks back.
  


  
    ‘I think you are right, Frances. We should call this child Jane, in honour of the Queen. The Lady Jane Grey. It has a right royal ring to it!’
  


  
    Mrs Ellen
  


  
    Bradgate Hall, December 1537
  


  
    Not three weeks after my little Lady Jane’s birth, we heard that the Queen had died. We had the details from the sweating and travel-stained messenger who had raced here to bring us the sad news. For seven days, he told our shocked household, she had lain ill, struck down with childbed fever on the day after the Prince’s christening. People at court were saying that those in attendance on her had over-indulged her fancy for too-rich food, and since the King could deny nothing to the mother of his son, she was given everything she asked for, however unwise.
  


  
    ‘But there was a time when we thought she would recover,’ went on the messenger. ‘After her confessor had administered the last rites, she seemed better. She even sat up in bed and conversed with his Majesty, who was greatly relieved. And he was able to gladden her heart with the news that, while she was ill, he had created her brother, Sir Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford. That evening, however, she suffered a relapse and lay delirious on her bed. The King was distraught, and ordered the bishops to lead the clergy in a solemn procession through London to St Paul’s Cathedral, where they offered prayers of supplication, beseeching Our Lord to spare the Queen’s life. But there was no improvement.’
  


  
    The man paused. My lord and lady waited, impassive, for him to go on, but some of his listeners were plainly fighting back tears. The Queen had enjoyed great popularity with the commons of England, who had hated Nan Bullen, that ill-starred witch who had magicked the King into loving her. And the thought of that poor motherless little Prince was enough to tug the strings of any heart...
  


  
    ‘The King,’ the messenger continued, ‘cancelled his plans to go hunting and remained at Hampton Court, since he could not bear to leave his wife in such a piteous condition. Then there was a slight improvement, and it was all round the court that the doctors had said to his Majesty that, if the Queen could last the night, they were in good hope that she might live. But that evening, the King was urgently summoned to her bedside, where he remained until the end, weeping and willing her not to die. We were all truly amazed that he, who is famous for his horror of illness and death, did not stir from his place. And truly, he has taken her passing in a most Christian manner, and is minded to be both father and mother to the little Prince.’
  


  
    The tears were streaming down my cheeks by then. I have never had children of my own, and carry the title ‘Mrs’ only as a courtesy of my status as nurse, but I have ever had a soft spot for the little ones, and I could not bear to think of that poor little boy, wrapped in cloth of gold and lying in his vast decorated cradle, surrounded by pomp and luxury, yet deprived of the one thing that is vital to any child, a mother’s love. Even a prince may be pitied.
  


  
    By contrast, my lady has taken the tragic news impassively. I watched her as she stood there listening to the messenger, straight-backed and dignified in her crimson velvet. To look at her, you’d never think she herself was not long out of her childbed, for she’s as slender as before, and as energetic. Back in the saddle within a fortnight, she was. Of course, she’s said all the right things about the poor Queen, but it only goes skin deep. She never had much time or sympathy for her. Still, what can you expect from a woman who’s handed her own infant to the wet-nurse and barely taken a peek at her since? Oh, I know that the aristocracy are different, and that they consider it unnatural for a mother to rear her own child – I remember all the fuss when Nan Bullen wanted to breastfeed the Lady Elizabeth – but I’ve been employed as head nurse in three noble households now, and I’ve seen enough to know that most mothers love their babies and want to spend time with them. It’s the men who have imposed these harsh rules, insisting on wet-nurses and rockers and the like, and I know why. It’s so that the milk dries up, and then they can breed more sons on their wives. And of course it would never do to have a mother get too attached to a child who is going to be sent away to be educated, or be married off at an early age. It’s a terrible world we live in, to be sure. But I doubt Lady Dorset would share that view.
  


  
    Later, I happened to be in the kitchen. It’s my duty, as nurse to the Lady Jane, to oversee the preparation of food for the nursery and to ensure that the proper standard of hygiene is maintained. They are hot, noisy places, these great kitchens at Bradgate, but, coming from yeoman stock – my father sold his small farm and set up a successful merchant business in London – I feel at home here, bustling about in the bakehouse, the pantry, the larders, the buttery and the servants’ hall, chattering and joking with William Yates, the master cook, and his legion of underlings and servitors. Here there are no airs and graces, just hard work and good comradeship, even if tempers do get a bit strained in the steam and the heat from the roaring cooking fires. The kitchens in any noble household are also the place where those who work learn the most about the lords and ladies who employ them, for servants are prone to relieving the tedium of their duties by gossiping about their betters, who are an endless source of fascination to them, and even by sharing information that should have been kept strictly private. In fact, I sometimes think that we servants know more about the lives of Lord and Lady Dorset than they do themselves!
  


  
    On this day the messenger, by now the merrier for several beakers of ale, became very confidential with Master Yates, and I overheard the most astonishing thing.
  


  
    ‘There’s a rumour,’ he was saying, ‘that Master Secretary Cromwell is worried that the Prince might die in infancy, as so many do, and that he has already urged his Majesty to marry again for the sake of his people and his kingdom.’
  


  
    ‘And do you think the King will agree?’ asked Master Yates.
  


  
    ‘The word is that he has already,’ was the reply, ‘and with the Queen not yet in her grave.’
  


  
    Perhaps, I thought, his Highness was thinking of that motherless infant... I sincerely hoped so.
  


  
    Two months have passed since then, and there has been no more talk of the King remarrying. Perhaps, after all, it was just a rumour. But Prince Edward, we hear, is thriving, which gives great satisfaction to the Marquess and Marchioness.
  


  
    ‘He has been given his own household,’ says my lady during her daily visit to the nursery, which takes place just before dinner every morning, and affords her the opportunity to inspect her baby in its cradle and to give the staff instructions or reprimands, as her mood takes her. Yesterday she was complaining about Mrs Mallory, the wet-nurse I engaged, who apparently gave offence by failing to curtsey when the Marchioness entered the room. Last week the table had not been polished to her satisfaction. But today she is disposed to be talkative. And since I run this nursery, she will condescend to converse with me on matters that are within my remit, even if they do concern the King.
  


  
    ‘His Highness has issued the strictest instructions for the cleaning of the Prince’s rooms,’ she tells me. ‘The walls and floors are to be washed down three times a day, so that the place is kept wholesome and free from infection. And all visitors are carefully checked in case they carry some deadly illness. When the Prince is weaned, his food will be assayed for poison.’
  


  
    She gives me one of her looks. I never know what my lady is thinking. Does she wish me to do the same in my own nursery? Or is she amazed at the King’s fastidiousness? She is a very taxing mistress, and I cannot ever be certain that I give satisfaction. Yet my little Lady Jane is flourishing under my care. How could she not be – I love her as much as if she were my own, and would gladly lay down my life for her, if needs must. Which is more than one can say for her own mother, who barely seems to notice her.
  


  
    ‘The King has appointed Lady Margaret Bryan as Lady Governess to the Prince,’ continues the Marchioness. ‘She was nurse to the Lady Elizabeth, and will have charge of Prince Edward until he is six and commences his education. My lord says that the King visits his son frequently, and delights in his progress. He even involves himself in the smallest details of the nursery. He approves the baby clothes chosen for the Prince, he has appointed the right age for weaning him, and suggested remedies for teething troubles.’
  


  
    Thank God I don’t have him or Lord Dorset poking their noses in here. Such matters are far better left to women. But of course, my lady would not see it that way. For her, the King her uncle is a paragon. She is so proud of him. In my humble opinion, which I take care to keep to myself, he is a monster. That’s treason, of course, but no less true for all that. Any man who can cut off an innocent wife’s head is a monster. I have no good opinion of Nan Bullen, but anyone with any sense could have guessed she was innocent, whatever else she was. They just made an occasion to get rid of her because she saw him for what he was and wasn’t very good at keeping her mouth shut. Five men indeed! Living the life she did, with people always around her, she’d have been lucky to smuggle one man into her bedchamber. Only a fool would take such a risk and she was no fool. I shudder when I think of what happened to her. They say she was very brave at the end. What must it be like to face the executioner, knowing yourself to be innocent of any crime?
  


  
    My life at Bradgate is one unending routine, but I heartily enjoy it nonetheless. Our nursery, which is housed in the tower of the east wing, flourishes on a rather humbler scale than Prince Edward’s, but it is clean and warm, and my little Lady is the pride and joy of all who serve her – that is myself, Mrs Mallory, two rockers and two serving girls. Already she has gummy smiles for us, her willing slaves. When I see her tiny heart-shaped face peeping out from under the covers, my own captive heart melts. She is a very forward child with a merry countenance and docile temperament. God be praised, she now sleeps through the night and does not trouble the wet-nurse.
  


  
    Some would reckon me greatly privileged to be employed in a household such as this. Bradgate Hall has such a dramatic setting: it lies on the edge of Charnwood Forest, and is enfolded on all sides by a rugged landscape with sweeping hills, granite cliffs and rocky outcrops. Red deer roam its chases and deer parks, and buzzards and peregrines keep grim vigil from their high eyries.
  


  
    The mansion is a fine one, built in the early years of this King’s reign by the present Marquess’s father, and improved more recently. It is famed far and wide for its riches and luxury; no effort has been spared to emphasise the Dorsets’ wealth and status. The great hall alone is eighty feet in length. Rich tapestries line the walls, cupboards groan under the weight of gold and silver plate, and jewel-coloured armorial glass glitters in the tall windows. My lord and lady keep a large, bustling household, and the tables in the hall are laid each day for no fewer than two hundred persons. Extra places are always set, for the Dorsets like entertaining, and there are always guests of quality with their retinues; moreover, the laws of hospitality demand that any passing traveller be given food and shelter.
  


  
    When guests are present, the Marquess and Marchioness sit in exalted state at the high table on the dais, while those of us of lesser rank are seated, according to our degree, at the lower trestles set along the entire length of the hall. During meals, musicians play to us from the gallery, and a veritable army of servitors marches in with course after course of dishes that have been prepared in the teeming, sweltering kitchens that lie beyond the richly carved screens.
  


  
    On the rare occasions when they do not have company, the Dorsets’ meals are served in their summer or winter parlours in the east wing, but always with great ceremony. My lady is very conscious of her royal blood.
  


  
    It’s a privileged existence and I suppose I am lucky to enjoy it, coming from such an ordinary background, but it’s not what I came here seeking. I came because my vocation in life is to care for children. And now for one child in particular.
  


  
    Yes, it’s all very grand and impressive, the life at Bradgate, but there are uneasy undercurrents here. I do not like the Dorsets very much. My lady is proud and her heart seems cold; I know she is far above me in rank, but – and I’ve said it before – a mother is a mother, and I don’t think it’s natural to show so little affection towards your own babe. And Lord Dorset, he’s a man with an eye mainly to his own advancement, and she is entirely behind him. In fact, I think she is the driving force in the marriage. There’s a ruthlessness about them both. If I was not so attached to their daughter, I might think of leaving. But my heart is now utterly devoted to that sweet child, so that is no longer an option for me.
  


  
    Bradgate Hall, December 1539
  


  
    My little Lady is now two years old, and since she was born has lived almost entirely in the three tower rooms that comprise her nursery. On the top floor is her bedchamber, on the middle floor the room I share with the nursery maids, and on the ground floor a great chamber with a wainscot and mullioned windows. The furniture in these rooms is much older and more worn than the pieces in the private apartments, and there is little of it. Lady Jane sleeps in an oak tester bed with ancient painted hangings. Her infant prayers are lisped at a prayer desk within the window embrasure, her clothes and linen are folded in a huge chest by the wall, and her meals are taken at a plain trestle table spread with a white cloth, she seated – like the rest of us – upon a stool. The food is simple – boiled meats, boiled fish, boiled vegetables, and the inevitable daily rations of bread, ale and pottage – and her mother has ordered that she is to eat it all up, every morsel.
  


  
    As soon as the dear child had hauled herself to her feet and was walking, she was provided with a circular wooden walker on wheels and allowed to set off at speed, gurgling and whooping with laughter, along the tapestried long gallery that runs the whole length of the east wing.
  


  
    ‘Watch me, Nellen!’ she cries in glee, as she rattles along the wooden floor, cap dangling by its strings, red curls flying, cheeks rosy with effort. She has her own spaniel pup, and is allowed to play with the cook’s daughter, Meg, a mischievous three-year-old. One day, Jane has the misfortune to clatter at full speed into her mother, as she and Meg come screaming with merriment along the gallery. Lady Dorset, who has brought some guests to view the family portraits that are displayed there, is furious, and lands a stinging slap on Jane’s innocent cheek. The child registers surprise, then shock, before bursting into loud wails. I swoop on her, pulling her none too gently out of her walker, and carry her off, mumbling my excuses, terrified in case my lady’s anger provokes her to further severity.
  


  
    ‘There, sweeting,’ I murmur, back in the nursery, as I bathe her poor inflamed cheek. ‘All better now.’ The baby lip stops quivering, the tears dry on the tender skin.
  


  
    My lord is never so harsh. On the rare days when inclement weather keeps him indoors, away from his interminable hunting, he will spend the odd hour with his daughter in the gallery.
  


  
    ‘Catch!’ he cries, throwing a cloth ball to her. Sometimes he lets her chase him in her wheeled contraption, she shrieking with laughter. Such occasions are rare, though, for the Dorsets are not people to allow rain, or even hail and snow, to interfere with their sport and they are usually to be found outdoors, on horseback and surrounded by hordes of retainers and excited, yapping dogs. Jane, who spends most of her life in the nursery or the gardens, has therefore seen very little of her parents during her infancy – far less than any other child I have had charge of.
  


  
    Lady Dorset’s visits to the nursery, although regular, are brisk and brief.
  


  
    ‘Make her stop sucking her thumb,’ she will order. Or, when Jane was teething, ‘If she persists in that grizzling, she is to have no supper.’ Jane has never been a difficult child and needs little chiding, but my lady seems determined to constrain her to a state of perfection such as few human beings have ever attained. Whenever she is in her mother’s presence, Jane is expected to stand still, remain silent, and behave in a dutiful manner with head bent and eyes lowered respectfully. If she is spoken to, she must answer meekly and clearly. My lady will brook no disobedience, and when little Jane displays some infant frailty, such as fidgeting in her place, or giggling when her dog piddles on the floor, the resultant smack is swift and sharp.
  


  
    The most painful incident, for Jane and for me too, occurred on the day when Jane, after the manner of many two-year-olds, bit young Meg during a scrap, and Meg’s father mentioned it to the Marchioness, who sent for us at once.
  


  
    ‘Mrs Ellen, I do not wish to hear that my daughter is behaving like a savage,’ she said coldly.
  


  
    ‘No, Madam,’ I replied, hoping that that would be an end to the matter. ‘I am sorry, Madam. It will not happen again.’
  


  
    ‘You may be sure of that,’ she answered grimly. ‘Jane, come here.’
  


  
    Hearing the angry tone in her mother’s voice, the child hid her face in my skirts, but Lady Dorset pulled her away, hauled her over her knee, tore up her petticoats and administered a sound spanking that had Jane yelling in fear and pain. It was all I could do to stand there and watch, clenching my fists behind me to prevent myself from snatching her from her mother’s clutches. Then my lady stood her down.
  


  
    ‘If I ever hear that you have bitten anyone ever again, you will be beaten more severely,’ she said sternly, wagging a finger. Jane said nothing, just sobbed and sobbed. Poor child, she is too young to understand what her mother was saying.
  


  
    ‘Take her away, Mrs Ellen,’ Lady Dorset commanded. ‘I do not wish to set eyes on that naughty girl again today.’
  


  
    I fled, angry that I had lifted no finger to spare Jane such punishment.
  


  
    Perhaps the Marchioness has never developed any natural bond of closeness with her child because the poor babe was not the boy she had hoped for – even though my lady is barely three-and-twenty, and more children will surely follow. But she has never shown Jane any open affection, nor, I am sure, does she question whether she has given the child cause to love her. Of course, it is the natural duty of a child to love and honour its parents, but my lady does not appear to see that there are two sides to the bargain, and I fear that, if there is any lack of love, she will blame Jane.
  


  
    Naturally, I do my best to protect Jane from her mother’s severity.
  


  
    ‘When your lady mother comes to the nursery today, Poppet,’ I tell her, ‘you must curtsey and wait to be spoken to. Stand up straight, and don’t stare, because it’s rude.’ This is as much as most people expect from a two-year-old, but Lady Dorset sets impossibly high standards.
  


  
    There comes a day when my lady arrives later than usual, just as Jane’s dinner is being put in front of her. The Marchioness seats herself at table, her eagle eye on the child. Jane takes a mouthful of fish.
  


  
    ‘Don’t like this,’ she mumbles with her mouth full.
  


  
    ‘We must not despise what God gives us,’ says her mother. ‘Eat it up.’
  


  
    Jane looks at her mournfully, and begins pushing the food around the plate with her spoon.
  


  
    ‘Eat it!’ commands my lady.
  


  
    Jane shakes her head, her big blue eyes brimming with tears.
  


  
    ‘How dare you defy me!’ cries Lady Dorset. ‘Eat your dinner, or I will beat you.’
  


  
    Jane starts wailing loudly. I decide to risk the lash of my lady’s tongue.
  


  
    ‘Madam,’ I say, ‘let me try to persuade her.’
  


  
    ‘Persuade her? She must do as she is told. You are too soft with her, Mrs Ellen.’ She turns to the sobbing child. ‘Come here.’
  


  
    ‘My lady,’ I intervene, ‘please allow her to calm down. She cannot eat while she is in this state.’
  


  
    ‘She has defied me and must be punished,’ hisses her ladyship. ‘And you should know better than to contradict your betters. Remember your position in this household.’ Rising, she grabs Jane by the upper arms, her angry fingers pinching the tender flesh, and pulls her from the chair.
  


  
    ‘You will not disobey me!’ she warns, shaking her. ‘You will ask my pardon and then you will eat your dinner. Is that understood?’
  


  
    Jane is gulping in fear, and beyond words.
  


  
    ‘Answer me!’ Lady Dorset bellows, and when Jane remains mute and trembling, she slaps her on the cheek, twice. The child screams, and I make to go to her, but a scowl from my lady stops me dead in my tracks. I dare not provoke her further, for to do so might lead to my dismissal, and that would never do. Loving Jane as if she were my own flesh and blood, the prospect of being parted from her is unbearable to me, as is the thought of what her existence would be like without the protection of her doting nurse, for her mother’s harshness towards her seems to increase daily.
  


  
    I watch in silent misery, knowing myself powerless, as the Marchioness dumps her squealing daughter back on the chair, hands her the spoon, and orders her: ‘Eat!’
  


  
    And Jane does eat, her fish salted with the tears that are streaming down her face. Later, when Lady Dorset has gone, she is very sick, and spends most of the afternoon asleep in my arms, exhausted by distress and nausea.
  


  
    ‘Jane’s education,’ my lady announces, ‘will be as good, if not better, than that afforded to the King’s daughters, the Lady Mary and the Lady Elizabeth. She will be made familiar with the classical works of the ancients, as well as history, mathematics, theology and the scriptures. She will learn the languages that are advantageous to her future role in life. At the same time, we shall engage dancing and music masters. You yourself, Mrs Ellen, can teach her embroidery. We must not neglect the traditional feminine arts. And Jane must be schooled in the ways of the court. She must be taught perfect manners, how to dress like a princess, and how to carry herself like one. The importance of her high birth must be drummed into her. She is born to great things.’
  


  
    It all seems a shade too burdensome for such a tiny little girl. Looking at Jane’s pointed, heart-shaped face, with its freckled nose and earnest, dark-browed eyes, I wonder if she will grow up to be a beauty. That is not a requirement of the greatest importance in marriages of state, but it helps. I’ve heard that the King, in his search for a foreign bride, has insisted that he see her first before committing himself.
  


  
    Lady Dorset is determined to help Nature along.
  


  
    ‘Something must be done about those freckles, Mrs Ellen,’ she demands. ‘We must search out a remedy.’ We’ve already tried several lotions and pastes, but nothing has worked so far.
  


  
    ‘Her good feature is her hair,’ declares my lady. ‘It’s the same Tudor red as the King’s.’ Yet she complains that Jane’s is frizzy and unruly, and it is true that it does not submit happily to being scraped back under a cap. In my humble opinion, it should be left to fall free, a wavy cloud of auburn flying in the wind. But my lady would never agree.
  


  
    ‘Jane is very small for her age,’ she says. ‘She’s too skinny. It gives her the appearance of being delicate, which she most certainly is not.’ She has good cause to know this, for it has been made abundantly clear, on the occasions when the Marchioness has had cause to pull Jane over her knee and chastise her protesting, wriggling body, that this child is strong and healthy. She is also highly intelligent, and much advanced for her age, but although my lady values erudition in girls, she sees Jane’s precocity as undue forwardness, which must be discouraged.
  


  
    ‘A clever maiden is no great asset in the marriage market,’ she declares. ‘We must cultivate sufficient modesty to overcome this handicap.’
  


  
    ‘Indeed,’ I agree, but unlike Lady Dorset, I shall not be too rigorous. She is right that it does not become a maid to be too saucy and forward, but I have no desire to break Jane’s spirit.
  


  
    Lord Dorset paid one of his rare visits to the nursery today. Like most fathers, he has little to do with his daughter. He pats her on the head, calls her his ‘winning little filly’, and makes his escape. He is quite happy to leave the rule of her upbringing wholly to his wife, until such time as Jane reaches marriageable age, when she is between twelve and fourteen. Then he will no doubt suddenly find her most interesting for the advantages that she can bring him through a nuptial alliance. I pray God that he thinks also of her welfare and happiness when it comes to choosing a husband.
  


  
    Bradgate Hall, 1540
  


  
    ‘The acquisition of virtue,’ my lady tells me, ‘is as much the product of education as of upbringing.’ Jane is not yet three, but already her mother has given her a horn book to hang around her neck on a ribbon. On its smooth wooden surface is written, in beautiful black script, the alphabet, simple numbers and the Lord’s Prayer, and Jane is expected, with my help, to learn them all. I think myself fortunate that my father had me tutored in letters, so that I can help her with her lessons.
  


  
    Every day, we sit together and I go through them with her, repeating everything over and over again so that, when the summons comes from Lady Dorset at five o’clock, the child will be able to recite her lesson without making any mistakes, because if she does, her mother will certainly deliver a stinging slap. It has happened before, for much lesser crimes. Today, we are late. We hurry along the gallery to the winter parlour, where my lady is waiting, Jane’s little legs running at twice the pace of mine in order to keep up. We are late because I made her go over her lesson just one more time, so that she will be word-perfect for her mother. As we enter the chamber, Jane is clutching her horn-book, and holds it before her as she reads aloud, her tiny finger tracing the letters carved into the smooth wooden surface. Lady Dorset nods and dismisses us. She cannot find anything to criticise; nor does she offer any praise.
  


  
    Young as she is, Jane is already well-grounded in religion. Outwardly, the Dorsets conform to the Catholic doctrines authorised by the King after he had made himself Supreme Head of the Church of England, but privately – and I must speak carefully here – I believe that they, like many other people, have secret sympathies with those who wish to reform the Church, and even, I suspect, with those who promote the teachings of Martin Luther and his Protestant followers. Luther dared to attack the very sacraments of the Church, and in England today it is very dangerous to express such heretical views. People are burned at the stake for doing so. The King is a great one for tradition in matters of religion, for all he has broken with the Pope – or the Bishop of Rome, as we have had to call him since our gracious sovereign took his place as Head of the English Church.
  


  
    Jane has been taken to Mass since her infancy, and is now familiar with the Latin rubric of the service, although I doubt she understands much of what it means. She has been taught to revere Our Lady, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and to pray to the saints to intercede for herself and others. She has even had explained to her the miracle of the Mass, wherein the Host, at the moment of elevation by the priest, becomes the very body and blood of Our Lord Jesus. Like all little children, she accepts these teachings without question, and has conceived a proper and dutiful love for her Creator. I believe she is set to become a very devout little person.
  


  
    ‘The King’s Grace,’ announces my lady jubilantly, on a cold January day, ‘has married the Lady Anne of Cleves at Greenwich. I am summoned to court to pay my duty to the new Queen, and am honoured in being appointed one of the great ladies of her household.’
  


  
    That very afternoon, the whole household gathers in the courtyard to watch as, nobly attired in a splendid gown of red velvet, and swathed in furs, she climbs into her coach, ready to depart for the south. Lined up behind are two chariots for her ladies-in-waiting, her maids and two pages.
  


  
    ‘How beautiful my lady is!’ Jane whispers in awe. ‘I want to look just like her when I grow up.’
  


  
    ‘You will, my little beauty, you will,’ I assure her, patting her head.
  


  
    ‘Farewell,’ says Lady Dorset to the assembled throng, as the chamberlain hands her a basket of refreshments for the journey, and a fur rug to keep her warm.
  


  
    Lord Dorset is ready with the stirrup-cup, which he hands to his wife. She takes it, then leans forward and kisses him on the lips. He murmurs something I do not catch, and they smile. Then my lady remembers she has a child.
  


  
    ‘Be a good girl, Jane,’ she says.
  


  
    ‘Goodbye, my lady,’ answers Jane.
  


  
    ‘And God keep you,’ I whisper.
  


  
    ‘God keep you,’ she repeats. The Marchioness nods her approval, then she is away, the coach trundling out of the courtyard. Beside me, Jane stands waving decorously to her mother until the vehicle is through the gatehouse and out of sight. There is no answering wave.
  


  
    During my lady’s absence, Lord Dorset bestirs himself to spend some time with his daughter. He quickly gets bored with hearing her read, so he decides to teach her to ride.
  


  
    ‘I’ll make a huntress of her before long, Mrs Ellen,’ he promises.
  


  
    I follow the pair of them to the stables. In the end stall, ready saddled, is a plump dappled pony, the dearest little creature imaginable, and ideally suited to a novice rider.
  


  
    ‘Her name is Phoebe,’ my lord says, beaming.
  


  
    Jane extends a tentative hand and pats the pony’s mane and nose.
  


  
    ‘Beautiful Phoebe!’ she exclaims.
  


  
    My lord lifts Jane on the pony’s back, and she sits there gripping the reins, a big smile on her face. As we watch, a groom takes the bridle and leads the pony into the courtyard, where he walks it round and round to enable Jane to get used to the motion of its gait. The child is in her element.
  


  
    ‘Watch me, Sir!’ she cries to her father as she passes us, red curls bouncing and skirt spread wide across the animal’s flank.
  


  
    ‘Well done!’ calls Lord Dorset. ‘She’s doing well,’ he says to me.
  


  
    ‘If I may be so bold, my lord, you should let her ride regularly,’ I venture.
  


  
    ‘A capital idea, Mrs Ellen!’ he replies. ‘She shall ride each afternoon, for the space of an hour. I will see to it.’
  


  
    And see to it he does. Unless the weather is very foul, Jane is out there daily on her pony, being put through her paces, learning to trot and jump, and to keep a straight back in the saddle. She loves it, and it is pleasing to see how well she and Phoebe accord together. The riding lessons also give Lord Dorset an opportunity to get to know his daughter better, and it is gratifying to see him praise her for her prowess.
  


  
    ‘Why, it’s Diana the Huntress!’ he smiles, as Jane emerges in her new miniature riding habit and feathered bonnet, which he himself ordered for her. ‘Today, daughter, you can come out riding with me.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, Sir,’ I say, alarmed, ‘I beg of you, take care. The countryside around her is dangerous. The rocks and cliffs...’
  


  
    ‘Stop fretting, Mrs Ellen, the child will be safe with me. Won’t you, Jane?’ And he trots off on his mighty steed, leading Jane by the bridle. Sure enough, they are back two hours later, she rosy-cheeked and exhilarated, he jubilant, smiling down at her. Then I catch the pained look that briefly shadows his eyes, and I know for a certainty that he is regretting, probably for the thousandth time, that his little girl is not a boy.
  


  
    My lady is gone a month before we hear any word from her, but news from court travels fast, even to these remote parts, and gossip is rife within the household. I am obliged to remind the servants and the nurserymaids to hold their tongues in Lady Jane’s presence, yet I am sure the child has picked up something of what is going on. After all, we were chattering very excitedly about the new Queen’s arrival a few weeks ago, and now we do not mention her.
  


  
    Everybody in the household, if not in the whole of England, has heard by now that the King’s fourth marriage is going the way of the other three, and if his Majesty were an ordinary man, doubtless they would be laughing at his lack of


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    Author’s Note
  


  
    This novel has been based on a true story. Lady Jane Grey is an intriguing and tragic figure, and readers of my historical works will know that I have already written about her in two previous books: her childhood is documented in The Six Wives of Henry VIII, and her nine-day reign – the shortest in English history – and its horrific sequel in Children of England.
  


  
    Most of the characters in this novel really existed, and most of the events actually happened. However, where the evidence is scanty or missing, I have used my imagination. For example, we do not know the identity of the female quack who was called in by Northumberland to administer arsenic to Edward VI, but I have spun a tale around her. There is no evidence that Jane witnessed the burning of Anne Askew in 1546, but I have used it as the catalyst for her conversion to the Protestant faith.
  


  
    Some parts of the book may seem far-fetched: they are the parts most likely to be based on fact, such as the discovery, by one of Katherine Parr’s ladies, of the death warrant that had been dropped in a corridor. This story is related by John Foxe in his Book of Martyrs, and most historians now accept it as the truth. However, there is no historical evidence that it was Jane who found the warrant, although she was in Katherine Parr’s household at the time. And my account of the fate of Edward VI’s body is not as incredible as it sounds, for what happened to that body is described in a letter written by the Earl of Warwick, Northumberland’s son.
  


  
    Above all, I have tried to penetrate the minds of my characters, which is something that serious historians attempt only at their peril. Writing this book has therefore been something of a venture into the realms of psychology, as well as a foray into the past, because history does not often record people’s motives, emotions and reactions, and I have had to make some educated – and occasionally wild – guesses, in order to ensure that they sound credible within the context of the known facts.
  


  
    After having published ten historical non-fiction books, writing this novel filled me with a heady sense of freedom. No longer was I focusing only on the available source material and the strict disciplines of historical interpretation, but I could allow my imagination free rein. It has been wonderful to be this creative, and even provocative, whilst at the same time striving for historical accuracy.
  


  
    Lady Jane Grey’s story is compelling and shocking. Although she was the product of her age and its prejudices against women, within the constraints of her time she remained true to herself and her ideals and beliefs. Precocious, highly gifted and intelligent, she was educated to an unusually advanced standard for a girl, and realised that there was more to a woman’s life than just marrying, having children and running a household. Never one to compromise, she was outspoken, feisty and unafraid to challenge the received wisdom of her day. In these respects, she could be considered a very modern heroine. In telling her story, I have used as many of her own words as possible, although in places these have been slightly modernised so as not to appear incongruous in a twenty-first-century text.
  


  
    The Tudor period continues to exert a perennial fascination over the imagination of vast numbers of people, and this novel deals with one of its most dramatic episodes. It is my sincere hope that the story that has unfolded in these pages has both enthralled and appalled you, the reader.
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