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Prologue

Catherine

Knightstone Manor, Winter 1598

They awoke that morning to snow. The garden was cloaked in it. It fell in huge flakes the size of rose petals from a sky as soft and white as down. Catherine, who had mourned the loss of the summer shapes and colours, who had disliked the bare bones of the garden in winter, was enchanted. Here was her creation transformed into something magical and new.

The children were desperate to play outside. The nurses wrapped them in winter flannels and thick woollens; it was astonishing that they could move, let alone run. Robert went with them as they shrieked and tumbled in the snow of the labyrinth, their excited cries echoing in the crisp winter air.

Everywhere she walked, the garden beckoned her on. The clipped hedges of the knot garden were stiff with tiny spikes of frost bristling on each twig. The pebbles of the path glittered with ice. The lake was lost beneath a covering of snow like a flat, blank mirror. The summerhouse – a winter house now – had icicles hanging from the eaves. She wandered along the bank, wondering whether when the snow had cleared there might still be ice for skating. The boys would love that. She was sure there was an old pair of wooden skates in a chest somewhere. Robert would know; the house had been his grandmother’s before him.

She had to be careful climbing the path back to the terrace. The ground was slippery, iced fronds of fern hanging over the stream where the water ran between banks piled with snow. It sounded like music in her ears but then everything was bewitching to her this morning. From the top of the spiral mound she could see for miles across the vale. The snow had cleared away now and the sky was the palest blue of a bird’s egg.

She scrambled down the hillside to join her family in the labyrinth. The hem of her gown was soaking now and her feet felt wet and cold but happiness bubbled up inside her, banishing the discomfort. This was how she had imagined it, only far, far better; her garden a place where joy and laughter dwelled.

Robert threw a snowball at her and it melted down the neck of her cloak. She pretended to be angry but all she wanted to do was kiss him, to whirl around in his arms. So she did, and their sons ran alongside; or William did – Robbie was still barely able to stand. The nurses laughed and everyone’s faces were rosy, and when they could no longer feel their fingers or toes they went inside to sit before the fire and drink spiced ale to warm up.

Later, when she finally realised that the key was missing from the chain about her neck, she knew she would never find it again. She had explored every corner of the garden earlier that morning. She had no idea which snowdrift might hold it.

They searched; of course they did. They retraced her steps, she and Robert and the servants, digging, huffing and puffing until the snow was trampled and the garden no longer looked enchanted. There was no sign of it.

‘I will have a new key made,’ Robert promised, as they lay beneath the tester together that night, burrowed in and warm in each other’s arms. ‘Or buy you a new box for your treasures. Do not fear, my love. Perhaps we shall find it anyway, when the spring comes.’

But the melting of the snow did not reveal the key and although Robert had gone to London and promised a new box for her as a gift, it would have meant breaking open the old one, splintering the highly polished wood she loved, so she was glad when he forgot.

Eventually as the summer came she decided she must put aside any sentimentality and break into the box so she could see the pictures again. She missed them and already the boys had grown and changed almost out of all recognition. But the summer brought with it nothing but trouble and soon the key was forgotten beneath matters much weightier than snow, and it was to be more than three hundred years before it was found again.






Chapter 1

Lucy

The Present, late July

The house looked exactly as she remembered it.

Immediately ahead of her was a low wall of chalk and sarsen stone, overgrown with a tangle of white and gold honeysuckle, pink wild rose and white star jasmine. Tall pink hollyhocks bent confidingly close towards one another, almost blocking the little wooden gate. Beyond that, a path of irregular flagstones cut across a wide lawn – almost a meadow because the grass was so long and dotted with wildflowers – up to the pale-green-painted door, which nestled beneath a flat porch. The windows were irregular too, two of them set on each side of the entrance, their Georgian casements reflecting a gleam of lamplight within.

Gunpowder Cottage. The pale cream of the chalk stone walls, burnished honey gold in the late, low sun, gave the house a timeless, ethereal appearance, as though it had been settled in the landscape for ever. Lucy could almost hear the centuries whispering to her.

It was a beautiful place, but she’d rather be almost anywhere else in the world right now.

‘It’s the perfect place for you to have a break,’ her sister Cleo had said warmly, when she had rung to tell Lucy that she had arranged it all. ‘I’ve spoken to Aunt Verity and cleared it with the lettings agency. They’re not taking bookings at the moment because there’s some major work being done in the gardens. Aunty Verity did mention she might be heading back from Australia in a few weeks, but for now the place is all yours.’

Lucy hadn’t replied because there were tears crowding her throat, tears of combined guilt, gratitude and frustration. When she failed to speak, Cleo had continued breezily: ‘You don’t need to worry about a thing, Luce. All you have to do is rest.’

‘Right,’ Lucy had said. Then, thinking this sounded ungrateful, ‘Thank you, Cleo. You’re a star.’

‘I know you’re not used to taking it easy,’ Cleo said, a hint of reproach in her voice, ‘but this time you really are going to have to stop, Lucy.’

‘Yeah,’ Lucy said. Admitting the truth was hard, even to Cleo, especially to Cleo, perhaps, since normally Lucy was the organiser and her little sister was swept along in her wake. She could hear the subtext in Cleo’s words, the echoes of friends and family:

‘Poor Lucy, she’s such a workaholic, so driven… No life outside of her music… What will she do now?’

It was a good question. Lucy didn’t know the answer. Not yet. She hadn’t even really accepted the reality of it yet, how a month of pneumonia and the complications that had followed it had ended her musical career so brutally. Her entire life plan had been derailed by a jumped-up flu virus.

‘New talent Lucy Brown lights up the Barbican concert hall,’ one review had said, a week after she had been hospitalised. ‘The new Benedetti!’ another raved. ‘Full of promise. We can’t wait to hear more from the London Gala Orchestra’s new star…’

But there would be no more violin solos and the critics would forget her soon enough because there was always someone else coming up through the ranks. Meanwhile she had to get over it and get on with her life.

Lucy set her hand to the latch of the gate. The now-familiar twinge of pain shot up her arm, and she gritted her teeth against it. The illness had left her with a legacy of fatigue, aching joints and muscles, breathlessness, a whole shopping list of problems that were unfamiliar and exhausting. To start with she had tried to return to rehearsals but the excruciating pain had changed music from being a sublime pleasure to a painful trial. In the end she’d been forced to admit defeat and had cried with fury and frustration.

Her consultant had been matter of fact: ‘Post-viral fatigue,’ he had said briskly. ‘We see a lot of it after the flu, or viral pneumonia like yours…’ he’d shrugged, ‘it’s similar to long COVID, that tail of symptoms that carry on after the initial infection has gone. I’ll prescribe you some steroid treatment, but you need to rest.’

Whilst she was still feeling bewildered and scared he had glanced towards the door as though hoping or expecting an interruption, and Lucy had realised that it wasn’t that he had not cared, simply that this was all new and frightening to her but for him it was a daily occurrence and he needed to move on to the next patient.

Lucy dropped the latch, the ache faded and the gate swung open smoothly and silently. She had been expecting the squeak of rusty hinges to match the neglected garden. Then she reminded herself that the cottage was usually let for holidays and longer periods; of course it would be kept in good working order even if the grass needed a cut.

Her wheeled suitcase bumped and stuck fast on the rough path and she pushed the handle down with an impatient snap. Ancient charm and uneven flagstones were all very well but the case was heavy and she was very tired. She’d declined Cleo’s offer to give her lift from London for no reason other than pure pride. She’d wanted to do something for herself, to prove that she was still capable. It was annoying that she now felt exhausted. The train journey from Paddington to Swindon had seemed interminable. From the station she had taken a taxi to Knightstone, watching the golden twilight start to edge in over the Berkshire Downs to the south as the car had eased out of the Swindon traffic and taken the twisting route through the Ridgeway villages. Down in the Vale of the White Horse, the ripening corn had glowed in a perfect sunset. Beside the road, the ancient hedgerows faded into dusk, the gnarled old trees bent eastward with the prevailing westerly wind.

It was almost fifteen years since she had been in this part of England, the forgotten corner of Wiltshire, Oxfordshire and Berkshire that nestled between the Downs and the vale. As the taxi turned off the road to Wantage and headed downhill on the tiny lane overhung with arching beeches, she acknowledged how beautiful it was and how little she wanted to be there. Instead of this quiet she ached for the buzz of a concert hall packed with people and anticipation, the gleam of chandeliers on the rich old wood of the violin as it came to life beneath her hands…

She picked up the suitcase to heave it over the final few flagstones. The muscles in her arm cramped and the case bumped heavily against her leg for the remaining few steps to the door. She ducked into the cover of the porch and was immediately struck by an unexpected memory of childhood summers spent at Gunpowder Cottage. Perhaps it was the poignant scent of the jasmine, heavy on the evening air, that transported her. She felt helpless, an unfamiliar sensation, as though the past had reached out completely unexpectedly and snared her. In a flash she remembered that the spot where the grass grew less thickly at the base of the ancient apple tree was where she had sat reading in the summer evenings, her back pressed against the warm, rough bark. The lichened staddle stone by the wall, which as a child she had thought was a giant mushroom, cast an elongated shadow across the grass. She remembered that it had once supported the old granary at the back of the cottage, keeping the corn off the ground and safe from the rats. It was one of the many stories that her aunt Verity had told her about Gunpowder Cottage. Verity’s tales of queens, knights and dragons had enchanted her on every visit and she had been caught up in the magic of it all.

‘I want adventure!’

It was almost as though she could hear her own voice, high and excited, carried to her by the winds of time. What an eager, happy child she had been. And Verity had been a role model – a woman whose entire life seemed one big adventure, who, after a long army service commitment, had set up her own highly-successful explosives and demolitions business. Even now that she was semi-retired, Verity was still much in demand for her expertise, hence her current trip to Australia where she was consulting on a mining operation in New South Wales.

Lucy took a deep, bracing breath. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t give in to self-pity. She had achieved her own adventure in her own way and it had been brilliant, even if that journey had now been cut short. Like Verity she would move on to something new. Except that it felt too soon; she didn’t want to think about that now, about the blankness of the future. But she did know that she wasn’t going to stay here too long. She’d find a fresh purpose. She didn’t want to become one of Cleo’s lost causes, like a rescue kitten in need of rehoming or a dead cactus that her sister would insist was only wilting. This was a strictly temporary stay.

A cool breath of breeze from the Downs tiptoed along her spine. In contrast to the now-chilly garden, the lamplit room inside the cottage looked warm and inviting. It had been thoughtful of Verity to arrange for someone to leave some lights on to welcome her. Evidently someone was keeping an eye on the cottage whilst it was empty.

Lucy dug in her bag, her fingers closing around the front door key. It should have been a big iron antique to fit the appearance of the cottage but Verity wasn’t old-fashioned when it came to security. There were two keys, a mortice and a latch. Lucy took them out with a jingle of metal.

The door opened before she could insert either key into a lock. Light spilled across the step, mingling with the dusk of the garden. A black Labrador rushed past Lucy and cocked his leg against the apple tree. Lucy dropped the keys with a clatter on the step. The dog turned his head at the sound and stared at her, his eyes shadowed and dark in the night garden. He wasn’t young; white hairs were beginning to show around his muzzle, but he was very handsome all the same.

The dog gave a little yelp of excitement to see her and dashed back across the garden, wagging his tail madly, beating it against Lucy’s leg in an orgy of delight.

‘Hello,’ she said weakly, crouching down to pat him whilst he stared at her again with his big, soulful brown eyes. ‘You’re very friendly, but what are you doing here?’

The dog pressed closer to her, his big body warm and reassuring. He smelled of a familiar dog smell which gave her a pang of longing. It was years since she had had any sort of pet – her lifestyle hadn’t allowed for it – but when she and Cleo had been children there had been a succession of dogs of many shapes and sizes. Their parents currently owned a Welsh terrier called Tal, short for Taliesin. This dog, she saw from the tag glinting in the faint light, was named Geoffrey.

A shadow fell across them. Geoffrey looked up, panting, his whole body wagging now. A man stood framed in the doorway, a dishevelled tawny-haired giant wearing nothing more than a bath towel about the waist. His hair was wet and droplets clung to his broad shoulders. His narrowed hazel gaze scanned Lucy with incredulity before moving to the bag and violin case at her side. He frowned ferociously.

‘Who are you?’ he said.

It was not the warmest of welcomes and it was not what Lucy needed right now. She kept her gaze firmly fixed on his face despite an instinct to look lower.

‘Lucy Brown.’ She considered extending a hand to shake and decided against it. Who knew what would happen to that towel if he took it? ‘My aunt Verity owns Gunpowder Cottage and has leased it to me for a few weeks – this cottage,’ she added in case he was particularly dense, or didn’t know the name of the house he was squatting in. ‘So perhaps I should be asking who you are?’

Surprisingly, his expression lightened at that. In fact, he almost smiled. It was disarming. ‘My name’s Finn Macintyre,’ he said. The faint Scottish burr Lucy had detected when he first spoke was more pronounced now. ‘I’m the gardener. I’m also at a profound disadvantage.’ He gestured to the towel. ‘Would you like to come inside whilst I get dressed?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Lucy said pointedly. ‘You say you’re the gardener but you could be anyone.’

Finn acknowledged that with an inclination of the head. ‘Fair enough. Give me a moment, then, and I’ll put some clothes on so we can talk out here. You could call your sister, though,’ he added. ‘She’ll vouch for me.’

He disappeared inside leaving Lucy and Geoffrey on the doorstep. The dog gave a little yip and took a few steps into the hall as though trying to invite her to follow him inside. Lucy smiled at him, but the smile faded as she took out her phone.

Cleo had told her that the cottage was free and yet here was Finn Macintyre not only in residence but saying that Cleo would vouch for him. And Verity, whom Lucy had spoken to the week before, had also neglected to mention that there was a lodger at Gunpowder Cottage. She wondered what the hell was going on. She paused on the verge of pressing Cleo’s number. Her sister had mentioned a big garden project taking place at the cottage, which was why it hadn’t been let for the summer as usual. Presumably this Finn Macintyre had some role in that. He certainly wasn’t being employed for his charm.

With a sharp, vicious stab at the contacts list she called Cleo.

‘Hi!’ Her sister answered at the first ring. There was music playing in the background, Taylor Swift, Lucy thought, although her taste in music had always run more to the classical side. Chalk and cheese, she and Cleo, though they could not have been closer as sisters and friends. Even now, when Lucy was reeling from the sudden changes in her life and Cleo was trying to organise her, she felt an overwhelming affection for her little sister.

‘Are you at the cottage?’ Cleo had muted the music now. ‘How was the journey? How are you feeling?’ There was a thud that Lucy identified as the sound of a pile of books falling. She could visualise her sister in her flat above the bookshop she ran in the small market town of Highworth, a few miles away. Cleo had wanted Lucy to stay with her when she came out of hospital but there was no room. Books, stray animals, Cleo’s artwork and her girlfriend Sam filled all her living space.

‘I’m fine,’ Lucy lied. ‘And yes, I’m at Gunpowder Cottage, but Goldilocks is already here.’

‘What?’ Cleo’s fairy tales were more contemporary than hers. ‘Who?’

‘Finn Macintyre,’ Lucy said. ‘He says he’s the gardener. He’s Scottish. Abrupt. Apparently, he’s staying here?’

‘Oh!’ Cleo sounded suddenly excited. ‘Finn! Yes, of course. I met him a few weeks ago. He’s the garden historian who’s leading the archaeological excavation on the site, but I thought he was staying in the barn conversion, not in the house.’

Lucy tried mentally to sort out these various pieces of information but her brain felt too foggy and slow. The only thing that really mattered to her at this juncture was where she could find a bed and how quickly she could fall into it. Her entire body ached and all she wanted was to curl up and sleep. Detailed questions could wait.

‘Is there a dog?’ Cleo, her mind as butterfly-light as ever, was going down a path of her own. ‘A Labrador called Geoffrey?’

‘He’s right here,’ Lucy said, as Geoffrey wandered back to her and sat down with a heavy sigh right on her foot.

‘Isn’t he adorable?’ Cleo said. ‘You’ll love having a dog around, Lucy. You always said you wished you could have one.’

‘Yes,’ Lucy said, struggling slightly. ‘Geoffrey is lovely, but Cleo, this wasn’t what we agreed. I thought the cottage was empty. If this Finn person is here, I can’t stay.’

‘Like I said, Finn and Geoffrey are living in the barn,’ Cleo said. ‘Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake?’

‘There’s no mistake,’ Lucy said. ‘A semi-naked man opened the door of Gunpowder Cottage to me. He is clearly in residence. As is his dog, lovely or otherwise.’

She turned to see that Finn had reappeared, fully clothed in a crumpled white shirt, jeans and boots. Geoffrey was greeting him as though he’d been away for months.

‘Is that Cleo?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Lucy said. ‘She’s trying to vouch for you but she’s not very articulate.’ She ignored Cleo’s shriek of protest. ‘The only thing she’s said so far that makes sense is that you’re supposed to be staying in the barn conversion, not in the cottage.’

Finn’s mouth turned down at the corners and he looked as grumpy and intimidating as when he had first opened the door. ‘Yeah,’ he said. He rubbed the back of his neck, looked at Geoffrey and sighed. ‘She’s right, we should be at the barn. Look—’ he made a slight conciliatory gesture, ‘why don’t you come in and I’ll explain?’

Lucy shook her head. She felt drained. The post-viral exhaustion was like that; it came on suddenly and left her numb and shaking with tiredness. All she wanted was to be alone to sleep until she felt a bit better.

‘We’ll sort it out,’ she said to Cleo. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Okay, sweetie.’ Cleo sounded concerned. ‘You know where I am if you need me. Call me and I’ll come over and fetch you back here.’

‘Thanks, Cleo,’ Lucy said. ‘Love you.’

She turned to Finn. ‘We can talk tomorrow. I’m sorry if I sound abrupt, but if you’re not living in the barn conversion, I presume it’s free? I’m happy to stay there instead.’

‘Of course.’ Finn was watching her. She could feel his gaze on her, too observant for comfort. He’d seen how deep her tiredness went. It made her feel vulnerable to a near-stranger and she didn’t like it. ‘Are you sure?’ he added. ‘Geoffrey and I can go down there and kip for the night, and move our stuff in the morning. The only reason I moved up here was—’

Lucy cut him off with a quick gesture. She was feeling a bit dizzy. ‘Sorry, can this wait? I’m almost literally dead on my feet. Verity told me the barn’s fabulous. I’m sure I’ll love it.’ At that moment she was prepared to lie down on a park bench, she was so tired.

Finn reached for her case. ‘Then let me take this around for you,’ he said.

Lucy gripped the handle tightly. ‘I can manage, thank you. And I know the way to the barn.’

Once again, she had the feeling that Finn saw and understood far more than she wanted him to do. They held each other’s gaze for a moment and then he nodded. ‘The key to the barn is in the safe. I’ll drop by and see you tomorrow.’

The door of Gunpowder Cottage closed, leaving Lucy in the shadowed garden. Twilight had crept closer during the time they had been talking and it was now a place of secrets and mysteries. She shouldered her violin case and dragged the suitcase back down the path to the gate, going out onto the road again and almost immediately turning left along an unmade narrow track that curled downhill around the edge of the cottage garden. On her right was a paddock; a curious donkey stuck its head over the gate and viewed her with an intelligent gaze as she rumbled past.

At the bottom of the small hill stood Gunpowder Barn. The jumble of derelict farm buildings that Lucy remembered from her childhood had been swept away with the largest one converted into a holiday home. It was the perfect combination of traditional and modern, comprising huge glass windows, exposed beams and original stonework. Where Gunpowder Cottage wrapped you about with an intimate sense of time past, the barn was an elegant fusion of the past and present that looked mainly modern. And yet… Was that not a whisper of something else, something much older, in the breeze that stirred the leaves of the gnarled trees in the orchard? Lucy thought she heard the echo of a voice calling and the patter of footsteps. A shadow slipped from the corner of the path and melted into darkness. But it was only a cat, stopping to wash its paws and view Lucy with its impenetrable gaze.

She found the key safe on the wall by the garden gate, opened the cover and realised that she’d forgotten to ask Finn for the combination. Damn, she really didn’t want to have to walk all the way up to the cottage again and disturb him. If he was a gardener, he’d probably been hard at work since first light and wouldn’t welcome another interruption to his evening.

She turned on the torch on her phone and squinted at the keypad. She’d try the obvious first: 1605, the year of the Gunpowder Plot. Verity had always been convinced that there was a link between the name of the cottage and the Plot, although she hadn’t been able to discover anything definite to confirm it. But the name had been one of the reasons Verity had bought the house, saying that she felt an affinity with the plotters as a result of her own career in explosives engineering. This had always struck Lucy as funny, though when she pointed out that terrorism rather than engineering had been the prime concern of Robert Catesby, Guy Fawkes and the rest of them, Verity had got a bit huffy with her.

There was a pleasing click as the compartment opened and a shiny silver key fell into Lucy’s hand. She opened the door, hoicked the suitcase over the threshold and turned on the lights, flooding the barn so brightly that she blinked. Everything outside immediately melted into blackness. Inside, though, it was spectacular, an entirely open space with a kitchen, dining area and sitting room downstairs framed by a two-storey double-arched window. An open-tread wooden staircase led upwards to a balcony landing and through an open bedroom door, Lucy glimpsed a modern four-poster bed hung with opulent draperies.

She stood for a moment staring at the space until a moth bumbled past her ear, reminding her to close the door. It shut with the softest of clicks, leaving her with the oddest sensation of being trapped in a goldfish bowl. There was silence. She was entirely alone.

She’d lived alone before. She preferred it because she had always been so single-mindedly focussed on her music career, which seemed to leave no time to invest in anything else important. It wasn’t the quiet that had sent the trickle of ice down her spine, though. It was the sudden knowledge that this silence was the future: never again would she live in the enchanted world of the orchestra. There would be no pre-performance excitement, no alchemy as the music came together, no swoop of elation when the last note had faded away. Instead, there would be silence and she had to find another way to fill it. She looked down at the violin case. She didn’t really know why she had brought the instrument with her except that she had not been able to cut herself off from the past so completely. Not yet. She felt horribly lonely and afraid.

‘In the midst of winter, I found there was within me an invincible summer…’ She repeated the quote over in her mind; it had helped her not to give in to despair when the grief for her lost career had swamped her. She would be strong and she would find a way. Even so, the fact that it was high summer and everything was glowing and golden when inside she felt nothing but cold made her feel cut off from reality, depressed and alone.

The bright lights flickered and for a second it seemed to Lucy that the shiny modern surroundings of the barn shimmered and disappeared, leaving the old sarsen and chalk walls bare and the cobbled floor dusted with hay. Then she blinked and the white walls and chrome fittings came into focus again. She felt light-headed and dizzy but told herself it was just tiredness. She wasn’t hallucinating. Both the anxiety and the vertigo were just products of a long and emotional day.

Despite it being July, the barn felt cold, perhaps because it had very thick stone walls and had stood empty for a while. Lucy grabbed the visitor handbook and flicked through to the page that dealt with turning on the heating. Doing something practical was a lifeline, and what she needed now was a hot bath and a good night’s sleep. Everything would seem more positive in the morning. Cleo would be coming over, she would start to orientate herself by walking into the village, and the sun would shine again.

With that thought she rang Cleo back to let her know she was staying at the barn and not the cottage but the call went to Cleo’s voicemail so she left a message to tell her sister where to find her and say that everything was fine. Then, before she even got as far as the hot bath that she had promised herself, she crawled into the bed and fell asleep almost instantly.

She dreamed that night. It wasn’t like the dreams she’d been having every night in hospital, the ones where she discovered to her horror that she was running around naked, or that she was about to sit an exam on a subject about which she knew nothing. She’d woken from those in a cold sweat and with her heart pounding, only to feel the familiar weight of anxiety swamp her when she remembered what had happened to her.

Tonight’s dream was very different. She fell into it almost as soon as she closed her eyes. It surrounded her. Yet even as it felt utterly real to her, she knew that she was in a very different time and a very different place. A vicious chill wrapped about her, biting into her bones and setting her shivering. Snow spiralled past, blinding her for a moment. She felt disoriented and nauseous. Then her vision cleared, the sun came out, and yet she still felt cold and cut off in some way from all reality.

She was standing on the top of a small hill, a mound with a spiral flight of steps cut into the side like the perfect curve of a cockleshell. The view was magnificent, a grand garden of terraces, ponds and orchards spread out in front of her, but she scarcely noticed it because she was aware only of her body and how odd and alien it felt. Her feet were damp and looking down she saw that they were encased in shoes made of some tapestry-type material that felt stiff and uncomfortable. They peeped from beneath the hem of a long dress made of blue velvet that was embroidered with silver knots and trimmed with pearls. Silver slashes in the sleeves matched the silver underskirt that fluttered in the breeze. The gown felt like a carapace and deeply unnatural as though she had not only put on someone else’s clothes by accident but their personality at the same time.

The same breeze that ruffled the gown was tangling her hair with the intricate headdress she wore, knotting it and pulling tight. Fair hair, she noticed, as she tried to free the long strands, golden as the ripening corn. Strange, when her hair had always been chestnut brown, cut short for convenience.

Voices carried to her on the morning air. ‘Robbie! Wait for me!’

A man, woman and child were walking through the neatly planted orchard that clothed the hillside away to her left. The child was barely more than a baby in a stiff, formal gown, waddling on tiny but sturdy legs, grasping after flowers, blades of grass and anything else that caught his attention. It was the woman who had called out to him; she walked beside him in the plain gown and white cap of an old-fashioned nanny, laughing as she bent towards him, encouraging him on, waiting to catch him if he tumbled over.

The man walked a little way apart, dark head bent as though deep in thought. Something about the droop of his shoulders and his abstracted air suggested grief, as did the rich black velvet of his attire. Like her, he was wearing strangely antiquated clothes, doublet and hose, she knew they were called; she had played in sufficient operas to know the historical fashions.

At one point the man looked up, directly at Lucy, and she felt an odd lift of excitement, her heart beating a little faster, as though she knew him. She raised a hand instinctively to wave to him, yet he looked through her and past her, and continued on his way as though she were not there…

She wanted to call out to him: ‘Robert! I’m here! It’s Catherine…’ But no words came to her and he passed by, leaving her with the same ache in her heart she had felt earlier, bereft and alone.

Lucy woke abruptly, pulled from the dream by an unfamiliar sound, the call of a tawny owl so close by that it felt as though it was in the room with her. The name Catherine was echoing through her mind but then the owl called again and she shifted from the dream to the present reality, and the fact that she was sprawled across the big double bed at Gunpowder Barn. A thin moon was shining through the skylight directly onto her face. Apart from the owl, quiet now, the night was silent.

Briefly she thought about getting up and pulling the blind across the window, maybe even taking the bath she should have taken earlier when she arrived. But she still felt tired and the bed was so comfortable. It was only a moment before she was asleep again.






Chapter 2

Anne Catesby

Ashby St Legers, Northamptonshire, November 1592

‘We need to speak about Robert.’

I opened the door of William’s study without knocking and saw him scramble to cover whatever it was he had been poring over at his desk. I suspected it was the household accounts; my husband knew that I tallied every last penny correctly, yet he always had to check my calculations. In more than twenty years of marriage he had never found a mistake yet that would not stop him. I ignored the furtive gesture and pinned on a smile.

‘William?’ I pressed.

William took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. His screwed-up eyes and furrowed brow spoke of displeasure at the interruption but he knew that I was right, as I generally am. We needed to do something about Robert, our only son, before it was too late and he ruined his life with his careless folly.

‘Where is the boy now?’ William asked.

‘He has gone riding.’ I looked towards the mullioned windows where snow brushed against the diamond panes. I shivered. No wonder the room was so cold. William had forgotten to re-light the fire. And this was no weather for being outdoors but that would not deter Robert who would gallop through a snow drift for pleasure if the mood took him.

I swallowed my disapproval that William referred to our son as a boy when he was a man of nineteen years now. That was one of the reasons Robert got away with so much; people indulged him and made excuses for him. Except for me; I did not. Perhaps that was why he much preferred his father to me and always had done.

‘It seems that he has no shame over being expelled from university,’ I said. ‘On the contrary, he boasts that he was named as a ringleader of the riot.’

William polished his glasses furiously on the edge of his jacket, smearing grease over them all the more. ‘It was merely a scuffle,’ he said mildly. ‘A riot is too bold a word. The townsfolk and students of Oxford have been fighting for centuries.’

‘You make it sound like a valued tradition,’ I snapped. ‘Robert led a rampage that smashed up shops and stalls. He destroyed innocent people’s livelihoods and incited violence and injury. He has been expelled in disgrace and yet you speak of it as though it were no more than high spirits.’

‘Rusticated,’ William corrected me. ‘Robert has only been rusticated for a while, not sent down permanently. And he hurt no one, Anne. Not physically. As for the damage, we have already paid restitution for it.’

I threw up my hands in exasperation. ‘We cannot afford to be paying Robert’s way out of trouble,’ I said, ‘and you know it. Already our household costs are pared to the bone. Must we all starve so that our son can run amok?’ I stopped, for the tears of frustration and anger closed my throat momentarily. Time and again we had been fined for our adherence to the old Catholic religion because Queen Elizabeth was intent on making us pay for our stubbornness. The harsh penalties would never make us recant our loyalty to the true faith, but they placed a heavy burden of debt on the Catesby family. And now here was Robert, fecklessly adding to our financial woes. I felt a sudden uprush of misery at his thoughtlessness. How had he grown from such a sweet boy into such a selfish and wild young man?

‘You have spoiled him…’ The words of accusation bubbled on my tongue but I managed to bite them back. In truth William had indulged Robert far too much but we had lost our first son when he was only five months old – could I really blame a father for doting on the son who had survived?

‘I will speak to Robert,’ William said, sighing. He detested any form of argument or confrontation, particularly with his son, so I knew how much this offer cost him.

‘Thank you,’ I said grudgingly. Then, more warmly: ‘Thank you, William. He will listen to you.’ I put my arms around him and rubbed my cheek against his unshaven face. After a moment I felt the tension go out of his body and heard a rumble of laughter in his chest. ‘Nan,’ he said, ‘let me go. Someone may come in…’ But he spoke mildly for there was still affection between us after all these years, and instead of freeing him, I pressed closer, turning my face into his neck. He smelled familiar, of fusty parchments and smoke from the dead fire. William was a creature of the indoors, at home in the parlour and the hall. In contrast, our son was a changeling, unlike either of us, with his height, his dazzling dark good looks and charm, and his impetuous nature.

‘I wish…’ I started to say, but then I stopped because it was disloyal of me to want one of the others to have survived infancy instead of mercurial Robert. With so many children in the grave I should be on my knees thanking God that one son at least had survived. I shuddered, ashamed of my treacherous thoughts, and William felt it and patted my back awkwardly.

‘What is it, Nan?’ he said. ‘What is the matter? You are in a strange mood this morning.’

‘I do not know what ails me,’ I said slowly. ‘It is simply that I fear for Robert sometimes. He can be so rash and reckless. I worry it will lead him into great trouble.’

William released me and I saw my own concerns reflected in his eyes for a moment before he dropped his gaze to the pile of papers before him. ‘I have promised to speak with him and I shall,’ he said, stiffly, as though by sharing my fears I had criticised him in some way. The moment of intimacy between us turned cold. ‘You may safely leave the matter with me,’ he said.

When I did not reply, William sighed in his turn and shuffled the papers on his desk again. One wafted down to the floor. Before he snatched it up I saw it was a tailor’s bill for Robert for some exorbitant amount. I had wondered where he had found the funds to purchase the new tawny velvet jacket that made him look so very dashing.

‘More expense!’ I said, not even pretending not to have seen the invoice.

William ran an exasperated hand through his hair. It was a sandy brown, still thick and tinged with silver at his temples. He was a handsome man in his own way although not as showy as Robert. In terms of temperament they were so far apart, the one careless and gregarious, the other considered and quiet. It was interesting that Robert respected his father’s thoughtfulness, perhaps admiring in him qualities he did not himself possess. Though if he could recognise virtue, I could not understand why he was unable to adopt it.

‘Must you be so hard on our son, Nan?’ he said, finally driven to be as blunt as I. ‘You always have been and I have never understood why.’

Once again, I thought guiltily of the other boys, of our firstborn, young William, lying so still and cold in his winding sheet, his face composed as though not even death could rob him of his sweet nature. So many hopes had rested on that tiny boy. I remembered the small oak coffin that for all its sturdiness looked too fragile to protect my beloved son, and I felt my heart crack again and the grief spill over, flooding through me. Twenty years of hurt, and yet the pain was still as sharp as the cut of a blade when it slipped past my defences. Why had William died and Robert survived? I knew the answer to that, secretly. It was hidden away in the same place I locked the shame and the guilt of Robert’s conception. Robert was strong; he had the ability to fight.

‘I… He…’ I knew that William’s criticism was just. It was not Robert’s fault that he had thrived where his older brother had not, and even less was he to blame for his begetting. ‘Robert is too wayward,’ I said evasively. ‘He indulges in women, and drink and now violence…’

‘He is a young man,’ William said with a tolerance that infuriated me. ‘A handsome boy who likes carousing. Let him be.’ There was a glint in his eyes as though he was remembering a time when he, for all his quietness, had been of a similar inclination, and I saw that this was an argument I could never win with my husband; very likely he envied Robert his young man’s freedom.

Another shiver caught me by surprise, enough to make me repeat my fears. ‘It is only that he scares me,’ I said. ‘There is something about Robert… When he is possessed of an idea or a cause, it can rule him beyond all sense. It becomes a fixation in him and he puts all of his passion into it.’

William did not contradict me this time. He too had seen both the way Robert could attach himself to a cause and inspire others to follow him. People loved Robert; his cousins, my sister’s boys, had followed his lead blindly since childhood despite the fact that they were all older and should know better than he. They were not the only ones. Frequently such devotion led to trouble.

‘It is a pity,’ I added, unable to keep all sharpness out of my voice, ‘that Robert does not attach himself to the tenets of his faith as readily as he does to more worldly interests such as womanising. If he were to embrace chastity, humility and poverty—’

‘Then he might as well become a monk,’ William said, bursting out laughing. ‘You ask too much of him, Nan. But I do agree that he can be reckless and that a steadying influence would not come amiss.’

This was indeed a change of heart. I waited, managing to hold my breath.

‘Perhaps we should look for a bride for Robert,’ his father said. ‘After all, by his age we were already wed.’

I sat down on the wooden settle that stood at a right angle to William’s desk. The room was not designed for visitors to sit in comfort, deliberately so, as William enjoyed his solitude and tried to dissuade anyone from disturbing him. I ignored the hardness of the polished bench seat and drew myself up straight.

‘It might serve,’ I said cautiously. I did not want to appear too eager in case it had the reverse effect on William and made him shy away from the idea. ‘I wonder…’ I traced a pattern in the bright wood of the armrest, ‘whether if he had a family, and an estate to run, he might find in that an outlet for his energies…’

William looked cautious. Now that I had introduced an idea with financial implications, the tone of the discussion had changed. Any grant of property to Robert would have a bearing on our own financial welfare and with the frequency of the recusancy fines we could not really afford a drop in income.

‘I am not certain that Robert would be equal to the responsibility of managing an estate as yet,’ William said. I noted, however, that he did not dismiss the idea out of hand, which encouraged me. And he had been the one to suggest we marry Robert off in the first place.

I leaned forward. ‘But he might become so,’ I said. ‘Responsibility would help Robert mature and—’ I played my trump card, ‘I do believe that if he falls in love with his wife, he will be utterly devoted to her. There is something in his nature, for good or ill, that attaches to whatever he loves and holds to it passionately. It could be the making of him. But we would need to give him a manor of his own. There he may settle and his family can grow.’

William stared at me for a long time. I could not tell what he was thinking. His expression was opaque. He and I had never experienced the sort of love I was speaking of, a passionate attachment that eclipsed all else. I had seen others share such feelings and it was a sadness to me that we did not, but I accepted that most marriages were made not in heaven but by calculating parents. William and I were more fortunate than many – we had mutual affection and respect. For Robert, though, I suspected marriage could be different. Unlike William, he did not have a cool, calculating mind. He was all fire and desire. If we found the right girl for him and he believed it was his choice, he might attach himself to her with unwavering devotion.

‘Thomas Leigh has a daughter who might be suitable,’ William said, after a moment. ‘His eldest child, Catherine. You will have seen her at Stratford, perhaps? She attended the mummers’ play last Christmas with her family.’

I looked at him suspiciously. It was starting to sound as though William had already spoken to Sir Thomas about an alliance although he had not mentioned it to me before. I wondered what else he might be up to.

The suggestion of one of the Leigh family surprised me, however. Not only were they a Protestant family but they were of merchant stock only a generation back. I was not so high in my opinion of our own status, but William was mightily proud of his ancestors’ long lineage as gentlemen and courtiers. The Catesbys might have fallen on hard times of late, adhering stubbornly to our faith and paying dearly for it, but we were still old gentry. Sir Thomas Leigh was an upstart. He was, however, a very rich upstart and William was a pragmatist, so perhaps that was how they had affixed upon this mutually pleasing arrangement.

‘I do not recall seeing Mistress Leigh,’ I said.

‘You would have remembered had you done so.’ William sounded almost dreamy. ‘She is as fair as an angel, tall and of beauteous countenance and with a sweet nature to boot.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Her dowry is sizable and she is a year younger than Robert.’

Catherine Leigh sounded almost too good to be true.

‘You have clearly given the matter more consideration than I had realised,’ I said dryly. ‘Have you already negotiated a contract with Sir Thomas?’

William had the grace to look a little embarrassed. ‘Certainly not, my dear. I would make no such momentous decision on our son’s future without consulting you. Sir Thomas and I discussed the betrothal only as a possibility, and in passing.’ He paused. ‘But I do believe they might make a good match.’

‘I will need to meet Miss Leigh first,’ I said, ‘before I give any match my blessing.’ I stood up. ‘I shall call on the family,’ I added decisively. ‘I would invite them here but I have no desire for Robert to meet this angel before I approve her. If I like what I find, you may speak again to Sir Thomas and they can join us for the celebration of the twelve days this year.’

William’s smile was dry. ‘It may not be so simple,’ he said. ‘The girl’s mother is a Spencer, of Althorp, and she may not see Robert as a good match. You may meet your match in her, my dear.’

It took more than a Spencer pedigree to subdue me. I suspected that Lady Leigh and I might well be cut from a similar cloth and once we came to an understanding, all would be well. My most difficult task would not be to get Robert to fall in love with Catherine Leigh but to persuade her mother that the match was a worthy one for her daughter. William was probably right that she would correctly consider Robert to be the disreputable son of an impoverished recusant, which was not the splendid catch a mother might want for her well-dowried eldest child.

‘I shall look forward to it,’ I said, getting to my feet, my mind already busy with the form of words I might employ in order to gain an invitation to Stoneleigh Abbey, and my strategy once I was there.
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