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Prologue

The Tower of London

19 May 1536, morning

He stands at the back of the big, expectant crowd. Everyone’s talking about the scaffold; how there is no block, no coffin. People are saying it can’t possibly happen. That there’ll be a reprieve.

Will there? There are reasons to hope. Hans can see, from where he is standing, the gangling figure of the king’s illegitimate son. Fitzroy is known to be delicate; he’s never recovered from witnessing a hanging, drawing and quartering. Would his father really make him watch a beheading?

And above, on the turrets of the White Tower, are the domes the king put there for Anne’s coronation. Henry changed the skyline of London for her, the whole shape of the nation, and beyond it, the known world. That was only three years ago.

To the left of the scaffold, out of the shadow of the keep, St Peter ad Vincula’s new stone shines brightly. The chapel was restored only recently, and Henry had the roof inside made of Spanish chestnut so Katherine of Aragon could pray under the trees of her homeland. Domes for one wife, a ceiling for another. He was a loving husband once.

Above, white clouds sail in a warm blue sky. Apple trees foam sweetly with blossom, birds sing their hearts out, and beyond the thick grey Tower walls the Thames flows smooth as silk. It’s inconceivable that on a day this glorious Anne can step out onto the bright green grass, feel the sun on her face and walk to her death.

He has no idea where in the Tower she is, from which direction she will come. Perhaps she will not come. They will be told to disperse, to go home. There is no coffin after all, no block.

But now the birds in the blossom trees cease their chirping. And now she appears, and suddenly it’s all real and he knows, with a hard, cold, sure knowledge that gathers in his stomach and throat, that it will happen.




Chapter One

Whitehall Palace, London

19 May 1536, evening

A bag over his shoulder, a lantern in one hand, Hans sidles along the courtyard wall. He doubts anyone will notice. After the vigilance of the last weeks, the soldiers are off their guard. It’s all over now.

And anyway, the soldiers know him. Hans has lived in the gatehouse above them for years; it’s where he works. The Kraut painter, they call him, in that affectionately xenophobic way typical of the English. So now, as he disappears through an archway, none of them bat an eyelid.

As expected, no one is guarding her apartments. What’s to guard? The queen who lived here is executed for treason, bundled away in an arrow chest, shoved in the chapel floor.

The carved double doors are locked, but no matter, there’ll be a window open somewhere. Outside, in the garden, he passes flowers that glow in the moonlight, exude faint scents. Nature, just carrying on. Being beautiful despite everything.

He’s right, a window is open. He climbs easily over the sill with his long legs. These rooms were always so full of light and laughter. But now he jumps down into blackness, silence.

His lantern glow finds her falcon symbol carved above the fireplace. The stained-glass windows bearing her coat of arms. On the ceiling are her initials, entwined with the king’s. The HA HA that courtiers laughed at behind her back. That the common crowd had shouted along her coronation procession. ‘Ha ha! Ha ha!’

Damn them all, he thinks with a hot jab of fury. In this sense, at least, she’s still here.

And, most gloriously of all, in the picture corridor. The king built it to connect his rooms to Anne’s and provide a gallery for Hans’s paintings of her. He had damask drapes put over them, to be pulled aside for dramatic effect. Ta-da! My beautiful Anne!

Hans parts the curtains, sees the images he created. He can remember the exact circumstances of each one: where it was painted, what she said, who came in and out as he worked. There are so many portraits she had laughed about it. ‘You must be bored to death of painting me!’

It was a joke, nothing more, and so he had smiled back. For him to declare, Never, not for a moment, you are the only subject might have sounded a little dramatic. But it was what he’d felt; what he still felt.

Besides, she was never the same. Here she is, merry in a red dress and a pearl-trimmed hood. Here she is in a white dress with green sleeves. ‘Henry’s favourite, the Tudor colours,’ she had said at the time. ‘Makes me feel like I’m wearing a flag.’

And here she is in her favourite black, her gold B pendant at her long white throat. Hans had designed it for her and she wore it all the time. Three tear-shaped pearls hang from it; the same number as the years of her reign. As if he’d known all along how much time she had.

It is hard to look, but he can’t tear his eyes away. Crushed and hollow with grief as he is, the sight of her draws him upwards, straightens his spine, pushes his shoulders back. He gazes and gazes, thinks what is lost, what can never be replaced. What you can only see here now, in his portraits.

Her eyes, so dark you can’t see the pupils, sparkling with intelligence. Those witty red lips, the swirling energy of that shining black hair. That pale oval face that constantly changed expression, thoughts flying across it like clouds across the moon. That excited brush of pink high on her lovely cheekbones. Like strawberry juice mixed in cream. The energy and excitement that flowed from her. You can feel it all, see it all.

Hans bids each picture a silent goodbye before drawing the curtains for a final time. He is leaving and won’t see them again. Only in his heart. But it’s a comfort to know they’re here, that there’s somewhere in the world she still exists as she was.

And now he must do what he came to do. He goes to the portrait at the end, the biggest one of all. Drawing back the curtains, he pulls in a long breath. It always surprises him, this work. The power of it, the beauty of it, the success with which he realised it. Of all his portraits, it’s the best, and certainly the greatest of his ones of Anne.

Except, of course, that she’s not in it. Not physically, anyway. It’s of two men, not a woman in sight. Two French ambassadors: Jean de Dinteville, envoy from the court of François I, and his associate, Georges de Selve.

As Hans works, he thinks of how this picture began. Anne’s swift foot on the stairs, her tap on the door. She loved to come to his workroom, always under a cloak so the guards didn’t know it was her. She liked to watch him paint, even sometimes joining in, grinding up the colours for him.

A long and boring job, that, he’d always thought. But she seemed to find it satisfying, pounding pieces of vermilion or lapis lazuli more finely even than he did himself. Or holding a piece of precious gold leaf on the tip of her tapering white finger. He knew, because she told him so, that his workroom was a haven for her. High up above the gate arch, away from the eyes of the court, free from being constantly on show.

Here she could take off her hood. ‘It’s so tight,’ she would say, easing off the pearl-edged clamp around her hair. ‘That feels better,’ she would add, slipping off narrow brocade shoes and flexing long, elegant toes.

But on that day, that particular day, it was more than just a normal visit. She had had an idea. Her coronation was imminent and she wanted to mark it with a portrait. But not the usual type, a face, head and shoulders. ‘Something different,’ she said, dark eyes dancing with mischief.

As she explained, he listened indulgently, wiping oil paint from his hands with a rag. ‘A portrait of you,’ he repeated.

‘Yes.’

‘But you’re not in it.’

‘No.’

She stood with her hands on her aching back. Beneath a loose gown of black damask, the baby was growing. Her hair hung down, dark and glossy, and her bare toes peeped out from the hem of her dress. She was peering at the sketches pinned round the walls, a great many of which were of her. The paintings were long finished, but he kept the drawings up.

‘You’ve done so many of me already,’ she said. ‘Henry’s got a whole corridor of them. Me in a black dress, me in a red dress, me in a green dress.’

Greensleeves was all my joy, trilled someone in the background, to the strum of a lute. The singer Mark Smeaton had come with her; he seemed to follow her everywhere.

Greensleeves was my delight, he went on.

It was a song Henry claimed to have written himself. But Hans knew it was Mark’s, as, no doubt, did Anne.

Greensleeves was my heart of gold.

Anne rolled her black eyes. ‘I get so sick of that song,’ she murmured. She looked over, smiled, shook her hair. ‘Mark,’ she said sweetly, ‘can you leave us?’

Slowly, and with obvious reluctance, the boy got up and went. ‘His voice is wonderful, but he’s far too familiar,’ Anne admitted. ‘I shouldn’t let him trail after me like he does.’

It was true that he was talented, but also far too forward. He needed to be careful, Smeaton.

‘And I can’t talk freely in front of him. Or say what I feel, as I can with you.’ She smiled, and Hans felt the usual hopeless tug in his heart.

He knew all about not being able to talk freely. Or saying what he felt. He had never been able to do either since he met her. It had been years ago, and in another country. They had both been young and struggling. Both far from home, both trying, in their different ways, to succeed.

Since then, things had changed beyond the wildest dreams of either. Anne had risen to dizzying heights and taken Hans with her. He was, as she often said, not just her favourite painter but one of her oldest, most trusted friends. It went no further than that, not for her.

That was why, unlike Smeaton, he had never presumed. Why he’d buried his passion, given it rein only in his art. Anything beyond friendship, beyond artist and patron, was out of the question. And would have been even if Anne had returned his feelings. Their positions were too far apart. He was an artisan, she was an aristocrat. And about to become a queen.

Respectfully, he took off his paint-smeared smock. ‘So how will it work?’ he asked. ‘This picture of you, without you in it?’

She picked up his overall from the floor and slipped it on. The rough linen, smeared with every conceivable colour, was incongruous. And yet she looked beautiful in it. She laughed and flipped her hair over the grubby collar. ‘I would make a good painter, no?’

‘You would,’ he agreed. ‘I’ve told you enough of my trade secrets over the years.’

She had picked up a brush and was walking round his easel. He saw that her ever-active mind had moved on, the portrait that wasn’t a portrait left behind.

She must have been joking about it, he thought. She was merry all the time these days, joyously anticipating both the crowning and the birth of the son who would make her position inviolable. These days, Anne was riding high.

‘Who’s this?’ she asked of the painting he was working on.

A German merchant, he told her. From the Hanseatic League at the Steelyard. Wealthy and regular clients, his countrymen, too, they commissioned portraits to send back to their families, joking that their wives thought his pictures more real than them.

‘What’s his name?’

‘Herr Hermann Hildebrandt von Wedigh, since you ask.’

‘A complicated character, evidently.’

‘How so?’ But he knew she had worked it out; she always did. She knew exactly what to look for.

‘If you look at his right eye and the left side of his mouth, he’s friendly,’ she said. ‘But if you look at his left eye and the right side of his mouth, he’s serious.’

‘My paintings are no mystery to you.’

‘But you missed a bit here.’ She dipped her brush into the mixed black paint by the easel, bent towards Herr von Wedigh.

He moved swiftly to stop her. ‘No!’

‘Do let me! Just the tiniest mark!’ Her black eyes were mock-pleading, with just a sparkle of a tease.

‘Not even you.’ Gently but firmly, he took the brush from her fingers.

She gave a petulant toss of her hair, went to the window seat, shoved aside the pile of material he used for props and patted the space next to her. ‘Sit here. Let’s talk about my picture.’

So the portrait-that-was-not-a-portrait was not forgotten after all.

Far from it. ‘You, Hans, are going to make the most extraordinary work that has ever been!’




Chapter Two

Sitting right against her, he held his breath. Watched her lovely profile as she eagerly described her idea. ‘I want it to be a discussion, a debate, a game. A map that if you follow, you get the answer. People will have to work out the meaning. Do you see?’

‘Not really. Meaning of what, exactly?’

‘Lots of different things.’ She felt in her pocket. ‘Here’s the list.’

Her writing was famously slapdash, but he was used to it. A long list, he saw. Item One: Jean de Dinteville. Item Two: Georges de Selve.

‘The new French ambassador?’ He had seen Item One about the court. But Item Two, who was he?

‘The Bishop of Lavaur. He’s only just got here.’ Anne tapped her delicate nose conspiratorially. ‘On embassy from Amboise, with a very special secret message from François!’

The French royal court at Amboise was where Hans had first met Anne. ‘Why didn’t the king send it in a letter to de Dinteville? He’s his ambassador in London, isn’t he?’

Anne’s eyes sparkled. ‘Yes, but it was so secret it could only be delivered in person! A message of support. For my marriage to Henry. For my coronation.’

‘Why does that have to be secret, though?’

‘Oh, you know what François is like.’ Anne shrugged her elegant shoulders. ‘Nothing written down. Sits on every fence going whilst riding two horses in different directions at once.’

Actually, Hans didn’t have a clue what François of France was like, any more than he really knew what Henry of England was like. To people like him, kings were distant figures. To people like Anne, they were friends and husbands. It was the difference between them in a nutshell.

‘Will they mind just being things on a list?’ he asked, of the ambassadors. He didn’t know de Selve but thought de Dinteville looked arrogant. One of those wealthy, disdainful young men there seemed a superabundance of at court.

‘They don’t know. As far as they’re concerned, it’s a portrait of them. Commissioned by me as a friend of France.’

‘Are they to stand, looking out at the viewer? Or sit facing each other?’

Anne thought for a moment. ‘They are my supporters, so position them like the supporters on a coat of arms. Like the lion and the unicorn. One either side, with everything else in the middle.’

He nodded, made a quick sketch and showed her.

‘That’s it! Oh, and the picture must be enormous. The biggest it can possibly be.’ She raised a slender arm to suggest the height of a door.

Life-size then. At least. Only Baltic oak would be big enough. He needed to order it from the Steelyard.

She grinned. ‘Perhaps Herr Hermann Hildebrandt von Wedigh could help.’

‘No doubt.’ Hans looked down at the other objects Anne wanted in the picture. A lute and some flutes, a small crucifix, a globe. A hymn book, a sphere. And ‘instruments that measure time and date’. If there was a connection, he wasn’t getting it.

He looked at her. ‘I give up.’

She laughed, then explained, and then he got it. And she was right, it was going to be extraordinary.

Hans’s friend Kratzer, the king’s astronomer, arrived a few days later with a box. Beneath his badly cut fringe his round eyes shone as he produced his beloved gadgets. The torquetum, the polyhedral dial, the shepherd’s dial, all fiendishly tricky to paint with their many sides, angles and numbers. It was, Hans thought, lucky that he liked a challenge.

‘You need to set the dials,’ he told Kratzer.

‘You said. Dates and times of significance to the queen. The picture is all about her, everything in it relates to her, and yet she is nowhere to be seen.’ Kratzer had grasped the idea immediately and was practically rubbing his hands in glee. He loved the idea of a portrait that wasn’t a portrait and yet was. It appealed to his love of the ingenious and the innovative, of pushing an idea as far as it would go.

‘One date needs to be the eleventh of April. The day she was proclaimed queen.’

‘Let me make a note.’ Kratzer reached for a scrap of paper, snatched up one of Hans’s charcoals. No one else – well, perhaps one other person – would get away with this. ‘The eleventh of April,’ he repeated. ‘Know the exact time? I can put that on too.’

‘No, but I can ask.’

‘And remind me when the coronation is?’

The thirty-first of May, Hans said, but he had that date covered. He was proud of his moment of inspiration in Westminster Abbey. Marvelling at the mosaic pavement before the altar, the colourful beauty of it, the skill of those who had designed and laid it, he had also seen it was the answer to a problem. What to put on the painting’s floor. ‘Not one of your usual boring carpets, please, Hans,’ Anne had teased.

He had been considering stone steps, or a map of France. But this pavement in the Abbey was the very spot where she would be crowned. Like the dials, like the French king’s message, it represented another part of her story. Another moment in time. The ultimate moment, in which she became queen.

Kratzer was looking at the musical instruments assembled on the table. ‘And what are all these flutes about? Lutes?’

‘Harmony, in a word. She wants to make England a better place.’

‘Good luck to her with that. And these people at each side?’ He was examining Hans’ sketch.

‘They’re French ambassadors; they represent France.’

‘What’s so great about France?’

‘She lived there for a long time, before she came here.’

‘So what? I lived a long time in Munich. Doesn’t mean I’d want it in a painting.’ Kratzer was looking at him closely. ‘Weren’t you there too, Holbein? In France? Didn’t you meet her there?’

‘Might have done.’ Hans spoke casually, as if it was something he hardly remembered. Rather than the one thing he thought of all the time.

Now, three years later, he gently pushes the memories aside. There’s a job to do. He sets down his lantern, produces candles from his bag, lights them from the flame. Drips wax onto the floorboards and sets them in it, until there is enough light to work by. He gets out the sketch he has drawn of the object he plans to add. It’s complicated, a trick of perspective. He must get it exactly right.

It’s positioned low down in the picture; he’ll have to crouch or kneel to do it. And he’ll have to paint quickly, more speedily even than usual. For if someone sees the light, comes in and discovers him, how will he explain himself? Even the inattentive soldiers would think it suspicious.

Kneeling on the floorboards, he glances up at de Selve and de Dinteville. They look at him down their noses, Kratzer’s instruments stretching between them.

Hans recalls the ambassadors without affection. Arrogant buggers, the pair of them. Entitled in that rich-boy way. Superior, difficult and unreliable. Pinning them down for a sitting had been near-impossible. They were busy, they were in meetings, they were away from court. They were far too important; they could not be bothered. Any and all of the above applied.

And when finally they agreed – when finally they granted him a few hours in Bridewell Palace, which Anne had refurbished for de Dinteville’s sole enjoyment – the ambassador did nothing but complain. Having to buy a new outfit for the coronation was a particular source of annoyance

‘This,’ he said to de Selve, shaking his pink sleeves. ‘You would not believe the price.’

‘But what a fine figure you cut, mon ami,’ de Selve had replied drily. ‘Who knew that the English can make clothes? To look at them, you would hardly think so.’

‘They can’t cook either,’ de Dinteville returned. ‘The food here, oh la la. It pains my stomach. Gives me the indigestion.’

An unmistakable smell underlined the truth of his words. Sketching in de Selve’s expression of disgust, Hans grinned to himself. De Dinteville, meanwhile, banged on about the inconvenience and expense of having to find, feed and house twelve French cavalrymen. ‘As well as dress them in blue sarcenet from head to foot. And that’s just the horses.’

‘But why?’ asked de Selve.

‘For this procession of the coronation,’ was the exasperated reply. ‘La Boulain wants them to ride at the front. Because of her marvellous French connections, you know?’ De Dinteville rolled his eyes.

‘But mon ami, where in London would you find twelve French cavalrymen?’

‘Nowhere, obviously. I have to bring them over from Calais. More expense. All of which I have to bear myself.’ The ambassador snorted in irritation.

‘But our sovereign lord François will reimburse you, non?’

A harsh bark of laughter was the answer to this. ‘And I’ll be here all summer,’ de Dinteville added crossly. ‘Waiting for La Boulain’s baby. By this stinking river, in the boiling heat.’

‘Unlikely to be boiling,’ said de Selve. ‘This is England, after all. When does the baby arrive?’

‘Well, it should be nine months after the wedding. But I’m not sure when that is officially supposed to have been. It actually happened in January, but now it is March and Henri has only just announced it to his parlement. Someone needs to tell the boy not to arrive until Christmas.’

De Selve raised one of his long eyebrows. ‘It will be a boy? For sure?’

De Dinteville shrugged his pink shoulders. ‘It needs to be. Henri got rid of Katherine because she only had a girl. La Boulain must produce a dauphin. A princess would be bad news for her.’

He’d been partly right, of course. But Princess Elizabeth would have been fine news, had she been followed by brothers. The bad news for Anne had been the lack of boys.

Hans pushes the thought from his mind and gets out his brushes. Some have full bristles, while others are so thin they’re just a couple of hairs. Next come the dishes he mixes his paints in, tapered like glasses and heavy-based so they won’t tip over. Finally the colours. Finely ground white lead, black powder for the grey tints, ground ochre for the creamier tints, a flask of water for mixing.

His work now must be perfect, to blend in with the superbly skilful job he did for Anne. Those shining sleeves of de Dinteville’s are especially excellent. White lead and vermilion had proved the exact right combination to capture the effect of light on pink satin.

De Selve’s damask robe had required a different approach. It had taken ages to find that rich chestnut colour. He’d searched woods and fields for it, walked around with his eyes on the ground until he spotted exactly the right shade, to be picked out with a penknife and mixed with water. The elaborate tasselled dagger dangling casually from the ambassador’s hand had been another challenge. He had built it up with adhesive before adding the gold. The effect was dazzlingly realistic.

Hans leans forward, makes the first stroke. Hours pass. By the time he is finished, the candles are down to their stubs and the pinking in the sky announces dawn.

What are you doing to our picture, Hans? Our great portrait, the one we devised together? A low, husky voice with a faint French accent breathes in his ear. He starts in shock, looks round.

‘Anne?’ He can’t see her, but he can feel her near him. Smell her spicy lavender scent.

Our painting! she chides. You have added this . . . thing without asking me! What is it anyway?

Many people in the years to come will ask this question. Some will think it a fishbone, this white and slanting object, and viewed from the front perhaps it does look like one. Viewed from the side, however, the stretching slant shrinks and comes into focus. You can see what it is then all right.

‘A skull.’ In other words, death.

Ugh!

It’s hard to say, but he forces it out. ‘The painting was your story. And that was the way the story ended. But I wanted to make it a puzzle, like the rest.’

More soft laughter in the darkness. Ah, I see now. Ingenious, Hans. However, you are wrong.

‘Wrong?’ he echoes, in the familiar way. He’s still repeating what she says, and she’s not even alive.

Because my story hasn’t ended. Not by a long way. You’re going to make certain of that.

He’s not sure what she means. That she lives on in his paintings? But he can’t ask; she’s no longer there. Perhaps she never was; perhaps grief has sent him mad. The sooner he leaves, the better. Now that she’s gone, there’s no reason on earth to stay.




Chapter Three

Hans closes up his Whitehall gatehouse. He takes a wherry to the Steelyard, from where his ship will sail.

The Thames boatman is full of Anne-spite, how she deserved to die: adulteress, whore, witch, traitor. Admittedly, she’d never been popular with the people, but Hans had always been certain that, given time, they would come to love her. That the time might not be given had never occurred to him.

It’s hard not to smash the man into the water, but Hans’s aim is to leave this city, not languish in one of its jails. With a mighty effort of will he ignores him. Eventually he gets the hint, starts insulting other boatmen instead.

As London Bridge looms, Hans recalls his awe on first seeing it. How it had seemed less a river crossing, more an entire town stretched across the water, every inch crowded with buildings. It’s so familiar now; he’s seen it almost every day since. Incredible to think this will be the last time.

Going through the arches beneath is a famously dangerous undertaking. Shooting the bridge had been one of the first English phrases he learnt, along with cupshotten (drunk), beldam (old woman), jakes (where you shit) and swive or fuck, which means fornicate. The sailors on the boat over had taught him these. Strange words, he had thought, what on earth could the people be like?

‘’Old on to yer ’at!’ the boatman alerts him in the London twang he has become so used to. Anne had loved to imitate it. He can hear her now, her accent mixing cockney and French. ’Old on to yer ’at, yer Majestay!

As they bowl towards the bridge, gripped by the swirling water, Hans hopes they’ll smash into the walls of the mighty arches. Be dragged down by the hungry current to the oblivion of death. Take me, he urges silently. Spare me from the misery of the rest of my life.

The noise of water roars in his ears. He is hurled from side to side, sees buildings fly upside down. Then, suddenly, all is calm and right again. The rows of small houses, tightly packed with sharply pitched roofs, are back where they should be, stretched along the riverbanks, interspersed with towers and spires. He’s been spared, dammit.

The massive, high-walled Steelyard compound approaches. He arrived here thirteen years ago; it’s where his English adventure began. A ship of the Hanseatic League has just docked, very likely the same he’ll take to Antwerp in the morning. Ropes are being flung at the broad quay and a gang of burly stevedores are starting to unload the vessel.

On the ship itself, sailors clamber like monkeys up and down the rigging, or edge like acrobats along the yards. Sails are being furled, roped chests fly through the air on pulleys. A chain of sailors pass sacks up from the hold. Goods from all over the known world are emerging; everything the Steelyard merchants import into London. Furs and timber from the Baltic, glass and mirrors from Italy, wine and silk from France, wax and iron from Russia, beer and pepper from Poland. Packed in chests and barrels stamped with the double-headed eagle of the Hanseatic League, they roll like thunder down the gangplank.

He gets off, pays. Thanks for the tip, snarls the boatman, because there isn’t one. As Hans walks away, he’s followed by the wherryman’s curses. Up the passage beside the huge wall. ‘Bread and butter,’ he mutters at the guarded gate. They might deal in luxury, but the Hansa’s passwords are as practical as the merchants themselves. Nothing fancy.

Inside the Steelyard, the action from outside continues, barrows being shoved endlessly between the warehouses and the ship. Like a community of ants at work, but Hans turns his back. Such vigour and industry, such capable positivity, ill suits his mood. Instead, he trudges purposefully to the winehouse. He has done with England and now wants only oblivion until the ship sails. Blessed relief from thought, from memory, from everything.

It’s sunny late afternoon and the atmosphere is convivial. Groups of drinkers stand about the garden. The Rhenish Winehouse has an excellent reputation, with Londoners in general as well as the Hansa and their sailors. You can spot the latter easily; the merchants in dark gowns, the sailors black-bearded and with huge booted feet. And while the merchants have a close gaze from peering at documents, the sailors’ blue eyes have that faraway look from scanning distant horizons.

Inside the winehouse, beneath the low-beamed ceiling, Hans spots a poky corner. He slides himself in behind the tiny table, dumps his possessions next to him and waves at the potboys hurrying about with jugs and tankards. Shortly afterwards, something in a brown stone bottle arrives. Hans takes a swig and feels the familiar fire blaze down his throat. Takes another and waits for that blessed blur to seize his brain, for the noisy hubbub of the winehouse to wash over him like a warm sea.

But the blur does not come. The noise, meanwhile, takes the form of a drawling, sardonic voice.

‘Holbein!’

He looks up from his tankard and finds himself staring into the lean, handsome face of Thomas Wyatt. Poet, dandy, diplomat. Traitor of the first water.

‘You’re a hard man to find,’ Wyatt informs him. ‘I’ve been looking everywh—’ He doesn’t finish the sentence. A moment later, he’s sprawled on the ground, all six elegant feet of him, elegant outfit covered in sawdust, elegant fingers touching an elegant nose streaming inelegantly with blood.

The winehouse has gone quiet. Mine host, broad-shouldered and black-bearded, comes barrelling over. ‘What’s going on?’ he demands. ‘You know the rules. No fighting in the winehouse.’ He glares at Hans. ‘I’m putting you in the lock-up, you can cool your heels there.’

Alarm flashes through Hans. If he’s locked up, he’ll miss his morning boat.

‘Should’ve thought of that before, sunshine,’ retorts the landlord. He glances behind him, beckons a couple of muscly sidekicks.

A stirring from the floor. ‘No need for that,’ Wyatt assures them in perfect German. ‘My friend Hans and I were just practising our act.’

The landlord turns to Hans, vast meaty hands planted on solid sides. ‘Act? What act?’

Wyatt rises gracefully to his feet, smiling as persuasively as is possible given the damage to his face. ‘Wrestling friars,’ he says brightly. ‘We dress up in habits and throw each other around. Don’t we, Hans? We’re very popular, we’ve often performed at the royal palace at Greenwich. Haven’t we, Hans?’

Hans has no option but to agree that they have.

One of the landlord’s sidekicks now steps forward, examines Wyatt’s long, thin, now rather battered nose. ‘That doesn’t look like wrestling.’

‘Ah, but we’re diversifying into boxing.’ Wyatt flashes his teeth winningly. He can even drawl in German, Hans notices crossly. ‘Only we haven’t quite got the hang of it yet.’

The landlord stares at them sceptically. ‘Well, get the hang of it somewhere else,’ he growls, throwing his wiping cloth over his shoulder and moving off.

‘You can thank me if you want.’ Wyatt remains standing by the table, his expression one of laconic amusement.

Hans stares at him incredulously. ‘Thank you?’

‘Well, you know the Steelyard.’ Wyatt is lowering his tall, dark figure onto the opposite seat. ‘Famous for its discipline. Without me, you’d have been looking at several days in the slammer. Plus a serious fine.’

Hans stares at him coldly. No, he is not grateful. He hates Wyatt with every fibre in his body. But he says nothing, in the hope he’ll go away.

But Wyatt does not go away. Instead, he nods at the jug. ‘Going to offer me some?’

Hans would rather bash his head in with it. But as violence will get him nowhere, he must make do with insults. ‘Ponce like you doesn’t have the stomach for it,’ he snarls.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Wyatt drawls loftily. ‘But I don’t want to drink it, I want to put it on my face. Looks like just the stuff.’ He fishes out a handkerchief, picks up the jug, tips some of its contents on the linen and applies it to his nose. Winces. With his other hand he waves at a serving girl, who scuttles over at the double.

‘Same again, my beauty.’ With another flashing smile, Wyatt gestures at Hans’s jug. Even in the gloom it’s possible to see the girl’s blush. ‘And some of your excellent smoked meats, if you will.’

The smoked meats arrive in double-quick time, evidently fast-tracked and accompanied by pickles and a hunk of bread. Hans’s stomach twists with hunger. He can’t remember when he last ate. Like sleeping and feeling normal, food is something from another life.

And so is Thomas Wyatt.

The court’s star poet, cynosure of every eye. Object of universal fascination, drawing all the attention without ever seeming to try. And who, because his father is a rich and powerful courtier, has never had to struggle as Hans has, never had to lift one of his elegant white fingers.

Hans has never been convinced by Wyatt. Or his verse, come to that. How is one to tell, with words? With painting, with what he does, merit is immediately evident. It either looks like the subject or it doesn’t. But whether it’s true, as people claim, that Wyatt’s verse slips daringly between the conventions of courtly love and real passion, or combines dangerous ambiguity with dazzling wordplay, Hans has no idea. And cares less.

He’d known this was partly jealousy. Anne had been fond of Wyatt, and vice versa. As Wyatt never hesitated to inform everyone, she was his muse and his lady love. Which meant precisely nothing, as things turned out.

‘Want some?’ The munching Wyatt gestures at the platter.

‘All I want is that you get out of my sight.’

Wyatt sighs and puts down his bread. Dabs his lips delicately with his handkerchief. ‘Look, I understand. You think I betrayed her.’

‘I saw you betray her.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ Wyatt protests. ‘It was the last thing on earth I intended. She was my muse, and I worshipped her. She was the person I loved most in the world.’

Hans surveys Wyatt steadily. His contempt for this man is so great he can’t even feel it any more. ‘Yes,’ he says flatly. ‘It looked like it.’

Not a week ago, but it feels like centuries. The trial of the queen and her brother in the great hall of the Tower. Two thousand people crammed into the hastily built galleries. Under his cloth of estate, holding his wands of office, the bloodless, heartless, ruthless Duke of Norfolk. As England’s premier aristocrat, the Boleyns’ own uncle would preside over their interrogation. His expression of heavy sorrow was risibly unconvincing. By contrast, Anne and George’s father, Thomas Boleyn, revealed no feelings at all. But when had he ever?

George Boleyn swaggered in first and performed with disastrous bravado. Handed a note with his own alleged remarks about the king, he was expected to peruse it in silence. Instead, as he read it aloud, two thousand people heard what he almost certainly never said about Henry’s tiny penis and poor performance in bed.

Hans had listened in horror. But George had always been an idiot. Charming if you liked that sort of thing; good-looking, certainly. But fatally addicted to stupid risks. Gambling and male lovers, in the main. His courtroom recklessness sealed his fate, but he had obviously judged it sealed already.

The only question was whether it sealed Anne’s too. Poised and beautiful in a black gown and red silk underskirt, a courageous white feather in her bonnet, she listened patiently and carefully to the charges. Like anyone standing trial, she was hearing them for the first time. But if they shocked her, she did not show it.

They were shocking, though. So shocking that Hans could not absorb them. They were so entirely unreal, so utterly unbelievable, that they refused to lodge in his mind. His head was a void, but a void full of noise, like a howl or a scream.

But Anne remained calm. When her accusers fell silent, her voice rose firm and clear. She pointed out that at instance after instance she wasn’t even in the same place as her alleged lover or treasonous co-conspirator. Her interrogation over, there was palpable awe in the court. Who, after this, could condemn her?

But then the next witness was called, and it was Wyatt.




Chapter Four

Now, in this gloomy corner of the winehouse, this same Wyatt is spearing a slice of smoked pork and pickles with his penknife. Hans’s fingers creep to his waist, find his own blade. He imagines plunging it into Wyatt’s skinny neck.

‘Don’t even think about it, Holbein. You’d end up hanged, which would be a shame.’

‘You’d know about shame, of course,’ Hans answers bitterly.

Wyatt slumps forward and claws through his thick dark hair. His nails are bitten to the quick, sore and bloody around the cuticles. ‘Yes,’ he says quietly. ‘I am ashamed.’

Hans is surprised, but unconvinced. He does not believe this, not for a second. He neither knows nor cares why Wyatt is saying it, what he’s doing here at all. But he’s not prepared to forgive and he’ll never be able to forget.

Wyatt entering the court with his escort of soldiers, the shock of it. And then, in his capacity as crafter of verses, Wyatt telling the trial that Anne had found her husband’s attempts at poetry inferior. ‘Queen Anne did laugh at certain verses written for her by the king.’

‘I think of nothing else,’ that same Wyatt now says wretchedly. ‘It’s before me all day long, every day, and it will be until I die. Of all the stupid things I’ve done in my pathetic excuse for a life, it’s the one I regret the most.’

Hans curls his lip. He’s not going to bend. At least Wyatt has a life, however pathetic. But Anne doesn’t, and now Hans doesn’t either. He slops more jenever into his tankard.

Wyatt raises his head. The daylight is fading and the gathering shadows cling to the bags under his eyes. ‘They tricked me,’ he pleads.

Really, it’s pathetic. Is he going round everyone making this speech? Must be, if he’s bothering to come here. Too late to develop a conscience now, though.

Hans says nothing, just swigs yet more jenever. Wyatt swigs some from his own jar, then chokes. ‘Jesus Christ, what is this?’

Despite everything, Hans feels a snort rise. ‘Jenever. Gin, basically. They drink it in Antwerp.’

‘They must have hard heads,’ gasps Wyatt. ‘And there was I thinking grappa was strong. They drink it in Italy,’ he adds, dabbing his streaming eyes.

‘I know, I’ve been there. Just what the hell do you want, Wyatt?’

Wyatt pours himself more jenever. ‘Not bad, this stuff, once you get past the first shock.’

‘What do you want?’ Hans repeats.

Wyatt plays with his penknife, holds the length of it between both forefingers, watches the point press into a tip, the dim light flash on the blade. Then he looks up. ‘Vengeance.’

Hans bites back an instinctive burst of laughter. It’s not pathetic, it’s ridiculous.

‘Well?’ asks Wyatt.

‘Well what?’

‘I just said I wanted vengeance.’

‘I heard you. Sounds even sillier the second time.’

‘Don’t you want it?’

‘Vengeance?’ Hans is incredulous. ‘Me? Vengeance for what?’

‘Would have thought that was obvious.’ The poet’s dark eyes are intent. ‘For Anne.’

This is too much. Hans stands up abruptly, so abruptly that the stool clatters over. The noise attracts attention. Heads turn, mine host looks up. Wyatt grins round, raises a hand, It’s all right. Nothing to see here.

Hans glares at him. How dare Wyatt assume the spirit of calm and reason? Even more, how dare he talk about vengeance? He who betrayed Anne, who stood against her in court, helped bring about her death.

It’s hard to think straight through the tiredness and anger. Not to mention the gin. Before he hits Wyatt again, he’s leaving. He’s rented a room here for the night; time to get some sleep. Or, as is the way these days, to lie down and await the dawn. But as he takes a final swig, a set of long fingers, ink-stained and with badly bitten nails, grip his. Wyatt squints up through his floppy hair.

‘Where’re you going?’

‘Bed,’ Hans answers curtly. ‘And tomorrow I’m leaving England.’

He tries to walk off, but the other man has his wrist. Those long, poetic fingers are surprisingly strong. ‘You can’t,’ Wyatt pleads. ‘You have to help me. We both loved her, after all.’

The violent fury now tearing through Hans makes him sway on his feet. How much more of this can he endure? Or is that the point? In the midst of his churning, burning thoughts, the possibility that he’s being provoked now occurs to him. This is dangerous talk and these are dangerous times. Five men charged with loving Anne just went to the block. Is this a trap?

As hot anger gives way to cold fear, he struggles for calm. ‘She was my patron,’ he says levelly.

‘She was much more than your patron!’

Hans clamps his teeth hard together. He must not speak. He imagines listening ears, soldiers outside to take him away.

‘You have to help me avenge her,’ Wyatt urges hotly. ‘Defend her memory. You’re the only other person left who cares.’

Hans is certain now that the poet is trying to trap him. ‘A painter does not care,’ he replies steadily. ‘He does not take sides. He merely paints what’s there.’

‘Oh, come on, Holbein!’ Wyatt exclaims in frustration. ‘I’ve seen your drawings. Your paintings. The way you look – looked – at her. You cared all right.’

Hans feels his restraint unravel. He can’t help himself. ‘You talk about caring?’ he snarls, putting his face close to Wyatt’s. ‘You cared so much you betrayed her in court.’

He braces himself to be seized and taken away, but no one appears. A sigh from Wyatt is all that happens. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I did. And as I told you, I think of it all day, dream of it at night. I will get no peace until I revenge myself. My entire life is about that now, and nothing else.’

‘Revenge yourself on who?’ Hans demands, exasperated.

‘The person who killed her, of course.’

‘And that would be who? Apart from you, of course. And the king. And the headsman. And all those people who accused her. And the so-called jury at the so-called trial. Thousands, in other words. Going to revenge yourself on all of them, are you?’

He must be so beside himself with anger as to start hearing things, have drunk so much he has lost his mind, because now Hans hears, or thinks he hears, Wyatt say, ‘No. Just Cromwell.’

‘Cromwell?’ He thumps back down in his seat in sheer shock. Cromwell as in Thomas Cromwell? As in the principal royal secretary? As in the king’s chief minister? As in Hans’s own very generous patron? As in Anne’s friend?

Wyatt is glancing frantically around. ‘Keep your voice down,’ he hisses. ‘This is the Steelyard. The walls here have ears.’

Don’t they just, Hans thinks, as his earlier suspicions sweep back. Cromwell, though. Wyatt has got to be joking. Hans owes his career to Master Secretary, what part of it he doesn’t owe to Anne.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ he says loudly, so whoever’s listening can hear.

Wyatt flicks him a weary glance. ‘I am stupid,’ he assures him. ‘I’m a complete fucking moron in about a million different ways. But
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