

[image: Cover Image: You Will Get Through This Night by Daniel Howell, HQ logo]






Praise for Nicola Cornick

‘Her books are fabulous.’

Julia Quinn, author of Bridgerton

‘Nicola Cornick is the mistress of keeping you up way beyond lights out because you just can’t put it down. Brilliant!’

Katie Fforde

‘A treasure trove of historical insight, casting a new light on a compelling mystery that binds the present to the distant past.’

Fiona Valpy

‘Nicola’s writing is so vivid and beautiful and perfectly pitched, her plotting addictive.’

Jenny Ashcroft

‘A compelling story that moves seamlessly from 15th Century Ravensworth Castle to the present day ruins of Minster Lovell Hall… I was hooked from the first word.’

Linda Finlay

‘Nicola Cornick has an amazing gift for intertwining old legends, mystical artefacts and historical riddles and turning them into the most incredible books. Add to that her skill at creating characters you can’t help but empathise with, and the superb writing, and you have something truly special.’

Christina Courtenay

‘An engaging, beautifully crafted romance that weaves together several intriguing mysteries, both ancient and modern, and questions the very essence of time itself.’

Alison Weir

‘Unwraps two of history’s most compelling medieval enigmas… An engrossing mystery.’

Anne O’Brien






NICOLA CORNICK is an international bestselling and award-winning novelist who has written over thirty historical novels in a career spanning twenty years. Her books sell in over twenty-five countries, have been translated into many languages and been published in multiple formats.

Nicola studied History at the University of London and Ruskin College Oxford, and worked in academia for a number of years, before becoming a full-time author. She volunteers as a guide and researcher for the National Trust at the 17th century Ashdown House and gives talks and seminars on a number of historical and writing-related topics. She has spoken at the London Book Fair and at literary festivals including Oxford and Sharjah. She is a former Wiltshire Libraries Writer in Residence and trustee of Wantage Literary Festival. In her spare time, she is a guide dog puppy walker.




Also by Nicola Cornick

The Forgotten Sister

The Woman in the Lake

The Phantom Tree

House of Shadows






[image: Title image: The Last Daughter by Nicola Cornick, HQ logo]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2021

Copyright © Nicola Cornick 2021

Nicola Cornick asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Ebook Edition © June 2021 ISBN: 9780008278533

Version 2021-06-28




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008278526








Dedication

For Debs, and everyone who feels the
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Epigraph

‘Time is a storm in which we are all lost.’
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Prologue

Minster Lovell Hall, Oxfordshire, Winter, Sometime in the 13th Century

Snow spattered the windows of the Old Hall, carried on the sharp north wind that spun it into fierce spirals before battering it against the diamond mullions. The wind howled down the chimney and the snow fell on the hot embers of the fire with a hiss and burned away in an instant. No one noticed. There had been a wedding at Minster Lovell that day and the hall was hot, the guests drowsy with wine and good food, the atmosphere merry. Mistletoe boughs hung from the rafters and meat congealed on the plates. The minstrel sang a soft song of love whilst the bridegroom toyed with his empty goblet and contemplated his marriage bed. Then a shout went up for games and charades, for hoodsman’s blind or shove ha’penny or hide and seek.

The suggestion prompted a burst of clapping mingled with the groans of the drunkards. The room was split between those who wanted to play and those whose senses were too fuddled. The groom’s uncle and the dogs were all snoring, unashamedly asleep. There were no guests on the bride’s side; she was a beautiful, orphaned heiress, and no one knew where John Lovell had found her. Some whispered that she was really a harlot who had ensnared him, others that she was a witch who had used sorcery to capture his heart. John Lovell laughed at the folly of the whisperers and seemed well pleased with his good fortune. He was a baron, noble but poor; the only item of worth in the entire house was said to be the Lovell lodestar, a sacred stone that the family had held in trust since the earliest of times. All the food, the wine, the jewelled goblets they drank from and the golden platters crammed with meat had been provided by the bride as part of her dowry. Gossip about her was surely mere jealousy.

‘Let’s play hide and seek.’ Ginevra, the bride, cast her new husband a coquettish look from beneath her dark lashes. ‘I shall hide and you may come and seek me out.’

A roar went up at her words. There were whistles and catcalls. The wedding guests knew how that would end. No doubt Lord Lovell would find his bride hiding in their bed and then the game would instantly be forgotten in favour of another, more pleasurable one. A mood of faintly debauched anticipation began to seep into the room with the wine tossed back and the singing growing louder.

Ginevra stood, smiling, enjoying the attention of the crowd. For a moment she waited, poised, like a deer on the edge of flight, and then she ran, followed by the cheers and hunting calls of the wedding guests.

John Lovell stood too, flushed and a little unsteady, barely able to restrain his pursuit until his bride had had time to hide. He listened to the patter of her slippers die away and then with a shot he was off, eager for the conquest. He tripped over furniture, searched behind curtains and clattered up the stairs. Excitement and the thrill of the chase sustained him for the first ten minutes and determination not to be bested for the next ten but after a half-hour he rolled back into the great hall, out of breath, a little sullen, his lust frustrated. All the other guests were quaffing more ale and eating more pie. They seemed surprised to see him. Quiet fell over the hall like a shroud. The drunks sobered abruptly.

‘Ginevra!’ John Lovell bellowed, torn between indulgence and injured pride. ‘You win the game! Come out!’

There was a moment when the wind seemed to die away and the sudden hush in the house grew to become a complete and terrifying silence. It was a silence that seemed alive, reaching out from another time to steal them away.

‘Ginevra!’ John Lovell called again, but this time his voice shook as doubt and fear tightened its grip on him. He marched to the front door, men crowding at his shoulder, and flung it wide. Nothing but blank snow met their gaze, no footprints, no sign of life, nothing but December’s cold moon shining on the empty land.

‘The lodestar!’ Suddenly John Lovell turned and ran back down the cross passage to the library. Here his father, a most learned man, had kept those manuscripts and documents so cherished by the monks of the early Minster church that had stood on the site centuries before. Here was the heart of Minster Lovell, the lodestar, a holy relic locked away in its gold and enamelled box. No one in living memory had seen the stone; no one had dared to look, for it was said to possess miraculous power beyond man’s wildest imaginings.

The room was as still and cold as the rest of the house; colder, for it felt as though the very soul of winter had set within those walls. The ancient oaken chest, bound within iron bands, that had held the golden box safely locked within, lay open and empty. The lodestar had gone.

John Lovell slammed the lid of the chest down in fury. His shout of anguish echoed through the house and seemed to seep into the very stones.

The Lovell lodestar was lost, the bridegroom deceived, the thief bride had vanished.






Chapter 1

Serena

Santa Barbara, California, Present Day

Serena stretched out on the sun lounger, relishing the sensation of the last heat of the day against her skin. Above her, a sky of a cloudless azure blue was starting to fade to pale violet in the west. Below her, a long way below, the white sails of the yachts clustered in the harbour. From the kitchen came the scent of garlic and herbs as Polly prepared supper and beside her on the penthouse balcony was a frosted glass of white wine whose icy coolness contrasted deliciously with the heat radiating from the tiled floor.

Polly came out with the bottle, a chef’s apron over her chic black-and-white swimming costume. She smiled indulgently when she saw her niece, book discarded on the lounger beside her, sunglasses removed and face tilted up to capture the last rays of the setting sun.

‘Supper will be ten minutes.’ She waved the bottle. ‘Would you like a top-up?’

Serena opened her eyes and smiled. ‘I’ll have some with my meal, thanks.’ She groped for her sandals. ‘Can I help? Make a salad or something?’

‘It’s already done.’ Polly put the bottle down on the little black steel table at Serena’s side and sat in the fat, cushioned chair opposite. ‘You stay here a while longer. You look so much better, hon. You look… happy.’

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Serena ignored the tiny shadow that crossed her mind at Polly’s words. ‘This is an amazing place, Aunt Pol.’

Polly’s face eased into another smile. ‘Better than Bristol?’

‘Better than anywhere.’ Serena yawned, stretched. ‘Thank you so much for inviting me.’

‘You’ve been working hard,’ Polly said. ‘You deserve a break.’

‘I can’t remember when I last took a holiday,’ Serena admitted. ‘If you hadn’t encouraged me…’

‘Nagged you, you mean.’ Polly sounded rueful. ‘I know it’s full-on running your own business but sometimes people function better after a rest and you do drive yourself hard.’

‘That’s true.’ Serena stretched luxuriously again. ‘You’re a wise woman, Aunt Pol.’

Polly picked up her wine glass. Her gaze was fixed on the distant horizon where the sea seemed to slip into infinity.

‘It’s lovely to have you here,’ she said. ‘It reminds me of when you and Caitlin were children, and we all went to Oxfordshire for your school holidays and spent time together at Minster Lovell—’ She stopped abruptly, the warmth falling away from her expression. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I said that. It’s nothing like those times.’

Suddenly the sun seemed to have lost all its heat. Serena reached for her wrap, shivering.

‘I do understand what you mean,’ she said slowly. ‘It feels… easy… like those old holidays did. There were no shadows, no ghosts looking over our shoulders.’

Polly hesitated and Serena knew what she was thinking. She never normally talked about the past or her sister, Caitlin. Her aunt was wondering why this time was different – and whether it was safe to pursue the conversation. Everyone was very careful around Serena on the subject of her twin. She had experienced so much trauma when Caitlin had disappeared eleven years before that she had suffered from dissociative amnesia. No one wanted to open up those scars again but as a result they tiptoed around the subject and Serena knew she colluded with them. She’d built a wall of silence around Caitlin that became more difficult to break down every day.

‘I never think of Caitlin as a ghost,’ Polly said, surprising her. ‘She was too alive, too vivid. I mean—’ She caught herself, glancing at Serena again. ‘She probably still is. We don’t know she’s dead. Hell.’ She took a big gulp of wine. ‘I really don’t know why I started this.’

There was a silence. Far below, there was a splash of water and the faint cries of children’s voices. Far above, an aeroplane arrowed into the blue.

‘I think about Caitlin every day, you know,’ Serena said. She met her aunt’s eyes. ‘Every single day I remember her, and I wonder. I wonder if she’s alive and if so, where she is and what she’s doing, and why she wouldn’t want to contact us, and a million other things. And then I think she must be dead because how could she leave us all like that without a word and never get in touch with us again? How – why – would she be so cruel? That’s not the Caitlin we knew.’ She pulled the wrap tighter about her. ‘I have the same conversation with myself over and over, and I never find any answers.’

‘I’m sorry, hon,’ Polly said. She leaned forward and touched Serena’s arm. ‘I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I’ve spoiled the moment.’

‘No, you haven’t.’ Serena smiled at her although she could feel tears pricking her eyes. ‘We should talk about Caitlin more. We did at the start.’

When her sister had first disappeared, the family had drawn together, closer than close, a bulwark against the horror of the outside world. Eleven years on, though, things had changed. The case was cold. Serena’s lost memories of the night her twin had vanished had never been recovered. Her parents, diminished somehow by years of stress and loss, only spoke about the superficial – their latest bowls club successes, the dinner they had enjoyed the previous week. Serena’s grandfather had slipped into dementia. Only Polly, who possessed the same bright spark and indomitable spirit that had lit Caitlin, remained the same. Serena knew that time passed and people changed. It was natural. Sometimes, though, she felt that for all the changes in her own life, a part of her was still trapped in the moment of Caitlin’s disappearance, unable to recover those memories and in some ways unable to move on.

The buzzer on the oven sounded and they both jumped.

‘Come on in,’ Polly said, getting to her feet with what Serena could only think was relief. ‘The chicken should be ready now.’

Serena picked up her glass and followed her aunt inside, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the cool darkness. Polly, originally from England as she was, had worked in real estate in California for the past twenty years and her sense of style was enviable. The penthouse had 360-degree views and exuded modernity with neutral shades, lots of wood and chrome, and bold splashes of colour in paintings and soft furnishings. When Serena had first arrived, she had been almost afraid to move in case she ruffled the pristine surface of the apartment, so different from the chaotic mix of her own flat back in Bristol. It was odd; she was so organised in her working life and yet her living space overflowed with books, magazines, clothes, stuffed toys, all sorts of bits and pieces. It was some excuse that she had so little space, using the spare room as an office and squashing everything else into her living room and bedroom but somehow there was an impermanence to it as well.

Jonah, her ex, had told her bluntly when he had left that her whole life was rootless and that it was her choice to be like that. ‘You don’t commit to anything,’ he had said, as he had shoved the last of his shirts into his bag, already halfway out of the door and miles away mentally, ‘whether it’s people or places or jobs. You complain about feeling lonely but you won’t let people close to you. I’ve tried, Serena. But you were always determined to push me away.’ He’d stared at her for a moment then, his dark hair ruffled, glasses askew in the way she had once found so endearing. ‘It’s not me,’ he said. ‘It really is you.’ And he was gone, to move in with his colleague Maddie, as it turned out, because Maddie was apparently so much more fun to be with and was prepared to commit to him.

His criticisms had been harsh and, Serena thought, untrue. She’d worked really hard over the past five years to make her company successful. She and her friend Ella specialised in arranging bespoke historical tours and were starting to get the business on a sound footing at last. It was true that she had moved around a lot in the past ten years and she had lost touch with almost all the friends she’d had from her childhood and college years, but so did a lot of people. She had had a couple of unsuccessful relationships but again, that wasn’t unusual. It was only when she thought about Jonah, which she did less and less since the split, that a tiny doubt crept into her mind that on the issue of people, at least, he might have been right and that she didn’t really want to commit to anyone. Losing Caitlin, the person who had once been closer to her than anyone else in the world, had inevitably taken a toll in terms of how much she was prepared to invest in a relationship. She had the self-awareness to know that and absolutely no idea how to change it.

The glass dining table was set with bright blue plates and crisp napkins. There was fragrant chicken with salad and a creamy herb dressing, chilled white wine… Serena relaxed again. She had another two weeks in California with Polly. Ella was handling the business with the help of a temp and sent her cheerful updates on how well it was all going without her. Tomorrow she and Polly were taking a trip to the Gaviota State Park and she’d also pencilled in a visit to some of the wineries and, most exciting of all, a day trip to Hearst Castle. Even though history was her job, she never, ever got tired of it.

Her phone rang. She ignored it as she took another forkful of salad.

‘It’s your mother,’ Polly said helpfully, reading the screen upside-down.

Serena felt two sensations hot on the heels of each other: irritation and a whisper of dread. Both were instinctive and both were unfair. She knew it wasn’t her mother’s fault that she found her needy and felt the pressure of being an only child.

The only remaining child.

‘I’ll call her back later,’ she said.

‘It’s the early hours in the UK,’ Polly said. ‘Maybe there’s some sort of emergency?’

The chicken seemed to turn to ashes in Serena’s mouth. She stared at Polly for what seemed like forever as the phone buzzed on and on. She refused to frame the thoughts that were hovering at the edge of her mind. Then the phone stopped abruptly and the silence sounded very loud indeed.

‘Serena—’ Polly said, but then her own phone started to ring with the same brash insistence.

‘Don’t answer it.’ Serena’s sense of dread increased.

Polly looked exasperated and ignored her.

‘Hello, Jackie. You’re up late tonight. Is everything all right? How’s Paul?’ Polly always exaggerated her British accent when speaking to her sister-in-law. Serena was never sure whether it was deliberate or not. Her aunt and her mother did not get on particularly well, although they did a good enough job of pretending that they did for the sake of family unity.

‘We have nothing in common,’ Polly had said once when Serena had asked her about their relationship. ‘It’s not even that we dislike each other, there’s just nothing to build on.’

Serena thought that like everything else, the differences, the cracks in their relationship, hadn’t been so obvious before Caitlin had vanished. Or perhaps she had just missed them. She had only been seventeen when she lost her twin and as far as she remembered, pretty self-absorbed. She could see that Polly, the independent, childless career-woman and her mother, the stay-at-home housewife who felt slightly defensive about it, might not have had that much in common.

There was a tide of words from the other end of the phone. Polly was frowning. ‘Wait,’ she said sharply. ‘Slow down. I don’t understand…’ Then more quietly: ‘Yes of course. She’s here.’

She passed the phone across the table to Serena who took it without a word. She already knew what it was that she was going to hear. Superstitiously she wondered whether it had been the mention of her sister’s name earlier that evening that had somehow invited Caitlin to invade her peace; invited her back into her life to banish the tenuous contentment she had found in the last couple of weeks.

‘Mum?’ she said.

Her mother’s voice sounded crackly and broken over the vast distance:

‘The police have just left,’ she said. ‘They’ve found Caitlin. They’ve found a body. Serena, you’ve got to come home.’

Serena’s heart started to race. Her stomach knotted. How was it possible, she wondered, to have anticipated this, to have sensed that her mother must have devastating news, and yet still to feel so sick and hollow and unprepared? Over the past eleven years, not a day had passed when she hadn’t wondered when, if, they would ever know the truth of what had happened to her. Yet now that she stood on the edge of discovery, she felt as though the world had dropped away beneath her feet and left her in freefall.

Her mother was still talking, the words tumbling over each other, interrupted by sobs. Serena didn’t stop her, didn’t really listen to the words, only the tone and the emotion. Her mind seemed to have frozen, stuck on that one thought:

‘Caitlin’s body has been found…’

‘You still there, love?’ It was her father now. He sounded exhausted, confused and old. Serena could hear her mother still crying in the background.

‘We don’t have many details at the moment, just that the police have identified your sister from her dental records. We don’t even know where she was found. How soon can you get here?’

Serena swallowed hard, trying to focus. It seemed so difficult. All she could see in her mind’s eyes was a vision of Caitlin, blonde hair flying as she ran, arms outstretched, smiling and full of life.

‘I’ll come straight away,’ she said. ‘Tonight. Tomorrow. As soon as I can get a flight.’ She could see that Polly had already reached for her tablet and was searching for the next flight from Los Angeles to London. Serena’s mind started to race. She would need to hire a car when she got to Heathrow to take her from London to Gloucestershire. Could she do that now, or should she wait…? She felt a desperate impatience to be on her way home but at the same time, a sliding horror that this was happening again, the police, the questions, the tantalising and terrifying gaps in her memory…

‘Have you told Grandpa yet?’ she said.

‘No.’ Her father sounded shocked that she should suggest it. There was a pause. ‘We thought perhaps it would be better not to…’ His voice strengthened. ‘He wouldn’t understand anyway, not with the dementia.’

‘He might,’ Serena said. There was a very hard lump in her throat. ‘Someone is going to have to tell him, Dad.’

There was silence at the end of the line, strong with denial. Polly put her hand over Serena’s, her gaze intent and concerned, and Serena unclenched her fingers from the tight fist they had formed. She smiled shakily at her aunt.

‘Well, we can talk about that when I see you, Dad,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to go. I need to get a ticket, pack… I’ll let you know when I’m arriving.’ She tried, not entirely successfully, to stop her voice from wobbling. ‘I love you,’ she said. ‘Give Mum a big hug from me. I’ll see you soon.’

She pressed ‘end’ and cut off the sound of her mother’s crying. The warmth seemed to flow back into the apartment, bringing with it the sunshine and the faint sounds of the world outside but everything was different now, out of reach. In her mind she was already on her way home, back to England and the horror that was waiting.

‘Shit,’ Polly said. ‘I’m so sorry, hon. How awful. Do you want to talk about it?’

Serena shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Aunt Pol, I can’t. I don’t really know how I feel yet.’ She clenched her hands. ‘I just want to get on and do something.’

‘Of course.’ Polly sighed. She squeezed Serena’s arm and stood up. ‘There’s a flight leaving LAX at eleven that has some space. If we hurry—’

‘Great.’ Serena jumped up, abandoning the chicken salad. She had lost her appetite completely. ‘I’ll get my stuff together.’

Polly wrapped her in a hug. ‘I wish I could come with you, hon. I want to support you.’

‘You’ve got work,’ Serena said. ‘You can’t just drop everything, I know that. I’ll be fine. Really.’

‘You’ll be supporting everyone else,’ Polly said, suddenly fierce. ‘Your mother’s in bits and Paul never was very good in a crisis.’

Serena tightened the hug for a moment before letting Polly go. She gave her aunt a watery smile. ‘Dad does his best,’ she said, knowing that Polly’s unsentimental assessment of her brother was right. ‘I’m sure he’ll be a big comfort to Mum, and I’m happy to talk to Grandpa. Actually, I’d rather I tried to tell him about Caitlin than them.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘I’ll ring you every day, OK? That would really help.’

The worry lightened a little in Polly’s eyes. ‘That would be great, hon.’

As she threw her holiday clothes haphazardly into her suitcase, Serena started to feel more grounded again. It was a relief to have something practical to concentrate on. She was always able to ward off the dark, Caitlin-shaped thoughts with action. In the aftermath of her sister vanishing she had talked to everyone – to family, the police, counsellors and psychologists – and tried so hard to recover the memories of that night that she had lost through cognitive amnesia. The psychiatrists she had seen had told her that her memory could return at any time or not at all. Dissociative amnesia was completely unpredictable, and in the event, no treatment had made any difference at all. No memories had come back to her and she had ended up exhausted and emotionally battered by the endless effort at recall. Not only had it felt as though she had lost those hours, more potently it had felt as though she had completely failed her sister.

For a second, she froze, her hands still full of T-shirts and shorts, possessed by the agonising thought that she had in some way betrayed the trust that Caitlin had placed in her. She had always been the stronger one.

‘You should have found me, helped me, saved me…’

She squashed the rest of her clothes into the bag and forced the zip to close. There would be questions, memories and hard truths to face up to now She was not at all sure she was ready but she had no choice.






Chapter 2

Anne

Ravensworth Castle, Yorkshire, January 1465

In the winter of the year fourteen hundred and sixty-five, when I was five years old, my uncle, the Earl of Warwick, the Kingmaker, came to Ravensworth one night, and set my life on a course I could never have imagined. It was late and the torches were lit in the courtyard and the fires hot in the hearths for there was deep snow on the ground. I was asleep when he came and the first that I knew of it was when my elder sister Elizabeth shook my arm roughly to awaken me. There was an odd expression on her face, of mingled envy and pity.

‘Mother wants you,’ she said. ‘You are to go to the solar.’

‘Go away.’ I burrowed deeper into my nest of blankets and furs. Beside me my other sister Alice turned over in her sleep pulling the covers away from me. I pulled them back.

Elizabeth was having none of it. This time she poked me in the ribs, hard enough to banish sleep completely. ‘Our uncle is here,’ she hissed. ‘Get up!’

‘I need the privy now you have woken me,’ I grumbled. I slid from the bed and scurried across the chamber, the cold stone of the floor chilling my bare feet before I had taken more than a couple of steps. The icy draught in the dark little corner garderobe was vicious, straight off the snow-covered fells outside. My teeth were chattering as I came out and stumbled back towards the sanctuary of the bed. I had no intention of going to find mother in her private rooms; it mattered little to me that Uncle Warwick was here. I was a child and I wanted to sleep.

‘Anne.’

It was my father’s voice, soft and warm. A candle flared and then he was scooping me up and wrapping me in a fur-lined cloak, carrying me out into the corridor. I heard Alice’s sleepy voice:

‘What is it? What’s happening?’

And Elizabeth’s short answer. ‘They want Anne. They always want Anne.’

My father smelled of his familiar scent and the cloak was soft and warm. I slid my arm about his neck and clung closer. I adored my father, so equable and indulgent in comparison to my high-tempered mother. But mother was a Neville born, which was to be special and important. This we all knew and understood, just as we knew she was stronger than my father, whatever men say about the wife being subject to the husband’s authority.

The adult world after candles were out in the nursery was a strange and dazzling place. There was noise and light, the bustle of a castle awake whilst we, the children, slept. It made me feel both very grown up and at the same time, at a disadvantage. I wriggled in my father’s arms, suddenly wanting my independence.

‘I can walk,’ I told my father. ‘I’m not a baby.’

He laughed but there was an edge of regret to it. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You are a Neville.’ He placed me on my feet as we reached the door of the solar, carefully wrapping the cloak about me so that it trailed behind me like a train. It was a rich azure blue and I drew it close as I entered and felt like a queen.

My mother and her brother were standing, heads bent close together, as they talked at the fireside. They drew apart as we entered the room, giving the impression of two conspirators. The room was hot and bright, and the air smelled of wine and spices, making my head spin a little. The sense of a strange, adult world grew stronger. I had no place here and yet I had been summoned.

My mother’s blue gaze was sharp as it swept over me as though looking for fault but my uncle smiled.

‘My daughter Anne, my lord.’ My father was suddenly formal. Holding his hand as I was, I could feel something tense in him. He might be lord here at Ravensworth but in this company he would forever be an outsider. He had been chosen as my mother’s consort; an ally, a liegeman to the Neville clan who were the growing power in the North. Vaguely I understood this although I was too young to grasp the complexity of it.

I wondered whether I should curtsey to the Earl. It felt odd when I was in my nightclothes but I did it anyway, drawing back and settling the cloak about me again so that it covered me modestly and warmed my bare feet.

My uncle Warwick seemed charmed. He crouched down beside me. I had never been so close to him before, for he had paid previously no particular attention to his sister’s brood of children, particularly not the girls. He was too busy, too important.

Like my mother – like me – he had the clear blue eyes of the Nevilles, but the rest of his face reminded me of a hawk, it was so fierce and predatory. People accused the Nevilles of pride and arrogance, and it was written there for all to see, in the hard line of his cheek and jaw and the cold, assessing gleam of his eye. He was a great man, second only to our kinsman King Edward, or he had been until the previous year when the King had married secretly and raised up a whole raft of his wife’s relatives to the nobility. Uncle Warwick hated the Queen because of the influence she held; this was something else that I knew because I had overheard my parents speak of it. People will speak freely before children, just as they will before servants, thinking us deaf perhaps or too young to understand.

‘How do you do, Mistress Anne,’ the Earl of Warwick said. ‘You have a great look of the Nevilles about you.’

I was clever enough to recognise this as a compliment. ‘Thank you, my lord,’ I said.

‘What age are you?’

‘I am five years old, my lord.’

He nodded. ‘Tell me, Mistress Anne, what do you know of marriage?’

My father was standing behind me. I felt him make an instinctive movement and saw the moment my mother caught his hand and the words on his tongue died unsaid. I looked the Earl of Warwick in the eye.

‘Marriage is an alliance of wealth and power, my lord,’ I said, and he burst out laughing.

‘Well said, little maid.’ He stood up, still smiling. ‘I like her, Alice,’ he said to my mother. ‘She is both comely and clever. You have chosen well.’

My mother nodded. I could feel my father’s anger stiff within him but my mother ignored it. She too was smiling at me. Her approval, unlike my father’s love, was a cold thing, but still I basked in it for it was rare.

‘You are to wed, Mistress Anne,’ Lord Warwick said. This time he did not trouble to stoop to my level but looked down at me from his great height. ‘I have the King’s ward in my care, a boy of eight years or so called Francis Lovell. He is handsome and rich and kind, a good match for you. Would you like him for your husband?’

I correctly guessed that this was not a question that required an answer since it had already been decided. I dropped another curtsey.

‘My lord.’

‘Good. So be it. We shall hold the nuptials next month—’ He looked at my mother. ‘At Middleham.’

‘Why not here at Ravensworth?’ My father spoke for the first time. Silence followed his words but it seemed to twitch with matters unsaid.

‘If you wish it.’ After a moment the Earl gave a careless shrug. ‘I thought to show my sponsorship of the couple’ – he smiled at me again – ‘by hosting the celebration.’

Silence again, then my mother stepping smoothly in to break it. ‘We can discuss these matters in the morning. You’ll stay the night, Richard? It’s late and too inclement to travel back. Let me show you to a chamber.’

My uncle inclined his head. ‘Thank you.’ He picked up his goblet. I saw his throat move as he finished his wine in one swift gulp. He gave my father a brief nod and followed my mother out. I knew then that he wanted to talk to her alone. My father watched them go. He did not move.

I tugged on his hand to recall his attention back to me. ‘May I go back to bed now, father?’

He smiled then and ruffled my hair. ‘Of course, sweeting. I’ll take you.’

My sister Alice was asleep again as he tucked me in beside her and bent to kiss my brow. ‘Nothing will change,’ he said, and it sounded like a vow, but I was too tired to ask him what he meant.

A moment after he had left, Elizabeth popped up beside the bed, her face lit from below by the candle flame, both her long hair and her dangling ribbons in danger of catching fire.

‘What did they want?’ she demanded.

I yawned. ‘I am to marry a boy with a saint’s name,’ I said sleepily.

‘Why you?’ Elizabeth groused. ‘I am the eldest. Even Alice is older than you.’

I snuggled down, already on the edge of sleep. ‘You marry him then,’ I said. ‘I don’t mind.’

Elizabeth was wide awake, however, and full of spite. ‘Uncle Warwick saves his own daughters for better matches,’ she said, ‘whilst he barters us away. I heard father say he means them for the royal princes. Not for nothing is he called the Kingmaker.’

‘Then I pity them,’ I said. ‘Cousin George can be horrid.’ I wriggled crossly, wishing she would take her grumbling elsewhere. I rolled over and turned my back. ‘Go away. I want to sleep.’

‘Nothing will change,’ father had said. I had always trusted him.

Life was so simple when I was but five years old.






Chapter 3

Serena

Minster Lovell, Present Day

Serena woke whilst it was still dark, the sound of a discordant peal of bells in her ears. She lay for a moment half-asleep, half-awake, pulled from a dream. Her mind, dazed by travel, stress and jet lag, took a few moments to catch up. She knew she was back in England and for one crazy second, she thought she was in her flat in Bristol, and that Jonah was in the bed beside her, his presence a constant and a comfort. Then she realised that this wasn’t her flat, and remembered that Jonah was long gone and their past together had been tidied away along with all the other emotional detritus she’d swept under the carpet, and that she was in Oxfordshire, at the Minster Lovell Inn. It felt unfamiliar and odd: the vast acreage of the four-poster bed spread around her, the old cotton sheets smooth and cool. Though the room was pitch-black she could hear the sounds of the ancient building settling around her, the creak of a floorboard and the sighing of the old beams. She felt anxiety skitter down her spine, wondering once again whether she had done the right thing in coming back here.

Curling up on her side, Serena thought that in some ways it was actually pleasant to have some peace. She’d spent the previous three days staying with her parents in Gloucestershire. It had been an excruciatingly difficult time. Her mother, never particularly resilient, had crumbled completely when confronted with the proof that Caitlin was dead. Her father was not resourceful in a crisis either. He meant well but that phrase in itself damned any pretence that he was capable of holding things together. It had been Serena who had spoken to the police, who were still in the earliest stages of the investigation and very reticent in disclosing any details. All they would say was that Caitlin’s body had been found not far from where she had disappeared at Minster Lovell, it was currently unclear how long ago she had died, and that they would like to discuss the case in more detail with all members of her family in due course. It all felt very cold and procedural.

Serena had kept Polly updated on progress each day and had rung her the previous afternoon before she’d left Gloucestershire. Their calls had been a lifeline, she thought, the only thing keeping her sane and grounded.

‘I’m going to Oxford to talk to the police tomorrow,’ she had told her aunt, visualising the early morning sunshine pouring into Polly’s penthouse as they spoke. ‘They want to give us the latest news on the investigation and also to go through the events of the original enquiry into Caitlin’s disappearance.’ She’d glanced towards the door of the sitting room, which was ajar, her parents pretending to watch a news programme whilst eavesdropping on her conversation. ‘We all agreed that it was probably best I handle that.’

‘You mean Jackie and Paul can’t cope with it,’ Polly had said bluntly. ‘I’m sorry, hon. This must be so hard for you.’

‘They’re both in shock,’ Serena had said, defending her parents, as she always did. ‘It’s unbelievably tough for them to face this after so many years of hoping for a miracle. They will have to be interviewed at some point but they just need a bit more time to come to terms with it all. Besides, I was there the night that Caitlin vanished. It might help jog my memory to talk it through again.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So I thought I’d stay in Minster Lovell for a few days whilst I talk to the police. I’m heading over there this evening.’

‘What?’ Polly’s incredulity came through loud and clear. ‘Is that really a good idea?’

Serena laughed. ‘You obviously don’t think so! Look, Aunt Pol, I do understand your concerns and I appreciate them.’ Her voice warmed. ‘I know you’re trying to look out for me. But if I’m going to go raking over the events of Caitlin’s disappearance, and let’s face it, I don’t have much choice as the police want to discuss it, I might as well do it properly.’ She dropped her voice further, aware that her mother’s ears were practically out on stalks. ‘I’ve thought for a while that if I went back now, as an adult, it might prompt me to remember what happened that night. The only reason I haven’t done it before was because I was scared. Too scared to face up to it.’

Polly gave a gusty sigh. ‘You’d moved on and now this has dragged you back.’

‘I hadn’t really,’ Serena said honestly. ‘I might have moved on in my life but in my head Caitlin’s disappearance is somewhere I just don’t go and that has affected everything – my relationships, my sense of who I am… It’s like a shadow over me all the time. It feels as though a part of my life is… not missing, but unfinished, somehow, and I owe it to myself as well as Caitlin to try one last time to recover those memories.’

‘OK,’ Polly said cautiously, ‘but do you really need to stay there? I mean, it’s only an hour and a half from where you live. Surely you could stay in Bristol and just go over if you feel the need to tramp around the manor and the ruins?’ Her tone suggested that she thought this was a particularly bad idea.

‘I thought of that,’ Serena said, ‘but I want to be as close to the manor as possible. There’s something about being on the spot where it all happened… I think it might help me.’

There was a long silence at the other end of the phone. ‘Well, you’ve clearly made up your mind,’ Polly said, ‘so I won’t waste my breath. Where will you be staying?’

‘There’s a few nice places,’ Serena said, ‘but the Minster Inn is closest to the manor and the ruins of the Old Hall.’

‘You’re really going for this, huh?’ Polly sighed again. ‘Then all I can do is wish you luck. Make sure you ring me every day, OK? And if anything happens – if you start recovering your lost memories – get the hell out of there and call a therapist. This feels dangerous to me.’

‘I will,’ Serena promised. She had had plenty of therapy eleven years before and it had helped hugely with the shock and the grief of Caitlin’s loss, but nothing had stirred the lost memories. She wasn’t sure that anything ever would now, not so long after the event. Yet she owed it to herself, and her sister, to try.

Sleep had gone for good now. Her mind was too active. Serena yawned, fumbling for her phone on the nightstand to check the time. The bright light from the screen made her squint and showed that it was ten minutes past six. The glow from the phone cast the rest of the bedroom in shades of light and dark, outlining the bulk of the huge wooden wardrobe, an armchair, and the table that held various well-thumbed old copies of local magazines describing the glories of the Cotswolds. The table also held a rickety lamp and a more efficient-looking torch. When she had arrived at the Minster Inn the previous night, Serena had discovered that the torch came as standard.

‘There’s no street lighting and we get power cuts sometimes,’ Eve, the landlady, had said cheerfully. ‘There’s a hot-water bottle and an extra blanket in the wardrobe if you need them. After all, it is only March.’

Serena could hear the ancient plumbing cranking itself into action as she flicked off the phone and lay back in the big double bed. Six fifteen on a chilly March morning. She started to run through the plan of the day in her head. She had an appointment in Oxford at twelve thirty with Inspector Litton of the Thames Valley CID and after that she planned to visit her grandfather at his care home in Witney. Until then, her time was her own.

Time to think, time to explore, time to remember.

Serena lay for a moment staring up at the faded canopy of the four-poster bed. Even if Polly had not been happy with her decision to stay at Minster Lovell – and neither had her parents – she knew that she was right to follow her instinct. They wanted to protect her and she understood that. They had been trying to do that ever since that July night. But she was an adult and had to make her own decisions and live her own life. When Caitlin vanished, her whole existence had shattered. She had only been seventeen and the machinery of investigation had swept her up and caused her to feel even more isolated and grief-stricken. It was hardly surprising that once the police enquiries had finished, she had never wanted to talk about Caitlin again. The problem was that it was not so easy. Her twin could not simply be ignored or forgotten. Caitlin’s bright spirit shadowed her wherever she went and whatever she did.

Serena sat up and slipped out of the bed, her feet sinking into the thick bedside rug. She padded barefoot to the window. Last night she had arrived in twilight, eaten scampi in a basket and gone to bed with indigestion. This morning, before she headed into Oxford, she would explore the village and the ruins of the hall for the first time in over a decade.

A little shiver tickled down her spine. She pulled back the heavy velvet curtain and peered outside. It was just starting to get light, a tiny sliver of gold on the eastern horizon breaking through a bank of pewter cloud. Night still clung close, however, and in its shadows the ruins of the old Minster Lovell Hall looked unfriendly. When she had been a child, Serena had loved the romantic tumbled towers and moss-covered walls in the meadows beside the pretty little River Windrush. She and Caitlin had stayed as often as they could with their grandparents, in the old Manor House that had been built within the ruins of the medieval hall.

Minster Lovell had seemed an impossibly magical place in those days, atmospheric and steeped in history. It had inspired Serena to study for a history degree at university and when Caitlin had disappeared, she had thrown herself into the past as a way to escape the intolerable nature of the present. A series of jobs in the heritage industry had followed before she and Ella had struck out on their own with the bespoke tour company. Now, though, as she looked at the place that had shaped so much of her life, the lowering bulk of the ruined hall in the morning light seemed threatening rather than inspiring. The shadows of the past pressed near. Caitlin’s body had been found somewhere close to here. She felt a shudder rack her.

Deliberately she remained standing by the window, her gaze fixed on the ruins, until she felt the flutter of fear that was inside her subside. The past could not hurt her now. It was over. And she couldn’t afford to be scared if she wanted to remember.

She allowed the curtain to fall back across the window and climbed into the nest of sheets, blanket and eiderdown, drawing her knees up to her chin and hugging them close. The jet lag that had added another layer of stress to her return home had eased slightly over the past three days but she still felt simultaneously exhausted and wide awake, her head aching with tension. With a sigh she lay down again and fell into the sort of light doze that only seemed to make her feel more sluggish when she woke up again two hours later.

A shower helped her and she went down for breakfast. There was a scent of bacon fat and stale beer in the air, the staple background of the country pub. Piped music played, too faintly for Serena to identify the song. She had a day-old copy of the Guardian to read but Eve, the landlady, seemed keen to chat.

‘I heard the church bells chime last night,’ Serena mentioned when Eve brought her the plate of bacon, eggs, sausage, toast and all the other elements that made up the Minster Inn’s full English breakfast. She was the only occupant of the breakfast room and wondered if she was the only guest. She’d never been in the pub before; at seventeen she and Caitlin had been underage although she suspected that Caitlin, who had been going out with the barman, had slipped in now and then for a drink.

‘There haven’t been any church bells since 2012,’ Eve said briskly. She was about fifty, small, with short dark hair and dark eyes, neat and quick of movement, efficient as she unstacked Serena’s breakfast from her tray. ‘They were banned for being too noisy. Some of the villagers didn’t like them.’ Her sharp gaze appraised Serena thoughtfully. ‘You must have imagined hearing them. Either that or you’re fey. They say that only those who are haunted can hear the ringing of the church bells.’

Only those who are haunted… Serena repressed a shiver. It was an odd turn of phrase and she didn’t like it. If anyone in Minster Lovell was haunted, she definitely was. She remembered again that Caitlin’s body had been discovered somewhere nearby and pushed the thought away almost violently.

‘I probably dreamed it,’ she said, deliberately light. ‘I’ve still got jet lag.’

‘Lucky you.’ Eve’s eyes sparkled. ‘Have you been away on holiday?’

‘California,’ Serena said, ‘just visiting family.’

‘And now you’re here…’ Eve paused, inviting more conversation. Evidently, she thought a bit of personal information on her guests was fair exchange for the cooked breakfast.

‘My grandfather lives near here,’ Serena said. ‘I’m calling in to see him later.’

‘Are you from hereabouts, then?’ Eve put her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t recognise you and I’ve lived here for ever. Been behind this bar for years.’

‘My grandparents owned the manor before it was sold to the Heritage Trust,’ Serena said. She didn’t recognise Eve either. ‘They lived here for about twenty years and my sister and I used to come and stay for our holidays. It was a while ago.’ She smiled at Eve, deciding to change the subject. ‘I don’t remember the pub looking as good as this, though. I only ever saw the outside







































































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





OEBPS/images/9780008278533_Cover.jpg
‘I enjoyed every moment of it’

A secret hidden in the past.
A family bound by a dark legacy.






OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
The Last
Daughter

Nicola Cornick

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





