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About the Book

A woman torn between love and duty.

Two husbands dead, a boy and a sick man. And now Katharine is free to make her own choice.

The ageing King’s eye falls upon her. She cannot refuse him . . . or betray that she wanted another.

She becomes the sixth wife – a queen and a friend. Henry loves and trusts her. But Katharine is hiding another secret in her heart, a deeply held faith that could see her burn . . .

Katharine Parr.

Henry’s final queen.

Her story.

Renowned, bestselling historian Alison Weir reveals a warm, clever woman of great fortitude who rose boldly to every turn her life took.

History tells us she survived.
This extraordinary novel shows that she truly lived.






Praise

Praise for Katharine Parr: The Sixth Wife

‘This brilliant series has brought Henry VIII’s six wives to life as never before, and with Katharine Parr Alison Weir has saved the best until last. With stunning period detail and compelling drama throughout, Katharine emerges as a woman far ahead of her time: fiercely intelligent, courageous, passionate and inspiring, charting a course through the deadly waters of the Tudor court. This novel will enthral and inspire, just as much as it will break your heart’ Tracy Borman

‘For the first time I felt as though, thanks to Alison’s skilful writing and storytelling, I came to “know” Katharine’ Nicola Tallis

‘Katharine Parr deserves better than to be known just as Henry VIII’s sixth wife – the one who survived. And there’s no-one better placed than Alison Weir to restore her to her rightful place’ Sarah Gristwood

‘A tour de force. If you think you know everything about Henry VIII’s last queen, you’re in for a wonderful treat – you don’t!’ Susan Ronald

‘An absorbing and fascinating read, meticulously researched as is always the case with Alison’s work, and she really made Katharine live’ Sarah Rayne

Praise for Katheryn Howard: The Tainted Queen

‘Katheryn emerges from the pages of this beautifully realised portrayal as beguiling, vivacious and, in the end, tragically naive . . . This novel will captivate you and break your heart. Utterly sublime’ Tracy Borman

‘Weir demonstrates her deep knowledge of the period offering fascinating detail on all aspects of Tudor life . . . It is a profoundly moving story that lingers long after the last page is turned’ Elizabeth Fremantle

‘Alison’s sensitively drawn novel – as always sticking as close as possible to the facts – will change everyone’s preconceptions’ Susan Ronald

‘Of the series of novels on Henry VIII’s wives this is my favourite’ Marilyn Roberts

Praise for Anna of Kleve: Queen of Secrets

‘There is an Anne of Cleves we all think we know – the dumpy fourth wife so uninspiring that Henry VIII couldn’t even consummate their marriage. Alison Weir gives us a radically different “Anna of Kleve” – one who is definitely hiding some secrets under her thick, unbecoming German gown. It takes a writer of Weir’s skill to make us believe her fantasia on the established story. But more importantly, it takes a historian of Weir’s experience – her familiarity with the sources, and the period detail – to use this compelling fiction to cast a revealing fresh light on the real historical figure’ Sarah Gristwood

‘In this vivid and beautifully crafted portrayal, Alison Weir transforms Henry VIII’s much-maligned fourth wife into a woman of passion, courage and mystery. Utterly gripping and endlessly surprising, this novel captivates from the first page to the last. It is like meeting Anna of Kleve for the very first time. A masterpiece’ Tracy Borman

‘A rounded, interesting portrait of the one who outlived the other wives’ The Times

‘An outstanding novel, the most intriguing so far in Weir’s Six Tudor Queens series . . . Weir tells her story with passion, a strong emotional pulse and an excellent knowledge base’ Historical Novel Review

‘The author is a master storyteller and creates a fascinating tale of love in all its guises’ Sun

‘Anna of Kleve comes alive on the page in surprising and mysterious ways that only an author of Weir’s superb finesse can achieve . . . Weir has put quite a twist to her tale that I utterly buy into and applaud’ Susan Ronald

Praise for Jane Seymour: The Haunted Queen

‘Gripping and utterly compelling . . . Henry VIII’s third and – allegedly – best-loved wife is brought vividly to life . . . Not to be missed’ Tracy Borman

‘Written with the verve of fiction and the authority of history, this is a Jane who is neither a puppet, a pious victim nor a po-faced schemer, but a living, breathing woman, launched on her own emotional journey. Meticulous research is magically transformed into a riveting narrative which takes us into the places non-fiction history cannot reach. It’s what Alison Weir does better than anybody – and what historical fiction was created to do’ Sarah Gristwood

‘Deft, authoritative biographical fiction’ Kirkus Reviews

‘This brilliant book is a bombshell! Jane Seymour the shy mouse type? Think again! . . . She is vibrant, determined and she sets the King’s court on fire . . . A magnificent novel – you’ll never forget her!’ Kate Williams

‘Combining her authority as a historian with her skill as a novelist, in telling Jane Seymour’s story Alison has once again brought the past enthralling to life, as only she can. The Haunted Queen is another classic – in the great tradition of historical fiction’ Josephine Ross

‘Vivid characters and a wonderful sense of time and place combine with the story of a gentle, kind heroine who I really cared about, the more so because she was so cruelly robbed of her life at the moment of her greatest happiness’ Barbara Erskine

‘Weir does an excellent job of bringing the pages of history to life; creating living, breathing characters with flaws and weaknesses like our own’ Bookbag

Praise for Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession

‘Alison Weir’s wonderfully detailed novel offers a spellbinding solution to the mystery of Anne’s true nature . . . Enthralling’ Sarah Gristwood

‘Weir’s Boleyn is a highly intelligent idealist, who becomes the tragic victim of her own ambition . . . The novel is a triumph of fine detail and research and offers a complex depiction of an endlessly fascinating woman’ Elizabeth Fremantle

‘This is Anne Boleyn as you have never seen her before. I could not put it down’ Tracy Borman

‘Alison Weir has brought English history’s most famous “other woman” compellingly to life. The story of Anne Boleyn’s rise from accomplished court lady to Henry VIII’s second queen is vividly told and the terror of her final days will haunt the reader. A must for all lovers of historical fiction’ Linda Porter

‘Alison Weir is the doyen of Tudor fiction and non-fiction . . . With Alison’s light touch, [Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession] is fiction that reads as fact, and leaves us breathless, hoping . . . then of course we recognise that we are not reading pure fiction after all, but a finely woven tapestry of fictional biography that stays with us long after we close the book at the final line. It is simply a masterpiece’ Susan Ronald

‘Weir’s outstanding and sound historical research shines through, shedding new light on England’s most controversial queen. Weir provides page after page of utterly compelling detail, keeping the reader hooked from start to finish. This book is not only a world apart from any other novel on Anne Boleyn, it is also an exquisite work of literary art’ Nicola Tallis

Praise for Katherine of Aragon: The True Queen

‘Weir is excellent on the little details that bring a world to life’ Guardian

‘Brilliantly rich’ Heat

‘Alison Weir brings Henry VIII’s first queen to life, revealing strong, spirited and intelligent woman fighting for her rights and those of her daughter’ Choice magazine

‘A tender understanding of and genuine sympathy for this proud, much-loved and honourable queen . . . I was gripped [from] start to finish’ Mavis Cheek

‘Yet again, Alison Weir has managed to intertwine profound historical knowledge with huge emotional intelligence, to compose a work that throws light on an endlessly fascinating historical figure. Yet her real gift in all of this is making it feels so fresh and alive’ Charles Spencer
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Dedicated to the cherished memory of our adored son,

John William James Weir (1982–2020)

and my darling mother,

Doreen Ethel Cullen (1927–2020)






She is a woman, in my judgement, for certain virtue,

wisdom and gentleness, most meet for his Highness. And sure I am that his Majesty had never a wife more agreeable to his heart than she is.

Sir Thomas Wriothesley

Considering my miserable life, my heart is of marble, wilful, unreasonable.

Queen Katharine Parr






Part One

‘A lively, pleasing appearance’






Chapter 1

1517–1520

Katharine was five when death cast its black shadow over her life. It was a terrible time of fear and grief when the dread plague known as the sweating sickness ravaged London. She squeezed herself into a corner as the house at Blackfriars was boarded up against the pestilence, and shrank at the tolling of the bells of the city’s churches and the smell of the herbal medicines made by Mother just in case anyone in the household was struck down. Young as she was, she understood the gravity of the situation. Set to her easy tasks in the still room, she had heard the adults talking in the kitchen beyond, heard them speak of the speed with which the sweat could kill, of people just dropping dead in the street without warning. She learned that even the King had fled from London. She knew, as well as anyone else, the signs of the disease, watched herself in case she felt shivery, or dizzy or thirsty, or developed a headache and other pains. She knew too that, if she lived for a whole day and night with the sweat, she would recover. That would be her only hope.

She was utterly thankful that Mother had returned from serving the Queen. In her calm, reassuring presence, things did not seem as frightening. Mother had taught Katharine and her four-year-old brother William a special prayer: ‘Lighten mine eyes, O Lord, lest I sleep the sleep of death.’ Each day, they had to confess their little sins to Dr Melton, the chaplain, so that they might always be in a state of grace, ready to meet their Maker. Two-year-old Anne was too young to say meaningful prayers, but Mother made up for that, praying over her youngest every evening as she held her to her swollen belly. Katharine knew there would be another baby brother or sister soon. She was hoping that the horrible sweating sickness would be gone before the child arrived – and that it would be a girl. But the plague raged on, even into November, which was when Father fell ill of the sweat.

Banned from the sickroom for fear of infection, Katharine watched her mother bustling in and out with bowls of steaming water and towels. She watched the front door being unboarded to admit the physician and, two days later, her father’s lawyer, both of them with clove-scented linen bound around the lower part of their faces. She was aware of a hush descending on the house and the need to go about quietly.

The next day brought her beloved Uncle William, Father’s younger brother, and Father Cuthbert Tunstall, as the children knew him. The priest was placid, wise and gentle, with a clean-shaven face and a crooked nose. He was not only their kinsman, but a great friend to them all and a very important man, for he served King Henry. Katharine adored him as much as she did Uncle William, who was rather portly and had twinkling eyes and a merry round face. Both men were very kind, assuring the children that Father was safe in God’s hands and that God could be trusted to do what was right for him. It was a lesson Katharine would always remember. But she did not miss the tear in the eye of her rough-mannered, soldierly uncle.

It was hard to accept that God knew best when, that evening, Mother, bravely stifling her sobs, told them that Father had died and gone to Heaven. The house was draped in black and everyone put on mourning clothes. When Katharine heard the great bell tolling at the nearby Blackfriars monastery, she knew it was for her father. Uncle William told her that it would toll thirty-four times, one for every year of Sir Thomas Parr’s life.

The children did not attend the burial in the chapel of St Anne in the Blackfriars, which was where Father had wanted to be buried, next to their older brother, who had died at birth. They watched their mother, her fair hair hidden beneath a nun-like headdress and black veil, walk out of the door, leaning heavily on Uncle William’s arm. Little Will was crying, and Katharine was dangerously near tears herself, striving to come to terms with the fact that her father would never wake up and that she would never see him again. She wanted to remember him as he was when he was alive and well.

He had been clever and learned – a great man at the court of King Henry. He had been close to the King, as Mother was close to the Queen, who was Katharine’s godmother and took a special interest in her, even though Katharine had never met her. Both her parents had spent much time at court; Mother even had her own chambers there, and Katharine now wondered if she would return to her duties.

It did not matter to her that her father had been rich and important; it was the debonair man with laughter lines about his eyes whom she would remember and grieve for, a good father who had prized and loved his children.

‘Do not weep, little ones,’ Dr Melton had said kindly as he followed the family out of the house, his missal in his hand. ‘Your father has gone to God. We must be happy for him and not question the Lord’s will.’

Katharine wished she could be so accepting. She wanted to be like her mother, who was bearing her loss very bravely. But, every time she thought of Father, she could not stop crying.

Agnes, her nurse, put her arms around the children and hugged them, then led them into the parlour where a welcoming fire was crackling on the hearth.

‘I will tell you a story,’ she said, and proceeded to relate a colourful tale of Robin Hood and Maid Marian. Then she set the children to building a house of cards, and that was how the mourners found them when they returned from the chapel. Mother’s eyes were red, but she was smiling as she took Katharine and Will by the hand and led them into the hall, where the funeral meats were laid out. It was a small gathering because of the sweat.

After the meal, the family retired to the parlour and, as the children resumed their building game, the adults settled by the fire.

‘I can’t believe he’s gone,’ Mother said, in a broken voice. ‘We were granted just nine years together. I never thought to be a widow at twenty-five and having to bring up my children single-handed.’

Katharine watched Uncle William reach across and lay his hand on her mother’s. ‘You are not alone,’ he said.

‘No, you are not, Maud,’ Father Cuthbert assured her. ‘We will look after you. It is what Thomas wanted, and why he named us his executors.’

‘You will not be in want,’ Uncle William chimed in. ‘Will is to succeed his father. The girls have been left marriage portions that will secure them respectable husbands. Not noble ones, but solid matches.’

Mother sighed. ‘Yes, and I must be grateful for that, but he left nothing for this little one.’ She patted her belly. ‘If it is a boy, he will have no inheritance. If a girl, I myself must provide her with a dowry. Thomas was not thinking logically. The illness crazed his brain. Without the income from his offices at court, I will have less money to live on, and I must conserve Will’s inheritance. There is nothing for it. I must live modestly.’

‘Will you return to the Queen’s service?’ Father Cuthbert asked.

‘When this one is born, I must,’ Mother said. ‘I thought of going north to Kendal, where I could live more cheaply, but the castle there is derelict, and it is a long way from all my friends.’

‘You must not even consider it.’ Uncle William was adamant. ‘You must close this house up and come to live with me and Mary at Rye House.’

Katharine’s ears pricked up. Everything she had ever heard about Rye House had led her to believe it was a wondrous place. Her cousins were there, and it would be a mercy to get away from London and the plague.

Mother’s face had lightened. ‘William, I cannot tell you what your kindness means to me. I would love to come. It will be good for the children. The air is so healthy there. But I fear I must ask you another favour.’

‘You have only to name it,’ Uncle William said gallantly.

‘I need help with my finances,’ she replied, ‘and someone to manage our estates in the north, because I will be better placed in the south to secure good futures for my children. I must devote my life to them from now on.’

‘You may leave all that safely to me,’ Uncle William said.

Mother rose and embraced him. ‘No woman ever had a better brother-in-law.’

‘Could your own kinsfolk help?’ Father Cuthbert enquired.

‘The Greens?’ Mother shook her head. ‘You know that my father died in the Tower under suspicion of treason. I was the last of the line and his heiress. Everything I had, I brought to Thomas. I do have family connections in the north and the Midlands, but . . .’

Katharine had often heard her parents speak of their kinship with noble families – Vauxes, Throckmortons, Nevilles, Dacres, Talbots and Father Cuthbert’s family, the Tunstalls, to name a few. These connections were a source of great pride to them all, but it was hard trying to remember their names. She didn’t know any of these people and she suspected her mother hadn’t had much to do with them either.

‘There’s no need to worry about them,’ Uncle William said, ‘not when you have me.’

‘And I can help you make the arrangements for your move to Rye House,’ Father Cuthbert offered.

‘Thank you, my dear friend,’ Mother said. ‘In truth, I long to be there.’

In the days that followed, they were all busy preparing for the move. The house at Blackfriars was to be shut up and left with a steward in charge. Mother bade Katharine and Will pack their favourite belongings and Katharine filled an iron-bound chest with her dolls, her Book of Hours with its colourful painted borders, the horn book she used to learn her letters and numbers, her spinning top, her ball and cup and her lute. She remembered her copybooks and her box of pens, which were most important, for Mother was teaching her to write in a fine Italian hand, which she practised daily.

On top of them all, she laid her most cherished possession, a fine cloth given to her at her baptism by the Queen, for whom she had been named, and who had herself embroidered on it, within a circle of gold, the initials K.I.P. – which, Mother had explained, stood for ‘Katherine, Infanta, Princess’ – and the motto Plus Oultre. That meant ‘Further Beyond’, and was the motto of Spain, whence the Queen hailed, but Mother thought it was apt for Katharine, who, she felt sure, would go further beyond what was expected of her. The cloth had been precious to the Queen because her own mother had made it for her. She must think highly indeed of Mother to give her child such a treasure.

The Queen had also given Katharine beads of German lacquer decorated with gold, which she often wore around her neck. Katharine wished she could meet the good Queen and longed for the day when she was old enough to go to court.

By the time they were ready to leave in December, the sweat had at last run its murderous course and people were out and about in London again.

‘I am so glad that life is back to normal,’ Mother said, as she pulled on her gloves; and then her face fell. ‘Not that anything will ever be normal again.’ Katharine knew she was thinking about Father, but she would not let herself be sad for long. ‘I was worried about travelling with the contagion still about and would have deferred it if need be. But now we are on our way!’ She smiled at her children and picked up chubby little Anne, then led the way through the front door to the waiting litter outside.

Seated beside her mother, snug in furs and with her feet resting on a warmed brick wrapped in felt, Katharine looked back at the house where she had been born, memorising every detail of its timber-framed frontage, the diamond panes of the mullioned windows twinkling in the winter sunshine, the shield above the door bearing the blue-and-white banded arms of the Parrs, and the motto beneath, ‘Love with Loyalty’. Life would never be the same as it had been, and she would miss her father, but she was beginning to look forward, for she was embarking on an exciting adventure.

Mother did not wish to be rushed, so they made the journey to Hoddesdon at a leisurely pace, lodging overnight at an inn near Enfield, north of London. Late the following afternoon, they arrived at Rye House, and Katharine was open-mouthed with delight at the sight of it. Rising above a wide moat, and surrounded by a high wall, it looked like a palace out of a fairy tale, with its turrets and battlements. When they passed through the gatehouse, she saw that most of the enclosure was laid with gardens, and that the red-brick manor house was of a modest size. Uncle William led them into a square hall, where Aunt Mary, plump and apple-cheeked, was waiting to greet them with steaming ale and spice cakes. She embraced her husband and Mother, and kissed the children.

‘Do come and sit in the parlour,’ she bade them, leading them through one of the two doors behind the high table on the dais into a whitewashed room with bright red hangings, where she placed the refreshments on the table. There, waiting demurely in a line, were five little girls, who all bobbed curtseys and stared at Katharine and her siblings.

‘You remember your cousins?’ Uncle William asked. Katharine nodded, for she had seen the older ones at some long-ago family gathering, but had little recollection of that occasion. ‘They will be companions for you all.’

The girls were introduced as Magdalen, Nan, Elizabeth, Mary and Margery, in descending order of age. Magdalen was two years older than Katharine, and Margery was two, of an age with Anne. They were all fair and blue-eyed and very pretty. Despite looking askance at Will, the only boy in the room, they seemed excited to have new playmates. Within an hour, friendships had been struck, and Katharine began to see a new life opening out, banishing the sadness of her old one.

It was a mild winter and the older children were out of doors most days, playing ball, catch or hide-and-seek in the gardens and the vast hunting park, sailing their wooden boats on the River Lea, which fed the moat, or hunting for greenery to make Christmas garlands. They were given ponies and taught how to ride them, and were allowed to accompany the adults when they went hunting or hawking. Katharine loved being out in the fresh, crisp air; she was enthralled by the soaring flights of the falcons, the thrill of the chase and the feeling of freedom being in the saddle gave her. She was fearless, urging her willing pony on to ever greater exploits. Will was happy too. If their cousins had ever been reluctant to admit a boy to their pastimes, they had forgotten it; he was one of them now. Every day, as dusk fell, the children would arrive in the kitchens red-cheeked with their buskins muddy and their hair tousled, and Cook would give them drinks of steaming aleberry.

Not long after Katharine and her family arrived at Rye House, they were joined by a cousin, Elizabeth Cheyney. At twelve, she was much older than the Parr children, but she was pleased to join in their games and tried to mother them, although she got short shrift there. Only the youngest ones suffered her to fuss over them. Katharine felt sorry for Anne, who didn’t like being dressed up and pulled about, yet she was grateful to Elizabeth for diverting her. She loved her little sister, and would have spent more time with her, but Anne was too young to enjoy the many exciting distractions at Rye House, not least of which was Katharine’s growing friendship with Magdalen Parr. There was a warmth and spirit about the girl that drew her, and soon they were inseparable. And so the busy winter days passed, until the first buds of spring appeared in the gardens.

As the days lengthened, Mother prepared for her confinement. She took from the bottom of her travelling chest the swaddling bands and tiny garments that Katharine, Will and Anne had worn, and had them washed.

A midwife was sent for. The children were shooed away when Mother’s pains began, and Elizabeth was ordered to take them out into the park, where they spent a happy day running about.

When they returned, they found Uncle William in the hall, his countenance sombre.

‘Your mother is well,’ he said, ‘but, sadly, the babe was born dead.’

Katharine burst into noisy tears for the sister she would never know. Aunt Mary hastened to comfort her, cuddling her against her warm bosom, as Anne joined in the wailing, not to be left out.

‘Can we see Mother?’ Will asked.

‘When she has rested, child,’ Aunt Mary said.

When they did enter Mother’s bedchamber, she held out her arms to them. ‘God has seen fit to take your sister,’ she said in a shaky voice as they climbed up on the bed. ‘But He has left me you three dear children. And the little one has gone to be with your father. We must not mourn them too much. They are in Heaven, with God, where we all aspire to be. We will remember them both in our prayers.’

When Mother arose from her lying-in two weeks later, she spent hours closeted with Uncle William and Father Cuthbert, who was visiting Rye House before travelling on to Lincoln, where he was a canon at the cathedral.

‘We are drawing up a plan for your education,’ she told Katharine one afternoon, when they were all together in the parlour. ‘I shall have to return to the Queen’s service at some stage, and Uncle William has agreed that you will remain here to be tutored with your cousins. I will be here as often as I can to see you and discover what progress you are making.’

Young as she was, Katharine was aware that her mother was a clever woman who cared passionately about learning. She could speak French and even Latin.

‘Your mother has very enlightened ideas,’ Uncle William said. ‘She has decided that you girls will receive the same education as William. It’s all a bit beyond me; I’m just a plain fighting man, so I’m leaving the organising of it to you, Maud.’

‘Your mother is following the example of our kinsman, Sir Thomas More,’ Father Cuthbert told Katharine. ‘He has had his daughters taught on an equal footing with his son. Their learning is renowned. The King and Queen are taking Sir Thomas’s advice in educating the Princess Mary.’

‘Girls are as intelligent as boys,’ Mother declared. ‘They are not as weak as some would have us believe.’

‘Indeed, they are not!’ Father Cuthbert agreed, though Uncle William looked slightly dubious.

‘I keep an open mind,’ he grinned. ‘Who am I to question the wisdom of Sir Thomas More and the King?’

‘Oh, go on with you!’ Aunt Mary said, giving him a playful buffet.

Katharine had enjoyed the lessons Mother had been giving her for the past year, when she was on leave from the court. She was a good teacher and enjoyed imparting her knowledge to her children. From the way the adults were talking, this new plan for her education sounded exciting.

Uncle William was looking speculatively at Mother. ‘It’s early days yet, Maud, but you are still young, and some gentleman of the court may offer you marriage. If that happens . . .’

‘No,’ Mother said firmly, her fair cheeks flushed. ‘I do not intend to marry again. I cannot jeopardise Will’s inheritance, which I hold in trust for him. No, William, I mean to devote my life to my children. I would see them well educated and well married. And I have a duty to the Queen too.’

‘Well, if you change your mind, you know that the children will always have a home here, if need be,’ Uncle William smiled.

He told Mother that she could have the smaller parlour behind the dais for a schoolroom. Tables and stools were provided for all the children except the youngest, who were to wait until they were four before they joined the lessons.

The months passed tranquilly. They had been at Rye House a year, eighteen months . . . Every day began with prayers. Mother was a devout woman and desired to instil in her children and those in her charge a deep love of God and obedience to His Word. She found an excellent tutor in Uncle William’s household chaplain, Dr Clarke, who taught his pupils about something called the New Learning.

‘You know that the Bible contains the Scriptures, which are the Word of God?’ he asked them. They all nodded. ‘For hundreds of years, the Scriptures have always been in Latin, and priests have sought to explain them to us. Now, scholars are seeking a better understanding of Latin and Greek, so that they can read the Bible for themselves. One day, God willing, we will all be able to read it in English, and it is for that reason, more than any other, that you children must be diligent at your lessons.’

Katharine loved the Bible stories her mother told them. How wonderful it would be to read them for herself. She worked hard at her Latin lessons and did so well that Dr Clarke taught her some Greek too.

‘You have an aptitude for languages, child,’ he told her, beaming.

Her mother taught them French, which Katharine picked up easily. Anne did too, when she was old enough to join the older children in the classroom. They were a happy group, the eight of them, fair and auburn heads bent over their books, with the sun streaming in through the latticed window. Their mornings were devoted to lessons and, in the afternoons, they ran free out of doors, playing endless games of ball, chase and make-believe, or building snowmen and gathering holly and ivy in the winter. So happy was Katharine in those heady days of childhood that, after Mother first returned to court, leaving her standing in tears under the gatehouse, watching until the little procession vanished in the distance, she barely missed her. She was lost without Will, though, when, in the spring of 1520, at the age of six, thanks to Mother’s influence with the Queen, he was taken as a page in the King’s train when his Grace went to France to meet with the French King. When he got home in July, he was full of the wonders he had seen.

‘They are calling it the Field of Cloth of Gold,’ he related, ‘because so many people were wearing their finest clothes. There was wondrous splendour and pageantry, and I have never seen such crowds. The King glittered with jewels! He is a mighty man indeed! When I grow up, Kate, I am going to be a courtier!’ Will was never content with his life at Rye House after that.

Uncle William was there more often than Mother was, a constant and affectionate father figure. Katharine knew it was thanks to him that she was enjoying life so much. When she was eight, wanting to tell him how much she loved him and show her gratitude, she decided to give him the Book of Hours she had inherited from her father, and wrote a special dedication in it: Uncle, when you do on this look, I pray you remember who wrote this in your book. Your loving niece, Katharine Parr. There were tears in her uncle’s eyes when he read it.






Chapter 2

1523–1524

In April, when the world was fresh and green and the trees were bursting with birdsong, Katharine looked at herself in her burnished silver mirror and decided she liked what she saw. She was nearly eleven now, and becoming quite the graceful young lady her mother wanted her to be. Her features were pleasing, her hazel eyes warm and bright. If there was a flaw, it was that her nose was a little too long and turned up, like her brother’s. She had grown taller than most girls her age, and she was slender, even with the small breasts budding beneath her bodice.

She hurriedly brushed her long auburn hair and hastened downstairs to join the others in the schoolroom. This morning, they were to study Petrarch’s sonnets as an aid to learning Italian, and Cicero. She liked Cicero and agreed with him that a room without books was like a body without a soul. Her younger cousins thought he was boring, and that living with her nose in a book would ruin Katharine’s eyesight and make it harder for her to secure a husband, but Magdalen and Anne understood. Neither they nor Katharine were bothered about finding husbands. They were happy as they were. As the wise Cicero said, ‘If you have a garden and a library, you have everything you need.’ She looked fondly at the books lined up on top of the court cupboard. Precious things indeed!

But before they could get to Petrarch and Cicero, they were to study mathematics. It was Father Cuthbert’s idea. A keen mathematician himself, he had once written a treatise on arithmetic. On his frequent visits to Rye House, he liked to see what progress the children had made. Katharine was good with figures and geometry. It was deeply satisfying solving the conundrums they posed.

It was not Dr Clarke who walked into the schoolroom that morning, but Mother, who was home on leave from her duties at court, and Aunt Mary, followed by Elizabeth Cheyney, who, at eighteen, had heavy, well-bred features with a certain demure charm.

‘Your good tutor has a megrim,’ Mother told them, as they rose from their curtseys and Will from his bow. ‘You will have to put up with us for today, girls. Will, Dr Clarke tells me that you have an essay on Julius Caesar to finish, so you will get on with that.’

‘And you, young ladies, will accompany me to the still room to make up some physick for the stores,’ Aunt Mary told them.

Katharine sighed; she would rather have been at her books. But Mother was ever insistent that girls should be taught to be efficient in running a large household, against the time when they should be married. On certain days, when Will was learning horsemanship, fighting skills and gentlemanly sports, she and Aunt Mary would teach their daughters how to budget and keep accounts, manage the servants, oversee the preparation and service of food, and become familiar with the mysteries of the still room, which included everything from jam-making to distilling scents and mixing medicines. Katharine would much have preferred to be out riding with Will, or even practising fencing with the sergeant-at-arms in the courtyard. How she envied her brother his masculine freedom!

‘There is no need to make a face, Katharine,’ Mother said. ‘Domestic tasks are as important for young ladies as book-learning, and have to be done. There is no point in walking around with a head full of Cicero if your husband is roaring for his dinner! Perhaps you would rather I set you to spinning?’

Katharine caught the twinkle in Mother’s eye. She knew her daughter hated spinning. Probably she herself would also have liked nothing better than to be left alone with her books. But, with Mother, duty always came before her personal inclinations.

‘Before we get started,’ Mother said, ‘we have some good news.’

‘Elizabeth is to marry the son of Lord Vaux,’ Aunt Mary told them. Elizabeth blushed, looking a trifle smug. Lord Vaux was her guardian, and the young couple had been betrothed in infancy; it was an excellent match, for she would one day be a baroness. At fourteen, Thomas was a stolid-featured boy, but old for his age – already, he was studying at Cambridge. He had visited Rye House with his father from time to time over the years, and Katharine had been impressed by his learning and the poems he composed. He and Elizabeth were well suited.

The girls kissed Elizabeth and congratulated her, but Aunt Mary forestalled them, raising her hand. ‘It is to be a double wedding,’ she said. ‘Magdalen, your father has found you a husband too.’

As her sisters gasped, Magdalen went white. She loved her life at Rye House and Katharine knew that she regarded marriage as something that would happen far off in the future.

‘Are you struck speechless, child?’ Aunt Mary asked.

‘I am am-amazed,’ Magdalen stuttered.

‘Don’t you want to know who the lucky bridegroom is?’ Mother smiled at her.

‘He is Ralph Lane of Orlingbury in Northamptonshire,’ Aunt Mary said, without waiting for Magdalen to reply. ‘He is fourteen, just a year older than you, and he is set to inherit a fair manor house with twenty rooms.’

Magdalen burst into tears. ‘Mother, I do not want to marry anyone, however rich! I don’t want to leave you and Father, or Rye House.’

Aunt Mary put comforting arms around her. ‘It is natural to feel some reluctance, dear child. You are young and the prospect of marrying must feel strange to you. But you have a careful father, who has made a good match for you, and you will not be leaving immediately. After the wedding you will stay here until you are fourteen. We think you are too young at present to bear the duties of marriage, so you will go to Orlingbury next spring. That will give you time to get used to the idea. And it’s not at the ends of the earth – we will be able to visit each other.’

‘So I can stay here for another year?’ Magdalen raised a tear-streaked face.

‘Yes, my chick, you can. And, in that time, we will make you a lovely wardrobe against your becoming a fine lady.’

Magdalen dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief, sniffing a little. Katharine felt sorry for her – and for herself, for she knew that she would miss her friend dreadfully when she left for Northamptonshire.

That afternoon, Magdalen went off on her own, striding through the park. She needed time alone to think, she said. When she returned, Katharine and Anne were practising dance steps in the hall as Will strummed his lute. At the sight of Magdalen, they ceased, but she put on a brave smile and bade them continue. Katharine adored dancing, but she could not put any heart into it that day. It was the same with chess and making music, other pastimes she loved – they offered little distraction. Normally, she loved listening to Mother’s tales of the court, that fabulous, fascinating place she longed to see, yet, that evening, as Mother chatted with Uncle William and Aunt Mary, she could not concentrate. It had just dawned on her that she too might be found a husband before very long, and that Magdalen might not be the only one who was being torn away against her will from the earthly paradise that was Rye House.

Mother returned to court the following week. When she came home for the weddings, she looked very pleased with herself. Gathering her children about her in the parlour, she embraced Katharine.

‘My dear child, I have excellent news!’ she said. ‘I have found you a husband, a better match than I could ever have expected.’

Katharine suddenly felt sick. It was the news she had feared to hear. She had known it would come, but she had been praying that it would not be soon.

She would not break down, as Magdalen had. She would not dash her mother’s hopes for her or spoil her happiness. ‘That is marvellous news,’ she said, surprised that her voice sounded so steady. ‘Who am I to wed?’

‘Lord Scrope of Bolton’s son!’ Mother was triumphant. ‘Think of it! He is the heir to a barony. His grandfather, Lord Dacre, who is cousin to your father, himself suggested it. Lord Scrope is his son-in-law. Henry Scrope is thirteen, just the right age for you, and Lord Dacre thinks you will be a good match for him. A marriage between you will strengthen our ties with our noble kinsfolk in the north. I have already written to Lord Scrope. With Lord Dacre’s backing, he must agree.’

Katharine relaxed a little. With any luck, Lord Scrope would not agree, for all her mother’s excitement. Why should he marry his heir to a knight’s daughter with only a modest dowry? And she was but eleven, not yet old enough for marriage, and Mother might decide that she should wait until she was fourteen before going to live with her husband. She might have another three years at Rye House left to her.

‘Bolton is a long way away,’ she said. ‘It would pain me to go so far from you.’

‘But it is a great castle,’ Mother protested, ‘and I dare say Henry Scrope will be often at court, so we will see each other frequently. I will ask the Queen for a place for you when you are married.’

She could bear it, Katharine told herself. She would bear it. She should be glad that her mother had found her such an eminently suitable husband.

And nothing was settled yet.

May brought the blossom and the weddings, which took place, one after the other, in the chapel at Rye House, with Father Cuthbert officiating. Elizabeth was a happy bride, Magdalen a subdued one. Wearing a new green gown and watching the ceremonies, aware that she might be saying her own vows soon, Katharine thought that the young husbands looked slightly bewildered to find themselves at the altar; probably they would rather be at their books or learning swordplay. Thomas Vaux, especially, seemed nervous. No doubt he was anxious to acquit himself well in the marriage bed. That was something Katharine did not like to think about. She knew something of what was supposed to happen, and it didn’t sound very pleasant. In fact, it sounded rather rude.

The wedding feast followed. Uncle William was a hearty host, proud of the good table his wife had provided. There were great joints of meat, raised pies, dishes of peas and new asparagus, and a great sugar subtlety in the shape of the Greek god Hymen, patron of marriage feasts.

Afterwards, there was dancing. The household minstrels struck up a tune and everyone got to their feet. Katharine grabbed Will’s hands and soon they were whirling around the floor in a lively branle. They danced the evening away until it was time to toast the newly-weds with spiced hippocras wine. Amidst much laughter and merriment, Elizabeth and Thomas were led off by their attendants and, after a decent space, all the guests surged into the chamber where the blushing couple lay next to each other in bed, the sheet pulled up to their chins.

‘Do your duty, boy!’ roared Lord Vaux, somewhat the worse for drink, as his son shrank visibly.

Father Cuthbert hurriedly blessed the bed, then shooed the company away.

‘Let’s leave them in peace,’ he enjoined, as someone thrust a full goblet into his hand.

‘Time for bed, I think,’ Mother said.

Katharine went, reluctant to leave the revelry, although the dancing had ended and it was mostly carousing now. She knew her mother had not wanted her to hear the bawdy jests and innuendos. But she had heard them and, as she left the room, her cheeks were burning. At the top of the stair, she saw Magdalen, a wraith in her white nightgown, carrying a candle.

‘Thank God it’s not me,’ Magdalen whispered. ‘It’s bad enough having to suffer what Elizabeth is suffering, without all that vile jesting. At least, when Thomas and I bed, we’ll be spared that. But it won’t be for ages yet, thank God.’

‘Yes, we have a whole year together here still,’ Katharine said, a lump in her throat, knowing that Magdalen might not be the first to leave.

A week after the weddings, Mother came hastening into the garden, her face taut with anger. ‘Come indoors, Katharine!’ she commanded. Katharine stopped dead-heading flowers and ran after her, wondering what she had done wrong.

Mother closed the door to the schoolroom behind them. ‘Sit down, child. I have heard from Lord Scrope, and it is not good news.’ Katharine’s heart soared. What was not good news for her mother might be very good news for her.

Mother began pacing, unable to contain her agitation. ‘You are not rich or noble enough for his son, that’s the bottom of it. He kept me waiting for ages for a response, then said he would be willing for the betrothal to go ahead, but only if I paid him an atrociously large dowry, a quarter of it due now, with no sureties.’

‘But that’s outrageous,’ Katharine cried, relief subsumed by indignation and the sting of humiliation.

‘That’s not all!’ Mother raged. ‘He offered a derisory jointure, then had the barefaced effrontery to say that he would not be returning your dowry if you died before the marriage could be consummated. And he will not enter into any covenants before the marriage takes place, which would leave us in a very precarious position indeed.’

‘If his son is anything like him, I wouldn’t want to marry him anyway,’ Katharine declared.

‘Lord Dacre led me to believe that Lord Scrope would welcome this marriage,’ Mother fumed.

‘Maybe he was just trying to be helpful,’ Katharine replied. ‘What will you do?’

‘I shall swallow my pride and think of a way to retrieve the situation,’ Mother declared. It was not what Katharine wanted – or expected – to hear. It was obvious that Lord Scrope was negotiating on sufferance and did not want her as a bride for his son. What was the point of flogging a dead horse? But she said nothing. She knew that Mother cherished fond ambitions for her children, and that the dearest of these was to see them well married.

‘I shall have to give the matter more thought,’ Mother said, sinking down onto a stool. She reached over and patted Katharine’s hand. ‘In the meantime, try to forget about this. Go back to your Cicero and your languages, and all the other pastimes you enjoy. Now run along and find the others. Not a word of this to anyone, mind. I would not have it said that we Parrs are not good enough for the likes of the Scropes.’

In July, Mother received another letter from Lord Scrope. She showed it to Katharine as they sat together on a stone bench in the shadow of the garden wall. A light breeze was ruffling the flower beds.

‘He wants an answer,’ Katharine said. ‘Did you not write to him, my lady?’

‘I did. I told him I needed time to think about his terms.’

‘I suppose he thinks we should be eager to agree to them.’

‘See here.’ Mother jabbed the letter with her forefinger. ‘He is insisting that I pay the first instalment of the dowry by August.’ She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘As if I could lay my hands on that kind of sum in such a short time. And, even if I could, Lord Scrope has seen to it that he is under no obligation. He could pull out of the agreement, if he so pleases, and ruin me. Katharine, I fear he has no intention of going through with this marriage.’

Katharine nodded, wishing that they could forget all about the project.

Mother rose. ‘When I get back to court, I will have one more stab at bringing the match to pass. I will speak to Lord Dacre again. I am sure that he carries some influence with Lord Scrope.’

Katharine wanted to beg her mother to travail no further in the matter, as she was surely doomed to fail. But she said nothing. If the marriage ever went ahead, she would not have Mother thinking that she had never wanted it. She would do her duty, as a loving daughter should, and show the world that she was happy to embrace the future so carefully secured for her.

Soon after Mother returned to court, she wrote to Katharine to explain that Lord Dacre was in the north, but would be in London in a few weeks. Early in the autumn, Katharine received another letter. Lord Dacre was now planning to remain in the north until after Christmas, but had counselled Lord Scrope to be patient and not press for an answer.

Reading that, as she sat at the table in the empty schoolroom, the others having drifted off when lessons ended, Katharine knew that there was little prospect of Mother’s hopes being fulfilled. Only a fool would think that she would be happy with such a settlement; it was obvious that Lord Scrope was forcing her to pull out.

She sighed, feeling guilty about being pleased that the matter was coming to naught. As she went about Rye House, she rejoiced that she would soon be free to stay there – for a long time, if she had her way. She had turned eleven in August and was not yet stirred by thoughts of young men or romance. Marriage, she was fast learning, was a hard-headed business, with little account taken of young hearts.

Mother arrived home for Christmas as the baked meats were sizzling in the ovens and the puddings bubbled over the kitchen fire and the house was filled with wonderful aromas. Katharine and her companions had just returned from the woods, their arms full of greenery, in the wake of the men dragging the Yule log that would burn on the fire in the hall throughout the festive season. She found Mother, dressed in her riding cloak, standing by the hearth, holding out her hands to the warmth of the flames. She greeted her children joyously, commenting on how William had grown and how eight-year-old Anne was blossoming into a beauty.

‘And you, Katharine,’ she said, embracing her elder daughter, ‘you are as lovely as ever.’

That evening, when supper was over and they sat in the great parlour making wreaths of holly and ivy, Mother turned to her. ‘I have heard from Lord Dacre. He understands my concerns. He has tried his best with Lord Scrope. He reminded him that I am of the good wise stock of the Greens. He even told him that his demands were so outrageous that it was impossible for me ever to agree to them. He suggested that Henry could live here, at my expense, and benefit from our school.’ She sighed. Katharine could guess what was coming next. ‘But Lord Scrope is adamant. He will not agree to any other terms. He argues that I have had enough time to find the money for the dowry. To be honest, Katharine, I think I can go no further in this matter.’

Uncle William shook his head in agreement. ‘You wouldn’t want our Katharine to wed into such a family,’ he said. ‘My advice is to turn down this match.’

‘That is my advice too,’ Aunt Mary echoed.

‘And mine too,’ chimed in Will. ‘As head of the family, I do not want to see my sister married to a Scrope. There are better fish to fry, I am sure.’

Mother smiled at him indulgently. ‘I am sure you are right, my son. I will write to Lord Scrope in the New Year. And now, we can all enjoy a merry Christmas.’

Mother was not fazed by the curt letter she received from Lord Dacre. ‘I have offended him by rejecting his grandson,’ she said. ‘I should not have attempted to gainsay my betters!’ Her tone was tart. Katharine did not care that Lord Dacre was affronted. What mattered most was that she did not have to leave Rye House.

Some weeks later, another letter came, bearing the Dacre seal. Mother read it, standing in the hall, as Katharine waited impatiently to know what was in it. She prayed God that Lord Scrope had not changed his mind and offered better terms.

Of late, whenever Mother had spoken of Lord Dacre or Lord Scrope, her tone had been acerbic, but now it softened. ‘It seems that your marriage was doomed not to take place anyway,’ she said. ‘Poor Henry Scrope departed this life last week. A spring fever carried him off, God rest him.’

Katharine felt a deep sadness for the former bridegroom she had never met – a young lad who would never see his fifteenth year.

Soon afterwards, she suffered the real pain of loss, when Magdalen left for Orlingbury. Helping her to pack and prepare for her departure was an ordeal, especially as Magdalen did not want to go and spent much of the time in tears.

‘I can’t leave you, Mother,’ she wept, clinging to Aunt Mary.

‘Now stop this nonsense,’ Aunt Mary chided, even though her own eyes were glistening. ‘You can’t go to your husband with a face like that. What will he think, poor man?’ She cradled Magdalen in her arms. ‘It’s normal for a young maid to feel as you do. I did myself, when I had to leave home to marry your father. And I have been happier with him than I ever was in my life before. God willing, you will know the same happiness. You must embrace your future, child, and love your husband. It is your duty, and I hope it will be your pleasure too.’

She released Magdalen and raised her chin. ‘You are a Parr, my daughter, and you will do our house proud, I am sure of it.’

Magdalen dried her tears. She was more resigned after that. But, when she hugged Katharine tightly on parting, her composure broke. ‘God keep you, dear cousin,’ she sobbed. ‘I pray we shall see each other again soon.’

When Magdalen had gone, for all the tumbling, chattering presence of her four sisters, Will and Anne, Rye House seemed empty.
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