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Jane Boleyn, Blickling Hall, Norfolk,
July 1539

It is hot today, the wind blows over the flat fields and marshes with
the stink of the plague. In weather like this, if my husband were still
with me, we would not be trapped in one place, watching a leaden
dawn and a sunset of dull red; we would be travelling with the king’s
court, on progress through the weald and downland of Hampshire
and Sussex, the richest and most beautiful countryside in all of
England, riding high on the hilly roads and looking out for the first
sight of the sea. We would be out hunting every morning, dining
under the thick canopy of the trees at midday and dancing in the
great hall of some country house at night in the yellow light of flick-
ering torches. We were friends with the greatest families in the land,
we were the favourites of the king, kin to the queen. We were beloved;
we were the Boleyns, the most beautiful, sophisticated family at the
court. Nobody knew George without desiring him, nobody could
resist Anne, everyone courted me as a passport to their attention.
George was dazzling, dark-haired, dark-eyed and handsome, always
mounted on the finest horses, always at the side of the queen. Anne
was at the peak of her beauty and her wits, as alluring as dark honey.
And I went everywhere with them.

The two of them used to ride together, racing, neck and neck
like lovers, and I could hear their laughter over the thudding of
the hooves as they went flying by. Sometimes, when I saw them
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together, so rich, so young, so beautiful, I couldn’t tell which of
them I loved more.

All the court was besotted with the two of them, those dark Boleyn
flirtatious looks, their high living: such gamblers, such lovers of risk;
both so fervent for their reform of the church, so quick and clever
in argument, so daring in their reading and thoughts. From the king
to the kitchenmaid there was not one person who was not dazzled
by the pair of them. Even now, three years on, I cannot believe that
we will never see them again. Surely, a couple so young, so radiant
with life, cannot simply die? In my mind, in my heart, they are still
riding out together, still young, still beautiful. And why would I not
passionately long for this to be true? It has only been three years
since I last saw them; three years, two months and nine days since
his careless fingers brushed against mine, and he smiled and said
‘Good day, wife, I must go, I have everything to do today, and it was
a May Day morning and we were preparing for the tournament. I
knew he and his sister were in trouble, but I did not know how much.

Every day in this new life of mine I walk to the crossroads in the
village, where there is a dirty milestone to the London road. Picked
out in mud and lichen, the carving says ‘London, 120 miles’ It is
such a long way, such a long way away. Every day I bend down and
touch it, like a talisman, and then I turn back again to my father’s
house, which is now so small to me, who has lived in the king’s
greatest palaces. I live on my brother’s charity, on the goodwill of
his wife who cares nothing for me, on a pension from Thomas
Cromwell the upstart moneylender, who is the king’s new great
friend. I am a poor neighbour living in the shadow of the great
house that was once my own, a Boleyn house, one of our many
houses. I live quietly, cheaply, like a widow with no house of my
own that no man wants.

And this is because I am a widow with no house of my own that
no man wants. A woman of nearly thirty years old, with a face scored
by disappointment, mother to an absent son, a widow without
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prospect of re-marriage, the sole survivor of an unlucky family,
heiress to scandal.

My dream is that one day this luck will change. I will see a
messenger in Howard livery riding down this very road, bringing a
letter for me, a letter from the Duke of Norfolk, to summon me
back to court, to tell me that there is work for me to do again: a
queen to serve, secrets to whisper, plots to hatch, the unending
double-dealing life of a courtier, at which he is so expert, and I am
his greatest pupil. My dream is that the world will change again,
swing topsy-turvy until we are uppermost once more, and I am
restored. I saved the duke once, when we were in the worst danger,
and in return he saved me. Our great sorrow was that we could not
save the two of them, the two who now ride and laugh and dance
only in my dreams. I touch the milestone once more, and imagine
that tomorrow the messenger will come. He will hold out a paper,
sealed with the Howard crest deep and shiny in the red wax. ‘A
message for Jane Boleyn, the Viscountess Rochford?” he will ask,
looking at my plain kirtle and the dust on the hem of my gown, my
hand stained with dirt from the London milestone.

‘T will take it,’ I shall say. T am her. I have been waiting for ever.
And T shall take it in my dirty hand: my inheritance.



Anne, Duchess of Cleves, ‘Duren, Cleves,
July 1539

I hardly dare to breathe. I am as still as a block, a smile stuck on
my face, my eyes wide open, looking boldly at the artist, appearing,
I hope, trustworthy, my frank stare indicating honesty but not
immodesty. My borrowed jewels are the best that my mother could
lay her hands on, designed to show to a critical viewer that we are
not quite paupers, even though my brother will offer no dowry to
pay a husband. The king will have to choose me for my pleasant
appearance and political connections. I have nothing else to offer.
But he must choose me. I am absolutely determined that he will
choose me. It is everything to me to get away from here.

On the other side of the room, carefully not observing my
portrait forming under the painter’s quick, sweeping strokes of the
crayon, is my sister, awaiting her turn. God forgive me, but I pray
that the king does not choose her. She is eager as me for the chance
to leave Cleves, and to leap to such greatness as the throne of
England; but she does not need it as I do. No girl in the world can
need it as I do.

Not that I will speak so much as one word against my brother,
nothing now, and nothing in the years to come. I will never say
anything against him. He is a model son to my mother, and a worthy
successor to the dukedom of Cleves. During the last months of my
poor father’s life, when he was clearly as mad as any fool, it was my
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brother who wrestled him into his chamber, locked the door from
the outside and publicly gave out that he had a fever. It was my
brother who forbade my mother to summon physicians or even
preachers to expel the devils that occupied my poor father’s
wandering brains. It was my brother, cunning — like an ox is cunning,
in a slow mean way — who said that we must claim my father was
a drunkard rather than allow the taint of madness to diminish our
family reputation. We will not make our way in the world if there
is suspicion against our blood. But if we slander our own father, call
him a sot, having denied him the help that he so desperately needed,
then we may yet rise. This way I will make a good marriage. This
way my sister will make a good marriage. This way my brother can
make a good marriage and the future of our house is assured, even
though my father fought his demons alone, and without help.

Hearing my father whimper at the door of his chamber that he
was a good boy now, and would we let him out? Hearing my brother
answer so steadily and so firmly that he could not come out, I
wondered then if actually we had it all wrong, and my brother was
already as mad as my father, my mother too, and the only sane one
in this household was me, since I alone was dumb with horror at
what we were doing. But I didn’t tell anyone that thought, either.

Since my earliest childhood I have served under my brother’s
discipline. He was always to be duke of these lands sheltered between
the rivers of the Meuse and the Rhine. A small enough patrimony;
but one so well-placed that every power of Europe seeks our friend-
ship: France, the Hapsburg Spanish and Austrians, the Holy Roman
Emperor, the Pope himself, and now Henry of England. Cleves is
the keyhole to the heart of Europe, and the Duke of Cleves is the
key. No wonder that my brother values himself so highly, he is right
to value himself so highly; it is only I who sometimes wonder if he
is not, in truth, a petty princeling seated below the salt at the grand
banquet which is Christendom. But I tell no-one I think this, not
even my sister Amelia. I do not trust anyone very readily.
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He commands my mother by right of the greatness of his posi-
tion in the world and she is his Lord Chamberlain, his Major Domo,
his Pope. With her blessing, my brother commands my sister and
myself because he is the son and the heir and we are burdens. He
is a young man with a future of power and opportunity and we are
young women destined to be either wives and mothers at the very
best; or spinster-parasites at the worst. My older sister Sybilla has
already escaped; she left home as soon as she could, as soon as her
marriage could be arranged, she is now free of the tyranny of fraternal
attention. I have to go next. It has to be me next. I must be freed.
They cannot be so pointlessly cruel to me to send Amelia in my
place. Her chance will come, her time will come. But I am the next
sister in line, it has to be me. I cannot imagine why they even offered
Amelia, unless it was to frighten me into greater subservience. If so,
it has worked. I am terrified that I will be overlooked for a younger
girl, and my brother has let this come about. In truth, he ignores
his own best interests to torment me.

My brother is a petty duke, in every sense of the word. When my
father died, still whispering for someone to open the door, my brother
stepped into his shoes but can never fill them. My father was a man
in the wider world, he attended the courts of France and Spain, he
travelled in Europe. My brother, staying at home as he has done,
thinks that the world can show him nothing greater than his own
duchy. He thinks there is no greater book than the Bible, no better
church than one with bare walls, no better guide than his own
conscience. With only a small household to rule, his command falls
very heavily on very few servants. With only a small inheritance, he
is alert to the needs of his own dignity, and I, who lack dignity, feel
the full weight of his. When he is drunk or happy he calls me the
most rebellious of his subjects and pets me with a heavy hand. When
he is sober or irritated he says that I am a girl who does not know
her place and threatens to lock me in my room.

This is no empty threat in Cleves today. This is a man who locked
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up his own father. I think he is quite capable of imprisoning me.
And if T cried at the door, would anyone let me out?

Master Holbein indicates to me with one curt nod of his head
that I can leave my seat and my sister can take my place. I am not
allowed to look at my portrait. None of us may see what he sends
to the king in England. He is not here to flatter us, nor paint us as
beauties. He is here to sketch as accurate a representation as his
genius can produce, so that the King of England can see which of
us he would like, as if we were Flanders mares coming to the English
stallion at stud.

Master Holbein, who leans back as my sister bustles forwards,
takes a fresh sheet of paper, examines the point of his pastel crayon.
Master Holbein has seen us all, all of the candidates for the post of
Queen of England. He has painted Christina of Milan and Louise
of Guise, Marie of Vendome and Anne of Guise. So I am not the
first young woman whose nose he has measured with his crayon
held at arm’s length and one eye squinting. For all I know, there will
be another girl after my sister Amelia. He may stop off in France
on his way home to England to scowl at another simpering girl and
capture her likeness and delineate her faults. There is no point in
my feeling demeaned, like a piece of fustian laid out for the pattern,
by this process.

‘Do you not like being painted? Are you shy?” he asked me gruftly
as my smile faded when he looked at me like a piece of meat on the
cook’s draining slab.

I did not tell him what I felt. There is no sense in offering infor-
mation to a spy. ‘I want to marry him, was all I said. He raised an
eyebrow.

T just paint the pictures, he remarked. ‘You had better tell your
desire to his envoys, Ambassadors Nicholas Wotton and Richard
Beard. No point telling me.’

I sit in the window-seat, hot in my best clothes, constricted by a
stomacher pulled so tight that it took two maids hauling on the
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laces to get it knotted, and I will have to be cut free when the picture
is finished. I watch Amelia put her head on one side and preen and
smile flirtatiously at Master Holbein. I hope to God that he does
not like her. I hope to God that he does not paint her as she is,
plumper, prettier than me. It does not really matter to her whether
or not she goes to England. Oh! It would be a triumph for her, a
leap from being the youngest daughter of a poor duchy to Queen
of England, a flight that would lift her and our family and the whole
nation of Cleves. But she does not need to get away as I need to get
away. It is not a matter of need for her, as it is for me. I might almost
say: desperation.

I have agreed not to look at Master Holbein’s painting and so I
do not look. One thing is true of me: if I give my word on some-
thing I keep it, although I am only a girl. Instead, I look out of the
window, into the courtyard of our castle. The hunting horns sound
in the forest outside, the great barred gate swings open, the huntsmen
come in, my brother at their head. He glances up to the window
and sees me before I can duck back. At once I know that I have irri-
tated him. He will feel that I should not be at the window, where I
can be seen by anyone in the castle yard. Although I moved too fast
for him to see me in any detail, I feel certain that he knows that I
am tightly laced and that the square neckline of my gown is low
cut, though a muslin neckpiece covers me to my very chin. I flinch
from the scowl that he shoots up to the window. Now he is displeased
with me, but he will not say so. He will not complain of the gown
that I could explain, he will complain of something else, but I cannot
yet know what it will be. All T can be sure of is that sometime today
or tomorrow, my mother will call me to her room, and he will be
standing behind her chair, or turned away, or just entering the door,
as if it were nothing to do with him at all, as if he were quite indif-
ferent, and she will say to me, in tones of deep disapproval: ‘Anne,
I hear that you have ... and it will be something which happened
days ago, which I have quite forgotten, but which he will have known
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and saved up until now, so that I am in the wrong, and perhaps
even punished, and he will not say a word about seeing me, sitting
in the window, looking pretty, which is my real offence against him.

When [ was a little girl, my father used to call me his falke, his
white falcon, his gyrfalcon, a hunting bird of the cold northern
snows. When he saw me at my books or at my sewing he would
laugh and say, ‘Oh, my little falcon, mewed up? Come away and I
shall set you free!” and not even my mother could stop me running
from the school room to be with him.

I wish now, I so wish now, that he could call me away again.

I know that my mother thinks that I am a foolish girl, and my
brother thinks worse; but if I were Queen of England the king could
trust me with my position, I would not break into French fashions
or Italian dances. They could trust me, the king could trust his
honour to me. I know how important is a man’s honour, and I have
no desire to be anything but a good girl, a good queen. But I also
believe that however strict the King of England, I would be allowed
to sit in the window of my own castle. Whatever they say of Henry
of England, I think he would tell me honestly if I offended him, and
not order my mother to beat me for something else.



Katherine, Norfolk House, Lambeth,
July 1539

Now let me see, what do I have?

I have a small gold chain from my long-dead mother that I keep
in my special jewellery box, sadly empty but for this one chain; but
I am certain to get more. I have three gowns, one of them new. I
have a piece of French lace sent by my father from Calais. I have
half a dozen ribbons of my own. And, more than anything else, I
have me. I have me, glorious me! I am fourteen today, imagine that!
Fourteen! Fourteen, young, nobly born though, tragically, not rich;
but in love, wonderfully in love. My lady grandmother the duchess
will give me a gift for my birthday, I know she will. I am her favourite
and she likes me to look well. Perhaps some silk for a gown, perhaps
a coin to buy lace. My friends in the maids’ chamber will give me
a feast tonight when we are supposed to be asleep; the young men
will tap their secret signal on the door, and we will rush to let them
in and I will cry, ‘oh, no!” as if I wanted it to be just girls alone, as
if I am not in love, madly in love, with Francis Dereham. As if 1
haven’t spent all day just longing for tonight, when I shall see him.
In five hours from now I will see him. No! I have just looked at my
grandmother’s precious French clock. Four hours and forty-eight
minutes.

Forty-seven minutes.

Forty-six. I really am amazed at how devoted I am to him, that
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I should actually watch a clock tick down the time until we are
together. This must be a most passionate love, a most devoted love,
and I must be a girl of really unusual sensitivity to feel this deeply.

Forty-five; but it’s dreadfully boring, just waiting, now.

I haven’t told him how I feel, of course. I should die of embar-
rassment if I had to tell him myself. I think I may die anyway, die
for love of him. I have told no-one but my dearest friend Agnes
Restwold, and sworn her to secrecy on pain of death, on pain of a
traitor’s death. She says she will be hanged and drawn and quar-
tered before she tells anyone that I am in love. She says she will go
to the block like my cousin Queen Anne before she betrays my secret.
She says they will have to pull her apart on the rack before she tells.
I have told Margaret Morton as well and she says that death itself
would not make her tell, not if they were to fling her in the bear
pit. She says they could burn her at the stake before she would tell.
This is good because it means that one of them is certain to tell him
before he comes to the chamber tonight, and so he will know that
I like him.

I have known him for months now, half a lifetime. At first I only
watched him but now he smiles and says hello to me. Once he called
me by name. He comes with all the other young men of the house-
hold to visit us girls in our chamber, and he thinks he is in love
with Joan Bulmer, who has eyes like a frog and if she were not so
free with her favours, no man would ever look twice at her. But she
is free, very free indeed; and so it is me that he does not look twice
at. It isn’t fair. It’s so unfair. She is a good ten years older than me
and married and so she knows how to attract a man, whereas I have
much still to learn. Dereham is more than twenty as well. They all
think of me as a child; but I am not a child, and I will show them.
I am fourteen, I am ready for love. I am ready for a lover, and I am
so in love with Francis Dereham that I will die if I don’t see him at
once. Four hours and forty minutes.

But now, from today, everything must be different. Now that I
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am fourteen, everything is certain to change. It has to, I know it
will. T shall put on my new French hood and I shall tell Francis
Dereham that I am fourteen and he will see me as I truly am: a
woman now, a woman of some experience, a woman grown; and
then we shall see how long he stays with old froggy face when he
could come across the room to lie in my bed instead.

He’s not my first love, it is true; but I never felt anything like this
for Henry Manox and if he says I did, then he is a liar. Henry Manox
was well-enough for me when I was a girl just living in the country,
a child really, learning to play the virginal and knowing nothing of
kissing and touching. Why, when he first kissed me I didn’t even
like it very much, and begged him to stop, and when he put his
hand up my skirt I was so shocked I screamed aloud and cried. I
was only eleven years old, I couldn’t be expected to know the pleas-
ures of a woman. But I know all about that now. Three years in the
maids’ chamber has taught me every little wile and play that I need.
I know what a man wants, and I know how to play him, and I know
when to stop too.

My reputation is my dowry — my grandmother would point out
that I have no other, sour old cat — and no-one will ever say that
Katherine Howard does not know what is due to her and her family.
I am a woman now, not a child. Henry Manox wanted to be my
lover when I was a child in the country, when I knew next to nothing,
when I had seen nobody, or at any rate nobody that mattered. I
would have let him have me too, after he had bribed and bullied
me for weeks to do the full deed, but in the end it was he that
stopped short for fear of being caught. People would have thought
badly of us since he was more than twenty and I was eleven. We
were going to wait till I was thirteen. But now I live in Norfolk
House in Lambeth, not buried in Sussex, and the king himself could
ride past the door any day, the archbishop is our next-door neigh-
bour, my own uncle Thomas Howard, the Duke of Norfolk, calls
with all his great train, and he once remembered my name. I'm far
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beyond Henry Manox now. I'm not a country girl who can be bullied
into giving him kisses and forced to do more, I am a good deal too
high for that now. I know what’s what in the bedroom, I am a
Howard girl, I have a wonderful future before me.

Except — and this is such a tragedy that I really don’t know how
to bear it — although I am of an age to go to court, and as a Howard
girl my natural place should be in the queen’s chambers, there is no
queen! It is a disaster for me. There is no queen at all, Queen Jane
died after having her baby, which seems to me to be just laziness
really, and so there are no places at court for maids in waiting. This
is so terribly unlucky for me, I think no girl has ever been as unlucky
as I have been: to have my fourteenth birthday in London, just as
the queen has to go and die, and the whole court droop into
mourning for years. Sometimes I feel that the whole world conspires
against me, as if people want me to live and die an old lady spin-
ster.

What is the point of being pretty if no nobleman is ever going
to know me? How will anyone ever see how charming I can be if
nobody ever sees me at all? If it were not for my love, my sweetest
handsome love, Francis, Francis, Francis, I should utterly despair,
and throw myself into the Thames before I am a day older.

But thank God, at least I do have Francis to hope for, and the
world to play for. And God, if He truly does know everything, can
only have made me so exquisite for a great future. He must have a
plan for me? Fourteen and perfect? Surely He in His wisdom won’t
let me waste away in Lambeth?
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