

[image: Cover image: Boleyn Traitor by Philippa Gregory.]




Boleyn Traitor

Philippa Gregory

[image: No Image Description.]

[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo.]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Copyright © Philippa Gregory 2025

Cover design by Claire Ward/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover images: Front and inside cover © Yuliya Maya/Trevillion Images (woman) and Shutterstock.com (mask and rip). Back: NSA Digital Archive/Getty Images (snake).

Inside cover © Yuliya Maya/Trevillion Images (woman), Beast Dress created by Steve Stone/Artist Partners based on an original artwork by Robin Isely (with permission)

Philippa Gregory asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008745028

eBook Edition © October 2025 ISBN: 9780008745004

Version: 2026-06-11




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008745028




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Greenwich Palace, Summer: 1534

Greenwich Palace, Autumn: 1534

Morley Hallingbury, Norfolk, Winter: 1534

Morley Hallingbury, Norfolk, Spring: 1535

Morley Hallingbury, Norfolk, Summer: 1535

Greenwich Palace, Autumn: 1535

Eltham Palace, Christmas: 1535

Greenwich Palace, January: 1536

Greenwich Palace, Spring: 1536

Greenwich Palace, Spring: 1536

Greenwich Palace, May Day: 1536

The Tower of London, May: 1536

Greenwich Palace, Summer: 1536

On Progress, Summer: 1536

Westminster Palace, Summer: 1536

Westminster Palace, Autumn: 1536

Greenwich Palace, Christmas: 1536

Greenwich Palace, Spring: 1537

Greenwich Palace, Summer: 1537

Hampton Court, Autumn: 1537

Greenwich Palace, Winter: 1537

Greenwich Palace, Spring: 1538

Westminster Palace, Summer: 1538

Hampton Court, Winter: 1538

Whitehall Palace, Spring: 1539

Westminster Palace, Summer: 1539

Windsor Castle, Winter: 1539

St Andrew’s Abbey, Rochester, Kent, January: 1540

Greenwich Palace, January: 1540

Whitehall Palace, February: 1540

Westminster Palace, Spring: 1540

Hampton Court, Spring: 1540

Westminster Palace, May: 1540

Westminster Palace, June: 1540

Richmond Palace, Summer: 1540

Oatlands Palace, Surrey, Summer: 1540

On Progress, Summer: 1540

Windsor Castle, Autumn: 1540

Woking Palace, Autumn: 1540

Hampton Court, Winter: 1540

Hampton Court, January: 1541

Hampton Court, February: 1541

Hampton Court, March: 1541

The Tower of London, March: 1541

Greenwich Palace, March: 1541

Greenwich Palace, April: 1541

Greenwich Palace, Spy Wednesday: 1541

Greenwich Palace, Good Friday: 1541

Greenwich Palace, Easter Saturday: 1541

Greenwich Palace, Easter Sunday: 1541

Greenwich Palace, April: 1541

Greenwich Palace, May: 1541

Holy Cross, Waltham, Essex, May: 1541

On Progress, Summer: 1541

Pontefract Castle, Summer: 1541

St mary’s, York, Autumn: 1541

Colly Weston Palace, Autumn: 1541

Chenies Manor, Buckinghamshire, Autumn: 1541

Hampton Court, Autumn: 1541

Hampton Court, All Hallows’ Eve: 1541

Hampton Court, All Souls’ Day: 1541

Hampton Court, November: 1541

The Tower of London, November: 1541

Russell House, London, December: 1541

Russell House, London, January: 1542

The Tower of London, February: 1542

Afterword

Bibliography

Keep Reading

About the Author

Also by Philippa Gregory

About the Publisher




GREENWICH PALACE, SUMMER

1534

IN THE HAMMERED silver of the mirror, we look like two headless ghosts – our black hoods hiding our faces. I throw back the thick veil to reveal the mask of a golden falcon. The sharp beak is enamelled gold, the flaring eyebrows brass. The feathers of head and throat are cloth of gold: they shift and settle like plumage, speckled like peregrine feathers, as if a free bird has been cursed into gold by Midas.

I push up my mask over my light brown hair to show my creamy skin, my secretive smile.

‘And you can take that look off your face,’ Anne says, throwing back her own hood, raising her head for me to raise her veil and free her of her mask.

‘What look?’

‘Your false face – your two-faced face. What are you thinking?’

A courtier’s mouth is always full of unspoken words. ‘I was thinking: it’s going to be hard to dance in this,’ I lie. ‘It’s going to be hard to see.’

‘We’re here to be seen, not to see.’

She gets up and spreads her arms for me to unlace her stomacher, her sleeves, the skirt of her gown. She scratches her rounded belly through the fine linen shift. Five months into her second pregnancy, she is more tired than with her first. She says this is a sign of a son. Her daughter, Princess Elizabeth, was easier to carry. She rests on her bed every afternoon before dinner when the king is bathing and changing his clothes after his afternoon sports.

‘What’s the masque called?’ she asks, climbing into the great golden bed.

‘The Falconers. We dance as birds, and then …’

‘Let me guess,’ she interrupts. ‘The king and his friends come in disguised as falconers, and they catch us, and we dance with them? And then we all unmask, and I discover I am dancing with the king! I am amazed! I had no idea! I thought he was a handsome stranger.’

I give a trill of false laughter. ‘You’re so funny!’

I take off her embroidered shoes and peel down her fine silk stockings. This is honourable work for a lady-in-waiting to a queen, and the duty of a beloved sister-in-law. I am proud to be both.

She closes her eyes. ‘Surely, not even he can believe I don’t know my own husband?’

Of course, the king does not think that we believe a group of strange Savoy princes or unknown Russian lords in thick furs have burst into the queen’s presence chamber.This is a game at court that we all play knowingly, and the prize is that the king shines. Among all the playacting is a single truth: the second son, the second-rate, second choice has been transmuted into gold; he is heir. Over and over again, we re-enact this miracle, as if it were the greatest luck that Arthur, the firstborn, died, and Henry became heir and then king. Twenty years ago, someone named him the ‘handsomest prince in Christendom’, and we have had to keep it up ever since.

When I first came to court as a maid-of-honour I was a lonely bookish little girl of eleven and he was the twenty-six-year-old dazzling young husband to the beautiful queen: Katherine of Aragon. I fell in love with him, with her, with the glamour and beauty of the young royal couple. Then I fell in love with the whole Boleyn family: Anne, her ambitious brother George, her sweet-natured sister Mary, their parents, and the noble House of Howard – all professional courtiers as I wanted to be, in service to the most beautiful powerful court in the world.

Now, I am a Boleyn myself, married to George for almost half my life, rising with him to the title of Lady Rochford, nearly thirty years old. The queen I first loved and served is long gone, and the handsome king is in his prime. I have watched his need for praise grow from a young man’s joy to a mature man’s vanity, and I have learned – we all have – to fatten the compliments to match his hunger.

‘Masking and revealing is a game to him,’ I say soothingly. ‘He just wants the world to see that you choose him, even when he is disguised.You fall in love all over again.’

‘Well, I do,’ she says, with a sudden wide false smile. ‘I am Anne, “The Most Happy”.’

I tuck the lambswool blanket around her. Thanks to Anne, I am first lady at court, and I will be aunt to her baby, the next king of England, and first in the procession to carry him to his baptism. It will be a victory parade for us beautiful, clever women – we will have defeated the old lords and won the king from them.

‘When will you announce you’re with child? You announced Elizabeth much earlier.’

She shrugs. ‘When I choose.’

Only the favoured few know that she is expecting a baby this autumn. She is right to delay sounding the starting bell for a new race of eager young women to the king’s bed; every slut at court will snatch at the king’s attention when they know the queen is pregnant. ‘Do something for me, Jane,’ she says as I warm lavender and juniper berry oil in my palms to rub on her swollen feet and ankles.

‘Speak to that Agnes girl. She’s not respectful.’

Agnes is a young maid-of-honour, blonde, and agreeable. Dark-haired Anne dislikes blonde, smiling women, but still, they flock to court in their best gowns.

‘What’s she done?’

‘Her curtsey is too shallow; she bobs up and down as if I am nothing more than a viscountess.’

This is my title. I was born Jane Parker, won the name Boleyn through marriage, and now I am Lady Rochford. I pinch her toes, smiling. ‘It’s very grand to be a viscountess,’ I tell her.

‘It’s good enough for now,’ she agrees. ‘But when I give birth to a prince, I’ll have George named as a duke!’

This is the dizzying Boleyn ambition. My father’s plan was for me to be a mid-rank courtier, expert in this new trade for educated men and women. He sent me to court speaking French and English and reading Latin. He advised me to learn German, as the Protestant thinkers write in German, and hide my Spanish from the Spanish queen.

But Anne never had any interest in discreet courtier work; she went straight to the fount of power and seduced and married the king. She has all the courage of her mother’s grand house, the Howards, and all the ambition of the self-made Boleyns. If she wants a dukedom for George, she will get it, and I will be a duchess. Anne, and all of us, Boleyns and Howards, are on the rise – we cannot be distracted by a girl like Agnes.

‘She curtseyed properly to the old queen. She used to sink down as if Katherine of Aragon was the Virgin Mary,’ Anne complains.

We all did. But that was three years ago and courtiers’ memories are as short-lived as mayflies.

‘Dowager princess now,’ I remind her.

‘And she was talking to the Spanish ambassador,’ Anne says fretfully. ‘What can a fool like her have to say to a fool like him?’

I make a mental note to tell my patron that Agnes has been recruited into the Spanish ambassador’s network of friends and spies. ‘Oh, he talks to everyone,’ I say reassuringly. ‘What else can he do?’

‘He can go home to Spain. He can lock himself up in Kimbolton Castle with the queen.’

‘Dowager princess,’ I prompt again.

‘But who else does she talk to?’ she asks. ‘To the Papist lords? The Courtenays? The friends of the old queen and Princess Mary?’

‘Lady Mary,’ I remind her.

Queen Katherine is to be called dowager princess, and her daughter is newly named as Lady Mary; but those who served and loved them refuse to miscall them, and the rest of us have to learn a new habit.

‘None of them matter to you. You’ve won. It’s only old people, childhood friends of the king! Doddering Papists! Looking back to the old days. Not us – not us of the new court, the new religion, the new world. Time is on our side. They’ll die of old age or just give up. If your baby is a boy, it will prove that your marriage is God’s will, and the old queen, her daughter, and the Spanish ambassador and all the faithful will just fade away.’

‘Where’s George?’ she demands. ‘He’s late.’

I never complain of George being late; but I am his wife of ten years, and she is his queen.

‘Go and fetch him, Jane.’

I am saved from looking like a needy wife hunting for her husband by a tap on the door that connects the queen’s bedroom to the king’s private gallery. George slips in, breathtakingly handsome in a new hose and jerkin of rich brown velvet. He carries a mask and a hat with a long sweeping heron’s feather in his hand. He is like his sister: dark-eyed and dark-haired, as if they are twins, carved from mellow polished wood into the same hard intelligent features and darkly promising eyes.

‘Behold a rustic falconer!’ he announces and comes to the bed and takes Anne’s hand to kiss. He looks at her keenly. ‘You’re pale.’ He turns to me. ‘You’ve not let her get overtired?’

‘She only tried on her costume and ran through the dance – since then, she’s been resting.’

I step towards him for a kiss of greeting; but he turns to sit beside her and unpins her hair. I hand him her silver hair brushes, and he sweeps the long dark heap of hair from her forehead and plaits it.

‘I’m troubled,’ Anne complains.

‘Don’t be,’ he says instantly. ‘You must think of holy things, joyous things to make the baby grow. You have to be Anne, “The Most Happy”.’

‘Agnes Trent,’ I explain, and see his quick nod of thanks.

‘She has to show respect,’ Anne says.

George fastens two ivory pins in the plaits at the nape of her neck, so loosely that the king can release a tumble of her scented hair and bury his face in it when they are alone.

Anne gestures for me to slide on fresh stockings, and winces at the tightness of the red silk shoes. ‘I’ve told Jane to speak to her.’

‘She’s a new favourite,’ George warns me. ‘Speak tactfully.’

‘But clearly,’ Anne insists. ‘I’ll have nothing less than complete loyalty. I didn’t send the queen—’

‘Dowager princess—’ George and I say together.

‘The dowager princess to Kimbolton Castle, Cardinal Wolsey to hell, and Bishop Fisher and Thomas More to the Tower, only to have enemies under my own roof. The old lords speak against me in council; their old wives gossip behind their hands. All the old people want everything back the way it was.They want the old queen back.’

‘Well, you can’t put them all in the Tower!’ I joke; but nobody laughs. At once, I am grave. ‘Of course, I’ll speak to Agnes.’

Anne stands up in her tight shoes. ‘Fetch her now; she can dress me.’

George drops a kiss on her shoulder and throws a salute to me ‘Thank you!’ he mouths, hidden by the door.

I see the door is safely closed behind him before I cross to the opposite door to the queen’s privy chamber. ‘Her Grace is ready for dressing,’ I say, and three maids of honour obediently rise. Agnes swings past me, not a care in her world.

I touch her arm. ‘Is there any reason that you don’t make a proper curtsey to the queen?’ I ask her pleasantly. ‘I’m sure there must be some mistake.’

‘No mistake but hers,’ she says rudely. ‘I curtsey low enough for her.’

‘Curtsey low enough for a crowned queen. And let the matter end here.’

‘It’ll end where it started: with her.’

I tighten my grip. ‘Mistress Agnes, when I was first at court, I minded my manners. That’s how I rose to be first lady-in-waiting.’

‘And I mind mine! There’s no need for you to pinch me, Lady Rochford.Your sister has a Tower full of torturers to do that.’

‘I wasn’t pinching you,’ I lie.

‘And I curtsey just right,’ she lies in reply, and goes into the queen’s bedchamber.

I watch her through the open door, and I see that she does not.

NEXT DAY, AFTER prayers in the royal chapel, the king stays kneeling on the great embroidered cushion of his prie-dieu, with his hands steepled, his eyes closed, conferring directly with God. Nobody can move until he comes to himself. He beckons Anne to join him on his side of the chapel, and I follow her, carrying our prayer books and her pearl and coral rosary. The king’s secretary, Thomas Cromwell, stands silently behind him, young Francis Weston and my husband George behind Cromwell. George winks as we join them. Francis gives a little bow.

‘My lord husband,’ Anne curtseys to the king, smiles at the courtiers, and acknowledges Thomas Cromwell with a small nod, as if he were a visiting tradesman, come with a bolt of worsted cloth.

‘Cromwell has a question about the visit to France,’ the king says, still on his knees, his hands clasped in prayer. Apparently, God is attending this meeting, too.

‘I did not know if Your Grace wishes to visit France this summer?’ Cromwell asks Anne, circling the obvious question: are you with child? ‘Should His Majesty go to France alone?’

We have to persuade France to make an anti-Papist alliance, join us against the pope and Katherine of Aragon’s nephew: the Emperor of Spain. But Anne cannot travel while she is pregnant, and she won’t let the king out of her sight. Master Cromwell’s inquiring brown eyes meet my grey ones.

‘Oh! I shall need you at my side!’ Anne cries to the king. She clasps her hands around his, as if he is swearing fealty. Henry holds the pose, like a knight errant kneeling to his lady. ‘You can’t leave me when I’m nearing my time!’

Of course, she is not due until the autumn and perfectly safe to travel; but Anne would rather die than go to France too broadbeamed to dance, and she would never allow the king alone with the notoriously beautiful women of the French court. We are staying home this summer, and so – as he is about to decide – is the king.

‘What d’you think, Sire?’ George asks the king, in a pretty masque of consultation.

‘I ought to go.’ The king is so cheered at the thought of a woman longing for him that he forgets about God and gets up. ‘Lady Rochford, d’you think your lady would be able to sustain a separation from me? Very briefly?’

I don’t need a look from Anne to prompt me. I know this playscript backwards.This is no ordinary love: this is Tristan and Iseult – a great Romance; they can never be parted. ‘I wouldn’t advise it,’ I say gently. ‘She would pine for you, Sire. But could your meeting with the King of France be delayed until after the birth? And then the visit could be a celebration? Part of the announcement and rejoicings?’

The king beams as he imagines his triumphant visit to France with the young wife who has given him the son, in place of the old one who did not.

Cromwell takes my hint and joins in. ‘We could send a messenger to suggest a delay. Someone of importance – so they know there’s no disrespect.’

The Duke of Norfolk, George’s uncle, the head of the House of Howard, is the obvious choice; but he and Anne are barely speaking since he pulled off the brilliant trick of marrying his daughter to a royal bastard: the king’s illegitimate son. And almost all the other noblemen are secretly on the side of the old queen.

‘Oh, not one of the old lords!’ Anne exclaims. ‘Not one of the ancients!’

The king taps her cheek. ‘Old friends,’ he says. ‘Faithful friends.’

‘Exactly so! Old friends, old men!’ She smiles at him. ‘Stuck in their old ways – not like you!’

‘Viscount Rochford?’ Cromwell suddenly exclaims, as if my husband George were not standing right in front of him.

The king laughs. ‘Perfect! But can you spare him, Lady Rochford? Or are you with child, too, and won’t let him go?’

It is my hidden grief that we have been married ten years with no sign of a child. But I laugh as merrily as if I have never cried in George’s arms. ‘Ah, Sire, we can’t all have our first child in the first year of marriage and a second in the second year! We are not all as happy as you and the queen!’

‘“The Most Happy”,’ George confirms. We never allow anyone to forget Anne’s motto.

The king takes Anne’s hand and kisses it again. ‘She has done all that she promised me,’ he says dotingly. ‘And I have done more than anyone thought possible. I am making a new England, for a new royal family. And my newborn son will prove that God blesses me and my bride.’

Anne glows at him and spreads her hand on the slight curve of her belly to make it look bigger.

‘George shall go to France and tell them the meeting must be delayed until after the birth of my son,’ the king declares. ‘We’ll visit in the autumn.’

‘I’m honoured by your trust,’ George says, as if he was going out to kill dragons. ‘I’ll not fail you.’

The heroic note is exactly right. Henry takes George’s lower arm in a knight’s grip. ‘I know it, George.You are my brother.’

‘We would have confidence in no other.’ Anne smiles. She slides her hand on the king’s arm and invites him to walk in the cool of the garden before we go to breakfast, just the two of them. I know that she wants to be rid of her ladies, trailing behind to distract him; but he imagines a young handsome king with a beautiful queen leaning on his arm, walking on grass speckled with flowers as bright as a new-woven tapestry.

Master Cromwell bows and goes out. George and I are left alone with Francis Weston.

‘See how we rise!’ George exclaims. ‘Thank you, my love. You steered us right, as always – and now I can tell the King of France that I am to have a royal nephew!’

‘Just my duty,’ I say modestly.

He beams. ‘You know, there were times when I thought I’d always be here, running love notes between Anne and the king, a diplomat in the maids’ chamber, an ambassador in the sewing rooms, never getting to the source of power, always bobbing around in the froth.’

‘Lord, I wish I could come with you,’ Francis says, who has years of bobbing around ahead of him. ‘But I shall guard your lady while you are gone, if she will accept my service.’ He puts his hand on his heart and bows low to me.

‘Oh yes, yes.’ George waves away the game of courtly love as pointless without an audience. ‘Jane – send a message to the stables. I’ll need my horses reshod before we start. I’ll take two spare. I’m famous for how fast I make this journey.’ He kisses my outstretched hands. ‘I’ll come home quickly to you.’

I make sure I do not cling. ‘I shall miss you,’ I tell him.

‘I’ll be back inside a month,’ he promises.

THE QUEEN’S ROOMS are dull without George to suggest a theme for a masque, a new way to wear a French hood, or a round of games. We are visited by an old lady of the former
royal family: Margaret Pole, kinswoman to the king. Years ago, she
used to come to hear our lessons in the royal schoolroom and
praised me for being the cleverest of the old queen’s little maids. She has never said one word against the tragedy of the divorce, or the humiliations that Anne heaped upon the old queen and her daughter. She begged for permission to serve Lady Mary or Queen Katherine, and even offered to serve for free, but Anne insists that she is always refused.

Lady Margaret Pole wears a serene mask over her heartache. Today, she is accompanied by another royal kinswoman, Gertrude Courtenay. They curtsey to Anne to exactly the right depth, but somehow, they look as if they are doing her a favour. We sense their unspoken opinion that we are too noisy, too playful and young. Gertrude learned her manners from a strictly raised Spanish queen; we learned ours from the fashionable French. They think us too flirtatious, too witty. We read theology; we question too much for these unswervingly faithful Papists. Lady Margaret Pole’s favourite son is a scholar at Rome, and has been writing a book about the errors of reform for all his life. It may be very fine – my father the scholar says it will be brilliant – but I think it would be better for Reginald Pole, and better for his old mother, if he were to accept that Anne has persuaded the king to become Protestant, and all of England must be Protestant, too.

Lady Margaret Pole and all her noble family are supporters of the old queen’s daughter, Lady Mary, and nobody knows how far they will go to get her returned to court, acknowledged as a princess and royal heir, and restored to her lands and titles.They hate our Princess Elizabeth who has replaced her, and our queen who has replaced theirs; but you would never know it from their fine courtly manners. From the sharp pinnacle of their old-fashioned gable hoods to their elegant plain leather shoes, these are noble ladies condescending to their inferiors. In return, we do everything we can to make them feel outdated and out of place in our fashion-mad court.

Lady Margaret Pole greets the king’s niece Margaret Douglas with affection and asks after her mother, who was Queen Regent of Scotland and still advises her son King James of Scotland. The old lady quietly remarks on Margaret’s French hood and the raised hem of her gown that shows the embroidery on her silk stockings. Margaret blushes at this mild rebuke from her former governess, and Anne laughs aloud and says this is what they are wearing in Paris – and even the countess must surely remember what it was like to be a pretty young girl, however long ago it was?

Anne is reckless in her power. She won’t tolerate Lady Margaret Pole coming into her rooms and making her look like an upstart but Lady Margaret never wavers in her quiet dignity. No one but George could smooth Anne’s ruffled feathers. He’s so well read that he can argue like Martin Luther himself, and his love for Anne turns the vapid games of courtly love in her rooms into something tender and true. Without him, the love-talk grinds on by rote; and more than one young man is reduced to stammering silence, strolling into the queen’s room in a new silk cape, with a spray of roses in his hand, signifying true love, but no witty words ready-prepared. The lute player Mark breaks off his song and does a little twang to draw everyone’s attention to his embarrassment, and we laugh unkindly at the young nobleman’s shyness.

Anne needs me and George for she has no friends of her own. A self-made queen relies on self-made courtiers; everyone wants the chance to ride on this new queen’s coattails. Anne’s sister Mary is little use: more rival than supporter, as she was once the king’s lover. She is at the Boleyn family home, Hever Castle, this summer, and Anne is in no hurry to bring her back to court. We are a court of upstarts, soaring without firm foundations, so, everyone is relieved when George comes home early, making the journey from the Queen of Navarre and her brother King Francis in three weeks, bringing gifts and messages of goodwill from the French court.

He has brought back a new tennis racquet from Paris and swears that he will challenge all comers. Anne promises a prize to the winner, and the master of revels draws up a tournament with all the noblemen of court on the list. They start in the early morning, and we ladies sit through the heat of the day on the queen’s balcony, under the wooden roof that gets hotter and hotter as the day goes on. We watch the players sweat and lunge for difficult shots, enduring the nagging bang of the ball against the back of the court and the loud rolling on the roof above our heads.

‘Shall I get you a tisane?’ I whisper to Anne.

‘You can tell your husband to hurry up and finish,’ she says sourly.

He is playing the final match against the king, who is flushed and strong, dressed in white linen. The king has played two matches before this one, and his red-gold hair is dark with sweat, his damp shirt clinging to his muscled chest. When he stretches to hit a high ball or races to the net, he is as graceful as a bounding dancer.

George loses by a few points; he misses the last shot with a desperate lunge and goes off court laughing to Francis Weston, who wraps him in a drying sheet. The king, beaming with triumph, comes to stand below the queen’s balcony, excited by his victory and laughing at George’s Parisian racquet – demanding it as his prize as well as the gift from the queen.

George hands it over without hesitation, though it cost us a small fortune, and says that the king is by far the better player; but he will have his revenge next week. The ladies chime in, their voices like bells in full peal; everyone agrees that the king is as strong and as quick as a youth of twenty.

Not Agnes. She spent the entire tournament in the cool draught at the back of the queen’s box, out of the burning sunshine. While we lean over the edge of the box to praise the king and tease his opponents, she says nothing; but drifts forward to stand beside me, and when the king rubs his red sweating face on the sleeve of his shirt, she drops her handkerchief – like a floating petal – down to him. He snatches it out of the air as if it were a thistle seed and puts it against his flushed cheek. He looks up at her and presses it to his mouth.

Anne’s smile never wavers. She hands down the prize for the tournament – a gold hat pin – and she leads the way back to the queen’s side of the palace. She sets her ladies to sewing shirts for the poor – it is always shirts for the poor when she is in a rage.

She waves George and me into her bedchamber, and I close the door quickly so that no one else can hear the storm break the moment we are alone.

‘You saw that. She insults me.’

George is hot from the tennis court, with the sheet around his neck and his muslin shirt sticking to his back. ‘I have to go and wash.’

‘No, stay.You saw what she did. She insults me.’

‘I smell like a horse.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Tell me what I should do. She’s throwing herself at him!’

‘At least let me wash!’

She flicks her hand in dismissal, and he goes into the grand stool room that adjoins her bedroom.We hear him splashing the big ewers of water over himself and lathering up her fine soap, and finally he comes out, his hair curly from the water, one bath sheet embroidered with her crowned initial wrapped around his waist and another thrown over his shoulders. She pays no attention to his nakedness.

‘You saw her. She’s doing everything but swive him under my nose.’

‘Did this start while I was away in France?’

‘Not that I’ve seen,’ I say.

George rubs water from his ear with the sheet. ‘Jane misses nothing. If Jane didn’t see it, it’s only just started. So, it’s nothing: it’s the game – the courtly love game. We all play it, all the time. You can’t object … in your condition …’

‘My condition’s supposed to be my saviour!’

George looks at me to intervene.

‘Your condition is your saviour,’ I agree. ‘It means you’re above challenge. Even if he flirts with someone else, even if he falls in love …’

‘He’s already in love!’ she shrieks. ‘Unending love! Not like you, married by arrangement!’

‘All marriages are arranged,’ George says quickly. ‘It’s just that you arranged your own. And all marriages are of love. I didn’t choose Jane, but I was glad to have the daughter of Lord Morley as my wife, and she’s been as loyal as a …’ He breaks off, trying to imagine a simile for loyalty in this false court.

‘As a dog!’ she snaps.

George puts his arm around my waist. ‘Well, anyway, loving and loyal – and right! Jane’s always right. As she says: you’re above challenge. But while you’re pregnant and he can’t swive you, he’s bound to have other women. He’s not going to live like a monk for five or six months until your son’s born and you’re churched and can come back to your place – he’s going to have someone! He always did before.’

‘Before!’ she repeats. ‘Of course he had other women when he was married to an old queen constantly losing her babies! She was old and sick, and their marriage was cursed. But he’s not going to have anyone other than me! I held him at arm’s length for six years! Six years!’

‘You didn’t hold him at arm’s length,’ George points out. ‘There was all sorts of kissing and pleasuring. Sortilèges. French tricks.’

I didn’t know of this perverse and sinful behaviour. I had truly believed it was all courtly love. I hide my shock, and Anne doesn’t thank George for the reminder.

‘Next to nothing, and I could do it again now! Why shouldn’t I hold him for another six months?’

The marriage is less than two years old, and it was made – uniquely – for love. Anne has made herself into a new sort of queen, a new sort of wife: a beloved-wife, a love-queen. She has made a new age for women – recognised for our beauty and brains. Is such a queen, married for love, as secure on her throne as one pledged in a cold-hearted international alliance? Or should a marriage made for love, last only as long as love? Does a husband, married for love, have to be seduced and won over and over again?

Of course, we know the answer to that! The king tells us in every joust he wins and every masque where he plays the hero. He must be courted and fall in love daily. He never tires of the game of courtly love. Every day he has to fall in love again. Every day: fresh and new and passionate. And this was all very well when Anne was a honeymoon wife, and we, ambitious courtiers, played the music and danced him into her arms. But how can a wife heavy with child dance like a seductive girl? What can she do when he is strictly forbidden by the Church from coming to her bed?

‘He’s never going to stop playing at courtship,’ George says gently. ‘He has to be adored. It’s going to be “declare I dare not” to someone new every time you’re with child. He has to be the great lover – desired above all others. You know that! You’ll have to look the other way and know that when your son is born, you’re back in the game. Until then, look the other way.’

‘The queen looked the other way!’ she exclaims bitterly. ‘Never said a word against me until it was too late! See where that got her? Dowager princess in Kimbolton Castle and a household of half a dozen? Her daughter named “Lady Mary” – never to command as a princess again? If the queen had nipped it in the bud, I’d not be here today – and she’d not be there!’

George laughs – it is a masterstroke; only he would dare to laugh at her in her rage – and take her in his arms, half-naked. ‘Nobody could ever have nipped you in the bud,’ he assures her. He wraps his arms around her, sways her from side to side, and she closes her eyes and puts her hot angry face against his cool bare skin. ‘Anne, sweetheart. Wait – what did he call you? Lady of my heart!’

Reluctantly, she giggles, remembering the king’s laborious poetry. ‘Never let us be apart.’

‘Storm-tossed maiden!’ he reminds her, and she laughs outright, leaning back in his arms. ‘I can’t blame him for that,’ she says. ‘That was one of my lesser lines.’

‘It was brilliant,’ he assures her. ‘And you’ll always be the love of his life. Agnes doesn’t matter. You don’t stoop to complain of a girl like her. Don’t bring her to the court’s attention; ignore her, and he’ll court her and have her, and then he’ll get bored and find another Agnes. He’ll find dozens of Agneses during your reign.You won’t care. We’ve won. You’re queen, and once you have a prince and heir, you don’t even need him in your bed.’

I think he has soothed her, and the storm has passed.

‘He promised he would love me forever,’ she says resentfully.

George shrugs. ‘He married you. That’s forever.’

Of course, Katherine of Aragon exiled in a cold castle, shows us all: it is not.

‘Agnes shall leave court if she upsets you,’ I suggest. ‘Your mother can speak to her parents.’

‘That’s right.’ George gentles Anne; he presses her into a chair and takes off her heavy hood. ‘Rest,’ he urges her. ‘Rest and be calm for the baby. This baby’s going to make everything all right.’

‘Jane can get rid of Agnes.’

‘I don’t know how …’ I begin, looking to George.

They laugh, their eyes bright as weasel kits. ‘Oh, Jane, don’t pretend!’ George exclaims. ‘You’ve been at court long enough.’

‘Spill ink on her gown or wine on her linen, loosen her girth so her saddle slips and she falls from her horse.’ Anne laughs.

‘I can’t loosen her girth!’

‘No, don’t kill her!’ George agrees.

‘Put a forbidden book in her chest and report her,’ Anne suggests. ‘Rub her shoes in dog shit. Or just tell the girls that you don’t like her, and they’ll do the rest for you.’

‘I’m supposed to keep them orderly, not bully them – they’ll hate me!’

‘It doesn’t matter who hates you, if we love you!’ Anne knows the note to strike with me. ‘We love you! George will protect his clever wife; the earl my father will protect his daughter-in-law; my uncle the duke will protect his niece! Remember, you’re a Boleyn, of the House of Howard. You belong to us, and nobody can do anything against you.’ She stops and laughs at me. ‘Dear Jane! Look how she melts at the thought of being loved!’

George steps across to me and cups my face in his palms. ‘Dearest Jane,’ he says sweetly. ‘Little wife. Get rid of Agnes for us. Do it for love?’

THAT EVENING, THE king calls for a circle dance: gentlemen in an outer circle, ladies on the inside. The king starts with Anne as his partner and works around the circle, dancing with each lady until he returns to his wife again. Each girl blushes as soon as he takes her hand: a king causes desire with his touch, just as he cures sickness. I feel the heat in my own face at his whispered: ‘Ah, Jane! Pretty Jane! I danced my way all around just to reach you!’

He is nearly forty-three years old now, but, like everyone else at court, I cannot see his age. He is still handsome: his brown beard curling around his sensual mouth, his dark blue eyes smiling down at me as his warm hand takes mine. For me, for all of us, he will always be the stunningly handsome young boy-king who came to the throne at seventeen, married a Spanish princess for love and swore he would make his kingdom the finest in Europe. He is as light on his feet as he was then. He turns me in the steps of the dance and draws me close. ‘Jane, I swear, if you were not my sister-in-law …’ I feel a blush in my own cheeks. The king has been the lover of sisters before, he was bedding Mary Boleyn when he fell in love with Anne.

‘The queen would have me beheaded!’ I whisper, and he laughs and squeezes my hand, and moves on in the dance.

Mark Smeaton, the lute player, should be standing with the musicians, but he dances around the outside of the circle and lingers beside Anne, never missing a note.

The dance takes the king from me to Agnes, and suddenly, she
stumbles on her hem, and pitches into his arms. It’s a shameless
move from a maid-of-honour, she must be quite determined to
capture his attention. Mark slows the cadence of his playing for a moment, and the king whispers something in her ear. She blushes like an innocent girl, recovers her balance, and Mark picks up the tune, and it is as if no one hesitated. The dance moves the king on to his next partner but I see him glance back, as Agnes shakes her head and mouths: ‘I dare not!’ – the very motto of courtly love that he once used about Anne.

It is evidence enough. When the dance ends with curtseys and bows, I slip from the hall to the queen’s rooms, picking up a jug of warm creamy milk from her serving table as I go past. I tap on the door of the room for the maids-of-honour; but there is no reply. Ten of them sleep here in five comfortable beds. Agnes shares the bed by the door, her prayer book on a little prie-dieu by her bedside, her rosary beside it. Her clothes are in a chest at the bottom of the bed. I pull back the covers and pour milk on the sheets where it will soak through to the bedding and the wool-stuffed mattress beneath. It will smell of sour milk even after they have washed the sheets three times. Her bedfellows will say she pisses the bed and refuse to share with her, their maids will say she smells. She will be horribly shamed.

That night, I climb into the huge carved bed beside Anne. ‘Did you see her?’ she demands. ‘Did you see him with her?’

I nod.

‘Did you warn her?’

‘Milk in her bed.’

Anne laughs like a young girl. ‘Jane, you are the best of sisters.’

I laugh, too. This is what it is to be a great courtier – I can stoop to the pettiest of spites or undertake the greatest of embassies. No one but George and I can do both great and small acts for our queen.

Anne and I sleep curled up together, like loving sisters, and I think: this is the life I wanted – to serve with love and to be treasured for it. This is the family I wanted, when I was sent away from home in childhood. This is the love that I missed then, raised as a courtier and not as a beloved daughter. This is the woman I wanted to be: at the centre of power, serving a woman of power.

I AM WAKENED BY the clutch of her hand like a vice on my wrist. ‘What?’ I demand, half asleep.

‘Get George.’

‘What?’ I say stupidly. ‘What?’

‘Get up, light the candles and get George, you damned fool,’ Anne says through her teeth, biting back a moan of pain.

I feel the sheets are wet beneath me; for a moment, in sleepy confusion, I think Agnes has poured milk into our bed in an instant revenge, but when I touch it, my fingers are black in the darkness.

I light a candle from the embers of the fire and throw back the sheets. Anne is lying in a spreading pool of red.

‘Get George!’

I don’t argue. I throw a robe around my shoulders and dive out through the connecting door to the king’s rooms, run barefoot through the gallery. Our door is unlocked. I cross our hall to our bedroom and shake George’s naked shoulder.

He rolls over at once. ‘Jane? What is it?’

With a jolt of horror, I see my hand has left a bloodstain on our sheets. George looks down at it. ‘That’s Anne’s blood,’ I tell him. ‘She’s losing the baby.’

In one swift movement, he is out of bed, pulling on his shirt, heaving up his breeches. I want him to hold me, but he fends me off.

‘Get the midwife,’ he says.

‘I don’t know where she lives!’

‘Then wake my mother,’ he says. ‘Just her. Don’t say a word to anyone else.’

‘Wait for me … you can’t go to Anne’s bedroom—’

But he has already lit a candle and gone through the door so quickly that the flame streams back and shows his handsome face like a mask of fear.

The Boleyn family rooms are beside ours. I tap on the bright new shield of the three black bulls and the blood red inverted V, and I go in. Beyond the hall is a presence chamber, the privy chamber, and the master bedroom. I tiptoe through the rooms, my bare feet shrinking from the strewing rushes. I tap on the bedroom door and hear the rumbling snore of my father-in-law.

No one hears my knock. I open the door and peer in.

My mother-in-law, the Countess of Wiltshire, is lying on her side, facing the door, her eyes closed. Beside her is the mound of my father-in-law, heaped with furs.

Gently, I touch her shoulder with my clean hand, my bloody fingers behind my back. ‘It’s Anne,’ I whisper. ‘She’s ill.’

She wakes at once and slips out of bed without disturbing her sleeping husband. Her robe is at the foot of her bed with her Turkey leather slippers.

‘The baby?’

‘I don’t know.’

I do know; but I dare not say. ‘George sent me to wake you and to fetch a midwife.’

‘My woman knows where she lives,’ she says. ‘Wake her and tell her to fetch Emily la Leche from her house in Duck Lane. Tell her that it’s you that’s sick, that I said to bring her to you in the queen’s rooms.’

I see that the Boleyns will give me a dead baby before I get a live one. Elizabeth Boleyn does not wait for me to agree but hurries out. One outflung hand points to the women servants’ door, and then she is gone. She does not take my candle; she goes down the shadowy gallery without a light, as if she can see in darkness like a cat.

I order the servant, and then I walk on, down the king’s gallery, my candle flame bobbing in the warm draught. Next door to the Boleyns is the bigger suite of rooms allocated to the Duke of Norfolk. Thomas Howard is here alone – estranged from his wife, who stayed faithful to Katherine of Aragon when the rest of us did not. Late as it is, the door opens at once to my quiet tap.

A servant waits for me to speak.

‘Is my lord here?’ I whisper.

He bows and gestures for me to come inside, closing the great door behind me with a noiseless click. He crosses the big hall to the double doors of a grand bedroom and scratches against the oak panel. It, too, opens at once, and there is Thomas Howard the Duke of Norfolk, in a heavily embroidered night robe, wide awake, his long face grooved with lines, showing no surprise.

‘Yes? Jane?’

I have been his eyes and ears ever since I first arrived at court as a lonely little girl. Thomas Howard was the only one to notice me. He said I was a clever little poppet, and he gave me ribbons when I brought him news. He praised my learning and asked me what the queen had said in Spanish when she was alone with her ambassador, what she whispered in Latin to her confessor. Who came and went through the private door to her rooms? Who was her secret doctor, and why did she summons him?

When I married George, the duke became my uncle and the head of my house and said I was to think of him as a father, that I must go to him with all my little troubles, with any little secrets. Especially, I must tell him about the queen as the king turned against her and fell in love with my sisters-in-law: first Mary and then Anne.

I brought him news from the queen’s rooms, trivial gossip at first, and then I learned the number code that the Spanish diplomats used for writing secrets – and I copied her letters. I warned him when his own wife, Elizabeth, the young Duchess of Norfolk, hid a message to the queen in a basket of Seville oranges. The duke took my word against hers and locked her up far from her home and her children. At first, I was horrified that one word from me had destroyed a woman’s life: separated her from her children and made her home into a prison. But I felt proud that a great man like the duke trusted me, a child, more than her. He prized my whispered word above his wife’s denial. I learned a secret, I gave the secret to my patron, and he acted with power. It was as if the power was mine, as if I earned my own power with my secret.

After that, he trusted me completely. Together, we watched the growth of a Spanish party – a traitorous group formed deep inside the court, with adherents all over the country, financed by Spain and the Roman Catholic Church, linked to many of the old lords, many of the old royal family, sworn to defend the old queen against the king, sworn to restore England to the Papist faith, sworn to restore Lady Mary as the king’s only heir, sworn to the death and destruction of Anne, of all of us.

‘What news?’ the duke asks me, knowing it must be terrible news for me to come to him, barefoot in my night robe.

‘Anne’s losing the baby,’ I whisper. ‘Her mother, your sister, told me to fetch a midwife.’

‘Did she tell you to wake me?’

‘No. It’s to be kept secret. Nobody knows I’m here.’

‘Well done. Go back to Anne.Tell me when it’s all over. Either way.’ He shows no sign of distress, though this is the end of a royal Howard baby. But of course it’s not the only chance for him. His daughter is married to the king’s bastard son; he might get a royal Howard baby from them.

‘Thank you for coming to me, Jane. I rely on you.’

I curtsey and turn to the door. The silent servant opens it for me, and I hear the quiet click as it closes behind me. I hurry back through the king’s private door into the queen’s bedroom.

THE SCENE IN the queen’s bedroom is familiar and vile.

I have attended more than one death here, in exactly these rooms, with exactly this sense of unstoppable despair. Then it was Queen Katherine, lying flat on the bed with her legs raised high on a stack of pillows, white as her sheets, mouthing prayers, her rosary clutched in her hand, her eyes on a crucifix. Now it is Anne, holding the newly translated English Bible, her eyes fixed on her brother’s face, both of them whispering the psalm for courage in the valley of death.

Her mother has Anne swaddled tight, as if bedding stuffed between her legs can hold the baby in place. The blood seeps through the whiteness as George mutters in English: ‘Why, though I shall go in the midst of the shadow of death, I shall not dread evils, for thou art with me, thou art with me, in the midst of the shadow of death, I shall not dread. I shall not dread. Though I shall go in the midst of the shadow of death, I shall not dread evils, for thou art with me.’ For a long time, there is no sound but the muttered psalm. Light seeps around the joints of the shutters. Then I can hear birdsong, the bubbling, rippling joy of a blackbird. Now, it is so light that the candle flames look yellow and tawdry, and I blow them out. The spreading stain on the sheets is not black in the darkness any more but red as jam; soon the servants will be waking, and someone will try the door and know there has been a night-time vigil over the queen’s bloodstained bed.

Still, Anne says nothing; her eyes are fixed on George’s dark face as he prays like a priest, and her mother tightens the sheets between her legs.

I want to hold them both; I want to hold Time itself, so that this dreadful day never dawns, instead I clutch at the bedpost and whisper ‘Amen, Amen,’ to their prayers.

A mouse-like scratch at the door interrupts us. A servant, halfdressed, whispers: ‘One of the Boleyn servants said this woman was wanted for Lady Rochford …’

‘Yes,’ I say, opening the door a crack. ‘Come in.’ I pull the midwife into the room and close the door on the waiting woman and the Boleyn servant.

‘This is Lady Rochford,’ Anne’s mother points to Anne. ‘Is she losing her baby?’

The woman takes off her shawl, pulls back the bedding, unwraps the bloodied sheets. There is a sweaty smell of blood and juices.

‘She’s not losing it,’ the woman says, and we all look at her, with disbelieving hope in a miracle, as if she has come to save us, to save England itself. Even Anne lifts her head from George’s shoulder.

‘Not losing it?’ I whisper.

‘She’s lost it already,’ she says with brutal honesty. ‘It’s done. It’s all come away. This here’ – she unwraps the sheet to show a little mess of bloody clots. ‘This was it. Not much to see, and it’s all done. The blood is just the rest of it. She’ll likely stop bleeding in a few weeks.’

Anne drops her face into the crook of George’s shoulder and neck. He bends around her so they are like one strange creature with two dark heads – an Orthus – sprouting from a tangle of bloodied sheets and one pair of forked naked legs.

‘I’m cursed,’ Anne whispers. ‘The queen has cursed me.’

‘It’s gone?’ Elizabeth Boleyn confirms coldly. This is not the first time she has sat beside a queen birthing a dead prince. More than once, she has rolled up bloodied sheets with a crowned monogram and burned little messes and thrown the ashes down the jakes.

‘Long gone,’ the midwife says.

‘But she can get another child?’

‘Nothing to stop her if the husband can do his part,’ the woman says agreeably.

‘Then stay and clean her up. She has to be up and riding and dancing as soon as she can.’

‘Women’s work,’ is all the old woman says, smiling grimly, as if women’s work is well-known to be dancing and riding and conceiving and cleaning up bloodstained sheets and broken hearts. She takes the bloody linen out to the stool room.

‘Pay the woman when she’s finished,’ my mother-in-law says to me. ‘And tell her to keep her mouth shut.’

She turns to go, and sees George and Anne, still entwined. ‘Oh, go to your room, George,’ she orders him with sudden irritability. ‘You shouldn’t be here at all.’

‘But what are we to say?’ I ask.

She pauses in the doorway. ‘We say nothing.We never announced a baby. There was no baby; we never said there was.’

‘She told the king.’ I point out quietly, when George and Anne are silent.

‘She admits to him that she made a mistake; she missed a course or two, and she hoped … We never say “miscarry”. Nor “dead-birth”. We never say “dead”.’

‘I went to France, Lady Mother,’ George points out quietly. ‘I told the King of France that Anne was with child and that we’d visit when he was born.’

‘The King of France isn’t going to complain, is he? He’ll be merry as May Day at our grief. But it doesn’t matter what he thinks.What matters is what our king thinks. What matters is that our king never hears the word “miscarry” again. Never hears anyone say his baby was “dead-born”. He heard it enough times from the first wife. He’s never to hear it from Anne.’

OVER THE NEXT few days, I watch us Boleyns and Howards tell a bold-faced lie and dare anyone to contradict us. I am the key to the cypher of lies, as people whisper questions to me that they would not dare ask Anne’s mother Elizabeth Boleyn, or her uncle Thomas Howard. Again and again, I confide – in strictest confidence – that Anne thought she was with child, but her course was just late, by a month or so: a little mistake, natural to a new wife. The quickest way to spread a story in this court is to swear secrecy.

The only person with a right to know is the king; and he asks nothing. His court, the reformation of his religion, the revolution in his country – his entire life – is based on the belief that his first wife could not bear him a son because their marriage was invalid and so not blessed by God. His new marriage is valid, ergo it is blessed by God, ergo he will have a son. It is a matter of logic: the king’s own brand of logic that cannot be denied. Whatever happened to Anne (and we all stoutly maintain that nothing happened), the king’s seed cannot fail. Since the perfect king has a perfect wife, he is bound to get a perfect son on her.

Gertrude Courtenay pays us another unwanted visit, and I manage to talk for half an hour without deviating from our lie. Everything I say will be on the desk of the Spanish ambassador within an hour and read in Toledo within the month. She tries to make me admit it was a deadbirth, and I widen my limpid grey eyes and say that a young wife, a young mother, is apt to make mistakes and that next time there will be no mistake and there will be a boy. Gertrude Courtenay can take that back to the Spanish ambassador, the old lords, and the hidden Papists. She can tell it to the West Country that her family commands as if it were their fiefdom; she can whisper it to the Lady Mary and write it to the old queen. It makes no difference if the Spanish party believe our lie or not. There is a new law of England – Anne’s law, passed by Anne’s parliament – that says that Anne is queen and her son will be the next king. Whether her son comes this year or next, that is still the law.

Anne rises up from her bed in days. She dines with the court, keeps the king in a ripple of laughter, dances with him, smiling into his warm face, and praises him for the reforms he is proposing for the Church, and no one remarks that her belly was rounded and now it is flat.

Only the Duke of Norfolk, Anne’s uncle, speaks of it. But never to his niece the queen, nor to her mother – his sister. It is me, that he follows to the edge of the great hall after dinner, as they take away the tables to make space for dancing.

‘Is she quite well now?’ His dark eyes sweep my face; his hard lean face is turned towards me.

‘She is,Your Grace.’

Anne is laughing with the king, leading him to the card table to play whist with George and the king’s brother-in-law, Charles Brandon.

‘Is she able to get another child? She got Elizabeth easily, didn’t she? My sister tells me nothing but lies.’

‘Do you trust anyone,Your Grace?’ I ask curiously.

‘I trust you,’ he tells me. ‘You’ve never coined the truth to me, nor clipped it.You keep your eyes open, and you’re not squeamish. That’s why I prefer you to any other, my little poppet. Will she get another?’

‘The midwife said she can, if the husband could do his part.’

‘God’s breath! The midwife said that? And everyone heard her? She questioned the king’s potency?’

‘Oh – she didn’t know she was speaking of the king. They gave her my name. She thought she was speaking about George. She thought it was my dead-birth.’

He makes a little grimace of sympathy. ‘No reason for you to give up hope, anyway.You’re not yet thirty – plenty of time.’

I nod. A child will bind me even closer into this family. I want them to think me a true Boleyn, mother to a boy of the House of Howard, loyal by blood.

‘Now, Jane, I’ll want to know the moment that Anne conceives. You tell me at the very first sign. Not when Anne wants it given out. You tell me the moment you know anything – anything.’

A good courtier needs a patron, and a man of power needs information. We are paired, like a falcon and the falconer. I hunt for him; he protects me.

‘I hear Anne’s pressing for another new law in which everyone swears loyalty?’ he asks me. ‘Is it not enough for her that her children: Elizabeth and all the ones to come, are named as the only heirs?’

‘It’s not enough,’ I say. ‘She wants all the hidden Spanish party forced to a public oath. Too many bow their head to Anne as queen and her children as heirs, but are secretly loyal to the old queen and Lady Mary.’

‘Face-value was always good enough before.’

‘No, this is an end to false faces.’

‘They have to swear loyalty to a babe unborn?’

‘Or face a charge of treason.’

‘It’s clever,’ he says begrudgingly. ‘I give you that – it’s clever. And it’ll expose the Spanish party. But it doesn’t suit me – it disinherits my son-in-law.’

The king’s bastard son Henry Fitzroy has been married to the duke’s daughter for nearly a year. It’s not a full marriage, it has not been consummated, and now the great triumph of the wedding might come to nothing. Under Anne’s new law – the young man will only ever be an acknowledged royal bastard, never a royal heir.

‘D’you regret the wedding?’ I ask curiously. Mary Howard does, for sure. She is cold as ice when she and her husband meet publicly. Most of the time they are apart.

‘The king’s like a wet nurse over the precious boy,’ the duke grumbles. ‘Says he’s still too young to bed his own wife.’ He scowls for a moment. ‘Can’t you get Anne to drop a word for me? She’s no friend of mine these days, but we’re still family, for God’s sake!’

‘She’s at work on her own account,’ I warn. ‘The king didn’t like her taking to her bed. And now, there’s Agnes Trent.’

‘That little slut?’ The duke drops his voice to a bad-tempered growl. ‘You can tell Anne I’m with her against Agnes. We can’t have a Spanish party favourite slipping into the king’s bed. We can’t have the king distracted from Anne. Get rid, Jane. Do whatever you have to do. Just make sure she goes.’

ANOTHER NIGHT, AND though Anne could not have been more charming through a long day of amusements and entertainments, the king does not send word that he is coming to her bedroom. ‘You can be my bedfellow tonight, Jane,’ she says, pretending to be cheerful as the ladies plait her hair and I hand her her white cap.

‘His Grace said that he will rise early for prayer,’ I say.

She nods. ‘There is no king more devout than ours.’

All the ladies agree, and curtsey and leave us.

‘Did he?’ Anne asks abruptly.

‘No.’

‘Is he with Agnes?’

‘I don’t know. I really don’t,’ I say, though I do.

‘He doesn’t want me as he used to do,’ she says restlessly. She sits by the fireside and puts out her hand for the posset of herbs that she takes every night to make her womb rich and ready for his seed. ‘He’s one of those problems where the solution is the problem itself.’

‘Aporia.’

‘For Christ’s sake!’ she snaps. ‘Your endless learning! Who cares?’

We are silent for a moment. ‘So, what’s the question?’ I ask patiently. ‘What’s the question that contains its own answer?’

‘The king can’t desire a willing woman,’ she says simply.

‘He’s never forced anyone!’

She shows me a bitter smile. ‘No. But he desires refusal. He likes the old Romances – a mistress that flees from desire, a beautiful woman who refuses the finest of knights. He’s all Lancelot and Guinevere – forbidden love. So that’s what I did – I was a heroine in a Romance. I gave him the challenge: throw down the queen, and then throw down the pope, if you want to win me. As big a quest as killing any dragon. He did it. Just like in the Romances, he triumphed and won his reward – the fair lady: me.’

She looks deep into the fire as if she is telling fortunes. ‘And now the virgin is on his knee. The storm-tossed maiden has made it into port and tied up. So, what now? What can a knight errant do with a woman who is wooed and won? Wedded and bedded? Of course – nothing. The story’s ended. Satisfaction is no joy for him – when the disguises come off, there I am! His wife: bound to him. By law, I can’t refuse him, and he cannot desire a woman who does not refuse him.’

‘He loves the chase …’

She shakes her head. ‘No, it’s worse than that. Normal men love the chase and the capture. But for him, there is nothing but chase. He doesn’t want capture; he doesn’t want satisfaction. He wants to seek, forever seek, and never find. He likes to see himself bravely seeking, he likes pursuit more than he likes me, found and taken.’

‘He got Elizabeth on you …’ I protest.

‘Before we were married!’ she exclaims impatiently. ‘Don’t you see? That was still part of the quest? Don’t you remember the fuss I made about swiving him? I refused him for six years and drove him half mad – I only let him into my bed when he made me a marquess and promised we would marry. I only agreed to marry him when he had defied the pope himself. But there’s only ever one first time.’ She glares at me as if I should have a solution. ‘Jane, I was the greatest quest of his life, and now I am the one woman in the world that he cannot desire. He can swive a smiling slut who doesn’t matter, he can long for an
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