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To Siobhan and Roger, to mark their marriage.




Part One

Suspicions

1536–43




Chapter 1

1536

Kate was at the palace of Greenwich, returning from the gardens with the Princess Elizabeth trying to wriggle out of her hand when she saw Lady Bryan hastening in her direction. The child should have gone back to her household at Hatfield days ago, after celebrating Easter with her royal parents, but no instructions had been received.

‘Kate! Kate,’ Lady Bryan cried. ‘You have been summoned to London!’

‘London?’ Kate echoed.

‘Yes, child.’ Elizabeth’s plump lady mistress paused to catch her breath, squinting in the May sunshine. ‘A messenger from the King has arrived with an escort. You are to be conveyed to the Tower.’

Kate felt faint. ‘The Tower? What have I done wrong?’

‘Nothing, my dear. I’m sorry, I did not mean to alarm you. You are to attend on the Queen, your aunt.’

Their eyes met. Everyone except the little Princess knew that Kate’s aunt, Queen Anne, had been arrested and imprisoned in that grim fortress. Just a few days ago, when walking in the gardens at Greenwich, Kate herself had looked up and witnessed a terrible scene between the King and Queen. They had been standing in a window, she with her daughter in her arms, and quarrelling bitterly. It had been the talk of the court, and soon afterwards the Queen had been taken away.

No one, however, had any idea of what might happen to Anne now, for never before had a queen been accused of treason. The royal household was holding its collective breath and there had been much gossip and speculation, although Lady Bryan had sternly ensured that none of it was in Elizabeth’s hearing. Not yet three, the child was as sharp as nails and little escaped her.

Kate was astonished. ‘Did my aunt ask for me?’

‘I have no idea,’ Lady Bryan said, picking up Elizabeth and steering Kate back towards the palace. Elizabeth struggled in her arms, shaking her long red curls, her pointed face screwed up in protest. ‘Hush, my Lady Princess. You shall have a sugar comfit when we get back.’ The child quietened instantly, but all conversation had to cease.

The King’s groom, very smart in his green and white, was courtesy personified as he greeted Kate and bade her gather her livery things.

‘How long will I be staying at the Tower?’ she asked, an eye on Elizabeth’s retreating back as she was borne away to the nursery.

‘I do not know, Mistress Kate, so I advise taking enough clothes for a week or so. Please be quick. We can still catch the tide upriver.’

No one seemed to know anything, Kate thought, frowning as she sped upstairs to her chamber. She opened her travelling chest, packed her three best gowns and several changes of body linen, two books – would she have leisure for reading? – and the little silver casket containing her few jewels. She would have taken her lute, yet feared that music, which she loved, might not be appropriate in the circumstances. Then she threw her cloak over her arm and ran downstairs.

‘My chest is ready,’ she told the groom.

When it had been loaded, she followed him to the palace jetty, climbed into the barge and was carried away, waving back at Lady Bryan, who had watched her departure with a worried countenance. What awaited her at the end of her journey? And when would she be back?

As the barge glided along the Thames, Kate had time to reflect on this strange summons. Had it come from her aunt? It was Queen Anne who, two and a half years ago, had appointed her as a companion for the newborn Princess Elizabeth, a young cousin to keep her daily company in her large household of servants. Kate had been nine then, and she had been glad to leave the tense atmosphere of Hever Castle for the palace at Hatfield where the royal nursery had been established. Hever was Grandfather’s house, where Mother, Kate and her little brother, Henry, had lived since Father’s death from the sweating sickness when Kate was four. But Grandfather and Mother had not got on for as long as Kate could remember. She hated seeing her plump, comely, sweet-natured mother being bullied by Grandfather, who made it plain that he didn’t want them under his roof. And Grandmother, who was daughter to the Duke of Norfolk, had held aloof. The grandparents didn’t get on well, and Grandmother was often at court, leaving the steward to run the household.

Kate had shed many tears for the loss of her father – or rather, its consequences. She had rarely seen him, for he had spent most of his time at court serving the King, and she could not remember him well, yet his death had rocked her world. Until then, she and Harry, who was just a year her junior, had been living with their mother at the beautiful royal palace of Beaulieu in Essex, of which Father had been appointed keeper. It was a paradise for children, a place to play boisterous games in the gardens or hide-and-seek in the vast chambers. She had a treasured memory of her father, resplendent in a doublet with yellow satin sleeves, picking her up and spinning her around in his arms as she shrieked with delight. She remembered him sitting her on his knee and showing her the pictures in an exquisitely illuminated book. Those had been happy times; she had felt loved and cherished. And then everything had come to an end.

Even now, as a great girl of twelve, Kate sometimes found herself weeping at the memory of what she had lost. For after Father’s death, Mother had been left destitute and they had had no roof over their heads, so they had sought refuge at Hever Castle, the Boleyn family’s home in Kent. Shifting in her cushioned seat, as the barge continued its journey along the Thames, Kate shuddered, remembering Grandfather shouting and Mother crying wildly. He had said that there was no place for them at Hever and that they must leave at once.

‘I’ll not have you under my roof!’ he had spat at Mother, as if she had done something terrible.

Mother had dragged Kate and Harry up to the court to collect Father’s belongings, then she had sought out her sister, Anne, and begged for her help. At that time, Aunt Anne had been the King’s sweetheart, and he was doing his best to put away his old wife, Queen Katherine (for whom Kate was named), so that he could marry her. It was a source of great pride to the whole Boleyn family, especially Grandfather and Uncle George, that the King wanted to make Anne his queen. Anne had always been eager to advance or assist her kinsfolk. She had gone to the King, as Mother later told Kate, and he had ordered Grandfather to take them in and support them. And horrid Grandfather had had no choice!

But their lives at Hever had been miserable, for it was constantly being made clear to them that they were there on sufferance. Grandfather was often away at court, where he was a very important man, but his servants followed his lead and treated Mother with contempt. Kate could not understand why, for surely a father should love his daughter, as her father had loved her. What had Mother done to deserve such treatment?

‘Why is Grandfather so horrible to you?’ she had asked one day, when they were making daisy chains in the meadow and Harry was rampaging about on his hobby horse.

Mother’s face had grown pink. She seemed to be struggling to find something to say. ‘I am not like your Aunt Anne and your Uncle George,’ she said. ‘They are ambitious to get on in the world. I am a disappointment to him.’

Kate was rather glad that Mother was not like Uncle George, who was loud and full of himself; she could sense a dark streak in him. She didn’t much like his wife, Aunt Jane, who seemed sly and calculating.

She sought to comfort her mother. ‘But you were married to Father, and he was close to the King.’

‘Indeed, I was, but he left me in a poor case. All his wealth is being held in trust until Harry comes of age.’

‘But that’s not your fault?’ Kate had been indignant.

‘No.’ Mother sighed. ‘But Grandfather feels that I have let the family down and am not deserving of his love.’

It had made no sense. Kate had refrained from pressing further, yet she’d been left with the feeling that Mother had done something wrong and that there was some dark secret in her past. Being widowed and poor did not explain Grandfather’s cruelty. She had hoped that one day she would find out the truth. But even now, she was no wiser.

Kate remembered the wild elation that had swept through the Boleyns when Aunt Anne finally became queen. They had all gone to London to play prominent parts in her coronation – all except for Mother. She had never been summoned to court and had never been present at state occasions or involved in her sister’s life. This continued to puzzle Kate. Yet she had not let it bother her too much, for without Mother, she and Harry would have been left at Hever to the tender mercies of Grandfather and, when he was away at court, Great-Grandmother Butler, who was inclined to be a little strange.

Kate had long wished that Mother would marry again, but she was old enough to know that men wanted rich brides, and Mother had nothing. Suitors would not be beating a path to the castle drawbridge. Yet that did not stop her from dreaming. She could see her mother at the church door with a handsome man who looked very much like Father, and herself as bridesmaid, wearing a gorgeous gown.

But after the Princess Elizabeth had been born in September 1533, Kate escaped the oppressive atmosphere at Hever. How, living there in obscurity, she had been chosen for the coveted post of companion to the heir to the throne was a mystery to her, but Grandfather – seemingly pleased with her for once – told her briskly that she should embrace her great good fortune and not ask silly questions. She felt a pang at the thought of leaving her mother behind, yet she was eager to be at Hatfield in time for Christmas. There, she had quickly fallen in love with her baby cousin, and felt herself very fortunate indeed.

Mother’s letters depressed her, though. When Father died, Harry, his heir, had become a ward of the Crown because he was a minor. Two years later, the King had granted his wardship to Aunt Anne, who arranged for him to have a good education that would befit him to rise high in the world. Mother wrote to Kate that she was not happy about this because she had had no choice in the matter, but she knew it was for Harry’s good. It especially galled her that Anne had the use of the revenues from Father’s estate, which left Mother in worse penury than before. Kate had sighed as she read the letter. She prayed there would not be bad blood between the sisters; Mother was jealous enough of Anne as it was.

But soon afterwards, things had improved for her. Mysteriously, she came into some money. Kate had no idea how, and did not like to ask, for she was more sure than ever now that Mother was keeping a secret. She expected to hear that she had left Hever for a house of her own, but Mother stayed on, in bondage, as she put it. She said she was keeping the money so that Kate would have a fine dowry one day, which would increase her chances of making a good marriage. Kate felt bad about that; she would have preferred Mother to use the money to improve her circumstances. Yet Mother remained adamant. ‘They have deprived me of doing the best for my son,’ she wrote. ‘They shall not prevent me from doing the best for my daughter.’

Kate understood how she felt. Mother was not for nothing a Boleyn; she came from a family that prized educated women, and she had ensured that Kate was well taught. Until she went to Hatfield, Kate had shared Harry’s tutor. Then, in Elizabeth’s household, she had been provided with a tutor of her own, at the King’s expense. She had learned Latin and French and even some Italian, for she excelled at languages. She now wrote in an elegant Italic hand, she knew all about the Greek and Roman myths, and she could draw too. She often drew pictures for Elizabeth, humorous sketches that made the little girl squeal with laughter.

How she wished she were back in the nursery now. Reclining on the rough cushions in the cabin, Kate longed for the comforts of Greenwich or Hatfield. She loved her life in Elizabeth’s household. Her little cousin, for all her imperious, wayward ways and bossy nature, was enchanting, a creature formed – everyone said – to make a special mark in the world. She would be a great queen one day, or even an empress. The suitors would be queuing up!

Kate loved Elizabeth’s quicksilver mind, her rampant curiosity and her fierce independence. Yet this demanding little Princess could also be affectionate and thoughtful, and there was no doubting that she loved her big cousin. She was always trailing along behind Kate or demanding that she play with her or read her a story; and she would climb on Kate’s lap and cover her face with kisses. They looked alike, the pair of them, with their long red hair and long noses, and there was something similar about their eyes. But it was Elizabeth who had the greater spirit. Yes, Kate was missing Elizabeth already.

She could not stop wondering why she had been sent for. Was it the King who had commanded it? Or had Aunt Anne requested it? Kate would have preferred both of them to leave her in peace. She had seen King Henry several times when he came to visit Elizabeth and found him quite terrifying. He was a big man who dressed dazzlingly and dominated the house with his presence. He exuded power and authority, but he had piggy eyes, a cruel little mouth and an evil sense of humour. Kate always shrank away from him, and yet there was something familiar about him, although she could not put her finger on it. He had sometimes noticed her, looked her up and down, and then chucked her under the chin.

‘What a pretty little maid you are,’ he’d said once, to her intense mortification. And yet, she had to admit that he was a loving father to Elizabeth, taking an interest in her progress and clearly enjoying her babyish prattle.

Kate just wanted him to leave her alone.

Queen Anne came less often. She sent exquisite items of clothing and other fripperies for Elizabeth, yet Kate wondered if she was disappointed in having a princess when the King had wanted a son, and could not love her daughter. Everyone knew that his Grace desperately needed a male heir to succeed him, yet so far, the Queen had presented him with just the one girl. All her other children had been lost. Some of the servants muttered that it was a judgement of God on the King for putting away Queen Katherine; others speculated that Queen Anne would go the way of her predecessor.

Kate felt sorry for her aunt. She was eternally grateful to her for placing her in Elizabeth’s household. She could not, however, like her, not after the way she had treated Mother. It was because of Aunt Anne that Mother was now living beyond the sea. Kate missed her. She had not seen her in a long while.

She had never forgotten the day, back in 1533, when Mother brought William Stafford to Hever, on a day when Grandfather was away. William was tall, handsome, strong and fit, as became a soldier, and he knew how to befriend children. Kate and Harry soon ended up shrieking with laughter as he chased them around the garden pretending to be a dragon. He clearly adored Mother. Even at nine years old, Kate could tell that they were in love. The knowledge thrilled her.

Soon afterwards, she had joined Elizabeth’s household and was rarely home at Hever. Just once, about six months later, did she see William Stafford again, when she visited her mother during one of Grandfather’s long absences. She warmed to Will again, to his kind eyes and winning smile, and was overjoyed to see her mother looking so happy. She found herself praying that Mother might marry Master Stafford.

What she had not known that day was that they had already wed in secret. Mother told Kate and Harry about that weeks later, in the summer, after she had briefly visited the court and come home very distressed. With tears in her eyes, she also said that she had to go away for what might be a long time.

‘But why?’ they had wanted to know.

‘Because the King and Queen do not approve of my marriage. Your aunt has banished me from court.’

Kate could not understand why Aunt Anne did not like William Stafford, who was even now putting a loving arm around Mother and dabbing away her tears with his kerchief. It was a complete mystery.

‘I fear that I am not of sufficient rank or wealth to marry the Queen’s sister,’ he said gently.

‘It’s not so much that,’ Mother said bitterly, ‘as that I did not ask her permission. She thinks she’s head of the family now and has the right to say yea or nay. So she flounced off in a fury and complained to the King. She made him banish me – as if I had done something wrong, when all I did was fall in love with a wonderful man who will take care of me, and you children.’ She squeezed Will’s hand. They had already learned to call him Will; Kate never called him ‘Stepfather’. She had not had much chance anyway, for within a week, he and Mother had sailed for Calais, where he was a soldier in the garrison, the port being an English outpost; and Kate went back to Hatfield, feeling very miserable.

The Tower loomed ahead. Kate began to feel nervous, wondering how she would be received by the aunt who had been so unkind to Mother. Kate had seen Queen Anne since the rift, when she visited Hatfield, but Anne had behaved as if she wasn’t there.

Her misgivings deepened as the walls of London appeared in the distance. Rising above them, she could see the great keep of the Tower. She shivered, knowing she would be walking into a house of gloom, for Aunt Anne must be terrified at the prospect of what might happen to her. Was her aunt in a dungeon? She didn’t like to ask her escort. What treason had she been accused of? And was she innocent or guilty? More importantly, what happened to queens who were found guilty of treason?

As the King’s groom helped her to alight at the Water Gate and they climbed the slippery steps, Kate was struck by how massive and forbidding a fortress the Tower was. She wanted nothing more than to go back to Greenwich, away from this horrible place. And yet, here they were, being escorted by yeomen warders through the outer ward to a stone stair that led up to a walkway along the walls.

She ascended the steps and passed through a doorway. To her astonishment, she found herself walking through vaulted rooms of great splendour, one adorned with wall paintings of angels and, in another, a high throne on a pedestal. Then they passed along another walkway and the groom knocked at the door. It was opened by a burly, well-dressed man with pudgy features and kind eyes.

‘Sir William Kingston?’ the groom asked. ‘I have here Mistress Carey.’ He turned to Kate. ‘Mistress, Sir William is the Constable of the Tower. Make your curtsey.’

Kate bobbed as the Constable smiled gravely at her. ‘Welcome, Mistress Carey. I hope your journey was not too choppy. I fear this will be a mournful posting for you, but the Queen requested your presence, and that of three of her maids-of-honour. You are to wait on her at her trial tomorrow.’

Kate was astounded. That she, a simple girl of twelve, was to witness the trial about which everyone had been speculating and hear the evidence first-hand seemed incredible. And yet, she did not want to be there. She wanted no part in this.

It was a relief to find that her aunt was not lodged in a dungeon, but in the sumptuous Queen’s apartments. She was shown through to the walled garden below them, where she found Anne seated on a stone bench with two older ladies, one of whom she recognised as her great-aunt, Lady Boleyn, Grandfather’s sister-in-law, a stern woman she barely knew.

Anne looked haunted; her sallow skin was pale and there were shadows under her dark eyes.

‘Kate,’ she said, extending a hand, her eyes glittering with tears.

Kate knelt on the grass and kissed her hand.

‘Be seated,’ her aunt bade her. ‘I am so glad to see you. I have been tormented by those creatures who were set to spy on me, women I did not like.’ She cast an icy glare in the direction of her two companions. ‘But now, God be praised, I am allowed to have about me those I love.’

Kate perched on the end of the bench, relieved that her aunt had greeted her so warmly. The lady she did not know was regarding her with some compassion.

‘You are very young, child,’ she said.

‘Lady Kingston, my niece is twelve, old enough to serve as a maid-of-honour and even to be married!’ Anne retorted. ‘And she is my blood kin, my sister Mary’s daughter.’

‘Even so, Anne, she is of too tender years to attend the trial, considering the circumstances,’ Lady Boleyn said primly.

Anne bristled visibly and grasped Kate’s hand. ‘Kate, I want you to know now that I am innocent of all the vile charges laid against me. I have never betrayed the King. Whatever you hear tomorrow, do not believe it, for it is all lies. And anyway, I think his Grace is doing this to prove me. It will all blow over, for they can offer no proofs against me.’

Brave words, Kate thought. And yet there was a brittleness about her aunt, as if she was struggling to hide the fear she must be feeling.

Lady Kingston rose. ‘Mistress Carey, you are to sleep in the maidens’ chamber. I will take you there now.’

‘I will see you at supper,’ Anne said.

As Kate unpacked, storing her travelling chest beside one of the four beds in the beamed, lattice-windowed bedchamber, and hanging up her cloak on the peg on the wall beside her pallet bed, she wondered why Lady Boleyn thought her too young to attend the trial. What were the vile charges Anne had mentioned? And what did the King think she had done to betray him? Fall in love with another?

Kate was aware that married people were supposed to stay faithful, but she knew there were those who strayed. Elizabeth’s servants loved to gossip, and she had come to understand that there was something unmentionable that married people did with each other, which they were not supposed to do with anyone else. It was all to do with making babies, and of course you should not have a baby unless you were married. She had asked some of the Princess’s maids what that unmentionable something was, but they had just blushed and giggled and told her that there would be time enough to find out when she was older.

Her reverie was interrupted by the arrival of three young ladies, who had come from the court: Mary Norris, Mary Zouche and Nan Cobham, whom Anne favoured. Like Kate, they did not want to be here in the Tower and made no bones about saying so.

‘And we are to attend her Grace at her trial tomorrow,’ Mary Norris said fearfully. ‘I’m terrified that it will not be a happy outcome.’

‘Why do you say that?’ asked Kate.

‘The word at court is that she is accused of adultery with several men.’

‘And worse!’ Mary Zouche added.

‘I don’t know what adultery is,’ Kate said.

‘It’s being unfaithful to your husband,’ Nan Cobham told her. ‘It’s becoming the mistress of another man.’

Kate asked her what a mistress was. She had heard the word before, used to describe Aunt Anne before her marriage to the King.

‘It can be one of two things. A lady who is courted from afar by a suitor who serves her. Or one who has a carnal relationship with a man outside marriage.’

‘What’s a carnal relationship?’

Nan blushed. ‘It is when they join their bodies during bed sport. It’s what men and women do to make babies. Didn’t you know that, sweet innocent?’

‘I knew there was something they did, but not that.’ Certain things were beginning to make sense, but still Kate was a little shocked. ‘How do they join their bodies?’

Nan giggled and lowered her voice. ‘The man puts his member inside the woman and spurts out the seed that makes a baby.’

Kate knew what a male member was. She had seen her brother’s when they were little. She wondered how on earth he could do that with it, but decided that she would prefer not to know. She had heard enough already and was certain that she would die of embarrassment if any man tried to do that to her. And surely Aunt Anne would never have allowed anyone but the King inside her?

‘She says she is innocent,’ she declared.

‘Then let us hope that she clears herself.’

Supper, served in the Queen’s dining chamber, was a dismal affair. Anne was tense, saying little, and the older ladies looked on disapprovingly as the young ones attempted to make jests to cheer her.

Anne caught Kate looking up at the gilded ceilings and the richly moulded friezes that adorned the walls.

‘These are the rooms that I stayed in before my coronation,’ she said. ‘They were refurbished for me at great expense by Master Cromwell. He helped to raise me up, and now he is determined to destroy me!’

Master Cromwell, Kate knew, was the King’s chief minister, who seemed – if you listened to what people said – to rule all.

‘But why, Madam?’ she asked.

‘Because he fears my power! And he knows that I would destroy him if I could. So he made up all these lies about me. But the truth will out tomorrow. I am putting my trust in God and English justice.’

Kate could see, from the faces of the older ladies, that they were not as confident of a just outcome as Anne seemed to be. Again, she shivered.




Chapter 2

1536

In the morning, the four maids-of-honour donned the black gowns and hoods deemed suitable by Lady Kingston for the solemnity of a trial. They found Anne in the great chamber, elegantly dressed in a black velvet gown and a small cap sporting a black-and-white feather. Kate thought she seemed calm.

‘Remember, I am innocent!’ she declared.

When Sir William Kingston came to tell them that it was time, Kate and her companions, with Lady Kingston and Lady Boleyn, walked behind the Queen as Sir William escorted her across the Inmost Ward of the Tower to the lofty King’s Hall opposite. Beside Anne walked the Gentleman Gaoler, with his ceremonial axe turned away from her. A crowd had gathered, standing silently to watch the extraordinary spectacle of a queen being put on trial.

They waited in the porch until an usher summoned Anne into the court. No one spoke, but she held herself as tense as a bow string.

When Kate entered the ancient hall, she drew in her breath. It was packed almost to the rafters with people, most of them crammed onto the tiered benches on either side. In the centre, there was a raised platform, on which had been placed a velvet-upholstered chair behind a bar. Facing it, on the dais at the far end, sat Kate’s great-uncle, the Duke of Norfolk, beneath a rich cloth of estate bearing the royal arms, for as Lord High Steward, he was representing the King. Beside him sat the peers who were to judge the Queen.

Anne made an entry as if she were going to a great triumph, carrying herself with calm dignity as she was led to the bar. She curtseyed to her judges, resting her gaze on them all, without any sign of fear. Even when she spied Grandfather among them, Kate didn’t see her flinch. Kate was appalled to see him there and thought her aunt’s composure wonderful. There was no hint of the nervousness she had shown earlier. By contrast, the man whom Mary Norris whispered was Master Cromwell looked tense, as well he might, for if the Queen went free, there might be dire consequences for him.

Anne seated herself on the chair on the platform. She seemed unmoved by the thousands of eyes staring at her. Kate and the other young ladies were shown to a bench at the side, where they had a good view of the proceedings. Kate watched as a yeoman warder carried in the Queen’s crown on a cushion and placed it on a small table next to her.

The indictment was read out. The Queen was accused of procuring Uncle George, her own brother, and four other men to defile her and have carnal knowledge of her, which they had done often; furthermore, she and these men were supposed to have conspired the death of the King, for she had said to them that she had never loved the King in her heart, and had told every one of them that she loved them more than the others.

‘And this,’ thundered the Attorney General, ‘was to the slander of the issue that was born to the King and her – and it is treason under the law.’

Kate had worked out what ‘defile’ and ‘carnal knowledge’ meant. The Attorney General had made them sound shameful. Looking around at the faces of those in court, she could see flushed cheeks or outrage. Yet Anne’s face betrayed no embarrassment. Her expression said more than words; no one looking at her could have thought her guilty. As each charge was put to her, she raised her hand and pleaded, ‘Not guilty.’

The Attorney General was having none of it. ‘Admit it – you cohabited with your brother and the other accused.’

‘I did not,’ Anne said firmly.

‘There was a promise between you and Sir Henry Norris to marry after the King’s death, which you hoped for.’ Kate turned to look at Norris’s daughter Mary, who was silently shaking her head.

‘He is too loyal to the King to have stooped so low,’ she whispered, earning herself a thunderous look from Master Cromwell.

On and on went the charges, most of them petty and quite ridiculous, Kate thought. Whoever had drawn them up didn’t know Aunt Anne very well or had a short memory. It was part of Boleyn family lore that Anne had refused to become the King’s mistress before he proposed marriage to her, and that she had kept herself chaste for him for the best part of seven years – Kate now understood what that meant. Was she therefore likely to have taken a succession of lovers after her marriage?

It was noticeable that little was being made of the more serious charge, that of plotting the King’s death. Kate wondered if that had been made up, because the other girls were whispering that the proofs seemed unbelievably shaky. In promising to marry Sir Henry Norris (which Anne denied), it did not necessarily follow that she wanted the King assassinated. She could have been talking about what might happen if she was widowed. But Kate was beginning to understand that it was treason even to imagine the King’s death, which was a rather scary thought.

Anne answered all the charges calmly, counteracting them firmly and rationally. She was adamant that she had never been false to the King. It surely seemed obvious to everyone present that she was innocent. Kate prayed that the lords would see sense and declare her not guilty. When they were asked for their verdict, she watched them conferring with each other, murmuring, frowning and nodding.

But what if they were too frightened of the King and Master Cromwell to give the right judgment? Kate felt a tremor of fear. Her heart burned with anger at the King for putting his poor wife through this terrible ordeal. Yet Anne was sitting there, impassive, watching the lords’ faces.

Next to Kate, Lady Boleyn was trembling. ‘If she falls, we all fall,’ she muttered. ‘The Boleyns will be finished.’

Kate shuddered. She had not thought of that. She had expected that, when this was over, she would go back to Elizabeth’s household. But what if she was not allowed? What if she had to go back to Hever and Grandfather, who was looking decidedly grim-faced. How must it feel to have to pass judgment on your own child? Surely he could have refused to do so?

It seemed that the lords had finished their discussions. Norfolk’s heir, the Earl of Surrey, Kate’s cousin, stood up.

‘Have you reached a verdict?’ his father asked.

Kate held her breath.

‘Guilty!’ Surrey replied, as Kate felt horror and disbelief flood through her. Beside her, Lady Boleyn burst into tears.

One by one, the peers rose. All, to a man, said, ‘Guilty,’ even Grandfather; Kate watched aghast as he cast his vote, his face taut. Excited murmurs rippled along the spectator benches.

‘Prisoner at the bar, stand,’ called an usher.

Anne got to her feet, as unmoved as a stone.

‘Anne, Queen of England, you must now resign your crown into the hands of the lords.’

Choking back tears, Kate saw her aunt pick it up reverently and give it to the Duke of Suffolk.

‘I am innocent of having offended against the King,’ she said in a loud voice.

A hush descended on the court as Norfolk stood to pronounce sentence. Tears were running down his cheeks as he addressed Anne; they were running down Kate’s too, and she was seized with such a horrible sense of dread that she wanted to cover her ears.

The Duke cleared his throat. His expression was grave. ‘Because you have offended against our sovereign the King’s Grace in committing treason against his person, the law of the realm is this, that you have deserved death, and your judgment is this: that you shall be burned here within the Tower of London on the green, or have your head cut off, according to the King’s pleasure.’

A woman screamed from the gallery.

Kate was so horror-struck at Norfolk’s sentence that she thought she would faint. She had had no idea that it would come to this, for no one had discussed what might happen to Anne, who had been adamant that she’d be safe because she was innocent. But the thought of her being burned to death was dreadful, while having her head cut off was almost as bad. Kate felt hot fury against the King, in whose name this travesty of justice was being handed down. How could a man allow such tortures to be meted out to a lady he had loved, the mother of his child? And what of that child? How was this to be explained to Elizabeth, that her father had had her mother killed?

The court had erupted in a buzz of voices, but Anne remained standing, still and composed, at the bar. Silence fell as she raised her eyes to Heaven and began speaking. ‘O Father, O Creator, Thou who art the way, the life and the truth, know whether I have deserved this death.’ She turned to her judges. ‘My lords, I will not say your sentence is unjust, nor presume that my reasoning can prevail against your convictions. I am willing to believe that you have sufficient reasons for what you have done; but they cannot be those which have been produced in court, for I am clear of all the offences which you have laid to my charge. I have always been a faithful wife to the King, though I confess I have had jealous fancies and suspicions of him, which I had not discretion enough to conceal. But God knows, and is my witness, that I have not sinned against him in any other way. Do not think I say this in the hope of prolonging my life, for He who saves us from death has taught me how to die, and He will strengthen my faith. As for those men who are also unjustly condemned, I would gladly suffer many deaths to deliver them, but since I see it pleases the King, I shall willingly accompany them in death, being assured that I shall lead an endless life with them in peace and joy, where I will pray to God for the King and for you, my lords. I ask only for a short time for the quietening of my conscience.’

Kate could not credit that someone condemned to such a terrible fate could speak so eloquently – let alone speak at all. She herself was shaking uncontrollably and could hardly stand when the court rose and it was time to depart. The other young ladies were dabbing their eyes with their kerchiefs and Lady Boleyn was crying openly. Yet, when Anne had curtseyed to the peers, they all composed themselves and followed her as Sir William Kingston escorted her from the hall. This time, the Gentleman Gaoler’s axe was turned towards her, to show that she had been condemned to death.

When they returned to the Queen’s lodgings, Anne sank down on her bed and sat there trembling, as Kate looked on helplessly, having no idea of how to comfort her. It was Lady Kingston who went to her and put an arm around her.

‘God help me!’ Anne cried, her teeth chattering. ‘How will I bear the heat of the flames and the scorching of my flesh? Can you imagine the agony and horror of being burned to death?’

‘It will not come to that, I am sure,’ Lady Boleyn soothed, although she did not sound convinced. ‘The King will show mercy.’

‘He wants to be rid of me and marry that wench Seymour!’ Anne flared.

‘But I am sure he will not condemn you to the flames,’ Lady Kingston said.

‘No, but he will have my head cut off!’ Anne wailed hysterically, and nothing anyone could say or do would calm her. All the brave composure she had shown at her trial had left her. She was like a cornered animal, cowering in uncontrollable fear.

Anne was only slightly calmer when Sir William Kingston brought her news of the condemnation of her brother, Lord Rochford, who was to suffer what Sir William called a traitor’s death.

‘But because he is a nobleman, it will doubtless be commuted to beheading,’ he added. That sounded dreadful enough to Kate. She had little affection for her uncle on account of his barbed tongue and the unkind way he teased her, but she was certain he did not deserve to die, and so cruelly.

‘Did he deny the charges?’ Anne was desperate to know. Lady Kingston signalled that Kate and the other young ladies should make themselves scarce.

‘These are not matters for innocent ears,’ she said. Unwillingly, they all withdrew to the dining chamber and – at Mary Zouche’s suggestion – got out the playing cards, although no one felt like entering into the game, and Kate was still in shock after hearing that terrible sentence.

In the evening, as they sat with Anne at supper, which none of them could face, they were joined by Mrs Orchard, the Queen’s old nurse.

‘He won’t let them kill you,’ she said, holding Anne to her ample bosom as if she were a child again. ‘When it comes to it, you’ll get a reprieve, you’ll see.’

Anne began sobbing. ‘Yes. I pray you are right.’

‘Something strange happened at your brother’s trial,’ Mrs Orchard told her.

Anne sat up. ‘What?’

Lady Kingston threw the nurse a warning glance. ‘Little pitchers . . .’

Again, Kate and her companions were sent out. Since they could not face going to bed and the night terrors that would surely follow, they gathered in their chamber and took out their embroidery, chatting mournfully as they worked. At one point, Nan took up her lute and began to play a poignant tune. Kate longed to ask if she could have a turn, but didn’t like to. It was gone one by the time they doused the candles and retired. Kate barely slept at all that night, and when she did, her dreams were of her aunt’s face surrounded by flames.

The next day, Kingston went see the King, and everyone’s hopes rose, especially when he told Anne that although the condemned men were to die the next day, no instructions had been sent, or any date set, for her own execution.

‘Sir William, have you been told how – how I am to die?’ she faltered.

‘No, Madam. Today, I mean to discover the King’s pleasure concerning you, in regard to your comfort and what is to be done with you.’

‘I pray he will put me out of this misery. It’s not knowing what will happen that torments me the most. If I know my fate, I can prepare myself to face it.’

Kate could only admire her aunt’s bravery. She was sure that, were she in her place, she would have been a gibbering wreck.

Anne emerged from her presence chamber that afternoon looking composed as she bade farewell to Archbishop Cranmer. When he had gone, she ordered supper and invited her ladies and Sir William Kingston to join her.

‘It is to be the sword,’ she said, as if it was good news. ‘The King offered me the kinder death if I would agree to the annulment of our marriage.’ Her lip trembled. ‘I agreed, of course. It is for the best.’

Kingston bowed his head. ‘His Grace, out of pity, has sent for an expert executioner, the Sword of Calais.’

Anne shuddered. There was a long silence.

‘What of the Princess Elizabeth?’ Lady Boleyn asked.

Anne made an effort. ‘She will be declared baseborn and removed from the succession,’ she said, swallowing. ‘I had no choice, you understand? It will be done tomorrow. And it will be better for her to grow up knowing that her mother was beheaded rather than burned!’

Kate felt the tears welling. That poor, innocent child. What had she ever done to deserve such ignominy?

‘On what grounds is your marriage to be annulled?’ Lady Kingston asked. ‘I’m no theologian, but I do know that if people marry in good faith, in ignorance of any impediment, their children are deemed legitimate.’

Kate saw Anne glance briefly her way, then give a barely perceptible shake of her head. ‘I am not at liberty to discuss that.’

Kate stared at her, convinced that this had something to do with her in some way.

‘Why?’ she dared to ask.

‘Because the King wishes it!’ Anne said sharply. Then suddenly, as so often, her mood changed, and she smiled. ‘I do not believe that his Grace really intends to put me to death. He just wants to be free of me, and now that he is, I believe that he will send me to a nunnery and that my life will be spared.’

The older ladies were regarding her with pity in their eyes.

‘The gentlemen are all to die tomorrow, Madam,’ Kingston said gently.

Anne looked as if she had been winded, while Mary Norris gasped and began weeping. Kate saw her aunt clench her hands. ‘I do hope that those poor gentlemen will not suffer traitors’ deaths,’ Anne said.

Kate laid down her knife. She could not swallow the meat in her mouth, let alone face any more food. In a day or so, hours maybe, she would be called upon to witness her aunt being done to death. It was the thing she had been dreading ever since the trial. Mercifully, it would not be the fire – that she could not have borne – but the sword would be terrible enough. There would be blood, lots of it. She felt sick at the thought.

Perhaps she would be excused such a duty on account of her age. And yet it was important that her aunt have someone of her blood, someone who loved her, with her at the last. Mother would have wanted it. Mother had fallen out with Anne, but she would not have been so rancorous as to deny her that final comfort. If she were here, bygones would certainly have been bygones. But she was not here – Heaven knew how much news had filtered through to Calais – and so Kate herself must stand in her place.

It seemed that cruelty upon cruelty was being heaped upon the Queen. The following morning, she was made to witness the executions of her brother and her so-called lovers. She did not want to – she was weeping when Kate and the others dressed her – but orders were orders, as Kingston told her when he came to escort her to the viewing place.

When she returned, less than an hour later, Lady Kingston was supporting her, for she could barely walk and was shaking convulsively. Her face was ravaged by tears and grief.

‘She could not look,’ Lady Kingston told them. ‘It was a pitiful sight, but my husband said that they all died very charitably.’ She sat Anne down in the chair by the fire. Kate could have wept for her. She almost wept for herself, looking at how distraught Anne was. That would be her very soon – but when?

Kingston stepped forward and faced Anne. ‘It is my heavy duty, Madam, to inform you that you are to die tomorrow morning.’

As Kate’s heart began thumping loudly, she was amazed to see her aunt’s face lighten.

‘This is joyful news to me!’ Anne sobbed. ‘I long only to keep company with my brother and those other gentlemen in Heaven.’

Kate could bear it no longer. Slipping out of the room, hoping no one had noticed, she fled to the privy in the thickness of the wall and was violently sick. Wiping her mouth on one of the clean cloths piled up on the floor, she hastened to the maidens’ chamber and lay down, sobbing her heart out.

And that was where Mary Norris found her. Mary herself was weeping, for her father had died on the block this morning, and she was inconsolable. She lay down next to Kate and put her arms around her, craving comfort. They lay there, shoulders heaving, crying uncontrollably for a long while until they were drained. Kate was briefly aware of Lady Kingston looking in on them, then going away. After that, she knew no more until late afternoon, when she awoke to find Mary gone.

Having washed her face, tidied her hair and smoothed her gown, she went shamefacedly to the presence chamber, where she found Anne sitting by the hearth, staring into space, her prayer book open on her lap, while her ladies worked silently at their needlework around the table.

Anne reached out a hand to her. ‘There you are, Kate. Are you feeling better now? I fear this is all too much for one of your tender years. You should be at Greenwich, playing with Elizabeth.’ Her voice broke. ‘I shall never see my child again,’ she whispered.

She turned again to Kate, making a visible effort. ‘Niece, do not grieve for me. Truly, I long to die. I have been falsely accused of the vilest of crimes, and I have lost everything that mattered to me: my husband, my daughter, my brother, my crown, my friends and my good name. Five men have died on my account. My father has abandoned me. I dare not imagine my mother’s grief. There is nothing left to live for.’ She sighed. ‘I cannot bear to think that Elizabeth is now branded a bastard. Be good to her, Kate. Look after her for me. She is your cousin.’

‘But will I be allowed to go back and serve her?’ Kate asked, supposing – in view of what Lady Boleyn had said – that the entire family would now be out of favour.

‘Of course you will,’ Anne said firmly. ‘The King will wish it.’

Something in her voice made Kate pause. Why would he want the niece of his disgraced wife to attend on his daughter – unless, of course, that daughter was now disgraced too. But what kind of father would treat his innocent child so cruelly?




Chapter 3

1536

Kate was relieved when Father Thirlwall, the Queen’s confessor, came that evening to offer her spiritual comfort in her last hours, for they had all been sitting desolately, trying to make conversation, but horribly aware of what was to happen in the morning. That had been brought home to them by the distant hammering and sawing of wood, echoing across the silent spaces of the Tower. They were building the scaffold on which Anne was to die.

Kate could not sleep that night. By the time morning came, she felt deathly, yet made herself get up and put on her good black gown and the hood that matched it. None of the other young ladies spoke as they readied themselves. They all looked terrified. And they were only to be onlookers. Anne was going to have her head cut off. How much more terrified must she be feeling?

‘She’s at prayer,’ said Lady Kingston, when they entered the dining chamber. Bread, cheese, ale and cold cuts of meat had been laid out on the table, but no one wanted to eat anything. ‘She’s been up all night,’ she added. ‘The Archbishop has been and gone. He heard her last confession and said Mass. She asked my husband to be present when she took the Sacrament. She wanted him to hear her declare her innocence before God. She swore, on the damnation of her soul, that she has never offended against the King.’

A brief surge of hope fluttered in Kate’s breast. It was unthinkable that anyone would lie when they were facing death and the divine judgement to follow. If the Archbishop repeated Anne’s words to the King, would his Grace realise that it had all been a dreadful mistake and send a reprieve? She asked Lady Kingston what she thought.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Put that notion away. Twenty-seven peers judged her guilty. There will be no reprieve.’

At half past eight, the ladies were all summoned to the Queen’s bedchamber to make her ready for her last public appearance. They found her pale, but composed.

‘I am determined to make a good death,’ she told them. ‘No one shall say that I faltered at the end. It will be over in an instant, and then I will be lifted up out of this miserable world and know eternal joy.’

Kate’s hands were trembling as she laced up her aunt’s gown. She could not see for tears, so Lady Boleyn had to help her before taking her aside. ‘Pull yourself together, Niece,’ she muttered. ‘We must all be strong for her.’

Kingston had gone to see to the final preparations for the execution, but at nine o’clock, the appointed hour, it was Lady Kingston who opened the door.

‘I am sorry, Madam, but your execution has had to be postponed until noon.’

‘No!’ Anne gasped. ‘It cannot be! Why?’

‘My husband has just received orders to have foreigners conveyed out of the Tower, and he has had to send for the Sheriff of London to see that this is done. He cannot help it, Madam. He knows you will be upset by the delay.’

‘Indeed, I am! Pray send him to me when he has a moment free.’

Kingston came soon afterwards. At the sight of him, Anne became agitated and panicky.

‘Master Kingston, I hear that I shall not die before noon, and I am very sorry for it, for I thought then to be dead and past my pain.’

‘There should be no pain, Madam,’ he reassured her. ‘It is so subtle a blow.’

Kate shuddered. No pain? Who was he trying to fool? And how did he know?

‘I have heard you say that the executioner is very good, and I have a little neck,’ Anne said. She put her hands around it and laughed nervously.

‘I have seen many men and women executed,’ he told her, ‘and they have all been in great sorrow, but this method of execution is instantaneous, and I can see that your Grace has much joy and pleasure in death.’

‘There is nothing left for me in this world,’ she told him. ‘I do long to die, but my poor flesh shrinks from it, so I am heartily glad it will be over quickly.’

‘It will be,’ he said, and reached out to squeeze her hand.

Kate saw her eyes fill with tears, and felt like crying herself.

‘I should be grateful if no one would trouble me when I make my devotions this morning,’ Anne said, blinking the tears back furiously.

She summoned her confessor and disappeared with him into the closet she used as an oratory. Kate and the others exchanged anguished looks. The delay, they knew, would be torture for Anne. She would need to sustain her fragile courage for a little longer. It was dreadful for them all.

Anne was calm when she emerged, and summoned the ladies to attend her, but no sooner were they seated than Kingston arrived. ‘I am so very sorry, Madam. Your execution has now had to be postponed until nine o’clock tomorrow morning.’

Kate could barely believe her ears. They couldn’t do this to her, they couldn’t!

‘Oh, Master Kingston, I am deeply sorry to hear that,’ Anne lamented. ‘I beg of you, for the honour of God, to make urgent suit to the King that, since I am in a good state and disposed for death, I might be dispatched immediately. I was prepared to die, and I fear that the delay might weaken my resolve.’

Kingston looked deeply distressed. ‘Madam, I am powerless to change the arrangements. I can only exhort you to pray for the strength to endure longer.’

Kate marvelled at her aunt’s strong will and her deep faith, which sustained her through those terrible final hours. Repeatedly, she sought fortitude in prayer. Her maids found it impossible to stop bursting into tears, and it was Anne who ended up consoling them.

‘Death is not a thing to be regretted by Christians,’ she reminded them. ‘Remember, I shall be quit of all unhappiness.’

It seemed strange to be doing all the normal things – taking meals, or picking at them, going to the stool chamber, sipping wine – when the dread and momentous event of the morrow approached ever nearer. Kate spent much of her time trying to comfort Mary Norris, yet it was hard to find means of consoling her, for the loss of a beloved father in such a horrible way was a dreadful thing. She did not know whether she should be mournful or try to stay cheerful to keep everyone’s spirits up; and it was almost impossible to be cheerful when you were dying inside. But after dinner, as they all sat together around the table sewing, Anne did her best to make witty conversation. She even attempted a jest.

‘Those bragging, clever people who invent names for kings and queens will not be hard put to it to invent one for me! They will call me Queen Anne Lackhead!’ She laughed heartily, and they tried to join in.

Somehow, they got through the evening. As darkness fell, Anne sat down at the table, read her prayer book for a while, then began scribbling. Kate wondered what she was writing, for her farewell letters had been completed and sealed two nights before.

At length, Anne looked up. ‘I have decided that it is best to be at peace with the world before I die. I have written to your mother and begged her forgiveness for my harshness towards her,’ she told Kate.

‘Madam, she will be deeply touched,’ Kate said. ‘I know that she would be here with you if she could.’

‘Alas, by the time she would get here . . .’ Anne left the sentence unfinished.

In the morning, they dressed her in a beautiful robe of grey damask. Beneath it, she was wearing a low-necked red kirtle she had worn on the night before her arrest. Lady Boleyn placed a short white ermine cape around her shoulders.

‘In case it is chilly outside,’ she said, looking emotional. ‘Lady Kingston and I will not be attending you. The young ladies are to have that honour.’

Kate knew real terror then. It was really going to happen. Nothing in her short life had prepared her for this.

It was as well that Lady Boleyn was binding up Anne’s hair, piling the plaits high above her neck, and placing a gable hood on her head, as Kate could not have done it; she was so paralysed by fear.

‘Do I look presentable?’ Anne asked. ‘I am told that the people are being allowed into the Tower to watch.’

‘You look every inch the Queen!’ Lady Boleyn told her.

After receiving the Sacrament, Anne toyed with her breakfast, nibbling on a piece of manchet bread to please her ladies, but it was clear that she had no appetite. Kate noticed that she kept having to visit the privy.

At eight o’clock, Kingston appeared at the door.

‘Madam, the hour approaches,’ he said. ‘You should make ready.’

‘Acquit yourself of your charge,’ Anne told him, ‘for I have long been prepared.’

He cleared his throat. ‘Madam, a word of advice. When you are asked to kneel, you must stay upright and not move at all, for your own sake. Do you understand me? The executioner is skilled, but if you move, the stroke may go awry.’

Kate felt sick. The other young ladies had turned pale.

‘I will stay still,’ Anne said. She sounded as if she was struggling to control herself.

‘We must go now,’ he told her.

Lady Boleyn hugged her tightly. ‘God be with you!’ she said fervently.

As Kate, Nan and the two Marys followed Anne and Kingston down the stairs, all four of them were crying. Kate felt a surge of bitter anger against the King who had condemned her aunt to this terrible death.

‘Your Grace does not deserve this!’ she blurted out.

Anne neither turned around nor answered. They had reached the door that opened to the Inmost Ward, and she was staring at the two hundred Yeomen of the King’s Guard, who were waiting there to escort her to her execution. Kate had not anticipated that the proceedings would be conducted with such ceremony. She and her companions, still struggling to control their emotions, walked behind Anne and Kingston as the mournful procession began its slow march towards the Coldharbour Gate. As they passed through its massive twin towers, a huge crowd came into view and a great murmur rose from the people when they saw Anne coming towards them.

At the sight of the high scaffold beyond them, hung with black cloth, Kate and her companions began weeping afresh. This was real, it was really happening. The guards parted ranks to let them through and positioned themselves around and behind the scaffold.

Kingston assisted Anne up the steps, and the four maids followed, Kate grabbing the wooden rail, fearful lest her knees give way. As Anne stood in the centre, where Kingston directed, they moved to a far corner, their skirts sweeping the sawdust. Several men were waiting on the scaffold, all wearing everyday clothes. Was one of them the executioner, or was he yet to arrive? There was no sign of a sword anywhere.

Kate froze as she glimpsed, lying on the grass below, a wooden chest, the kind in which arrows were kept. They were going to bury the Queen in that? It did not look long enough to hold a human body. Had they not even made provision for a coffin? She stood there, seething.

At Kingston’s nod, Anne addressed the crowd. ‘Good Christian people, I am come here to die, according to the law, for by the law I am judged to die, and therefore I will speak nothing against it. I come here only to die, and to yield myself humbly to the will of the King, my lord. And if I did ever offend the King’s Grace, surely with my death I do now atone. I come here to accuse no man, nor to speak anything of that of which I am accused. I pray and beseech you all, good friends, to pray for the life of the King, who is one of the best princes on the face of the earth, who has always treated me so well that better could not be found, wherefore I submit to death with a good will, humbly asking pardon of all the world. If any person will meddle with my cause, I require them to judge the best. Thus, I take my leave of the world, and of you, and I heartily desire you all to pray for me.’

Kingston signed for Kate and the other maids to come forward and disrobe their mistress, but they were all blinded by tears and shaking so violently that Anne had to help them remove her cape, her robe and her hood.

‘Pray for me!’ she exhorted them. ‘I beg your pardon for any harshness I have shown towards you, for you have always showed yourselves diligent in my service, and now you are present at my last hour and mortal agony; as in good fortune you were faithful to me, so even at this, my miserable death, you do not forsake me. And as I cannot reward you for your true service to me, I pray you take comfort for my loss. Be not sorry to see me die. Forget me not, and always be faithful to the King’s Grace and to her whom with happier fortune you may look to have as your queen and mistress. And always esteem your honour far beyond your life; and in your prayers to the Lord Jesus forget not to pray for my soul.’

Kate knew that she would never forget those words, especially that last wise piece of advice. After all, what was life without honour?

A big, brawny man in dark clothes stepped forward and knelt before Anne. As he spoke, in heavily accented English, Kate realised it was the executioner – the Sword of Calais. Her heart began pounding. She could not begin to imagine what Anne was feeling.

‘Madam,’ he said, ‘I crave your Majesty’s pardon, for I am ordered to do my duty.’

‘I give it willingly,’ Anne told him.

‘Madam, I beg you to kneel and say your prayers,’ he instructed.

Kate felt faint. This was the moment. She watched as Nan gave Anne a linen coif, saw Anne pull it over her head with shaking fingers, tucking in her hair to leave her neck bare. She stared as her aunt knelt in the sawdust, arranging her skirts modestly about her feet, and heard her ask for a little time to say her prayers.

‘O Christ, receive my spirit!’ she prayed, over and over again. Below her the Lord Mayor cried, ‘All kneel in respect for the passing of a soul!’ The crowd fell to its knees, but Kingston indicated that Kate, Nan and the Marys should stay standing.

‘Jesu, have pity on my soul! My God, have pity on my soul!’ Anne was saying, her voice hoarse. ‘To Jesus Christ I commend my soul!’

‘Please to move out of the way, mademoiselles,’ the executioner murmured, stretching out his arm to show the maids where they could safely stand. They shuffled across, bursting out again into sobs, and knelt down, leaning on the side beams of the scaffold. Kate bent her head forward, shutting her eyes tightly. She could not bear to watch what was about to happen, but she could hear everything, things no young girl – or anyone else – should ever hear.

‘Strike now!’ Anne cried. ‘O Lord God, have pity on my soul! To Christ I commend my soul!’

Kate heard the executioner say, ‘Bring me the sword!’ There was a movement in the direction of the scaffold steps and then a sharp whoosh followed by a most dreadful crunching sound and a muffled thud. A terrible silence descended, broken by the booming of cannon fire from Tower Wharf, announcing the Queen’s death to the world.

‘Dear Jesus,’ Mary Zouche gasped, ‘she’s moving!’

Without thinking, Kate opened her eyes and beheld her aunt’s body slumped sideways on the scaffold and the head lying in a pool of blood. She could not look away. It was a sight she knew she would carry with her to her grave.

There was no sign of movement.

‘I saw her eyes and lips move,’ Mary insisted.

‘So did I,’ said Nan, who was looking green.

‘I can’t bear to look,’ Kate whispered. She drew out her clean kerchief and threw it over Anne’s head.

The spectators, in a subdued mood, were melting away. All the men except Kingston had left the scaffold. He came over to Kate and the rest.

‘You may prepare her for burial now.’ He handed them a folded sheet. ‘Use this for a shroud. There is a chest there.’ He pointed to it. ‘There was no time to obtain a coffin. You can carry it into the chapel and await one of the chaplains.’

The four girls stared at each other, horrified. Kate could not have borne to touch a dead body that had died naturally, let alone one that had been broken by a bloody death.

‘We must do it,’ Mary Norris told them. ‘We must see that she is decently laid to rest. We cannot let any man touch her. We must force ourselves to do this heavy duty.’

Kingston nodded and picked up Anne’s discarded outer clothes, which they had left hanging over the rail of the scaffold.

‘These will be distributed among the Tower officials as perquisites,’ he told them. ‘It is customary after
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