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Dedication

Dominic, Tobias, Laura, Bethany, Imogen, Gregor 

– you are my world
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Chapter One

June 2021

The loud noise as she exhaled sharply, a violent ‘psssw’ of air and spittle, echoed around the almost empty, cavernous border control area. A cathedral for a modern age, welcoming all to its hallowed halls. Or possibly not all, Mathilde thought as she stood before the sour faced man in front of her. Incongruously, behind him a dusty sign announced: ‘Welcome to England’. Most of her fellow travellers were now in their cars and continuing their journeys, whilst the final few foot passengers disembarked from the ferry, dusty backpacks on tired shoulders. Here she was though, waiting in this enormous, cold, echoing space while an officious old man in an ill-fitting uniform kept firing the same questions at her.

‘Do you have dual nationality?’ he repeated slowly, waving her passport at her, held open with his thumb, ‘are you French, or Lebanese?’

‘Oui, French,’ she spoke slowly to give the impression she couldn’t understand, hoping he’d give up with his questioning and let her continue her journey, ‘I am French.’ 

‘But here,’ he showed her a page of her passport, ‘it says born in Lebanon.’ He enunciated each word slowly. She looked at him blankly, slowly unfurling her fingers from the clenched fist they were gripped in and stretching, before curling them back up again. Usually her vacant expression worked, but this old man was tenacious and she found herself being marched to a small interview room where they gave her a plastic cup of tepid water, while they waited for someone to find a French interpreter. They were twenty-seven miles from France, how hard could it be?

Opening her bag, she pulled out the letter which had brought her here. It was on thick, cream coloured vellum, the sort of correspondence which immediately convinced the recipient to open it. A frightening, bureaucratic piece of mail. The solicitor sending it had embarked on a long explanation about how he’d seen a photograph she’d taken in Amelia magazine whilst visiting Stockholm and had subsequently tracked her down. Given how she’d spent her whole life moving about to avoid being noticed, he’d been lucky. If the publication had used her pseudonym rather than accidentally printing her real name, she’d still be living her anonymous life. But the letter insisted she made urgent contact regarding a property called Lutton Hall in England. Norfolk, to be exact. She’d changed her mind about coming to England three times before eventually booking her ferry. She might not understand what they wanted, but it seemed these solicitors were extremely keen to meet her. 

And now here she was, as directed by the letter she was holding, en route to the village in Norfolk where she was hoping to find some answers. Or at least she would be, if these time-wasting idiots let her go. It was the same old story, someone with too much time on their hands and a uniform on their back who took one look at her slightly less than salubrious converted ambulance and immediately became suspicious. Especially when they asked to see her passport, the numerous visas and her place of birth showing she was always on the move. What else did they expect from a photojournalist? She wasn’t going to get many gritty, political or war zone photos sat in a one bed apartment in Paris, was she?

Her thoughts were interrupted by another man coming into the room.

‘May I have the keys to your van please?’ he asked. She looked out of the window to where she could see two police officers, both holding on to the leads of bouncing, energetic, springer spaniels, barking manically. She smirked slightly. They wouldn’t find any drugs in there; she knew exactly what those dogs were trained to sniff out. Reaching into her pocket she held out the keys.

‘I have plants in the front,’ her eyes narrowed, ‘herbs, not marijuana,’ she added. ‘Please make sure your dogs do not damage them.’ His face remained blank as he took the keys and disappeared. She watched as the police carefully sniffed at the myriad of herbs and spices she was growing, but eventually together with the disappointed looking dogs they locked the van up again.

Finally, at the point where she’d begun to wonder if she’d ever get further than Dover, someone on the end of a phone was able to confirm that although originally from Beirut, Mathilde now held French citizenship and therefore had every right to be entering the UK. With a snarl she snatched up her bag together with the returned keys and stalked out of the room, her passport in her hand. She’d already had enough of this godforsaken country and she’d barely stepped onto the soil. The sooner she could accomplish what she’d been called upon to do, the sooner she could return to her roaming existence, far from rules, the authorities and a society she neither liked, nor understood. Somewhere she felt safer.




Chapter Two

January 1584

All around him crowds of people, men, women and children pushed each other as they disembarked, standing on the quayside looking around in confusion, as if shocked they were finally back on dry land. The air was full of the smell of the sea, now so familiar to him he could taste it lodged in the back of his throat; sharp salt together with the harsh tang of the fish he was so sick of eating, mingling with the reek of sweaty unwashed bodies he barely noticed now. After two days on the boat his legs felt shaky, and although he was on dry land, he could feel himself still swaying slightly. A small boy beside him clutched a cage containing two small yellow birds flitting back and forth. He smiled and winked at the child who grinned back. Everyone seemed delighted to have arrived, even though thankfully it had been a smooth and easy crossing. Above him huge white cliffs soared away to a pale, cold unwelcoming sky. Tom questioned his belief that this journey would help him finally find everything he’d been searching for.

A large hand slapped him on his back, and turning he was pleased to see his shipmate William. They’d become friends on the crossing when both men realised they were carrying similar luggage containing plants and bulbs. Despite Tom having been both deaf and mute since birth, the two men managed to communicate with rudimentary hand signals combined with Tom’s lip reading and writing some words on a wax tablet Tom had brought with him. A piece of smooth ivory overlaid with many layers of wax meant that he could scratch words in it then rub them over afterwards to use again. It was easier than forever searching for scraps of parchment. He’d needed to learn how to convey and share information from a young age, and his adoptive mother had taught him as they worked together in the stillroom where they created potions and medications from herbs and other plants. Now he understood most words and was never taken for a fool. William enjoyed the fact Tom couldn’t engage him in idle mindless chatter, and they’d sat together on the deck for hours watching the wheeling, ever-present gulls in companionable silence. He indicated to Tom to pick up his baggage and follow, and together on unsteady legs they made their way off the quay.

They’d barely walked a few yards when Tom felt a pull on his arm and turning, he was face to face with one of the port guards. The man was speaking to him and Tom watched his lips in silence hoping to catch an occasional word he understood, to guess the gist of what was being said, but he was at a loss. His English was poor despite it being his mother tongue; he hadn’t used it for many years and this, combined with the fact that the man was talking rapidly, resulted in him being very confused. The wafts of foul, sour breath together with the man’s blackened teeth made him wince and take a step back. The hand on his arm gripped tighter so it was pinching his skin. Tom had no way of hearing him although he could tell from the man’s red face and the way the drool was flying from his mouth that he wasn’t happy with the lack of response. Tom was used to it. He attempted to start his normal hand signals to indicate his deaf and mute status, but it wasn’t easy with one arm held fast. 

Suddenly the man’s head whipped around behind him as over his shoulder Tom could see a fight break out beside the ship they’d just disembarked from, and then the guard was gone, running towards the affray. Tom wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to make himself scarce and hefting his sack of belongings higher onto his back he turned and hurried after William towards the road to London. His lack of hearing and speech made him more noticeable despite his desire to blend into the background and he was used to being apprehended everywhere he went. Suspicion and mistrust were the same in every language.

The sack containing his belongings was heavy and his precious triptych, a painting in three separate parts crudely hinged together to appear as one when it was opened out, dug into his shoulder with its sharp corners, but Tom didn’t mind. He was pleased to be back in England, the place where he’d been born over forty years previously. His recollections of living here were hazy now, having been taken by his adoptive mother to France when he was still a young boy, just hours before they were hounded from their home by His Majesty’s men. After his father – the only father he could remember – had been murdered by the King. Killed for no reason other than having worked alongside a secretary by the name of Francis Dereham who’d been convicted of committing adultery with Queen Catherine, the King’s fifth wife. Dereham had been executed and his innocent father had died whilst being tortured for information he didn’t have. His adoptive mother had kept their memories alive though, in her drawings, her sign language and the saffron she grew. Nevertheless, he hoped to find a home here once more, somewhere he could feel safe and accepted. People didn’t like you if you were different, and he was certainly that.




Chapter Three 

June 2021

Mathilde stood for a moment in the gathering dusk, gazing up at the ancient hall in front of her. It resembled every old English building she’d ever seen in a book, and was much larger than she’d expected. Squat and broad, like a solid British bulldog dozing in the evening warmth. Washed with the soft pink of the setting sun behind her, the worn wooden beams crossing the façade in dark relief to the pale panels between, it reflected off the windows which mostly appeared to be made up of tiny panes of glass, shining and flashing at her.

She looked again at the address on the letter she’d been sent. Lutton Hall. This was definitely it; she’d seen a tired, faded board as she turned off the country road. The drive was so long, she’d thought at one point it was simply yet another ridiculously narrow lane. Overgrown hedges and dusty nettles brushed against her van, until finally it opened out into this wide drive with a large courtyard in front of the building, the gravel patchy and almost invisible beneath a thick covering of weeds. The whole exterior gave off an air of being unloved and uncared for. Shabby. Mathilde immediately felt an affiliation with the place and suspected that nobody was going to be offended with her being parked here. She swung the van around so it faced back towards the drive. Always make sure you were ready to leave at a moment’s notice: the number one rule her mother had taught her.

Going over to the broad, dark wood front door studded with black bolts, crouching beneath a smooth stone lintel, she realised there was no knocker or bell. She banged hard on it with her fist, before stepping to one side to cup her hand against a window and try to peer in. The room beyond was dark and apart from a few angular white shapes looming up, she couldn’t see anything.

‘Yes, can I help you?’ Turning towards the voice, Mathilde felt her heart give an uncomfortable jolt. In the doorway stood a woman who appeared to be a similar age to herself, and although shorter she had exactly the same dark, deep set eyes under thick straight brows. Mathilde’s hair was much darker and lay in a heavy curtain down her back, whereas this woman had mousy hair cut in a bob. There was something familiar about her.

‘I have a letter about this house,’ Mathilde scrabbled in her bag for the envelope, which after having been removed and put back so many times was now looking decidedly creased and scruffy, a far cry from its original state. She handed it over, thankful it was in English so she didn’t need to explain. She watched the blood drain from the woman’s face as she read it.

‘You’d better come in,’ her voice was croaky as she cleared her throat, but she managed a shaky smile as she stood to one side, waving her arm to usher Mathilde into the house. She did as she was bid.

The entrance hall was huge and every bit as intimidating as she would have expected from the exterior. The walls, panelled in dark wood and dotted with oil paintings of people with dour expressions, soared up to a vaulted ceiling like a church, decorated with colourful bosses high above her. With a large stone fireplace and a substantial wooden staircase winding away to one side it looked like a stage set. It was also extremely cold following the warmth outside. She gave a small shudder as she turned slowly round. The space felt odd, edgy, and the hairs along the back of her arms stood up. It wasn’t the first time a building had made her feel strange. Over the years she’d become used to her ability to gauge the emotions of a room, the memories of all that had gone before seeping back out, reaching to her. The silent pulse of a heart beating, soft breath on the back of her neck from someone who’d been there once but was long forgotten. She’d never felt it as strongly as with this building though. Something here had been expecting her. Watching and waiting.

‘This way, we’re in the kitchen,’ the woman said over her shoulder, disappearing down a corridor that looked as gloomy as the rest of the hall, and Mathilde followed quickly. The uneasy feeling of being accompanied drifted beside her.

They stepped into a large, light, open kitchen dominated at one end by an ancient cream coloured range. It looked familiar, similar to one she remembered from her own childhood which belched out smoke and heat in equal measure. The woman was busy filling a kettle and talking as she did so, unfortunately far too quickly even for Mathilde’s reasonable knowledge of English, so when she turned around with her eyebrows raised and awaiting a response, Mathilde just shrugged.

‘Sorry, my English, can you talk a bit slower please?’ She’d recognised the word ‘sister’ as the woman was talking and was now even more confused.

‘No, no, it’s my fault,’ she apologised, pulling a chair out and indicating for Mathilde to sit, before taking cups out of the cupboard and holding them up. ‘Tea?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ Mathilde nodded. Opposite her a little girl perched on the edge of a chair watching her intently. Who were these people, and why had she been summoned here? It was obvious the woman was shocked to see her but this was the address she’d been directed to. And there was no denying the look of astonishment after Mathilde’s letter had been read. She wished someone would explain why she was here, in this ancient house, in a country she had no desire to be in. Finally, they sat down with mugs of dark brown tea and a plate of thick cheese sandwiches on the table. Pushing the plate towards Mathilde the woman asked, ‘Hungry?’

It had been a long time since she’d last eaten, and with a brief nod of thanks Mathilde snatched up a sandwich and ate quickly, adding two spoons of sugar to her tea and gulping it down. The other two watched in silence.

Eventually she’d eaten everything in front of her and the time had come to find out what was going on and if this was some wild goose chase: une fausse piste. Holding up the letter, she flattened it out on the table.

‘I do not understand why I am here,’ she stated, waving her hand at the piece of paper. ‘This letter says I must meet this man, this,’ she paused as her eyes skimmed the letter, ‘Mr Murray, and it has something to do with this house. So why have I been brought here?’ She flapped the paper at the woman.

‘I don’t know why he was so secretive in his letter but it’s about your father. And his death.’

‘My father died almost thirty years ago, why does someone need to talk to me about him now?’ Mathilde’s voice began to rise in confusion.

‘No. Wait. Why do you think he died years ago? He passed away in February. In all honesty, I didn’t think they’d find you. Did you hear what I told you? I’m your sister. He was my father too.’ Jumping to her feet she snatched a small framed photograph from the dresser behind her, pushing it across the table. The man was standing in a neat, well-tended garden, his foot resting on the edge of a spade as he grinned into the camera lens. Her own eyes stared out from the picture and despite her not wanting to admit it, she knew immediately this man was related to her.

‘This cannot be true,’ Mathilde blustered, ‘my mother was told at the hospital that he was too badly injured in the bomb blast, that he had hours at most. He’d been coming to collect us and then he was gone.’ She drained the rest of her tea and glared across the table, waiting for an explanation. The little girl had obviously become bored with their visitor, and sliding off her chair she disappeared through a door across the room. Within seconds the sound of a cartoon on a television could be heard. Smiling and rolling her eyes, the woman went and pushed the door to, reducing the level of noise. She sat back down on the chair closest to Mathilde, taking one of her hands. Mathilde could see that her own fingers were much longer and thinner than those clasping it.

‘Your hands,’ the woman smiled as she stroked them, ‘just like his.’ Mathilde pulled them away.

‘So, tell me why I’m really here,’ she said.

‘Honestly, I’m telling you the truth, I’m your sister. Rachel.’ For a moment Mathilde couldn’t take it in. It was nothing to do with the language barrier.

‘Non. I do not have a sister,’ she replied, ‘why are you saying this?’

‘Your father was Peter Lutton – see, it says it here on your letter that his solicitor sent. Lutton Hall is the family home. Well, he was my father too. We’re sisters. Half-sisters. I’ve always known about you; he’d often talk about my older sister. He met your mother in Beirut when he was a journalist and as you just said he was on his way to collect you both and bring you back to England when the cab he was travelling in was crushed by masonry. A nearby building had been hit by a bomb. He knew nothing else until he came out of a coma months later, in a hospital in London. With a brain injury and broken spine, it was a miracle he survived so I’m not surprised your mother was told he didn’t stand a chance. His heart stopped more than once, his injuries were so severe. It was eighteen months before he could return to find you and by then you’d both disappeared. He never got over the shock and he never stopped looking for you. Whenever possible he’d be on a plane to Lebanon and later France, adverts in papers, everything. We spent many summer holidays there while he continued his search. To be honest I didn’t think the solicitors would find you but they obviously did. You look so much like him. He ended up working in London on Fleet Street and then married my mum. We’ve always known about you though; you were certainly not a secret. How on earth did old Mr Murray at the solicitor’s find you?’

Mathilde could feel her whole body shaking. She’d been on her own for years. Ever since her mother’s death she’d been travelling in her van, taking photos and selling them when she could, often putting herself in dangerous situations for a good shot and becoming renowned in her field. And now it seemed her journalistic genes came from her father, a man she couldn’t remember. The dead father that her mother couldn’t bear to discuss. 

‘My name was in a magazine with a photograph I took.’ Her voice came out in a stutter.

‘In Beirut? Did you return after the war? Is that where you’re living now?’

‘Non. No. We escaped when the bombing became too bad. My mother told me it was just months after my father died, or thought he had. We moved to France as refugees and settled there when I was small. I don’t remember Lebanon at all, and I’ve never been back. There’s nothing there for me. My mother wouldn’t tell me of our journey to France and how we ended up living as we did. The bombs, the death, it never left her. She was …’ she looked around the room as if searching for the word she wanted, hidden behind the shadows in a corner, ‘… traumatise. Now you would say she had PTSD. She kept everything deep inside. She died when I was sixteen.’ She felt her eyes well up as she remembered the scared, mentally scarred woman her mother had been, always trying to hide from the world. Scenes of her childhood, the whispering behind hands and pointing fingers at the ‘femme folle’, the ‘mad woman’ who wasn’t mad but mutilated inside. It was hard to imagine a young woman happy and in love, as she must have once been. And now it was too late, and she’d never know the truth of what happened the day he didn’t arrive to collect them.

‘Look,’ Rachel briskly rubbed the back of Mathilde’s hands, ‘I can see you’re in shock. I hadn’t realised you didn’t know about us. I thought old Murray might have at least given some explanation, although his letter does say he’ll enlighten you when you meet. I don’t think he imagined you’d come straight to the house and not visit his office first. I’ve rather taken the wind out of his sails there, I always did have a big mouth,’ she laughed. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t say anything else, we can ring him tomorrow morning and make an appointment for you. And in the meantime, you must stay here tonight. The bedrooms are a bit musty and damp, but some are better than others.’ Her voice slowed down and came to a stop.

‘What else is there for me to know?’ Mathilde asked, ‘you just told me that you shouldn’t say anything more. Are there other members of the family? more brothers or sisters?’

‘No more siblings, just me. Dad had a sister, Alice, and she and our uncle Jack live close by in the old farmhouse. And there’s my daughter, Fleur,’ Rachel nodded her head towards the door through which they could still hear the television blaring, ‘she’s five. My husband Andrew and I live in Peterborough which is about ninety minutes in the car. I’m a primary school teacher and it’s the summer holidays now so I’ve been staying here during the week since Dad died, trying to sort out his stuff and clean the place. Alice has been helping too; this is a big house and there’s still a lot to go through. Although now that you’re here, really, we should go home. I think Andrew will be happy about that, he’s sick of microwave dinners.’ She laughed again and Mathilde caught a slight hysterical rise at the end. She realised Rachel was talking continuously, barely drawing breath. It seemed clear nobody expected her to be found and she still hadn’t been told why she’d been summoned to this ramshackle old hall.

‘So, what else is it you’re not supposed to tell me?’ she demanded, her chin jutting out. ‘You can tell me now. I will act …’ She held her hand over her mouth and opened her eyes wide, ‘… like this, when I meet,’ she consulted the letter again, ‘Mr Murray.’

Rachel sighed. ‘I don’t suppose it really matters if I tell you or he does, you’ll know soon enough. Our father left you this house – well, the whole estate – in his will.’

Mathilde opened her mouth and closed it again. Finally, she said, ‘This is a mistake, no? It has to be. He didn’t know me, why would he leave me his house? You’re his real daughter, it should be yours.’ She wanted to add that as far as she was concerned, he’d been dead for many years, even though she’d just been told it wasn’t true. Her whole life shaped by the false information that he hadn’t survived the blast. The reality was too much to grasp.

‘Oh, don’t worry, I wasn’t forgotten in the will. Our father made some very shrewd investments during his lifetime and had a nice pot of cash and bonds which he left to me. He knew I wouldn’t want to live here; my life and career are in Peterborough. And anyway, he insisted that as his eldest child this house would be yours: your birthright. It’s been in the family for a very long time. Look,’ she changed the subject, ‘let’s go and find you a bedroom for tonight and wait until you’ve seen Mr Murray tomorrow, he’ll explain everything.’ Rachel called through to Fleur who after much cajoling eventually reappeared and followed her mother upstairs where she was presented with a pair of pyjamas and ushered into a bathroom. Mathilde caught sight of an enormous, dull, white enamel bath that looked at least fifty years old and was almost the size of a hot tub. Only not as inviting.

‘The bedding isn’t anything special but it’s okay.’ Rachel pulled worn flannelette bedlinen in pastel shades from a huge walk-in airing cupboard. The hot water tank gurgled ominously as Fleur ran taps in the bathroom. They walked down a long dark corridor that seemed to disappear into a black hole, the end somewhere in the distance. Along the walls which were lined with yet more dark panelling, faces in ornate frames glared down as if furious their slumbers had been interrupted. Mathilde would need to wait until daylight to investigate them further. Rachel opened a door that she hadn’t even noticed and ushered her into a room.

The two windows opposite had the same tiny glass panels between a lead lattice frame as downstairs, and threw in just enough light to display a huge bedroom. Hastily Rachel switched on lamps sitting on bedside tables either side of an enormous dark wood four poster bed, casting a more inviting glow into the room.

‘There are no main room lights upstairs,’ she explained, ‘so we’ve always had to make do with lamps. Apart from in the bathrooms, although there are only two of those and they’re pretty ancient. This was Dad’s room; I think he’d have been pleased for you to use it.’ As she spoke, she quickly started making the bed, throwing old blankets and a shiny satin eiderdown covered with a paisley print onto the floor. Mathilde was wandering around the room in a daze, picking up ornaments and putting them down, looking at pictures on the wall. She felt like a tourist, as if there should be a thick red rope cordoning off the bed to stop stray children from climbing on it and a volunteer sitting beside the door eagerly waiting to answer any questions. She didn’t think about offering to help, missing the scowl on Rachel’s face as she scooted around the bed numerous times, tucking in the sheet and wrestling with the heavy covers.

‘You saw the bathroom as we got to the top of the stairs,’ Rachel wiped her hair from her now sweaty forehead, ‘and I’ve dug you out some towels. Do you have toothpaste and shower gel? You can use ours if you want but I don’t have a spare toothbrush.’

‘No, no, I have these. In my van, I’ll go and fetch them.’ Mathilde hurried back outside before Rachel locked the house up. The night air was still, wavering between twilight and darkness, minutes that belonged nowhere in the day. The only movement were the bats swooping and diving overhead and moths gathered around the open door attracted by the light pouring out. There was no breeze, the trees surrounding the courtyard poised, waiting for her next move. As she walked around to the back of her van, she had the uncomfortable feeling someone was watching her but a quick glance up at the windows and around her proved otherwise; she was quite alone. Collecting her bags, she hurried back inside.

Despite her long drive and a feeling of exhaustion that had crept into her bones making her limbs feel heavy, Mathilde couldn’t sleep. The thin curtains which appeared to be held together by a festoon of cobwebs which she’d noticed as she’d pulled them close, did nothing to prevent the bright moonlight from shining into the room. She lay with her eyes open, picking out the edges of the dark furniture. Her body may be tired but her mind was still running in overdrive as she tried to make sense of all that had happened over the past few days.

It had taken several weeks for the letter from Mr Murray to reach her, the moment she’d submitted the photos to Amelia magazine she’d been on the move again. There was a protest scheduled in Croatia with some corrupt politicians potentially attending and she’d heard a rumour of trouble. It was always worth going along to such events. The letter had reached her whilst she was there, but she’d stayed until after the demonstration which had, satisfactorily for her, resulted in a huge riot with numerous arrests. Exactly the sort of outcome she liked. After emailing the photographs to several agencies, she’d packed up the van and spent a week driving across the continent until finally arriving at this strange old house, only to discover that not only did she have a sibling she knew nothing about but also her lifelong belief that her father passed away when she was a baby, was untrue. And now it seemed she’d inherited this old place from him. Very generous considering he’d never found her. If he had, all her mother had gone through, her mental health shattered, could have been avoided. Her shoulders felt heavy, just as they had so many times in her childhood, weighed down by a stuffed backpack, containing everything she possessed. Both their lives spun into a shadowed web of how they might have played out if he’d found them; it hardly seemed possible.

Outside the ugly shriek of a vixen made her jump. She was used to the noises of the night; her van certainly didn’t muffle any of those. But here they seemed to echo around the walls inside and felt menacing, intimidating. The whole house had sunk into darkness as if she’d fallen into the past. A splintering of time, a savage edge rubbing against her tortured thoughts. The feeling had been there from the moment she walked in and now in the hollow hours of the night it was deeper, more oppressive. She didn’t like it. Was it her father, devastated that she’d finally turned up when it was too late to find each other? Either way, she decided she wasn’t going to lie awake worrying about it any longer. Jumping out of bed and pushing her feet into her Converse, she crept back downstairs to the front door. She’d seen the shelf where Rachel had left the key and a minute later she was curled up on the mattress in the back of her van with her familiar duvet and old crochet blanket pulled up to her chin. Her head was spinning with all she’d just discovered but as her breath slowly slid out and her lungs emptied, she closed her eyes and finally gave in to sleep.




Chapter Four

January 1584

It took ten days to walk to London, stopping off to rest for two days in Canterbury where they were able to exchange some of the medications they were carrying for food and ale. Each time Tom delved into his pannier containing his precious herbs and medicines, his fingers would curl around a crumpled piece of parchment he’d been given in Calais, containing long black, stick-like pods. On the paper, the word ‘vanilla’ had been written. 

Whilst waiting for a passage to England, he’d used some of his comfrey, known to most people as knitbone, to save a ship captain’s leg from rotting away. It had been precarious, his stomach turned as he remembered the smell of the festering flesh, the worry etched in the wife’s face. His apothecary skills were beneficial wherever he went, despite his lack of communication. He’d learnt at a young age, not even tall enough to see over the top of the workbench, by tasting, inhaling scents and sketching and labelling as he absorbed everything his mother had shown him. Her skills, learnt from the monks of long ago, were now his. A universal language. In exchange for his help in Calais, he’d been given the twist of paper containing the strange black sticks, together with a letter of introduction to the captain’s brother, an apothecary living on Cheapside, one of the main thoroughfares through London. Tom was sure it would prove invaluable.

After days of walking in the fresh open air and drinking from streams when they couldn’t find a farmhouse to sell them ale, London was a shock. The crowded streets bustling with every shade of life, the smell of effluence from the drains running beside the Thames and the buildings hanging overhead, which were crammed closely together. Towering up towards the sky with floor upon floor jettied out further than the one below, sometimes as many as five storeys high. If they were inclined, Tom thought, a person could lean out and touch the wall of the house opposite. Even the windows were built out onto the street like glass boxes trying to steal every piece of space possible. Lifting the sunlight away and reducing the streets to gloomy darkness, whilst tall brick chimneys soared up into the smoky air. Sometimes with his keen eyesight, Tom would spot people lurking in alleyways watching the world go past, waiting for a chance to enter it momentarily. He could see people here were furtive and he held on to his belongings even tighter. His triptych, his paints, his plants and his medicines were all he had. That, and now his precious letter of introduction.

Cheapside was easy to find, although Tom would have had trouble making himself understood with just his wax tablet to assist him whilst asking directions from the busy and seemingly irritable city traders. Such a simple thing to do, yet without his friend Tom may have wandered for hours until he chanced upon his destination. Here, there was more sunlight and fresh air, despite the street being full of people, horses, hawkers and traders. The smell of hot pies from a stall close to the tall stone conduit gushing water out for the city goodwives, made Tom’s stomach gurgle with hunger.

Eventually, after much striding up and down, William paused outside a shop and opening the door, ushered Tom inside. Tom handed over the ship captain’s note and waited while the other two men talked together. At one point the shopkeeper looked across at him, his eyes screwed up as if he was expecting some sort of monster. Tom was used to the sweeping looks, the silent scrutiny of others. Finally, the man nodded and after holding his hand up in a universal sign to wait where they were, he gave them both a beaker of ale and disappeared through a door at the rear of the shop. Grateful, Tom drank it down in one, his throat dry and rough from the dusty streets they’d walked down.

The shopkeeper reappeared several minutes later, ushering Tom into a back room. He had no idea what was happening but picking up his bag he waved goodbye to William and followed. 

Instantly, he found himself somewhere he felt at home, a dusty and dim stillroom, the walls lined with shelves and stacked with rough pottery flagons and jars containing powders and ointments. The ceiling was hung with bunches of dried herbs, the air filled with the familiar scents of juniper, rosemary and burnt sorrel. Spotting a stool in the corner, he sank down on it, glad to be able to rest his weary legs. He and William had been walking since the early hours and he was exhausted.

After what felt like hours waiting in the stillroom, the warmth from the fire consuming him as his eyes closed and his head dropped to his chest, he was shaken awake again by the shopkeeper. Behind him stood a middle-aged man with a neatly clipped beard and kindly dark eyes. He was smiling encouragingly at Tom, whose heart started to slow down after his sudden awakening, and he stood up slowly, his legs stiff and sore.

The shopkeeper had produced a rough scrap of parchment and a quill and the new visitor began to write. A mug of ale appeared on the bench beside Tom and he downed it in one. Eventually, the paper was passed to Tom and he read it, pausing frequently on the English words. It had been decades since he’d needed to read his native language and he was rusty. Having reached the end, he went back and read it again. His eyes widening, Tom looked at the two men stood in front of him. Had he understood correctly? Misunderstandings were a permanent feature of his life: nuances missed because he couldn’t hear the inflection in people’s voices, relying on facial expressions to help him understand. This man was Hugh Morgan, the Queen’s apothecary, and Tom now had a position as Hugh’s assistant at Greenwich Palace, or wherever else Her Majesty might decree they were to attend her. He was to be a part, even a small part, of court life. His work in Calais had paid dividends. 




Chapter Five

February 1584

Tom’s room at the palace was, despite its lowly position behind the stillroom, the height of luxury compared to anywhere he’d slept for a very long time. A space to himself with a truckle bed, a small three-legged stool and a chest for his belongings. There was a small window, its glass thick and opaque, although with no fireplace it would doubtless be freezing in winter. However, the stillroom next door had a fire burning all day so he could always sneak in there to sleep. The thought of it made him smile, remembering how his adoptive mother would often draw him a story of how she’d found him the first time, in exactly that position, asleep in front of the stillroom fire. Nobody ever discovered how he’d got there but he’d stayed with the family until he was an adult. Perhaps that was why he was always searching for a place that finally felt like home.

His belongings were stowed in a plain oak chest at the end of his bed and his fingers were itching to open the triptych and start adding scenes of all that had happened to him since landing on English soil, but he had no time at present. At the bottom of the hessian sack he carried was the small twist of vanilla pods he’d been given, and walking back through to the stillroom where Hugh was mixing up a stomach remedy for one of the Queen’s ladies, Tom held it out to show him.

Having realised on their boat trip to the palace how to talk to Tom so his lips could be read, Hugh turned his face full on, raising his eyebrows in question, ‘what is this?’ he questioned.

Unwrapping the pods, Tom showed the piece of paper where the ship’s captain had written the word ‘vanilla’. He pointed to the plants he’d brought and separated two of them, holding them up. The captain had assured him these plants could produce the same black pods and he was keen to find out if it were true.

Hugh was waiting for another explanation. Tom ran the pod under his nose and inhaled the sweet scent, then held it out for Hugh to do the same. He raised one eyebrow before smiling slowly and nodding. Tom mimed pouring a hot drink and Hugh took him through to one of the smaller kitchens, the two girls working in there ignoring them. Wandering around looking for something, finally he found the cold larder where a jug of milk stood with a piece of linen over the top. Pouring some into a pan he placed it on the fire until it began to simmer. Then pouring it into a cup with some honey, he carried it back into the stillroom and taking one of the pods he sliced a piece off and crushed it slightly in the pestle and mortar before adding it to the cup and stirring briskly. He wasn’t sure if he’d made the drink correctly, but the captain had made him something with a piece of the vanilla added and he hoped he’d got the flavours correct. With two of his senses missing, the others were flint sharp in compensation.

Blowing on the hot drink, he sipped it and grinned. It was just the same sweet, custardy flavour. He passed it to Hugh who also took a sip, followed by a larger mouthful. He was also smiling now, alternately blowing on the milk and trying to take larger sips, the milk leaving a thick white line on his moustache. Hugh picked up the piece of paper again and going to a ledger on a trestle at one end of the room, he carefully copied the letters down. Then he picked up the plants Tom had indicated and examined the leaves, smelling them and pulling a tiny piece off to chew it. He looked across and grimaced, and Tom nodded in agreement. He’d also done exactly the same thing when he’d first been given the plants but it neither smelled nor tasted the same as the seeds from the pods.

Collecting up all the plants, Hugh beckoned Tom to follow. He disappeared out of a door which, Tom discovered, led to a long corridor leading to various storerooms and at the far end, a door to the kitchen gardens.

In the corner was a physic garden, filled with the herbs and plants needed by the apothecaries for their medications, laid out in traditional flower design, each ‘petal’ dedicated to plants to cure a separate part of the body. To one side was a bed which seemed to be a mixture of many different shrubs, and it was here that Hugh crouched down. Kneeling beside him, Tom helped bed in his herbs together with the vanilla seedlings. He could see Hugh’s lips moving and he wondered if he was saying a prayer to encourage them to give forth more of the strange black pods which gave such an amazing sweet flavour. The captain had been sailing for over a year before he’d arrived in Calais, he could have collected them from any port in the world.

Smiling, Tom leant over and ran his fingers through some long grasses at the back of the bed. It was something he recognised immediately, a plant his mother had grown his whole life. Saffron. So much hard work to acquire but such a precious spice. One that had increased his father’s wealth significantly, to such a large extent he climbed the court from his position as a well-established merchant and minor courtier, to an extremely rich man and eventually in a position working for the Queen at that time. An ascendance that eventually cost him his life. 




Chapter Six

March 1584

Life in the palace was very different from anything Tom had ever experienced before. It was just as hard work but now he didn’t see any of his patients. Instead, Hugh would attend the Queen, her ladies and courtiers, then return to explain their ailments. The two men, with a combination of writing on the wax tablet, pointing at jars and Tom reading Hugh’s lips – which became easier after Hugh trimmed his bushy moustache – would decide on a suitable remedy. They also provided medications for the palace staff, who would either appear at the open door to the stillroom looking morose or send a message requesting Hugh to go and investigate. Tom realised that despite his new luxurious surroundings, his silent world had just got a lot smaller and he escaped to nurture the plants outside as often as he could.

One evening, as he tidied up before retiring to bed, he saw a movement and realised a servant was standing in the doorway, talking to him. Hugh had already gone to bed with a headache and Tom was on his own. He watched the man’s lips, trying to decipher the words he could understand. Queen, sleep, tisane. Picking up his tablet, he pointed to his ears and mouth and shook his head, a quick explanation of his disability. He then wrote what he thought the man was asking for. Did the Queen require a nightcap to help her sleep? The servant nodded gratefully. 

Tom thought for a moment. Hugh hadn’t yet let anyone else try the vanilla and he was unsure about giving it to the Queen, but what was the worst that could happen? If she didn’t like it Tom may lose his job, but he was confident he could find another in the city. And he knew it wouldn’t poison her or have an adverse effect because neither he nor Hugh had suffered after drinking it. The servant began to tap his foot, jigging his body up and down, no doubt keen to get the demand undertaken in all haste.

As quickly as he could, Tom prepared a warm milk and honey drink with an added spoonful of crushed vanilla, identical to the one he’d concocted days previously. The tiny black seeds floated to the top as he fished the piece of pod back out. He and Hugh had already discovered that the outer casing was not edible. Would the Queen drink something so unfamiliar? Certainly, the servant wasn’t looking very happy as he stared at it. Tom took the beaker and sipped a little, then passed it to the other man to do the same. Maybe once he realised that neither of them had dropped down dead, he’d be content to take it. 

The servant’s reaction to the new flavour was every bit as gratifying as Tom had hoped, and as he blew out the candle and went through to his bedroom, he hoped the Queen was equally delighted with it.

A violent shaking of his shoulder woke Tom up with a start. The early glow of morning light was crawling in through the window, and in the murky gloom he could see Hugh’s face close to his own. It was too dark to see what he was saying and getting out of bed he followed his boss back to the stillroom, lit by candles. The flagstone floor was freezing beneath Tom’s bare feet and in just his linen smock he began to shiver, hopping from foot to foot and edging closer to the fire which was sparking and spitting where kindling and two large logs had been thrown on.

Hugh held up the wax tablet with Tom’s words on from the night before. What was he so het up about? Tom felt his skin crawl as he began to wonder if he’d accidentally killed their sovereign. Instinctively his hands rubbed around his neck as he mentally questioned if it was about to be encased in thick, coarse rope. He nodded slowly.

‘What did you make?’ Hugh asked. Tom pointed to the small kitchen and then to the pestle and mortar which still bore the residue of the vanilla he had crushed. ‘Milk, honey?’ Hugh mouthed, and Tom nodded.

Quickly snatching the tablet from Hugh’s hand, Tom rubbed his words away and wrote ‘Queen ill?’ on it. He was wondering how long he had to make his escape but to his astonishment and relief, Hugh shook his head before doing a demonstration of the Queen drinking it and then pulled the sides of his mouth into a wide grin. Tom immediately understood that it had been very popular and his racing heart slowly returned to its normal pace. It seemed his vanilla was a success and his place at the palace, at least for the time being, was secure.




Chapter Seven

June 2021

A constant banging reached Mathilde aggressively through her sleep and dragged her back into wakefulness. Bright, harsh sunshine streamed in through the front windscreen of the van which was already warming up inside. She kicked off the covers and rubbing her eyes, leaned over and opened the back door. Fleur stood outside, dressed in short, pink dungarees and a matching T-shirt. Her face was serious.

‘Mummy says,’ she whispered, ‘it’s time for breakfast.’

‘Okay, oui, yes, thank you.’ Mathilde nodded, yawning widely. She was used to waking up in her own time and she didn’t appreciate an alarm call. Was this what families did? If so, it was going to take some getting used to.

‘And,’ Fleur continued in a small voice, ‘Mummy said “what’s wrong with the bloody bed?” Was there something wrong with the bed? I wanted to sleep in it but Mummy said no.’

Mathilde chuckled. She guessed this wasn’t part of the message the little girl had been sent outside with.

‘I’m used to sleeping in here,’ she explained, ‘see? I have a bed built-in so it’s all comfortable.’ Fleur’s eyes grew round as she observed the small but neat interior, every inch fitted with wooden storage, before she skipped back inside with Mathilde following.

They found Rachel in the kitchen from where an enticing scent of breakfast cooking drifted, making Mathilde’s mouth water. It was a long while since she’d had something hot to eat.

‘Sandwich?’ Rachel smiled and pointed to a plate on the table piled up with rolls, crispy bacon hanging out of the edges. She poured two cups of tea from the biggest pot Mathilde had ever seen. She hadn’t believed the English actually made tea in a pot and really, she wanted coffee, thick and bitter. She’d have to bring her cafetiere indoors, however long she was staying. 

‘So, you decided to sleep in your van then?’ Rachel raised her eyebrows as she passed the tea and Mathilde’s eyes shifted to Fleur who was busy eating her breakfast, a line of ketchup rolling down her chin. 

‘I’m more used to being in there,’ she explained, ‘it’s small,’ she wrapped her arms around her as if trying to explain how it made her feel, ‘I couldn’t sleep in such a big bed.’ And there was no point getting comfortable; as soon as she’d visited the solicitors and discussed her options, she’d be on her way again. The house could be sold and the money would certainly be useful. Even sitting in the bright kitchen, she could feel the dark atmosphere pressing down once again, trying to get under her skin. The doormat beside the back door said ‘Welcome’, but there was nothing welcoming here. The air reverberated with the whisper of previous lives, grazing against her.

The moment her watch said nine o’clock, Rachel was on the phone. Offering her mobile as she waited to be put through to Mr Murray, Mathilde shook her head. She could understand English if it was straightforward and she could see someone’s face as they talked, picking up the emotions they displayed, but there was no chance of comprehending legal talk over a telephone. Rachel must have got through to him, because she could hear exclamations and a lot of ‘I know, amazing!’ being bounced back and forth. Finally, Rachel ended the call and announced, ‘Three o’clock this afternoon at his practice in Fakenham. I can take you, if you like? I need to go to the supermarket anyway so I could drop you off and go shopping.’

‘Thank you, that would be kind,’ Mathilde replied. After helping Rachel to clear away the breakfast dishes, she disappeared upstairs to the bathroom to get washed and dressed. However much she loved living in the van, having hot running water was a welcome novelty.

When she arrived downstairs, Rachel was also dressed and drinking yet another cup of tea.

‘Shall we do a tour of the grounds?’ she asked, ‘there’s quite a lot of it so we can’t do it all today but we could make a start?’

Mathilde shrugged. She hadn’t told Rachel of her plans to disappear the moment she’d signed any relevant paperwork that afternoon but she had nothing else to do so a walk around outside would be pleasant. She may even find some varieties of herbs to add to her collection. Remembering them, she quickly found a jug in one of the kitchen cupboards and filled it with water before going out to her van and laying her plants in their ceramic pots on the ground.

‘These are pretty,’ Rachel exclaimed having followed her, ‘what are you growing?’ She bent close to examine them and Mathilde was certain that what she actually wanted to say was ‘which one of these is marijuana?’ She was way behind the border police.

‘They’re herbs – basilic, thyme, safran, feverfew. And these plants, they’re vanilla. They need a greenhouse but the front of the van is very warm in summer and I stand them along the tableau de bord when I’m parked up.’ She waved her hand across the dashboard which was littered with empty crisp packets and crumbs, ‘I use a lot of herbs for medications; it’s useful when you’re always on the road. It’s what my mother used to do and she taught me which plants to use for different illnesses.’

Fleur had already skipped away down a path that led through a gap in the tall hedge bordering two sides of the courtyard, and snatching up her camera Mathilde followed. Opposite the house the view was open: old metal railings guarded against the flat exposed fields that stretched towards a patch of rushes in the distance, the silver underside of the leaves catching the sunlight as they rippled in the breeze, the brown cigar tops swaying. The wide, pale blue sky was occasionally streaked with soft brushstrokes of white clouds, symmetrical and straight as they dissipated in the morning heat. She was used to the uniform, never-ending fields of France, tall metallic pylons marching imperially across the vista, but Mathilde could see this was very different. Here the landscape was dotted with trees and small woods, thick ancient hedgerows crouching between pastures, watching the changes over the years as their roots dug ever deeper into the ground. This landscape was more subtle, carved out over hundreds of years. Rooted, like the hedges, in eternity.

They arrived in an overgrown garden which Mathilde suspected at some point must have been cared for, and much loved. A lawn stretched away, the grasses tall and dotted with poppies, ragwort and willowherb. Between them she could see raised beds and rose bushes, now straggly and unkempt. Crouching down so the feathery tops of the foliage were at eye level, she took a couple of photographs before following the others as they disappeared behind a rhododendron. Letting her hand trail through the grass tops, she curled her fingers into a fist, pulling at the seeds and allowing them to flow through her fingertips onto the ground to be crushed beneath her feet.

The path spread out a little as it wound behind some ramshackle brick stables and then on to another patch of garden. This was even more overgrown, brambles and thistles jostling for place amongst fruit trees and plants Mathilde didn’t recognise.

‘That other part used to be the formal lawns,’ Rachel explained, ‘when my grandparents lived here. Dad wasn’t interested in anything other than his vegetables though and eventually he got too poorly to do much. Just here was the orchard and vegetable garden. A mess now, as you can see. Nothing a strong man with a petrol strimmer couldn’t sort out.’ She grinned at Mathilde, who nodded, thinking, whoever bought the place could have fun doing that, then.

‘But this is exciting, come and look,’ Rachel turned and led her through a small coppice of beech and silver birch trees until they reached a clearing. In the centre was a tiny stone chapel. Still intact, ivy grew up one wall, winding its way into the eaves and poking out from between the roof tiles.

‘Wow,’ Mathilde breathed, slowly and instinctively bringing her camera up to her face and firing off a volley of shots. Creeping to one side she continued to take photographs. ‘Incroyable,’ she whispered. Behind her a crashing of wings shattered the silence as a flock of pigeons unused to human interruption flew up out of the trees, calling to each other as they disappeared. The spell was broken.

Standing in front of the doors, pale, gnarled and roughened by centuries of weather, Mathilde ran her hand down the wood, the grain sharp and uneven beneath her fingertips. All around her the air trembled, waiting for her to do something. An
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