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  To my sister, Martha, because the Longshores stick together.




  Thank you for being the one to pick up the phone.
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  A DEEP BREATH IS ALL IT TAKES TO ENTER A ROOM.




  Or to scream.




  Or both.




  I stand against a wall, five strides from the great oak door of the queen’s apartments. The guard watches me sideways, pretending he’s not. Pretending he’s focused on the

  stairwell. The pretense fails to deceive me.




  I haven’t asked to enter. Nor can I turn and walk away. Before re-entering the queen’s service, I must solicit her welcome. And he knows it. I know he’s looking at my

  risqué French hood. At the black hair it exposes. At my misshapen little finger. I shake my sleeve to cover it.




  I know he’s thinking about my family. My sister.




  We stand like effigies, pretending not to stare at each other.




  The walls loom, grey as the rain outside. Like the sky of England itself. Everything seems colourless and humbled, despite the layers of velvets and tapestries, the peacock plumage of courtiers

  and ladies. Greenwich Palace feels like my father’s disappointment made tangible.




  I take another deep breath and straighten my shoulders, just as Father taught me when he marched me into the presence of Margaret of Austria, the Duchess of Savoy. I was seven years old and

  terrified to be left in her care. Father offered only one piece of advice before abandoning me and returning to England. “When you’re afraid,” he said then, “you need to put

  an iron rod in your spine. Look your enemy in the eye. Take a deep breath and perform.”




  The prodigal daughter, he calls me now. Or he would if he were here.




  I wipe the sweat from my palms on my skirt and approach the guard, who leers as if he knows all about me and opens the door. I blow him a kiss as I pass by, accompanied by a rude gesture. He

  pretends not to notice, and again fails to deceive me.




  There is something of the dragon’s lair in the royal chambers of a palace. And Queen Katherine’s chambers don’t shatter that illusion. Smoke from the candles congeals at the

  ceiling in a swirling, palpable mass. And the place swarms with courtiers ready to eviscerate you socially and politically.




  Another breath, and I step into the presence of the queen. I have a feeling she won’t be happy to see me return. My first duty is to kneel before her until she acknowledges me, and thank

  her. I worry that she will ignore me – more punishment for my indiscretions. And my sister’s.




  The room quiets as I enter. I bow my head and approach the queen. She is sewing tiny stitches around the cuffs of a shirt, embroidering a pomegranate motif of white on white. I watch her hands

  from beneath my lowered brow. They don’t pause.




  I kneel. She doesn’t speak.




  But behind me, I hear the whispers.




  “Who is that?”




  “What’s she wearing?”




  “She’s one of them.”




  “That’s the sister? They don’t even look related.”




  “Perhaps they’re not.”




  I struggle not to turn around and give the speaker the sharp edge of my tongue. Protocol demands that I not even look up until the queen acknowledges me.




  Then I hear a giggle. Followed by another. And another. Like ripples on a pond.




  I’m the stone that caused them and I’m sinking.




  I curl my hands into fists under the folds of my sleeves. I know why they belittle me. They see me as the daughter of one of the king’s minions – as the youngest of a family of

  parvenu graspers. They saw me return from France a year ago, only to leave three months later, dressed in humility and veiled in disrepute. Exiled by my expansively critical father. And now

  returned, supposedly reformed, though yet to be redeemed in Father’s eyes.




  “Mistress Boleyn.”




  I look up at the queen. The year has not been kind to her. Her face has fallen into soft folds, like a discarded piece of velvet. Still rich and soft, but a touch careworn. She’s five

  years older than the king and she wears those years like eons. Her eyes reveal nothing to me – not malice, not kindness, not curiosity, not forgiveness. Queen Katherine has lived a lifetime

  at court and has mastered the art of giving nothing away. Her hands go still.




  “I welcome you.”




  I hear a tut and a titter, as if one of her ladies questions the sincerity of that statement. The queen presses her lips together, but before anyone can speak, the door bangs open

  behind me, followed by a roomful of gasps and a trill of hysterical laughter.




  I turn before the queen can grant me permission and see, there in the doorway, five men dressed in silks and scimitars, each with a turban wrapped around his head. Their eyes are white and

  wild.




  Ottoman corsairs.




  In England?




  I steal a glance at the queen. She stifles a yawn behind a look of artful surprise.




  King Henry is famous for his disguisings. For bursting into the queen’s rooms in all manner of dress and disarray. For fooling no one, but delighting everyone. Except, it seems, the

  queen.




  “We have come from Gallipoli and the coasts of Spain, searching for plunder.” The voice – despite its rolling, guttural accent – starts a hum in my mind, a buzz of

  recognition at the top of my head.




  “And women,” another man mutters, his Kentish lilt completely at odds with his appearance.




  The others laugh.




  I risk a glance at the corsairs. The shorter man by the door is somewhat dishevelled, and would be familiar to me even if he actually had travelled from the other side of the world. My brother.

  Next to him is the Kentishman, his blond hair curling from beneath his turban. He carries himself with the effortless ease of a dancer, and his eyes are the exact colour blue that makes me wish

  he’d look at me.




  But it’s the man nearest me whose attention I’d do anything to have. He is tall and broad, his hand ridged with rings. His face – a little long, losing its narrowness, a hint

  of a cleft to his chin and a mouth with a smile like a kiss – is so etched in my memory, I hardly know if he’s real or a fevered imagining. The hum in my head increases, as if my entire

  body is tuned to his presence.




  I remember the first time I saw him, gilded like a church icon, fashioned for worship. And the last time I saw him, shock transfiguring his face. I lower my eyes and stare at his broad-toed

  velvet shoes, decorated in pearls and gold embroidery. Breathe.




  He walks boldly to the queen. He doesn’t bow or acknowledge her rank and gentility. A moment unfurls between them during which no one moves or speaks. No one is allowed into the presence

  of the queen without obeisance. Except the king. He turns, his movements swift and decisive.




  “Which one shall we take?” His voice is surprisingly high for a man so large, a presence so Herculean. The others reply with a roar and rattle of scimitars.




  The feet turn again, toes pointed directly at my skirts.




  “What about this one?”




  He’s dropped the accent. His words are full of tones round and rich like butter.




  He reaches for my hand, his touch like a blinding jolt of sunlight. The fingers feel rougher than I expected, hardened by hunting and jousting and wielding a sword and lance. They carry the

  scent of orange flowers, cloves and leather. I do not require his hand to lift me up. I could fly.




  I do not look at him, but stare at my hand in his. He twists the ring on my index finger, the single pearl disappearing into my palm. I will my heart – my tongue – not to make a fool

  of me. Again.




  The queen puts a hand on my shoulder, her grip like a tenterhook, fastening me to the spot. I’m stretched between the two of them.




  “I cannot permit you to spirit away my maids of honour, Master Turk,” the queen says, with no hint of humouring the corsair. And perhaps a touch of disdain. “It is an affront

  to Spain and an affront to God, what you do.”




  Her soft voice with its strong Spanish lilt hisses across the room, and four of the men nod their heads in shame. The real corsairs have been raiding the Spanish coast. Stealing women. Some say

  the king does the same thing from the queen’s chambers.




  “This one belongs to me.” The queen pats my shoulder once.




  He drops my hand. I watch his eyes, fixed on the queen. There is a spark of anger there. And a deep burn of petulance.




  I want to reach out. To take back his hand. To tell him, I will be anything you want! I’ll play your game!




  I tilt my chin to see the queen. She smiles at me benignly. Motherly.




  “On the contrary, Your Majesty,” I blurt. “I am not a possession and belong to no one.”




  The hush that follows mantles the room like deafness after cannon fire. The queen swells, and I’m sure the shock on her face is no match for the shock on mine. I fall into a curtsy, ready

  to grovel an apology, but I’m cut off by a laugh like wine in a fountain – singular and intoxicating.




  Followed by the laughter of every person in the room – except the queen.




  I risk looking up to see her hard-edged gaze returned to the man before her.




  “Possession or not, I will not take her from you, my lady,” he says, sweeping a bow over her hand and kissing it. “Because my heart belongs to you.”




  He removes his turban, revealing sun-bright auburn hair. The ladies gasp in false astonishment and curtsy low before him.




  The queen just smiles tightly.




  “My dear husband.”




  The other men remove their ridiculous headgear, revealing the king’s companions. Henry Norris, his black hair brushed back from his wide forehead, mouth twisted in an ironic grin. My

  brother, George, his hair mussed as if he’s just risen from his bed, eyes lighting on every girl in the room. My cousin Francis Bryan, with eyes like a fox and a grin like a badger. And the

  man by the door, all golden-blond curls and startling blue eyes.




  The king flicks a single finger, and the musicians in the corner begin to play a volta. The queen sits back down on her cushioned chair, the motion as overt a signal as her husband’s. She

  will not be dancing.




  The king bends at the waist to speak to me, still on my knees before the queen. He exudes cedar, velvet and élan. The hum traverses to my fingers and toes, followed by a frisson of terror

  that my incontinent speech will get me flogged or pilloried. Or worse, exiled from court. Again.




  “Mistress Boleyn.”




  I bow my head further, unable to look at him. Unable to utter another word.




  “Welcome back.”
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  THE DUCHESS OF SUFFOLK AIMS A LAYERED LOOK AT ME FROM beneath her

  gabled hood as she steps between me and the king. One side of her mouth twists upward, the other down. Then she turns her back on me. She is the king’s younger sister, and despite the death

  of Louis XII eight years ago, still styles herself Queen of France. In a court ruled by tradition as much as royalty, she has precedence of rank over everyone but Queen Katherine herself, so the

  king will dance with her first.




  My own brother is lounging against the doorframe, mouth open in a laugh, but his face is bitter. The blond man next to him echoes the laugh, but not the bitterness, and it sparks a flicker of

  memory. It’s like a glimpse of something caught at the corner of the eye: a golden boy reaching for the sun against the shadowed grey stone of what used to be my home. The image slides away,

  taking any hint of the man’s name with it. He nudges George, nods his head at me.




  My brother’s eyes are the same colour as mine – dark. So dark that sometimes you can’t tell if they have a colour at all. His face quickly loses any trace of mirth, but I can

  see the hesitation in his frame.




  Our childhood friendship has been lost in the depths of the English Channel and in the mire of the years I spent in France, growing up and away from him. But he is the closest thing I have to an

  anchor here in the English court, so I smile, and his hesitation breaks, propelling him forward. Toward me.




  I notice little Jane Parker in the corner, watching George. She twists her knuckles into her teeth, her expression screaming her every emotion. She’s besotted.




  “Welcome back, Anne.”




  George leads me into the improvisational dance steps we used to practice in the apple orchards of our childhood, back when he would drop me accidentally on purpose and collapse on top of me,

  shouting that I’d broken his back with my weight, and then giggling uncontrollably.




  Now he holds me firmly. And doesn’t laugh.




  As we circle the room in the precisely measured steps of the dance, I see faces turn away from me. The ladies study their hands or the windows or the other dancers. The men don’t even

  pretend. They just don’t look.




  “Why do they hate me, George?” I ask. I keep my voice quiet, so he can pretend not to hear me.




  “They don’t hate you, Anne. Not yet. They just choose to ignore you. And your indiscretions. You’re like the green castle in the middle of the room that nobody wants to

  see.” His lips twitch as he tries not to smile at his own joke.




  “The Château Vert was a year ago, George.”




  “Yes, and everyone remembers it as a triumph and a gorgeous display. The castle! The costumes! The pageant!” George twirls me once, out of step, causing me to stumble. “The

  dancing.” He catches me and holds me tightly, his grip as hard as his voice, fingers pinching the tender skin over the bone.




  My dance with the king. One stupid mistake. One mindless, improvident action based on a ridiculous infatuation. It got me exiled.




  “Am I never going to be allowed to forget it?”




  “Certainly not if you controvert the queen. Or throw yourself at the feet of the king, though it certainly saved your skin to d ay.”




  I say nothing. Just as he wishes.




  “You are here to be useful. Not a hindrance. Your only purpose is to advance our family. If you can’t do that, you might as well have stayed at home.”




  “Home?”




  Home for George is Hever, where I was born. The place from which I’ve just escaped exile. Home for me is France, where I grew up. I would love to be sent home. Away from England. Away from

  the eyes that stare but don’t look at me.




  “Or been married off to James Butler and both of you sent to Ireland with the uncivilised ruffians. You’ll fit right in.”




  “That betrothal hasn’t been agreed upon.” I don’t react to his criticism.




  “Close enough,” George mutters.




  “James Butler is like a bear, only less sophisticated.”




  This teases a smile from George, and I want more. I want to feel closer to him, as though, somehow, the time and distance between us can be breached.




  “I’d marry a bear to get my birthright.” The smile disappears. “And you’re set to steal it from me.”




  “I’m not stealing it, George! The earldom of Ormond is Father’s. It’s yours.”




  “Father would happily give it to your fiancé if it means pleasing Cardinal Wolsey.”




  “James Butler isn’t my fiancé. It’s not my fault Wolsey wants to appease the Irish lords by giving Grandmother’s inheritance to the Butlers. I don’t want

  your birthright.”




  “You don’t want to be a countess?”




  “Not if it means marrying James Butler.”




  “You should take what you can get, Anne. The only way a woman can advance in this world is through marriage. And the only way anyone can get ahead in this court is through peerage. Without

  a titled husband, you are nothing.”




  “Like Mother?” I slather those two words with all my bitterness.




  As we begin a turn, I catch a glimpse of pain on his countenance, but it is gone when he faces me again.




  “Mother is a Howard. Descended from dukes.”




  “That hasn’t secured her a place in their hearts.” I fling out a hand, indicating the queen, the Duchess of Suffolk, the king. Mother is no longer at court. Not exiled, just

  not invited.




  “You don’t need a place in their hearts, Anne. You need a place in their circle.” He pauses. “Unlike Mother.”




  “And how am I to accomplish that?”




  “Marry well.”




  “And until then?”




  “Stop saying whatever comes into your head.”




  I laugh hollowly. “You know me too well to think—”




  “Then at least make an effort to look the same as everyone else,” he says, exasperated. “Any circle is broken by an odd piece.”




  “Is that how you see me?” My tone is teasing, but I extract the words like splinters from my throat. “As an odd piece?”




  George takes my question seriously.




  “You have to be more like the others if you want to be accepted at court. Your sleeves are too long and your bodice too square. Your hood and your accent are too French. You are too

  different.”




  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”




  “It wasn’t intended as one.”




  “Different isn’t synonymous with defective,” I tell him. Though George has managed to make me feel that way.




  “But conformity is synonymous with success.”




  “Baa-a-a,” I bleat.




  We separate in the dance and I turn to the room, confronted by quickly averted suspicious glances. I’ve just been caught making barnyard noises in the queen’s chambers. I lower my

  eyes and come back to George, who laughs at me.




  “Just like sheep,” he says. “Act like the others. Join in the conversations. Fit in. This isn’t France, you know.”




  “Yes, I know that all too well.”




  “They are our enemies now.” He lowers his voice.




  I don’t. “Not mine.”




  “Don’t say that too loudly, Anne.”




  “Friendship is not dictated by the whims of kings and Parliament, George, but by the heart. I spent seven years of my life in France. I know nothing else.”




  I turn away, rubbing my hands against my skirts, ready to leave the room. But George takes my wrist, spins me back into the dance.




  “You are English. You are a Boleyn. Act like one.”




  “You can’t tell me what to do.” I cringe at my childish rejoinder.




  “But Father can.”




  Yes. Father can tell all of us what to do. And we will do it.




  “Father isn’t here.”




  “And I must take his place.”




  I can’t help but laugh. “You’d make a great father figure, George, with your gambling and your unsavoury activities.”




  “I keep my activities discreet.” He has the grace to look affronted. But I see past the mask and catch the hint of a smile, the one he used to have when we spent hours compiling

  inventive insults until we struggled to breathe through our laughter.




  “No, George, you just run with a flock of black sheep.”




  “Yes. And the king finds us charming. But what is charming in a man is despicable in a lady, so don’t go getting any ideas.”




  There is real warmth in his voice now, the hint of a tease. I look into his face, the sharp features and steeply arched eyebrows. We are so much alike.




  “Your point is taken, Brother.”




  The music ends and he snaps a quick bow. He reaches to tuck a stray hair back beneath my hood, his fingers soft. I want to lean into his hand, feel the comfort of it. Feel the welcome of

  family.




  He sighs and looks at me keenly.




  “You know, if you tried harder, you would almost be pretty.”




  I arrange my features to mask how deeply the wound cuts, right along the rift of our broken friendship.




  “High praise, indeed.”




  And I walk away, cradling the pain like deadweight in my arms.
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  I KEENLY FEEL MY DIFFERENCE AFTER MY DANCE WITH GEORGE. I settle into my duties to the

  queen. Try to remember to hold my tongue. But I feel uncomfortable in my own skin. In my clothes.




  After the travesty of The Château Vert, that bilious green castle, I spent the days of my incarceration at Hever elaborating all of my gowns. I adapted the French off-the-shoulder

  look of the sleeves, and turned the oversleeves up to my elbows, showing off the tightly cuffed undersleeves, a dramatic effect. King François had been in ecstasies over the look when his

  mistress wore it. I modified the tight-fitting bodice, curving the square neckline up over the bust to disguise the insignificance of my breasts. I edged everything in dark velvet and the

  embroidery of my favourite emblems.




  I made my clothing more French, a link to my chosen homeland. Everyone knows the English courtiers have no style of their own and so copy that of France with a passion close to mania. I wanted

  to set the fashion. Be admired for my innovation.




  But the new war with France has changed attitudes. Changed sensibilities. Changed allegiances.




  So all I get is laughter. Or worse, pity.




  From a few, I sense undiluted animosity. Apparently, English opposition to the French is not limited to political rivalry.




  I am a failure. George is right. I am too different. Perhaps it is time to reinvent my appearance.




  I study the Duchess of Suffolk, the standard around which all the ladies rally. She wears her clothes like someone expecting to be watched, to be copied. And everyone does, because if they

  don’t, they suffer a slow social death.




  The ladies of the court are like a flock of sheep led by a wolf.




  The duchess’s entire ensemble falls like water in drapes and curves, from the slight peak of her hood – showing a discreet and modest shock of coppery hair – to the

  twice-fitted sleeves with draping cuffs, to the long cascade of train behind her.




  I know what I look like, standing isolated in the centre of the queen’s watching chamber. My French hood sits so smoothly and so far back off my forehead that it has to be held by pins to

  my black hair. My skirts are bunched over my flat hips with copious organ pleats. The duchess does not need them.




  No wonder they all laugh at me.




  I leave the queen’s apartments without permission, though I doubt my absence is noticed. Or regretted. I go to the maids’ dormitory and dig through my cedar chest tucked behind the

  bed I share with Jane Parker. We face the wall farthest from the door. Farthest from the centre of the court.




  I pick up a bodice of grey silk trimmed in blue velvet that was made just before I left France. It is my least favourite colour and getting too tight in the bust. It doesn’t matter if I

  ruin it.




  I take it to the only one of the ladies of the court I know will help me.




  My sister.




  Mary sleeps in a single room in the lodgings of the inner court. Theoretically, it is assigned to her husband, a gentleman of the king’s Privy Chamber, but he generally makes himself

  scarce.




  I’m glad to find her alone.




  “Nan!” Mary looks up from her sewing when I knock and enter her little room. Her voice is round and delicate, though tuneless.




  But Mary is beautiful.




  Her skin is naturally pale with just a touch of pink. She has wide eyes, smooth hair the colour of freshly cut oak, both of which she got from our mother. I once heard my father remark that I

  must be a changeling child, as all the beauty on both sides bypassed me.




  Jealousy rises in me like a twist of smoke from a snuffed candle.




  “So nice of you to visit.”




  Mary reaches to embrace me, but I thrust the bodice at her before she makes contact. I don’t need my big sister to mother me.




  “I need to change,” I blurt. “This. I need to change this. Everyone is laughing at me.”




  Mary’s gabled hood makes her face appear even rounder, like a moon, pale and glowing. The only thing not pale about Mary is her eyes, deep brown and kind, but often strangely vacant, as if

  she has left her body and wanders different landscapes.




  Right now, she’s looking at me as if she’s never met me before.




  She turns her gaze and runs her hand along the stitching at the neckline.




  “Lilies,” she murmurs.




  I almost snatch the bodice back from her. I spent days on those stitches. Weeks. Each one took me farther from Hever, reminding me of the lilies around Fontainebleau. Of fleurs-de-lis. Of

  France.




  “Lilies symbolise chastity and virtue.” Mary lifts her eyes to mine and gives a wicked smile. “A bit prim, don’t you think?”




  I shake my head. That wasn’t my intention.




  “We could alter the shape.” She studies the curve of silk and buckram. “Display your assets.”




  “What assets?” I reach for the garment, but Mary pulls it away from me, holding it aloft in her right hand.




  “I’ve changed my mind.” I reach again, but her body is in my way. “I don’t want to change.” Not for Mary. Not for George.




  Mary giggles and dances away from me.




  “Give me a minute to work some Boleyn magic on your bust. You’ll be impressed.” She grins. “So will James Butler.”




  I scowl. Mary understands nothing.




  “Go play your lute.” She waves me dismissively away.




  Go play your lute. Go change your clothes. Go become a sycophant and a sheep.




  I cannot wreak my words on Mary. She doesn’t deserve it. So I pick up my instrument, to lose myself in the music.




  I keep my lute in her room because she has more privacy. Stuffed amongst the maids in our dormitory, I never know who’s riffling through my things or listening to my music or reading over

  my shoulder. Yet Mary’s quiet and nearly empty room is the place I go so I won’t feel so alone. Two outcasts together.




  The room is little more than a closet, with poky windows and an inadequate fire. An aging tapestry lines the wall, threads fraying loose and the left half bleached by the sun. But the bed is

  draped in new velvet, with a feather mattress and real pillows.




  Occasionally the lesser ladies of the court visit her. Never the duchess and her confederacy. No, the room is kept quiet for the visits from the king – thus the attention paid to the bed

  trappings.




  I keep my lute in the corner farthest from the window. I like knowing I can find it there. A friend. A reminder. A refuge.




  I take my time to tune each course of strings, two to a course. They grow taut, twanging. The body of the lute feels like a belly pressed against me. The wood is smooth beneath my fingers, the

  strings almost sticky. I pluck them individually, like a conversation.




  I love the lute for the dual tone of its strings, for the echo of its notes along my limbs. I love the delicate knots carved into the soundboard and the whiskery feel of the frayed frets beneath

  my fingers.




  I pull the music into my mind. I can feel the vibration of the strings like breathing, like a heartbeat. It’s a song I heard the king perform two nights ago, during one of his impromptu

  entertainments, trying out new material on the girls of the queen’s household. His voice rich and his eyes roaming.




  They never landed on me.




  Mary hums along, and I grit my teeth to keep from telling her to stop.




  The tune breaks and stutters in my mind and I have to go back, close my eyes, concentrate. I’m getting two notes wrong. The highest ones. Either the lute is out of tune, or I am. I bear

  down a little harder, my anxiety growing to get just this one thing right.




  “The king used your lute to play that song to me last night.”




  With a spang the chanterelle, the highest-pitched string, snaps and whips out, clattering in the quiet.




  “Shit.”




  I sit in a pinprick of silence. The music is still in me, in my fingers, but I can no longer let it out.




  “Nan. Watch your tongue.”




  She’s not my mother. And George is not Father.




  “Not you, too!”




  There she sits, all placid by the fireplace, enjoying her undemanding life of leisure and prestige. All the queen’s ladies treat her as an abomination, but she has all she needs, all

  anyone would need. She has the king. And all of Father’s praise.




  She looks at me with her big, brown doe eyes, and I suddenly want to pluck them out.




  “First George and now you, Mary? Reminding me how much I humiliate the rest of the family. How mortifying to have a sister who doesn’t fit in!”




  “It’s not you, Nan, it’s your choice of words.”




  “My choice of words. To whom I choose to speak them. The way in which I string them together. The timing. No, Mary, it’s not that. It’s you and George wanting me to fade into

  nothingness because no one at the court wants to befriend me or hear what I say, and you find that embarrassing.”




  “You’re hardly embarrassing, Nan.” Mary speaks almost absently. For her, the argument is forgotten before it has even begun. But I’m not ready to let it go. I want to

  take it all out on someone. The pain and the loneliness. The humiliation. The desperation.




  “Stop calling me Nan. I’m not a baby.”




  “Then don’t act like one.”




  Mary is so easy. I clench the pleats of my skirts in my hands.




  “At least I don’t play the whore.”




  I watch her face. Watch the hurt first dawn in her eyes and then drain the colour from her cheeks. I expect to feel triumphant. Powerful.




  But I have never felt so worthless.




  Silently, she hands me the bodice, the seam at the neckline half unpicked. And silently I leave.
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  LITTLE SLIVERS OF RAIN WORK THEIR WAY IN THROUGH THE chinks in the withdrawing-room window, like the little slivers

  of gossip that work their way under the skin. The room is wet and suffocating with it. Everyone is crowded and close, avoiding the weather.




  I wear the grey bodice, which I have unbecomingly refashioned to a more English style, the lilies covered with appliqués meant to be the Boleyn bull, but looking more like marauding boar.

  I intended to show solidarity: the Boleyns sticking together. But Father is in Spain; Mother, silent and invisible in the country – endlessly visiting Howard relatives.




  Mary won’t speak to me. Not that I blame her.




  George says only a good marriage will help me get ahead. The entrée to the circle of nobility, or perhaps the circle of patronage. They are not necessarily the same. George’s friend

  Henry Norris has no title, yet he’s one of the men the king trusts most. And influential friends of the king often are gifted with titles of their own – like Charles Brandon. He was

  once just the son of the old king’s standard-bearer, but now he’s married to a princess of the blood and carries the title Duke of Suffolk.




  His duchess – the king’s trendsetting sister – now sits in the centre of the room. She holds her own court, glowing in golden attention, as if she is queen, not Katherine. I

  study her face, her grey eyes so like the king’s, but harder. Her waterfall of tastefully pink skirts flows around her.




  The duchess looks up and catches me staring. Her gaze slides rapidly from my hood to my hem. Her lip curls, her eyebrow raises, and she opens her mouth to speak. I am unable to move, dreading

  what she has to say. I dread even more what I might reply. But before she can say a word, a voice behind me cuts across the room.




  “Well, if it isn’t George’s little sister.”




  The duchess jerks her gaze to find the speaker at the table of gamblers who have been slapping down cards and groats and boasts and bets at the far end of the room. And I whisper a blessing

  before I turn as well.




  George looks how I feel, surprise glimmering for an instant on his face and then vanishing behind welcome. His hair is expertly tousled, his inky velvet doublet smooth and clean, his soft hands

  no indication of the dirt he gets into. He sits with Henry Norris, who appears to be paying more attention to my bustline than to the conversation around him. James Butler, my future spouse, is

  next to him, glowering, his hair thick and coarse over his beetling eyebrows. And at the far end of the table sits the speaker, dressed in green like a modern-day Robin Hood, his gold curls

  sporting a hint of red at the temples – the Kentishman from the king’s disguising.




  He leaps from behind the table to approach me, moving with the hidden strength and lissome grace of a cat. I get the feeling this man will always land on his feet.




  “Haven’t seen you since I broke my toe climbing the courtyard wall at Hever.”




  I swallow a knot of vanity, and it sticks in my throat. Because he has seen me. At the disguising. He just doesn’t remember.




  Or perhaps I just made no impression.




  He stops and crosses his arms. Leans back and appraises me with his devastatingly blue eyes. He is still several strides from me, so we face each other like players on a stage, our audience all

  around us.




  I glance at my brother, who expects my silence, and then back at this Robin Hood, who expects my response. He expects me to know him.




  “Forgive me, sir. But I do not recognise you.”




  He laughs.




  “Thomas Wyatt.”




  I do know him, or of him. His exploits are infamous in the maids’ chambers. Word is, he’s incomparable in bed. And he’s shared many. He’s a poet. An athlete. A

  miscreant.




  “Your neighbour, from your days in Kent? We used to play naked in the fountain at my father’s castle at Allington. Without our parents’ knowledge, of course.”




  He winks at me.




  The other men laugh, and I hear a rustle of skirts and whispers from the duchess’s confederacy. I twitch a glance at George, who is glaring at me as if this man’s innuendos are

  somehow my fault. Wyatt smiles like a gambler who has laid down a hand full of hearts. I can’t let him get the better of me. I can’t let this man win.




  “It’s no wonder that I don’t remember you, Master Wyatt, for we must have been much smaller.” I pause, blink once, and then open my eyes into blank innocence.

  “Though for all I know, some things might still be quite small.”




  The table roars with laughter. The corner of Wyatt’s mouth twitches, but his gaze never wavers from my own. When he speaks, his voice is silvery with seduction and wickedness.




  “That is a matter which one day you might take in hand to establish the truth.”




  The devil I will. The men draw out one long, rising murmur and turn to me expectantly. Like they are watching a tennis match.




  “Then I shall have to weigh this great matter very carefully,” I say, before I can even think, “extracting from it only that truth which I can swallow.”




  Wyatt’s eyes widen. I realise what I’ve just offered and bite my lip to stifle a retraction. Norris is pounding on the table with glee, and Butler looks as if he’s swallowed a

  toad.




  George jumps to his feet, unbalancing a wine goblet with his elbow. He grabs for it and catches it just before it topples, sweeping it up into a gesture to honour me, baptising me with tiny

  drops of claret.




  “My clever sister,” he declares.




  George’s friends tip their drinks to me, and I flounce a little curtsy.




  “Clever?” The coldness in James Butler’s voice creates an awed hush at the gaming table as he lumbers around it and out into the room.




  Butler stands half a hand shorter than Thomas Wyatt, but must outweigh him by several stone, his chest and shoulders hard and bulky beneath the velvet of his doublet. He looks like a bear ready

  to take on a fox.




  “Yes, clever,” Wyatt says to him. “It means ingenious. Witty. Showing intelligence and skill.”




  It’s only a repetition of George’s comment, but the reflection of praise warms me.




  “I know what it means, Wyatt. And wouldn’t use it here.”




  A titter behind me indicates that the duchess and her confederacy are still listening. Why should they not be? Not only am I tarnishing my own reputation, but the men are about to come to

  fisticuffs. Fighting is not allowed within the confines of the court, making it doubly entertaining when it happens.




  “You are a man of few words, Butler, and limited speech. Pray tell, what word would you use?”




  Wyatt seems completely unconcerned by the palpable menace coming off the man my father intends me to marry. In fact, he seems determined to incite more. Butler turns and stares at me, his face

  emotionless, his eyes like stone.




  “Wanton.”




  Butler drops the word into the quiet room, ready to combust.




  “How dare you?” My hands ball into fists. I might flout the laws of the court myself.




  George makes a move as if to shield me. Or perhaps to shield Butler. George and I used to fight as children, and I usually got the best of him. But we are cut short by a laugh. A low, rolling

  burble that douses the smoldering tempers.




  Wyatt claps Butler on his shoulder. Butler doesn’t seem to feel a thing.




  “Ah, my dear James, you have spent too much time in Cardinal Wolsey’s household with the likes of Henry Percy. The game of courtly love and the sometimes . . . ribald banter that

  accompanies it always catches the witless and sanctimonious unawares. It is nothing but talk, my friend, and talk is meaningless at court. Meaningless and soporific.”




  He says this with such ease and cordiality that Butler doesn’t realise he’s being insulted. He seems entirely under Wyatt’s spell.




  I wish I could do that. Turn tragedy to comedy in a moment. Cover indiscretions with poetry. Be accepted despite being unacceptable.




  I could learn a thing or two from Thomas Wyatt.




  “Witless?” The grey light of understanding begins to dawn on Butler’s face. He is not as stupid as he appears.




  “As meaningless a word as wanton, I am sure,” I say. Again all eyes turn to me. Again all ears listen. I apply what I’ve gleaned so far from Thomas Wyatt’s

  demonstration of his abilities. Say what you want to say, as well as what the listener wants to hear. “For the future Earl of Ormond could never be witless. Nor would he ever marry a

  wanton.” My father contends that the earldom truly belongs to the Boleyns. And I will never marry James Butler.




  If I can help it.




  Butler narrows his eyes, but Wyatt proffers a devastating grin.




  “Nor would he ever call his lady so,” he says. “For earls are gentlemen and accord their ladies naught but the tenderest of words and devotion of heart, soul and

  body.”




  For an instant, he holds me in his gaze, and I am as trapped as an insect in amber, the corner of my mouth pitched in admiration at his finesse. Then George throws an arm around my shoulders, as

  if to claim me. So I take the goblet from his other hand, raise it in salute to Wyatt, and drain it in a single motion.




  Then I turn on my heel and leave the room before I say something I may later regret.
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  THICK, WET ENGLISH AIR GREETS ME AS I PUSH THROUGH

  THE outer doors into the base court. At least it’s not raining. I breathe in deeply, the water chasing the smoke from my lungs and the heat from my face. My senses fizz with

  exhilaration at what I just experienced. A war of words. At the very least a battle. Words to which people listened. I glance around the courtyard, eager for more, but the clusters of

  courtiers just ignore me. The door behind me bangs, and I turn to face Thomas Wyatt once more.




  “Headed to the mews?” he asks. Such a casual, unimaginative question.




  “And why would I do that?”




  “You go every day. To visit your little falcon.”




  “Have you been watching me?” The compulsion to spar is eclipsed by curiosity.




  “I watch all the queen’s ladies. Especially the new ones.”




  Of course.




  “The ones you haven’t slept with.”




  A flash of a wicked half smile.




  “Yet.”




  He knows he’s appealing, but I will not let him charm me. I learned early on that my virginity is the only treasure I carry in a royal court. Everything else about me is worthless. Or

  belongs to my father.




  “Watch all you want, Wyatt, but you’re not getting anywhere near my bed. I saw in France what happens to girls who fall for men like you.” I saw what happened to my sister

  there.




  “I am a respectably married man.”




  “It doesn’t seem your respectability prevents you from extramarital amusements. I know the people with whom you choose to associate.”




  He takes another step towards me, too close by far.




  “Watch what you say, Anne; your brother is one of them.”




  “That’s how I know.” I turn and walk towards the mews, uncomfortably pleased when he falls into step beside me. “All you do is play games – jousting and cards,

  hunting and women. You build a reputation for seduction and pretty words, but show little discrimination.”




  “Ah,” he says, leaning so close to me that I smell sugared almonds on his breath. “Have you been watching me?”




  Really. The man is insufferable, and doesn’t deserve a response. But I can’t help myself.




  “I suppose you’re here with an offer I can’t refuse.”




  Again the quirky uptick, creating a dimple to the right side of his mouth. Just one.




  “Perhaps I’m here to take you up on yours.”




  I turn at the door of the mews to look him in the eye. Perhaps George is right. Perhaps my incontinent speech will get me into trouble one day. Just not today.




  “I had thought you more perceptive than to take me seriously,” I say. “But then, the game of courtly love always catches the witless unawares.”




  Wyatt throws back his head and laughs, a great burbling roar that draws the attention of the courtiers clustered against the walls.




  His breath tickles the hair that has escaped my hood at the temple as he leans ever closer.




  “I always take such offers seriously.”




  “Well, you can sing for it, Thomas Wyatt.” I’m tired of his drivel and innuendos. “I saw what happened to my sister when she was my age. She succumbed to King

  François and the other golden boys of the French court. To their sweet words, their grins and dimples. They laughed at her behind her back. They talked about her like she was chattel. A mare

  to be ridden and passed on. She was forcibly removed from France by my father and married in shame.”




  “She came to our court and enchanted our king.”




  That is unlikely to happen twice in one family.




  “You think you know everything, don’t you?”




  “And you know nothing.”




  I square up and itch to strike the look of amusement off his face.




  “For your information, I can speak French better than anyone in this court. I know Latin and some Greek. I have read the works of Erasmus and the poetry of Clément Marot. I’ve

  met Leonardo da Vinci!”




  My words tumble over one another and I sound breathless. I pause to collect myself.




  “But you don’t know anything about how to get along in the English court.”




  “I know perfectly well how to get along in this court.”




  “So you choose to be segregated. A pariah. The one person in the room with whom no one will speak or even make eye contact.”




  No, I didn’t. It was chosen for me. By the court. By my clothes. By my tongue. The pain of having this pointed out to me by a stranger settles hard into my chest. Maybe life would be

  easier if I just fit in.




  “A loss for words.” He smiles. “I’m sure that doesn’t happen very often.”




  “Why are you speaking to me?”




  “Because I want to help you.”




  I gaze at Thomas Wyatt without reaction, the courtier’s smile on my lips but not reaching my eyes. I can’t trust him – a man for whom words are playthings and women little

  better.




  “And what do you get out of this?” I ask. “You offer your assistance, but it’s nothing that will line your pockets.”




  “Perhaps I only wish to promote the advancement of a former neighbour.”




  Even I can see that Thomas Wyatt would run down his neighbour with a rabid horse without a second thought. I make a noise halfway between disbelief and laughter.




  “Would you believe I seek to further my own reputation?”




  I am instantly wary.




  “And tarnish mine.”




  “But yours is already tarnished, Anne. Perhaps it needs a little poetic shine.”




  “What do you know about it?”




  “I heard a rumour about the Shrovetide pageant last year.”




  I hesitate. He wasn’t there. Yet the gossip chases me.




  “Oh?” I affect nonchalance. “What do you hear?”




  “That you had too much to drink. That you stumbled out of the Château Vert and threw yourself at the king.”




  “I danced with him.” Or tried to.




  “But he didn’t dance with you. It embarrassed your entire family. Humiliated your sister.”




  My sister wasn’t the only one humiliated. A sharp jab of guilt in the back of my throat prevents me from swallowing. No matter what I do, no matter what my intention, I’m always

  hurting Mary, who least deserves it.




  Wyatt doesn’t know what it was like. The candles. The richness. The wine.




  The king. The king was dressed in gold and crimson, like a god, with the emblem “Amorous” embroidered across his chest. We were masked. I was new at court, and everything seemed

  possible. For a single, glittering instant, I dreamed he could be mine.




  How was I to know that he’d already slept with Mary?




  “I’m trying to forget,” I mumble.




  “Everyone else already has.” Wyatt reaches for my chin and won’t let go when I try to twitch out of his grasp. “It’s time to give them something to remember.




  “What do I get out of this? I get the admiration of every man here. At this very moment, I’m with a lovely girl who is melting at my touch after a little tiff. It only furthers my

  reputation.”




  “But that’s not what happened.” I fight the urge to see if anyone is watching. “And I’m not melting.”




  But I don’t shake him off.




  “Ah, but Anne, in this court, it doesn’t matter what really happens. What matters is how it’s perceived.”




  “So you get a little boost to your own self-worth,” I prompt. “And you’re not looking for anything else?”




  “I’m always looking for something else, my dear,” he says, his voice rolling low into an octave of seduction. “And you have offered a challenge I can’t bear to pass

  up.”




  “And what is that?”




  “You say I won’t get anywhere near your bed. But I challenge you back, Anne Boleyn. I say that if I help you – that if the two of us gain your acceptance to this most

  unaccepting of courts – before long in this pretty, showy dance, you will want me in your bed.”




  I laugh right in his face. “Would you like to place a wager on that outcome?”




  A glimmer of shock crosses his face – quick, like a sun shadow.




  “I never pass up a bet.”




  “And if you lose – which you undoubtedly will – you will not press me further?”




  “As long as if I win, you follow through.”




  We stand, motionless, the flow of barbs and banter stanched by his proposition.




  Wyatt’s smile vanishes. I feel something constrict beneath my lungs – something like fear.




  “My maidenhead survived the French court intact, Wyatt.” I somehow keep my voice even. “I think it can survive you.”




  His expression changes – a flash of understanding – and I realise I’ve just told him I’m still a virgin. Something unexpected in a French courtier. Or a Boleyn girl.




  “You present me with high stakes,” I say to cover up my discomfort. “And yet you forfeit nothing to me if you lose.”




  “If I lose, I will trouble you no more. I pledge to leave you to your happy life amongst the social elite and always mourn the conquest that never was. I will swear there was nothing

  between us but courtly banter, and bear the burden of the mocking laughter of my peers.”




  “You speak in riddles.”




  “I speak in poetry.




  

    

      

        

          “If it be yea, I shall be fain;




          If it be nay, friends as before;




          Ye shall another man obtain,




          And I mine own and yours no more.”


        


      


    


  




  I hold his gaze so that I don’t roll my eyes at his doggerel. But one word strikes a reverberating chord in my mind – friends. I could use a friend here. Even one like

  Thomas Wyatt.




  “If I lose” – Wyatt holds a hand to his heart – “I will write a poem about you that will be passed down through the ages as a masterpiece of all time. And I will

  always remain your humble servant.”




  He bows to me with a flourish, and I am able to affix a mask of nonchalance before he rises. I can’t let him see that he’s already charmed me. I can’t let him see how much I

  need him.




  “So what is your strategy?” I ask.




  “I will pursue you. And you will encourage it.”




  “And what will that gain me?”




  “The attention of all the other men at court. At least the ones that count.”




  “Like Henry Norris? No thank you.”




  “Norris can get you places. He’s a favourite of the king.”




  “So is my sister.”




  Wyatt looks at me as one would an idiot child.




  “But women don’t matter at this court, Anne. In our world, women have no influence, carry no interest.”




  Have no voice. Have no lives of our own.




  “It’s the men that matter,” he continues. “And most men are too stupid to see what’s right in front of their faces. The only time they want something is when they

  can’t have it, a jewel in someone else’s bonnet. They take notice of something when it flashes a signal – like the white tail of a deer. The signal for pursuit.”




  “So you intend to be the flag on my ass?”




  His grin broadens to double dimples.




  “I intend to hold you up so that you catch the light.”




  A jewel. The image delights me. Wyatt cocks an eyebrow as if he’s scored a point, and I start to turn away.




  “Thank you for your offer,” I say coldly.




  “Thank you for your promise.”




  I pause. Look back. Narrow my eyes at him.




  “It was a bet, Wyatt, not a promise. And I intend to win.”




  “Shall we kiss on that to seal the deal?”




  He steps forward, and my partially turned shoulder brushes his chest, the fabric of his cloak sweeping against my skirts. I can see the stitches in his doublet and feel the heat of his breath on

  my forehead.




  I look up into his face. He is so much taller than I am that I have to tilt my chin to see his eyes, which are focused not on mine but on my lips.




  I take a step back.




  “I have not yet agreed.”




  “And what will it take for you to agree?” Wyatt doesn’t seem at all put off by my rebuff. Rather, he crosses his arms and leans back lazily, his body completely absent of

  tension, like a purring cat.




  “Time.”




  “Don’t take too much, Anne, or you may find yourself supplanted in my affections.”




  “Don’t follow too closely, Wyatt, or you may be caught in the hunter’s net yourself.”
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  I AM ALONE. AGAIN. THE SETTING HAS CHANGED, BUT THE REALITY has

  not. The court moved to Richmond because Greenwich was desperately lacking in air, but the crowded conditions grow even more stifling. I share a bed with Jane and two other girls, sleeping in

  rotation, the linens always damp and smelling of sleep and perfume. And once, I swear, the acrid sweat of a man.




  Which makes me think of Wyatt’s proposition. I admit, I’m a little afraid he might win our bet. He’s charming and handsome and . . . persuasive. But I refuse to let that

  happen. Virginity is my trump card.




  I can’t help looking for him in the crowds at court. I tell myself it has nothing to do with his voice or his casual grace or his eyes.




  No, it’s his words that draw me to him. And the fact that he listens to mine.




  But the burgeoning crowds of Richmond conspire to isolate me. To make matters worse, we are now less than an hour by barge from London, which means Cardinal Wolsey and his entourage of

  hangers-on fill the rooms by day more often than his regular Sunday visit.




  The cardinal is the king’s lord chancellor and most trusted adviser, and his arrival always causes a bit of an uproar. I stand in a window of the queen’s watching chamber and monitor

  his progress. The barge, decorated in gold and silk and tinsel and landing at the water bridge, becomes the focal point of anyone wishing access to the king. Men kneel before Wolsey, kiss his ring,

  whisper in his ear.




  One wouldn’t think to look at him that Wolsey wields the kingdom’s power. He comes from nowhere, a family of merchants and butchers. He didn’t need to marry well to

  join the circle. He just used his brains and spoke accordingly. The droopy skin of his cheeks reminds me of a loose-skinned dog, and his chin recedes into the folds of his cassock. But his eyes

  – shrewd and calculating – tell a different story.
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