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About the Book

‘I could not fathom they were going to kill the queen. Nor could I bear to witness Anne Boleyn’s beheading …’

As a favour to a doomed queen, Kat Ashley agrees to become governess and confidante to the young Elizabeth Tudor.

Together they suffer bitter exile, assassination attempts, and imprisonment, barely escaping with their reputations and their lives intact. But when Elizabeth is eventually crowned, Kat continues to serve her, faithfully guarding all of the queen’s secrets, even the one that could bring down the monarchy …

New York Times bestselling author Karen Harper’s critically acclaimed historical novels have been compared to the best of Philippa Gregory.


About the Author

Karen Harper is a former English teacher who taught literature and composition at Ohio State University, as well as at high school level. She has had a life-long interest in both the literature and the history of the Elizabethan period. As part of her classes she encouraged her students to put on an Elizabethan Festival each year which included performing Shakespeare, learning court dances, jousting, and always culminating in a (mock) beheading.


Praise for The Queen’s Governess:

‘Harper’s diligent research, realistic portrayal, and insider/outsider heroine will hook those who can’t get enough of England ‘s turbulent history. Readers familiar with the period will feel at home and even manage some sympathy for men like Cromwell and Henry VIII. Harper maintains her focus on the roles of women – both powerful and powerless - in Tudor England, resulting in another enjoyable proto-feminist historical romp’

Publishers Weekly

‘Well paced and full of pitch-perfect detail, Harper’s novel brings new life to an old subject and, as good as the best of Philippa Gregory, is sure to be a big hit with historical fiction fans and book clubs’

Library Journal

‘a lively and historically grounded reimagining of two Tudor survivors’

Kirkus

‘Taking a fresh view of Elizabeth I through the eyes of her confident governess, Harper delivers a strong story. Her keen sense of the role remarkable women played in history allows readers a fantastic view in this carefully researched, meticulously crafted book’

Romantic Times
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CHAPTER THE FIRST

THE TOWER OF LONDON

May 19, 1536

I COULD NOT fathom they were going to kill the queen. Nor could I bear to witness Anne Boleyn’s beheading. Still, I stepped off the barge on the choppy Thames and, with the other observers, entered the Tower through the water gate. I felt sick to my stomach and my very soul.

The spring sun and soft river breeze deserted us as we entered the Tower. All seemed dark and airless within the tall stone walls. We were shown our place at the back of the small, elite crowd. Thank the Lord, I did not have to stand close to the wooden scaffold that had been built for this dread deed. I had vowed to myself I would keep my eyes shut, and, standing back here, no one would know. Yet I stared straight ahead, taking it all in.

For, despite my distance of some twenty feet from it, the straw-strewn scaffold with its wooden stairs going up seemed to loom above me. How would Anne, brazen and foolish but innocent Anne, stripped now of her title, her power, her daughter and husband, manage to get herself through this horror? She had always professed to be a woman of strong faith, so perhaps that would sustain her.

I yearned to bolt from the premises. I nearly lost my hard-won control. Tears blurred my vision, but I blinked them back.

The crowd hushed as the former queen came out into the sun, led by the Tower constable Sir William Kingston, with four ladies following. At least she had company at the end. Anne’s almoner was with her; they both held prayer books. Her eyes up and straight ahead, her lips moved in silent prayer. I thought I read the words on them: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death …”

Before she reached the scaffold, others mounted it as if to greet her: the Lord Mayor of London, who had arranged her fine coronation flotilla but three years ago this very month, and several sheriffs in their scarlet robes. Then, too, the black-hooded French swordsman and his assistant, who had come from France. Anne’s head jerked when she saw her executioner.

The woman who had been Queen of England hesitated but a moment at the bottom of the steps, then mounted. She wore a robe of black damask, cut low and trimmed with fur, and a crimson kirtle, the color of martyr’s blood, I thought. She had gathered her luxuriant dark hair into a net but over it wore the style of headdress she had made fashionable, a half-moon shape trimmed with pearls.

I saw no paper in her hand, nor did she look down as her clear voice rang out words she had obviously memorized: “Good Christian people, I am come hither to die according to law, therefore I will speak nothing against it. I am come hither to accuse no man, nor to speak anything of that whereof I am accused.”

I knew such contrition was part of her agreement with the king’s henchman Cromwell. It was also the price she had to pay for having me here today. I could hardly bear it. Yet, for her, I stood straight, staring at her. Betrayed and abandoned, if she could face this, I could too.

“I come here,” Anne went on with a glance and a nod directly at me, though others might think it was but to emphasize her words, “only to die, and thus to yield myself humbly unto the will of my lord the king.”

Damn the king, I vowed, however treasonous that mere thought. Men, not even the great Henry Tudor, had a right to cast off and execute a woman he had pursued and lusted for, had bred a child on, the little Elizabeth I knew and loved so well. The terrible charges against Anne had been trumped up, yet I dared not say so. I wanted to scream out my anger, to leap upon the scaffold and save her—but I stood silent as a stone, struck with awe and dread. But then, since no one stood behind me, I dared to lift my hand to hold up the tiny treasure she had entrusted to me. Perhaps she could not see it; perhaps she would think I was waving farewell to her, but I did it anyway, then pulled my hand back down.

“I pray God to save the king,” she went on with another nod, which I prayed meant she had seen my gesture, “and send him long to reign over you, for a gentler or more merciful prince was there never. To me he was ever a good and gentle sovereign lord.”

Shuffling feet nearby, nervous shifting in the crowd. A smothered snort. I was not the only one who knew this was a public sham and shame. No doubt, she said all that to protect her daughter’s future, the slim possibility that, if the king had no legitimate son and Catholic Mary was not fully reinstated, Elizabeth could be returned to the line of succession—for the poor three-year-old was declared a bastard now. I swore silently I would ever serve Elizabeth well and protect her as best I could from such tyrannical rule by men. At least Anne Boleyn was going to a better place.

Again, I longed to close my eyes, but I could not. When had the terrible things I had borne in my life been halted or helped one whit by cowering or fleeing?

Anne spoke briefly to her ladies, and they removed her cape. She gave a necklace, earrings, a ring and her prayer book away to them, while I fingered the secret gift she had given me. She gave the swordsman a coin and, as was tradition, asked him to make his work quick and forgave him for what he was bound to do.

She knelt and rearranged her skirts. She even helped one of her trembling ladies to adjust a bandage tied over her eyes. Huddled off to the side, her women began to cry, but, beyond that, utter silence but the screech of a seagull flying free over the Thames. I realized I was holding my breath and let it out jerkily, as if I would fall to panting like a dog.

To bare her neck, Anne held her head erect as if she still wore St. Edward’s crown as she had in the Abbey on her coronation day. Then came her hurried, repeated words, “O Lord God, have pity on my soul, O Lord God, have pity on my soul …”

I wondered if, in her last frenzied moments, she was picturing her little Elizabeth. I sucked in a sharp sob of regret that the child would never really remember her mother. At least I had known mine before she died—slain as surely as this so someone else might have her husband. That cast me back to my mother’s death, vile and violent, too.…

“O Lord God, have pity on my soul, O Lord God, have pity on my—”

The swordsman lifted a long silver sword from the straw and struck in one swift swing. The crowd gave a common gasp, and someone screamed. As Anne’s slender body fell, spouting blood, the executioner held up her head with the lips still moving. Horror-struck, I imagined that, at the very end, she had meant to shout, “O Lord God, have pity on my daughter!”
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CHAPTER THE SECOND

NEAR DARTINGTON, DEVON

April 4, 1516

“GOD HAVE MERCY on her soul. She’s gone,” my father told the two of us. “Dear Lord God, have pity on her soul.”

“Mother. Mother! Please, please wake up! Please come back!” I screamed again and again, throwing river water on her face, until my father shook me hard by the shoulders.

“Leave off!” he demanded, his forehead furrowed, his eyes glassy with unshed tears. We knelt in the thick grass by the rushing River Dart where her body had been laid out, covered by her friend Maud Wicker’s wet apron, for her own clothes had nearly burned away. When I still shrieked as loudly as the gulls on the river, he commanded, “Enough, Kat!” Unlike Mother, he had seldom used the pet name I’d had since I couldn’t pronounce my own when I was still in leading strings. That sweet little comfort almost steadied me until he added, “You’ll learn to accept much more than this, so bear up, girl!”

But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t and heaved great breaths in my frenzy. If only we had been here sooner! But by the time I returned home from keeping watch over Lord Barlow’s daughter at Dartington Hall where Father kept his lordship’s beehives, the local tinker had come to our house to fetch us. While seagulls wheeled and shrieked overhead as if in warning, Father and I hied ourselves across the cattle field, toward the river.

Now, my cheeks slick with tears, I finally sat in sullen silence. He patted Maud’s shoulder, then squeezed her hand before he let it go and stood looking away, head down, leaning stiff-armed against a tree. Why did he seem only resigned, not more shaken? His wife, Cecily Champernowne, aged twenty-eight years, had hit the back of her head and bled into her brown hair. Her entire body was bruised and blackened, even her face mine so resembled.

[Years later, time and again, I tried to tell myself that stoic mourning was just the way with men, but even cruel King Henry piteously grieved the death of his third wife, Queen Jane, and William Cecil sobbed when his second son—not even his heir—died.]

“I—I am overthrown by it all,” Maud said, talking to me as much as to Father. “She must have caught her skirts in the hearth fire.” Sitting on her heels, several feet away, she wrung her hands. Gray soot and brown river mud smeared her sopped petticoats. Tears from her long-lashed blue eyes speckled her rosy cheeks. “I was drawing nigh the house for a visit and heard her screams. She rushed out willy-nilly. I—I believe she struck her head on the hearthstones, trying to get the fire out. God as my judge, I tried to roll her on the ground to smother the flames. But in her pain and panic, she ran toward the river. The winds—they made it worse. But I … she jumped in the water. I think she died of drowning, not the flames, though I tried to pull her out in time, God rest her soul.”

Father muttered something about God’s will. I swore silently that if I’d been there, I’d have put those flames out fast.

That day a part of me died too—my entire girlhood, truth be told. I was ten years old. I was angry with God’s will and even more furious that Father kept comforting Maud Wicker more than he did me.

In four months’ time, Mistress Wicker became my stepmother. She was but eighteen, one of six daughters of the man who wove my father’s beehives from stout wicker he soaked in the river to get it to bend. Maud had always brought the finished hives to father in a cart and had laughed at his silly stories that Mother only rolled her eyes at. The only good thing for me about their marriage was that the arguing my parents had done now became all honeyed words. Father never raised a hand to his second wife, though she had a temper hotter than my mother’s.

And Maud had a shrewish side she showed only to me. As I grew older, festering under her orders—and pinches and slaps, when Father wasn’t about the house—I sometimes took to wondering if my stepmother had been with my mother when her skirts caught the flames, instead of just coming toward the house, as she’d said. That day two new hives had been left out back, and fresh cart tracks marred the mud. But the cart had also left tracks as it was trundled across the field toward the river. When I asked her once why, since it was not the way she went home, she told me she was just dawdling about the area so her father would not give her another task. As I oft did such myself, I let it go. But I’d found a willow green ribbon when I swept the hearth the night Mother died, and Maud Wicker loved such fripperies for her yellow curls.

I kept that ribbon buried in my secret box of dried flowers, along with a sweet bag given me by Lady Barlow of Dartington Hall, else Maud would have taken it for her own. The sweet bag was a gift, Lady Barlow said, for my helping to care for her Sarah during tutoring sessions with her older brother, Percy. Poor Sarah went about in a wheeled chair at times, her tongue lolling from her mouth, her body shaking when she had her fits. I used to help hold her quill and form her words on paper. I held her book for her so she could read from it. But there was a keen brain inside her too, and—like me—she loved learning.

Also in the box, which I kept hidden in the thick hedge out back, were two smooth stones from the River Dart near where Mother died and clover from a pixie circle on the moors before they were chased off by one of the ghostly hellhounds. Everyone roundabout knew not to go out on the moors at night. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if the cries of gulls in the creeping fogs weren’t the shrieks of lost souls out on the moors. The box also used to hold my mother’s garnet necklace, but Maud had wheedled it from my father when she bore their second child, a daughter this time. Her little Simon and Amelia were the loves of my life then, so innocent and angelic, until they began to act like their mother, throwing tantrums for things they must have.

Yet I did not mislike my half siblings as I did Maud. Things she did were not their fault. Rather, I pitied them even as I did my own father, who, like a dumb rutting ram had made his bed and obviously liked well to lie in it. Maud—whom I called Mistress instead of Mother, no matter how she fussed at me—would no doubt have made me toil for her all day had not the Barlows paid Father for my services to Sarah. They never knew I would have happily helped their child for nothing, as I learned to read and write while tending her.

Most important of all in my hidden treasure box, now that my necklace had as good as been stolen from me, I kept these pages of my story. Once I learned to write well, from the time I was about twelve years of age, when Sarah was taking her naps in her chamber, I borrowed pen and paper from her writing table and began this record of my life, hoping I would someday amount to something. Over the years, from time to time, I went back and amended it from a far wiser point of view. And, oh yes, in my treasure box, I also kept a list of hints I brooded over, hoping to prove Maud had something to do with my mother’s accident, but who would credit it since it would be my word against hers?

Without my tasks at Dartington Hall and my walks to and from that fine gray stone manor each day, I would never have had time to hide these pages or to seize a moment to myself—carpe diem, my first snippet of Latin. Without the kindly Barlows, I would not have learned about the other world beyond our thatched longhouse built of moorstone with the attached shippon which housed our six cattle. I never would have known about fine needlework or Turkey carpets or tapestries or delicacies like squab pie instead of fat bacon or Latin, let alone English sentences. I never would have heard of the other English shires beyond remote Devon, a distant world where a king ruled his people from great palaces. Without my times at Dartington Hall, I would never have learned such or yearned much. But still, it was not enough, and I longed to escape to—to I knew not where.

“Unless her ladyship can find a lad in service for you to wed, you’ve managed to outprice yourself for the likes of most men round here,” Mistress Maud scolded me one day. “Too much fancy learning makes you put on airs. Your speech apes the Barlows’ and makes you stand out like a white duckling among the yellows. Besides, too many Champernownes live in these parts. They’d be the best prospects, but you’re cousins to most of them. So mayhap like a nun, you should just stay to home.”

I was nearly nineteen then, but had kept myself so busy—and stayed so solitary when I could snatch some moments to myself—that I hadn’t given marriage a thought. Besides, Maud had managed to subtly convince me I was not, as she put it once, “fetching enough to fetch a good man.”

Even after two children and nine years wed, Maud was still comely and knew it well. Her blond curls and blue eyes made me feel a lesser being with my unruly bounty of auburn hair and what Lady Barlow had once called my “tawny brown eyes.” I thought my face was fine enough with a straight nose and full, pert mouth, though my cheeks and nose were too oft tinged russet by the sun. But I was never one to study myself in the polished copper surface of a looking glass Maud had bought, and Lady Barlow kept such out of Sarah’s chamber.

Then, too, Maud was slight and graceful, a far cry from my hourglass build. Lady Barlow was graceful too. I loved to watch her ride sidesaddle round the walls of Dartington Hall with her husband and son while Sarah and I waved. Someday, I vowed silently, I would learn to ride like that. In faith, even if it meant living near Maud, I’d rather read or ride than be wed—unless my husband bought me a horse and took me to live in London, that is.

All these years, I was certain the good Lord would send me some sign that I was meant for better things than housemaid and nursemaid. I’ve since oft asked for forgiveness for this sinful thought, but then I thought the Great Creator of the world must owe me something for the loss of my mother so young. How was I to know what I deemed a gift from God for my deliverance must have come instead from the very gates of hottest hell?

The second day that was to change my life forever, the first being the day my mother died, was the day I saw a king’s man, come clear from London. It was mid-October 1525, and the man was far more exciting than glimpses of Lord Barlow, who leased Dartington Hall from the Crown, even though it was the same fine manor that had once been owned by the Dukes of Exeter. But a man who worked for the king—or rather for King Henry’s great and powerful Cardinal Wolsey—that was splendid, despite the way I discovered the poor man. As if it were indeed a heavenly omen, I found him nearly in the same spot my mother had died, but nearer the road toward the old clapper bridge.

“Hey, there! Mistress!” a man called out to me. “My master’s been ill with a fever, and now his horse stepped in a hole and threw him. Perchance you can summon aid.”

I knew instantly they were not from Devon, for the man’s speech was not broad and slow but clipped, sharper. I peered round a tree and saw the other man on the ground with the one who’d called out hovering over him. Two horses stood nearby, fetlock-deep in the brightly hued tumble of fallen leaves.

“I can’t bring him round, but he’s breathing,” the burly man said as I approached, wary at first of a trick. The man who had called out looked terrified. That and their fine mounts and the prone man’s clothes made me think he must be someone important. And yes, he was sweated up with a fever, so it seemed someone had thrown river water on his face already.

While I kept back a bit, the man who’d called out asked, “Pray, can you help me to waken him, then fetch help?”

My heart thudded like horses’ hooves. Again I saw my mother’s body laid out here, but I bent at the river’s edge to fill my cupped hands with water and threw it on the unconscious man’s face. A strong face, chiseled, with dark, straight eyebrows. He was clean shaven, but not a young man, mayhap in the midst of his third decade. He had a pronounced scar across his pointed chin as if he were a ruffian, but his hands were not those of a fighter or laborer. Long-fingered, he had a pronounced callus where he must have oft gripped a pen; ink circled the close-cut nails of his right hand like half-moons. Dressed in leather and brown wool, he wore a befurred cape spread out under him as if he had wings—like an angel, I thought, another celestial sign.

I got a second double handful of water and—unlike with my mother—brought him back to life, cursing and sputtering. But when he tried to shift his position, he muttered “Araugh!” through gritted teeth.

“Master Cromwell, should I go for help?” his man asked. He was younger, burlier, more guard than secretary.

“Can’t—move my shoulder—without pain—araugh!” he cried, clutching at it. The cords of his neck stood out; his face went red and more sweat popped out on his forehead. “Mistress, do you live nearby? This fever’s just from something I must have eaten—not the sweat or worse. We can pay for food and shelter, till—till my man here finds a place—ah, hell’s gates, it might be broken and my writing arm, too!”

“I live with my father and his wife nearby in humble circumstances, just across that field,” I said, gesturing. “But if you could make it a mile beyond, I’m sure the Barlows would take you in at Dartington Hall. I know the family. It’s a grand place, once the seat of the Dukes of Exeter.”

“We were headed there—for the night. But no. Too far. Maybe on the morrow. I’ll barely make it anywhere … and you speak well.”

I spoke well! My heart leaped with loyalty, even a sort of love for this stranger. So I led their horses, as sleek and well fed as those the Barlows rode, while Master Stephen—that was the only name I knew him by, even years later—assisted Master Cromwell across the field toward our house.

One look at the men and, with assurance the fever was not dangerous, Father lodged them in his bedroom, while the pregnant Maud took my tiny room where I usually slept with the two children. That night Father stayed on a pallet before the hearth and I on the thick horse blanket that had been under Mr. Cromwell’s saddle with his fine fur-lined cape spread over me. It smelled of wind and mist and pure adventure.

In his fever that first night, he ranted about making his way in the world. Father and I tended him, with his man’s help. By candlelight, for hours, after Father went to look in on Maud, I wiped Master Cromwell’s face with cool water and tipped a mug of ale to his parched lips. Once, when Master Stephen went into the shippon to see to their horses tethered amidst our cattle, Thomas Cromwell seized my wrist and called me wife.

“Wife, my time has come. Through Wolsey, I shall serve the king.”

“I’m Katherine Champernowne, Master Cromwell. Your horse threw you in Devon, and you have a fever.”

“All my work,” he went on as if I had not spoken. “I couldn’t see why at first he wanted me to survey the abbeys this far away, but now I do. He’ll quietly close them; he’ll use their riches for the schools he’ll build in his name. His great legacy is not only ruling England for the king but his new colleges at Ipswich and Oxford.”

“Who is that, sir?”

“Wolsey. His Eminence, the Cardinal Wolsey!”

It was the first time it had occurred to me that the king might reign, yet did not rule England by himself. Without anyone else to hear, it was great fun to pretend I was this man’s wife and lived in London and had a horse of my own to ride.

“I should like to see your Cardinal Wolsey,” I told him. I knew he wasn’t hearing what I said in his delirium. How I’d like to beg him to take me with him when he went back to London. The privy desires of my heart went to my head as I told him, “I should like to see London and the king and his Spanish queen and live there too!”

“Who would think it?” he raved on, thankfully not responding to my chatter. “I must list the abbeys for him. But don’t tell the king!”

“No, I won’t.”

“Won’t what?” he said, looking at me, puzzled. As if his fever had broken, he was even more drenched with sweat. Since he hadn’t really heard a thing I’d said, I told him, “I won’t tell the king that you had to put up here in the likes of a cattle-and beekeeper’s house in the depths of Devon, tended by a maid who longs to see the places you’ve been dreaming about.”

“Dreaming? Have I?” he said, releasing his strong grip on my wrist at last. “Dreaming, I warrant, of a Devon lass. One with a quick wit. I was talking about Cardinal Wolsey’s orders, was I not?”

I looked him straight in the eyes, eyes darker than my tawny brown ones and far deeper set, as if shadows lurked there, guarding whatever depths lay within.

“You did, Master Cromwell, but I know how to keep a secret and am of no account in this backwater place anyway.”

His eyes glittered with the remnants of delirium. Eagerly he drank from the cup of ale I offered him, then cleared his throat and said, “I think your father told me you can read and write.”

“I tend the lord and lady’s daughter at the Hall, so when she and her brother are tutored, I am too, silently, but I rehearse it all well later.”

“Clever girl. I’m exhausted now. Pain—debilitating,” he said, though I recall I didn’t know what that last word meant then and later asked Sarah. “I need to sleep, and we will talk in the morning.”

“In the morning, if you wish, we can move you to Dartington Hall.”

He shook his sleek, dark head. “Shoulder hurts too much. Maybe later, everything later …”

He seemed instantly to sleep. But with Thomas Cromwell, I learned later to my detriment, seeming was more important than being.

It’s true and no mistake that Thomas Cromwell was secretary and councilor to the king’s great and powerful Cardinal Wolsey. Cromwell had no broken shoulder but a severely wrenched one that had come out of its socket. Sadly, for me, he did move to Dartington Hall, where Lord Barlow’s leech put it back in place and made him a sling and dosed him with pain-deadening herbs. Maud, fat as a woolsack in her third pregnancy, was ecstatic that he’d given Father a half crown for our tending of him. For several days, I caught only glimpses of Cromwell here and there about the manor grounds with Lord Barlow. I heard Cromwell had ordered his man Stephen on to Plymouth to send word to the cardinal about why he was delayed. Secretary Cromwell did, however, come to the schoolroom to speak privily to the tutor one day and nodded to me both when he entered and when he left.

Then, the third day after he’d departed from our house, I’d heard he’d soon be leaving. I longed to bid him farewell, but was told he had gone for a ride to test his arm. To my surprise and pleasure, he came upon me as I was walking home that day, scuffing through dry leaves, loath to leave the Hall for home. He slowed his big horse to a walk beside me.

Before I could inquire about his arm, he asked, “Did you mean what you said, that you really long to go to London?”

A new-fledged hope bloomed in me. “I—I didn’t know you had heard that.”

“Then you must learn to be careful what you say, for even the walls have ears.”

I looked up at him. He was not smiling, but had that avid, almost hungry look that I later learned was a sign he was devouring facts, information, things he somehow stowed away in that fertile, many-chambered brain of his. When I said nothing, he added, “Life is like climbing a ladder. I’m on a sturdy rung, but not one lofty enough by far. Do you catch my meaning, Mistress Champernowne?”

“I think I do, Master Cromwell. You are an ambitious man on your way up. You have plans.”

“Precise and pithy—I like that in you. And the fact you evidently have told no one of my babblings about visiting the monasteries hereabouts or why.”

“Such as Buckfast and Buckland?”

“Ah, even sharper than I thought,” he whispered, staring down at me with narrowed eyes. We had stopped. The crisp autumn wind tugged at our hair and cloaks.

“One is Benedictine and one Cistercian, you know,” I added.

“I do indeed. Mistress, I may rely upon your wit someday, but not in this current matter. To cut to the quick, I am building a circle of people I can trust and who trust me, people who will work for me.”

“And for the cardinal?”

His eyes widened again. His nostrils flared. “Yes, of course, for the cardinal through me, and so—in essence for King Henry, whom we all serve.”

“I never thought of it that way, of serving the king. Not from here,” I admitted with a sweep of my hand at the lonely, copper-colored moors with seagulls soaring in pointless circles overhead.

“Mistress, heed me now. Your father tells me he is distantly related to Sir Philip Champernowne of Modbury, a bit to the south, second cousins or some such. As Sir Philip is a king’s man, well-off with lands and men for the royal armies, I happen to know him and will be visiting him on my way back to London. As at Dartington Hall, Sir Philip educates his daughters with his sons and with a far finer tutor than is here.”

I didn’t know what to say. I dared hope that he was telling me these things because it had something to do with my future, but that hope must be wide of the mark. When he dismounted—with difficulty, for I could tell his shoulder still pained him greatly—I blurted out, “How fortunate those families are.”

“No rabbit trails now. I do not deal with ninnyhammers, so heed my words, Kat Champernowne.”

He knew my pet name. Had my father told him that, as he had that I was literate? Rather, I could see Thomas Cromwell questioning my father, much as I’d seen him interrogate the Barlows’ tutor.

“I have a proposal to make to you, a bargain, if you will agree,” he went on, his expression intent. I felt my face flush, but I looked him straight in the eyes. “You are a gem, mistress, but only partly polished yet and in too rude a setting. If I see to your better placement, where tutoring both in studies and in becoming a gentlewoman—and in the new Lutheran religion—is offered, I would expect you to soak it all in. Because then, when I declare the time to be ripe, I will see that you are placed with a noble family of my choosing in London, not as a servant but as a companion, a gentlewoman-in-waiting, so to speak. And then, who knows what that waiting will be for, eh?”

For once, I had nothing to say. It was all too impossible, too wonderful. To go somewhere, to be someone—to escape Maud. To have in plain sight my box of treasures and to openly write my memories and hopes—and to serve someone deserving, someone who did not harm or kill others to climb life’s ladder as Maud had, but who only helped and served others, like Master Cromwell!

“It is more, far more, than I could ever have hoped …” I stammered, so breathily that it didn’t sound like sensible, solitary me at all. “But—what is the rest of the bargain?”

He nodded curtly. “The acquisition of information is essential for positions of power.”

“You mean, I would inquire things of the Champernownes or of the noble London family and then write or tell you?”

“In a way. A clever, beguiling, buxom and pretty girl with no dangerous family ties, who can read and write and move in circles of people both high and low, and—most of all—keep a confidence, is just what I will need.”

Beguiling? Pretty? Me? But Maud had said—And what did buxom mean? [I add this note now, later, in London: buxom can mean both pliant and agreeable, as in wedding vows when the bride promises “to be buxom in both board and bed.” I suppose Cromwell could have meant that, but I later came to think he at least implied the second meaning, for I was full breasted above my supple waist and knew men’s eyes oft moved from my face to my breasts, before darting guiltily or invitingly back up again. But Thomas Cromwell seemed all business.]

“Do we have a bargain then, mistress?”

I nodded fervently.

“Say it then.”

“We have a bargain, Master Cromwell.”

To my surprise, moving only his good arm, he took my hand—the one not holding the rolled-up pages of my story I had penned that day—and lifted it to his lips and kissed it. No man had done such before. He turned away and walked his horse to a tree stump he stepped on so he could mount easily, though he still grunted in pain.

“Be patient, Mistress Champernowne. I will care for the details.”

“How long will I be in Modbury before you summon me to London?”

“Time and events will tell,” he said, staying his horse one moment more. “But the point is, whatever befalls, you will learn not to tell, not without my permission.” Without a backward glance, he wheeled his horse away.

I did not realize then how many times later that would be the case. He would listen to me avidly, use me for his gain—though oft for mine too—then turn tail and move on to his next task, the next rung up his life’s ladder. I marveled at the aura of control and power that reeked from the man, but then, I hadn’t yet met the Tudors.

The next morn I almost wondered if I had dreamed it all. But it was no dream that Maud flew into a fit of temper—despite another half crown from Cromwell’s purse that sealed the bargain with my father—when she heard I was to be sent to Sir Philip Champernowne’s household at Modbury, not as servant but as companion to his daughters.

Maud yanked her blond curls with both hands and screamed at my father, “I don’t care one whit if the Barlows give her leave to go. I need her here. I’m about to have another babe, and I’m not young anymore!”

Father frowned. “We’ve been promised a half crown a year—a year!—while she’s with my cousins, so you can hire a housemaid or nursemaid.”

“In this wretched place while she goes to Modbury?” [She said that as if I were heading for Paris or already to London.] “I won’t trust just anyone with my children. I’ve done a lot for you, Hugh Champernowne, you know I have, and I need her here!”

Father looked stoic and sullen, just as he did when he used to argue with my mother. But he shouted, “She’s going! You two sort out when. There’s even to be a horse for her to ride and an escort for her from the Hall.”

Did everyone dance so easily to Cromwell’s tune? I was in utter awe.

“I never should have listened to your wild schemes!” Maud shrieked and threw a candlestick on the hearthstones while Simon and Amelia cowered in the corner. “She has to help birth this child you’ve planted in my belly! You know about bees, don’t you, Hugh? By hell’s gates, I’m the queen bee here, and you’re going to see more sting than honey if you let her go, bec—”

My father went out and slammed the door.

She turned to me, leveling her hand, pointing her finger like the Barlows’ tutor when he was angry. “I don’t give a fig how many bribes that king’s man sends, you’re not going anywhere to learn to be a gentlewoman, not the likes of you.”

I was more angry and desperate than I’d ever been, though that predicament was naught compare to the tight places I got in once I really began to serve Cromwell and the Tudors, once I started to “pay my dues,” as he reminded me once when I rebelled.

“Learn to be a lady?” I said, hands thrust on my hips as I faced her down. “Yes, that would be lovely, and I shall wear green ribbons in my hair like this one. I shall amble about and ape you,” I taunted, producing from my bodice the ribbon I’d found years ago and was about to discard since I was going to be quit of her for good. “I do regret, though, it is a bit soiled from the hearth—from a strange, sudden fire there once that caught my mother’s skirts, when not a thing was spitted over it that might have caused her to get too close. And then, I warrant,” I added, as I dangled the ribbon before her, “it is a bit burned because it was dropped in some sort of scuffle right here on the hearth when you claimed you were not even inside with her that day, the day I believe someone hit my mother hard on the back of her head. How fortunate that you were coming to visit then, especially since you’d already been here earlier to deliver the two beehives you left out back.”

She stared aghast at me, then at her sniveling children—perhaps to assure herself they had not taken my meaning. Wide-eyed, gasping air like a beached fish, she turned to gaze at me again.

“If I were you,” I went on, “I’d be pleased to be rid of someone who can produce other proofs about what really happened that day. As you yourself put it, ‘I’ve done a lot for you, Hugh.’ Mayhap since you’ve turned to such a shrew, if he sees I can prove what I can prove, he’ll give evidence against you too.”

She looked so frightened I almost felt guilty, for I had no other proofs but only festering suspicions from long-smothered resentment. Evidently fearful of saying another word to me, she flounced off to her room, leaving me to tend her children for the last time. Maud was so distraught that she went into labor that night, and I helped deliver her of a puny baby girl, one she named Katherine after me, as if to mollify or bribe me. I cuddled and kissed the little mite that was my namesake, but nothing was keeping me there. Two days later, I turned my face to the south toward another, richer, more powerful family of Champernownes.

I didn’t realize until years later, working first for Cromwell and then the Tudors, that the lies, the bluffs, the innuendos, the screws I had put to the woman who had been the bane of my existence, were the best practice I could have had for later life in London.
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CHAPTER THE THIRD

BIGBURY-ON-SEA, DEVON

July 19, 1526

“I CANNOT BELIEVE you have never seen the sea!” Joan cried as, holding hands, we ran toward the waves across the wide beach. We were barefoot and had our skirts belted up, baring our legs below the knee. Though we could not take big strides, the sand and surf felt delightful on bare skin. Seagulls strutting on the sands screeched and took flight before us as we ran as fast as our tied thighs, holding up our skirt hems, would allow.

Joan spoke true, I thought. I am twenty years of age and have never seen water wider than the Dart. But after eight months in Modbury, I had seen so much and—if Master Cromwell did not forget me—I will see much more than even this wonder of vast, rolling water.

“Wait until you see the tides come in and out!” Joan told me. I thanked the Lord that she had been my special guide and friend in my new life. “We shall walk the tidal causeway to that island out there, see?” she cried, pointing, her voice so excited it was shrill. “But we must return across the sand straits by a certain time or water will devour us like a sea monster!”

Joan was eleven that first summer I lived in Modbury with Sir Philip Champernowne’s family; she was already betrothed to a landed neighbor, Robert Gamage, but at least she knew and liked him. An almost mirror image of her mother and two sisters, Joan was dark-haired with beautiful green eyes, eyebrows arched like ravens’ wings, and an oval face with milky skin. To protect our complexions, we had our heads covered with floppy, woven hats tied with gay colored ribbons fluttering in the salty breeze.

Behind us, trying to keep up, came Elizabeth, called Bess, of thirteen years, pulling her sister Katherine, called Kate, eight years, the youngest of the Champernowne brood. Ahead of us raced the lads, John, the heir, just turned eighteen, and Arthur but a year younger, both tall and lanky. Arthur, as ever, kept turning back to look at me, his avid gaze on my heaving breasts beneath my tight bodice, but today also ogling my legs. That subtle feeling of unease set in, but, in faith, it was a day for freedom, a day not to fret about Arthur’s smothered, forbidden feelings for me.

At a slower pace behind us all came Sir Philip and Lady Katherine, arm in arm, followed by servants with baskets of food. My mentors also looked excited on this day of their annual family visit to the southern shore, but a few hours ahorse from their manor house on the fringe of busy Modbury. Already, just last month, I had learned to swim with the girls in the four-foot-deep pond behind the house, though I’d hated it when minnows nibbled on my legs. I could not fathom what great sea creatures must live in the green-gray depths before us.

Even when the boys began to splash us, I looked about to try to take it all in, as if I could press this memory in my treasure box with dried roses from the gardens behind Modbury Manor. Here were dark cliffs half-hidden by humps of hills and the broad, pale sand shore studded by random clusters of black rocks as if a huge hand had strewn them amidst the sea grasses of Sedgewell Cove.

“Just think!” Joan cried, finally loosing my hand. “This is the very spot where smugglers bring their goods ashore at night, fineries maybe clear from France!”

John doused us with another flung handful of water, but she just squealed and laughed. Had she been home, most likely she would have tat-taled on him to the girls’ governess, Gertrude.

“Cutthroat pirates from the Scilly Isles put in here,” John said, trying to scare us as usual. “Heard tell they abduct fair maids for ransom, so beware! I’d not pay a farthing for either of you, always picking at me to keep my nose in a book when the whole world waits out here!”

He rampaged off through the cresting waves, kicking up spray, but Arthur lingered a moment. “I’d raise the ransom somehow,” he said, turning red as a pippin. Poor Arthur, I thought, ever brooding over the fact he was the second son. He’d told me privily he would have been sent to be a priest in the old days before the new religious learning the family espoused and I eagerly studied. But Arthur had told me, too, that his sire had vowed to buy him a fine manor somewhere in Devon, so he would someday have even better prospects to wed well.

I shuddered, even as Arthur turned tail and chased after his brother. The last thing I needed was to have Sir Philip or Lady Katherine mistrusting me for leading Arthur on—which I had not—when I wanted a good report to Cromwell and no strings to hold me here when he summoned me to London. Besides, had I cared for Arthur that way, I was under no illusions that one of Sir Philip’s sons would be allowed to wed a woman without lands or dowry.

“Let’s find some pretty shells!” I cried, eager for something tangible to keep in my treasure box to mark this day. “Oh, look at this!” I produced a corkscrew-shaped one from the sand at my feet. “But I’ll bet you can all find even better ones!”

Since I was older than the children, I tried to watch over them and bring out the best in Joan, Bess and little Kate. It was instinct in me from my earlier days, I guess, and the gratitude I owed my hosts, Sir Philip and Lady Katherine, for in bed and board and education, they treated me as one of their own.

“I can tell you are a green girl here!” Bess replied with a little shake of her head as she shouted into the wind. “Newcomers always want to pick up shells, but I want to throw them in the waves and make them skip and skip until they disappear!”

Skip and skip until they disappear … That was the way my days and months with the Champernownes flew past, however much I chafed that I did not hear from Thomas Cromwell.

MODBURY, DEVON

To tell true, Cromwell was only mentioned twice in my hearing, if I don’t count the time I overheard the lord and lady discussing “the troubles in London,” but I will record that in a bit. The first day I arrived at Modbury, Sir Philip had said, “Master Cromwell holds out much hope for your future with our family or another in London someday.”

Someday—that seemed so vague, so far away, though his words lifted my heart.

“Will your family be going to London?” I had asked.

“I believe someday my daughters and their husbands will all serve the royal family there in some capacity. Perhaps you will go to court in one of their households. Time will tell.”

I was sad that he spoke not of such things after, though I thought perhaps Master Cromwell was testing me through Sir Philip. After all, Cromwell had told me, “Time will tell,” so was that a coded message to me? He had said he valued one who could keep a confidence, and his final words to me were to learn not to tell things, not without his permission.

The other time I heard Cromwell’s name was the day Sir Philip and Lady Katherine took me on horseback to see Modbury. I was learning to sit a horse sidesaddle quite well and reveled in the lofty view of things it gave me, I who had walked everywhere in the earlier years of my life. Also, that day I came to realize that these kin of mine were indeed the premier family of the area. Laborers doffed their hats and stood aside, sometimes with heads bowed a bit. Mothers pointed us out to their children. More than one woman on the street curtsied, a custom to honor one’s betters, a skill I had recently learned from the family’s dancing instructor, Master Martin. He had not only lived in London—I questioned him about that whenever I could manage—but had seen Her Grace Mary Tudor, Princess of Wales, pass by on the road with her huge entourage not once but twice on her way to Ludlow Castle in Wales. Hundreds of horses and carts, so he told me, and the princess herself riding in a fine litter.

Oh, yes, with Joan and Bess, for Kate was deemed yet too young, I had learned what Master Martin called “court dances”: the stately pavane; the quick coranto; and my favorite, the charming, five-step galliard the French called the cinquepace. Because of our heights, I sometimes partnered John, but more often he danced with lanky Joan and I was with Arthur. That was the beginning of my troubles with him, I supposed, for he fell over his big feet in my presence, when I knew he wanted to please Master Martin and me too.

But on my introduction to Modbury by my mentors, I was in awe, and not just from seeing the high regard which they enjoyed among the local citizenry. That day, again, Master Cromwell was mentioned. His name came up in this wise. Modbury was a booming wool town with mills producing cloth, especially felt. All about, weavers’ cottages had long windows to let the light in on their looms. Along the river stood fulling mills where huge mallets pounded the wetted wool into flat, smooth felt called “tuckey,” to sell at home and abroad.

As we walked through one such mill Sir Philip owned, with the sounds of the rushing river and stamping of the mallets, Lady Katherine said to her husband, “I hear Secretary Cromwell owns a fulling mill at Putney near London. Indeed, there is not much the man hasn’t done.”

“A jack-of-all-trades but a master of one,” Sir Philip put in. “His ultimate skill is not secretarial but managerial. He may manage his own business, but his genius lies in handling other, powerful people.”

“Quite a past but an even brighter future,” she said, turning to me with a little half smile that was so characteristic of her, as if she wanted to break into a grin but something always held her back. “Tell Kat a bit about her patron, then,” she urged her husband as we walked outside to where two men held our horses.

“Though he comes from common stock and wed the daughter of a shearman, he’s worked his way up with his wit and talents,” Sir Philip said. “He tells me he had a rough beginning, was once a common soldier in Italy, and later saw how corrupt Pope Julius II and his lackeys were selling indulgences and such.”

I had more than once heard Sir Philip bemoaning the corruption of the Catholic Church, both in Rome and England. So had he imbibed that attitude from Cromwell? But I did not want to hear of the new religion, but more of Master Cromwell.

“So,” I dared to prompt him, “he finally came back to England with new ideas?”

“Aye, and became a moneylender, lawyer and solicitor. You’ve seen his captivating manner and, I tell you, he has a memory like a trap of Spanish steel for names, numbers and faces—”

“And favors,” Lady Katherine added pointedly, so I hope she didn’t mean that Cromwell owed them something because of me.

“He’s now a member of Parliament,” Sir Philip said as he gave the horse boys each a groat and we mounted with their help. I hardly understood what Parliament was then, but I did not interrupt. “He’s a fine speaker there, became a member of Grey’s Inn recently,” he added as we turned our mounts toward the manor and rode past the shambles where meat was sold and the Roofed Round House where both corn and yarn were bargained for. My horse must have sensed my mood, for she tossed her head and snorted. I was champing at my own bit to hear more, for I knew naught of Grey’s Inn or any other in London.

Finally, I could not hold my tongue. I was desirous of any hint, however obscure, of when Secretary Cromwell might send for me. “But he still works for Cardinal Wolsey, does he not?” I ventured.

With a sneer at the mere mention of the cardinal’s name, Sir Philip nodded brusquely. “Of course. He cares for all of Wolsey’s affairs, for that corrupt prelate cares for all the king’s affairs. That is where the power should lie, with our sovereign, not with one who owes obedience to the Pope in Rome.”

I had a hundred other questions, but I forced myself to silence. I had told Secretary Cromwell I could hold my tongue, so I would strive to do so. But it did warm me to hear the Champernownes praise the man they had called my patron and who I prayed would be my deliverer from Devon, however beautiful it was here.

My home to the north had seemed so isolated and hemmed in by Dartmoor’s hedges and tall, stunted oaks; ancient stone walls; high, turf-topped banks and deep-cut lanes. By comparison, this area of Devon, called the South Hams, lay more welcoming. Though Modbury was sheltered by three hills, the land opened to wide vistas with fertile farms and pinkish soil producing barley, wheat and rye. It was a far cry from the tough plowing through turf and thick grass at home. Like the southern sea, it was a new, rich world in many ways, and, as my patron had commanded me, I soaked up every bit of it I could.

I was dismayed one winter night when chill crept up the staircase and I hurried down it, to find my way blocked by Arthur. “Oh, you gave me a fright!” I told him, and gathered my skirts tighter to go around him. The family was roasting chestnuts downstairs, and all of us had been reciting parts from our lessons in geography and mathematics and displaying examples of our prayers in our best handwriting. They were prayers addressed directly to the Lord Jesus, not to the Virgin Mary or the saints, since the new religion did not accept such mediators to our Lord. My flowing, steady script had been especially praised; I knew I wrote a good hand, one I hoped a busy secretary would appreciate should I ever have an opportunity to write to him. For some reason, had Cromwell decided to leave me here?

“Wait—I pray you,” Arthur said, putting out a long arm to block my way downstairs. “I—I’ve been sent up to fetch my astronomy drawings, but I—Father says my written hand is dreadful, and I beg you to help me with it.”

“Oh,” I said, not looking directly in his wide eyes, soft and pleading like those of a deer in the manor’s small hunt park. “If we have permission from your parents and Master Martin, then all right.”

He snatched my hand and planted a wet kiss on my palm, not a steady, assured touch of the lips as Cromwell had done nigh on two years before. Of course, I liked the feeling of power over this young man. I was glad to prove Maud wrong, that I was not fetching enough to fetch attention from a lad worth the while. But I could not afford to displease his parents. Yet if they and Master Martin gave their permission, I would gladly help.

A few days later, as we huddled at a schoolroom table over a single piece of parchment, Arthur asked, “Can you not place your hand over mine to guide it when I form my letters?”

“I believe it best you watch and copy my movements.”

We were briefly alone, but I could hear Master Martin’s voice droning on to someone in the hall. Arthur pressed his thigh tighter against my skirts and shifted his foot against mine. I moved farther away.

“I do watch your movements, all of them,” Arthur whispered, his eyes narrowed. He breathed through his mouth, which made









































This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781446458648

www.randomhouse.co.uk

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

First published in the USA in 2010 by G.P. PUTNAM’S & SONS
Published in 2011 by Ebury Press, an imprint of Ebury Publishing
A Random House Group Company

Copyright © 2010 by Karen Harper

Karen Harper has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

Addresses for companies within the Random House Group can be found at www.randomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9780091940416

To buy books by your favourite authors and register for offers visit www.rbooks.co.uk

OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
TLHED,





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Che .
Queens
Soverness
IQ\/ REN

‘HARPER





