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      ‘Dunn gives the story a vivid, contemporary feel, and Katherine’s conversations with her closest friend, Cathryn Tilney, are gossipy and intimate, full of sly innuendo and confidences’

      Marie Claire 

       

      ‘Those who have fallen in love with the drama of the Tudor period will devour The Confession of Katherine Howard… an insightful foray into the life of one of Henry VIII’s most misunderstood yet fascinating wives’

      Scottish Sunday Herald 

       

      ‘Gripping, a pageturner, a thriller… Dunn’s book has an incisive insight into how manipulative people work’

      Dublin Evening Herald 

       

      The Sixth Wife 

       

      ‘My, what a story… utterly compelling’

      The Times 

       

      ‘Suzannah Dunn… weaves… a love story that is both moving and believable. This is the Tudor world as seldom seen’

      Daily Telegraph 

       

      ‘Mesmerising and beautifully written’

      Scotsman 

       

      ‘Taut plotting [makes] the danger and vulnerability on which these Tudor lives were predicated uncomfortably easy to understand’

      Times Literary Supplement 

       

      ‘This is a heady, gripping tale of suspicion, politics and ungovernable passion… Dunn is as sharp on historical detail as she is on the workings of the human heart’

      Easy Living 

       

      The Queen of Subtleties 

       

      ‘The Queen of Subtleties offers a stunningly refreshing way of retelling an old story. I often abandon historical novels nowadays, but I really could not put this one down. It brings Anne Boleyn to life as never before, and, probably for the first time ever in fiction, Henry VIII emerges as a truly credible character in an authentic setting’

      Alison Weir

       

      ‘The story of Anne Boleyn has been told many times, but never in such an earthy, plausible way, straight from the bedrooms and kitchens of Henry VIII’

      Glamour 
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      Twice my life has turned on the step of a girl through a doorway; first when I was fifteen and my new, first-ever sister-in-law came walking into Wolf Hall. The May trees were holding blossom as thick and thorough as snowfall when Katherine crossed our threshold as the twenty-one-year-old bride of my twenty-one-year-old brother. Two days on the road, but she was as fresh as a daisy in her buttercup silk. Thirty miles from her home to ours: the furthest she’d ever ventured and, to me, unthinkably far. An heiress in her own right in a minor way, she came stepping up to be daughter-in-law of a knight and wife of the Seymour heir. When she dipped her head beneath the lintel and then looked up at us, the bones at her throat opened like fingers in a gesture of greeting, and although she buttoned her lips, modesty itself, her smile swept regardless into her honey-coloured eyes. My brother’s hand was at – not quite in – the small of her back.

      I didn’t stand a chance: looking back over thirteen years, that’s what I see. In the very first instant, I was won over, and of course I was: I was fifteen and had been nowhere and done nothing, whereas Katherine was twenty-one and yellow-silk-clad and just married to the golden boy. Only a few years later, I’d be blaming myself for not having somehow seen… but seen what, really? What – really, honestly – was there to see, when she walked into Hall? She was just a girl, a lovely, light-stepping girl, smiling that smile of hers, and, back then, as giddy with goodwill as the rest of us.

      A lifetime ago it might’ve been, that afternoon when we Seymours gathered to welcome Edward’s May bride. We’d done our utmost, spending days cleaning and tidying the house, then taking the entire morning to dress, but as we stood there to receive the newly-weds, I fretted that our best still wasn’t good enough. Edward was bringing home his bride and, quite possibly, we were letting him down. And if Katherine had expected us to be like her groom, she’d be disappointed, because, it occurred to me, we Seymours were nothing special: Edward, yes, but the rest of us were respectable and dependable and that was all we were. It was the first time I’d ever thought like that about my family; until then, for me, we just were. Now, thinking back, remembering us assembled there, I find myself marvelling at our innocent happiness, that it could ever have been possible.

      So, there she was, Katherine, coming long-boned and loose-limbed towards us, and, in her wake, Edward: clever, cautious Edward. At twenty-one, he could’ve had several more years before being expected to marry but – typically decisive – he’d already chosen, and he’d chosen her, and of course he had: just look at her. I stood spellbound, drinking down the vision of her. She was at least as tall as him, and moved ahead of him with animal grace.

      If I put myself in her shoes, coming across Hall towards us, the Seymour I find hardest to recognise is me. In no respect do I easily recognise my fifteen-year-old self, but least of all physically. Odd to think that back then I was a scrap of a thing; in those days, I was quite often wearing my younger sister Elizabeth’s hand-me-downs.

      My new sister-in-law’s first sight of me would have been obscured in part by Dottie, my nine-year-old sister, who was bobbing excitedly despite Elizabeth’s jabbing at her back in a poor attempt to keep her in line. Dottie’s delight was what Katherine saw first of us: her jiggling on the spot and her occasional Elizabeth-dealt lurch. I might have jiggled, too, I suppose, had I not been so ill at ease in my new kirtle. My mother had at last deemed me, at fifteen, to be of an age for a kirtle and gown; but Elizabeth, too, annoyingly – Elizabeth, a whole year younger than me! – just for my mother’s convenience.

      Beside Dottie was Margie, her junior by a year but, in contrast, admirably composed. Margie’s eyes would have been trained on Katherine in naked appraisal: Margie’s cool, grey, widely spaced eyes. No such circumspection from Antony – at seven, the baby of our family – who would’ve seen someone new to be subjected to his questions and challenges: How far can you hop? Would it be better to be blind or deaf? Behind me were my two older brothers: Harry and Thomas. Sandy-haired Harry’s lack of physical resemblance to Edward must have struck Katherine but she’d have seen, too, how deeper ran the difference between them, Harry’s being such an easy-going smile. Actually, Harry was raring to be off to Barbara’s, thinking only of her and their own forthcoming nuptials. Thomas was just as keen to turn and go, but less cheerfully. He begrudged each and every success of Edward’s, which, to him, was what Katherine was.

      No wonder I was the one to fall so readily for Katherine. Look at me there: within our family, I was peculiarly alone, the eldest girl, my three older brothers so much more worldly than me but the children – Dottie, Margie, Antony – so much younger. True, Elizabeth was in the middle with me, but, being younger, she had it easy, shouldering none of my responsibilities, and anyway we never got along, and still don’t.

      As my mother bustled forward to greet her new daughter-in-law, I cringed to see her as Katherine might: bulky, flustered, frowzily dressed. We Seymours didn’t stand on ceremony, had no airs and graces, which Katherine seemed to understand, responding fulsomely by clasping both of my mother’s hands in her own. What a natural she was, this girl whom my brother had so cleverly and carefully chosen. How did my mother feel when Katherine’s hands closed around her own? She herself had once been the bride to cross Wolf Hall’s threshold – she’d been the one with the money and connections, though, and even several years, too, on her husband – and one day, in turn, this new daughter-in-law was to take her place as matriarch of the Seymour family.

      And my father? Where was he? How odd that I can’t locate him there in my mind’s eye. In view of what later happened, it’s as if he’s taken cover. But he was never one to step forward if he could hang back, and he probably just stayed behind us, as gaunt and shadowed as my mother was flushed and dimply. For my parents, Katherine was the answer to all the prayers of their married life that their heir would marry well: her arrival was an end in itself. For me, I knew in my gut that her step across the threshold was the beginning of something, although at the time I couldn’t have known it as anything but a change for the good.

      If anyone was going to spoil the occasion, it would be Thomas and, duly, only a little later, at supper, he made his move. We’d endured a reading from Father James and some polite conversation about Katherine’s parents’ health when Thomas unwrapped his roll from its linen, asking, ‘Anyone want this?’ but by which time it was in the air on its way to his sister-in-law. She caught it before she knew: there it was in the palm of her raised hand, which stayed raised as she looked to the little ones for applause. Antony couldn’t stop himself – ‘Yeeesss!’ – and a squeal escaped Dottie despite her fingertips pressed to her lips. Katherine’s own delayed exhalation was as exuberant as a laugh. I was still trying to take in what I’d seen; the Seymours didn’t lob bread rolls, or indeed anything else, at guests. Not that Katherine was, strictly speaking, a guest.

      ‘Thomas!’ It was all my mother could do to utter his name, my father rushing to back her up, ‘Thomas!’, and then Margie having to have her say, ‘Thomas!’, which had my mother turning on her, ‘Margery!’ Down the table, Father James murmured an oath. Elizabeth was tutting louder than should have been physically possible, and sweet-natured Harry was rubbing his face as if to erase what he’d had to see.

      And Thomas? Well, he affected a suitably sheepish look, but only just, the smirk still detectable. He’d had an instinct about Katherine and had taken a gamble which, in his view, paid off when she’d shown herself to be game. And if truth be told, I doubt anyone around that table was all that displeased to have seen it.

      Anyone except Edward, that is, who, beside his new wife on the bench, had been perilously close to the trajectory of that roll. He looked levelly at Thomas and, although restrained, his tone was all the more deadly for it: ‘Apologise.’

      Thomas must have anticipated it, Edward being Edward in any case but now, too, being Katherine’s knight in shining armour, yet, incredibly, he still managed to bridle: a jut of the chin and a slouch that was as close to a swagger as he could manage on a bench.

      Katherine interjected, conciliatory, or tried to – ‘Really, Edward, it’s—’ but he cut across her to demand of his brother: ‘Apologise.’ Directed at Thomas, that all too palpable disgust was actually, I sensed, for every one of us: for admiring his wife’s catch and for being slow to take Thomas properly to task. And thus reprimanded, we were all subdued; Katherine, too, judging from the bowing of her head and her surreptitious discarding of that briefly fêted roll, which lay friendless near the middle of the table. What else could she have done, though, but catch it? I wanted to whisper down the table to her, Not you, he’s not angry with you. But, actually, he probably was. Thomas had thrown it and even though Katherine couldn’t have done otherwise, she’d caught it, which, in Edward’s eyes, made them partners in crime.

      And worse, Thomas was now going to stand up to Edward, to pick a fight. If any of us had been hoping that Edward’s getting married would improve Thomas’s attitude to him, we were disappointed. I closed my eyes as if that would also close my ears, but then came the surprise: Thomas launching himself into his apology, disarmingly direct, faultlessly sincere, utterly charming, ‘I’m really sorry, Katherine; that was unforgivable of me.’

      Forgive him, though, she did – ‘No, really’ – and with a merry little laugh. So, then, incredibly, it was Edward, for making too much of it, who looked the fool.

      Nevertheless, the evening recovered to end well, and I should have slept soundly that night in the knowledge that my brother had made a brilliant choice of bride. But I was quite unable to settle. In the bed that I shared with my three sisters, I lay awake for a long time because when my new sister-in-law had walked through our doorway, I’d had my eyes opened to something. Unwittingly, she’d as good as broken the news to me. I had been growing up believing that, one day, in some years’ time, that would be me: the bride. In so much as I ever gave it any thought – scrap of a thing as, back then, I still was – that, I felt, was what would be happening. However unlikely a prospect it had seemed to me, there had always been a fair bit of time still ahead and somehow – I’d had faith – it would happen. There I would be, one day, grown up, and a wife.

      That night, though, as I tried and failed to sleep, I began to suspect that it wouldn’t be happening for me as it had just happened for her: a bride adored, family dazzled. I was nothing like her: by comparison I was plain and dull, but that wasn’t news and didn’t even particularly bother me, being just the way it was; the revelation was that it mattered. I’d been brought up believing that it was enough for me to be diligent and dependable. What was clear that night, though, was that if I weren’t adorable and dazzling, then no one like Edward would ever be ushering me into his family home. And that, too, I realised on that night: I wanted someone like Edward, or as much like Edward as someone like me could expect. I’d glimpsed our newly-weds strolling after supper in the flower garden; she in front of him, walking backwards, laughing as she spoke, while he hung on her every word. No one – I knew it, I just knew it – was ever going to love me as he loved her, and, that night, I keenly felt the loss of it.

      Lying there in that suffocating darkness, I wondered what, really, I’d been thinking. I hadn’t, I realised, which was precisely the problem: I hadn’t been thinking. I’d grown up taking my mother at her word that it was enough for me to be mild-mannered, hardworking and sensible: enough to enable a girl to marry well, or well enough for someone like me. But what I’d seen when Katherine had walked into Hall, and then when she’d caught that bread roll, was that she wasn’t sensible in the least, and look who’d married her.

      Panic gripped me: the best I could hope for, it seemed to me during that interminable darkness, was a several-times widower, a man prepared to settle for a good housekeeper and stepmother to his children. I saw my future that night and it looked to be a fate worse than death. A husband with gout, as I saw it, and a houseful of hard-done-by children. Worse, though – far worse – would be to fail to marry at all, because then there’d be no chance of babies of my own. No kidskin babies of my own; no hay-scented babies with hair that’s a joke on them (call that hair?); no babies with bizarrely big chuckles and poorly aimed, splay-fingered, too-vigorous clapping.

      I’d been old enough when Dottie, Margie and Antony had been born to be able to relish their babyhoods. I’d stood over the crib marvelling how sleep claimed them, how they lay abandoned to it, how it burned in them like a fever but then suddenly they’d open their eyes and they were free: what’s next? I’d loved how they presided over a room, subjecting us to scrutiny as if they were king or queen, although Antony’s shy delight in our company had had him act more like an honoured guest. Even at seven he lacked the newly found composure of his sisters: gloriously gangly, made of angles, he looked like a scribble. On the rare occasions when he seemed to be still, he was, if you looked closely, swaying or drumming his heels, the life in him close to the surface like a pulse in a tender spot. However vigilant I was – and it was me back then whose job it was to take care of him – his hair and nails were always too long and his clothes too small. His body was faintly preposterous on him, like sticky buds on his back.

      Who knows how well our newcomer slept on the other side of my wall, that night, but I barely slept at all. It was a long night, for me, that first of Katherine’s beneath our roof, when I faced the prospect that I might never be anything much to anyone nor sleep anywhere else. Quite possibly, I realised, I would be staying for ever at Wolf Hall, tolerated and trying my best to make myself useful while everyone around me either grew up and left or grew old and died. And if so, there would be no end of nights exactly like that one until I was carried from the bed to be lowered into the chapel floor. No end to it: the surreptitious settling of my room’s floorboards in their particular, precisely executed steps, and, above, in the roof, scattered mouse-rattle. Beyond the shutters, there would always be the jeering of the sheep; and beyond the door, my father’s dogs left to their own devices, the whispering of their nails on flagstones as they dared to nose around the unpeopled stairwell.

    

  OEBPS/imagedata/9781405525770.jpg
e ey
SUZANNAH DUNN

(2 e B

S Marryine THE Kinc

% was JANE SEymouRr’s DEesTINY.

AND HEer REVENGE.





