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Chapter One

2019

‘Would you like me to help carry anything?’ Grandad leant in the study doorway, a mug of tea in one hand and a stack of custard creams in the other.

Amber looked up from the dusty box she was emptying, piling the contents onto the front of the desk where she was fast running out of space. Her pallid face was thin and pinched. Deep shadows smudged like bruises under her eyes reflected the hours she lay awake at night, whilst all around her slept.

‘Grandad, you can’t lift them. Don’t even think about it!’ she admonished. Biscuits were probably the heaviest thing he could carry these days.

‘You look too pale,’ he observed. ‘You should eat more.’

Amber ducked her head back into the box she was emptying and rolled her eyes. ‘I’m always this colour. It goes with the red hair.’ Her parents had used little imagination when they’d named her Amber. Standing up, she placed a handful of old London A–Zs on top of a precarious pile of almost identical copies, dating from the 1950s. ‘Really?’ She indicated them and raised her eyebrows. ‘Were you thinking of doing The Knowledge?’ She gave him a wry smile.

It was Grandad’s turn to roll his eyes. ‘Don’t change the subject,’ he told her, frowning from beneath his overgrown eyebrows, now almost white, but still holding faint traces of his own auburn colouring.

‘So, I’ve set up a spreadsheet to catalogue everything,’ she carried on as if he hadn’t spoken, ‘and I’m noting the location of the books in the house so you can find them later when you decide what to do with them.’

‘That all sounds very efficient.’

‘It’s what we agreed,’ she reminded him. ‘My skills as an archivist in exchange for bed and board.’ And a place to hide – she left the words unsaid. ‘It’s just as well I’m here for a year because I expect it’ll take that long to log all your books. There are thousands. I knew about the library of course, but I had no idea you’d filled the attics with who-knows-what.’

‘Well, that’s the problem when you’re a book dealer,’ he defended himself. ‘At auctions sometimes you have to buy a job lot when there’s only one book you actually want. I imagine everything in the loft is rubbish, but it needs going through first.’

‘Hmm, rubbish is probably the right word,’ Amber commented, adding a further two A–Zs to the pile and balancing a tattered copy of Malory Towers on top of some Jackie Annuals. She had to stop herself from flipping through some of the books she’d found, or the mammoth task would never be finished. At least there was plenty of reading material for the long, lonely nights. The dark hours when it was preferable not to fall asleep, because then she had to wake up, and remember all over again.

Grandad dunked one of his biscuits in his tea and tried to flip the soggy half into his mouth. These days his reactions weren’t as fast as they once were, and she heard him curse under his breath as it plopped back into his drink, sinking out of sight. The stroke that had left him with an imperceptible limp and a slight slurring of words when he was tired, had taken its toll on his left arm leaving it weakened and for the most part, useless. And being left-handed made the disability all the more cutting. After a lifetime of quick wit and lightning reactions, she could feel his frustration every day as the new body he inhabited failed him.

‘And how are you?’ He was always tentative about asking, but she was fading more and more every day. Shadows darkened her face, and he could no doubt see pale blue veins tracking across her forehead where she’d pushed back the strands of her short wispy hair.

‘Oh, you know, I’m okay.’ She knew exactly what he was referring to, but she wasn’t ready to talk about it. Not yet. She smiled at him although the wobble at the corner of her mouth belied her reply.

‘I may be old,’ he said a little too sharply, ‘but I’m not stupid. As well as being as thin as a rake, you’re looking washed out. You should eat proper food, not just soup and toast or cornflakes. It would help, you know.’ His mouth quirked and he raised his eyebrows. His eyes crinkled slightly, a small acknowledgement of his harsh words. ‘And every time I go into the kitchen, I find cups of tea you’ve made but not drunk. What’s that all about?’

‘I don’t sleep well.’ She shrugged. ‘Making tea is a comfort. A little routine I can do without thinking about it, to help clear my mind.’ Sometimes, it kept the demons at bay, just for a few minutes, she reflected silently. ‘And actually, I don’t remember my eating habits being part of our agreement – I’m here for some peace and solitude, and no nagging, thank you.’ She moved to another box and began to slam its contents onto the last unoccupied corner of the desk. A thick layer of grey dust rose into the air, a cloud of tiny motes effervescing in excitement at being set free, dancing in the weak sunlight that struggled to filter through the grimy windows. Amber suspected they hadn’t been cleaned in the decades since her grandmother had died.

After squashing the now empty box flat with undue aggression, she threw it into the corner of the room on top of a small mountain of similarly battered cardboard. Grandad watched in silence as she pulled another one towards her and ripped the top open, lifting out a handful of books and piling them up.

‘I thought your being here and having something to take your mind off … things, would perk you up. But that doesn’t seem to be happening yet. Maybe …’ he held his hand up slightly as she opened her mouth to interrupt ‘… being out here in such a remote location wasn’t such a good idea. Perhaps if you were with your parents, if you don’t want to be with Jonathan, it would be better for you? Kinder for your soul? Sometimes, isolation in troubled times isn’t the answer.’

Amber’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline. ‘Er pot, kettle? Why did you hide yourself away in this big old rambling house after Grandma died, to run your business from behind closed doors? If you recall, you dumped Mum on Gran’s family and then ran away to bury yourself in the back of beyond. So excuse me, while I follow in your footsteps. Call it genetics if you like.’

She threw herself down onto the office chair behind the desk making it roll back slightly, and tried not to grind her teeth together. The hall had been in their family for generations and it was part of her essence, her core. It echoed with the souls of their red-headed ancestors and it had seemed only natural to return here when her life had been wrenched apart, to hide from the world. Although she loved her parents, their relationship was often strained and she felt closer to Grandad. She needed to be with him at that moment, and at the hall. So the last person she’d expected to question her decision had been Grandad himself.

As Amber sat down, her grandfather realised that she’d built a wall of books on the desk around her, and was now completely concealed from view. A barricade behind which she was hiding, yet again.

‘Just because I did it, doesn’t mean it was the right thing to do,’ he said into the void where she’d been standing. Turning carefully, letting his legs catch up momentarily with his brain, he returned to the living room and the two-thirty race at Kempton Park.

Once she was sure he’d left the room, Amber got to her feet again. She rubbed at the familiar tears that had started falling with the hem of her T-shirt, tilting her face upwards to try to stop them, but it was a futile gesture. The tracks were almost permanently engraved on her face, so many times had they snaked their way down, to drip off her small, pointed chin. She expected to wake up one morning with the lines indelibly marked on her cheeks forever more, like tattoos. A visible stain of her sorrow, to show the world what a terrible person she was, a failure. Life was hard enough, without a lecture from Grandad, the king of running away, sixty years hiding in this mausoleum of a house.

She’d only got a year’s sabbatical from the university, during which she needed to sort her life out, somehow. Decide if she and Jonathan had anything worth saving. The crushing grief, now a familiar friend, lay heavy on her shoulders as she walked through to the kitchen to make a cup of tea she wouldn’t drink.




Chapter Two

1538

From her room, Eleanor could hear the frantic commotion in the courtyard below, men shouting to the stable lads and servants, together with the impatient stamping of horses’ hooves against the cobbles. The bustling entourage that had arrived seemed huge. Nobody in the house was used to this number of guests and the noise they brought; Eleanor included.

Despite her reservations, she knew what protocol dictated. Her dear father had instilled good manners in her from an early age, and so she prepared to descend the stairs and greet Cousin William, now the owner of her home. It appeared he’d arrived not only with his family, but also a great many others.

By the time she reached the top of the stone staircase, accompanied by Joan, her companion and best friend, the great hall was swarming with people, the stench of damp wool clothing rising up and making her wrinkle her nose. Her eyes flitted amongst them to ascertain which of the many gentlemen, most of whom were still wearing their thick riding cloaks, was her cousin. Watching as the kitchen boy darted about offering jugs of ale, her glance caught on a pair of pale, flinty eyes, which narrowed on hers as they met, and locked. The woman was clothed in a heavily embroidered deep green velvet travelling cloak and stood beside a small, stocky man. Eleanor looked at Joan and together they both raised their eyebrows. Joan smiled and gave her a little nod of encouragement, before leaving her and returning to their room. She needed to do this on her own.

Eleanor pushed her way through the jostling people who hardly noticed her slight form, until eventually she found herself in front of the couple she’d spotted from the gallery above. Close up, William was barely taller than her own five foot three inches, his rotund body topped by a florid face, sweating profusely. Curtseying to them both, she greeted them.

‘My lord, lady, welcome to Ixworth. I hope you will be very happy in your new home.’

‘Cousin Eleanor, how lovely to meet you.’ What he lacked in height, he made up for with the volume in his voice. Eleanor winced slightly as a gust of stale, beery breath assailed her nostrils. ‘This is my wife, Lady Margaret.’

Eleanor repeated her curtsey with lowered eyes, but once upright again she stared into the piercing shards burning into her. Why did this woman hate her so much? Her animosity was leaking out of every pore on her pockmarked face. Her fine clothes and furs, the row of pearls sewn onto her fashionable French hood, failed to detract from the ravages her skin had taken. These people were moving into her wonderful home, taking everything her father owned because William was his heir and Eleanor merely a girl who could very soon be homeless, or despatched to a convent. Margaret should be dancing around the room in delight, not looking as if she may shatter into a million pieces at any moment.

‘Our fine son, Robert, will arrive in a few days,’ William continued. ‘He is but a year old and has a slight fever so will follow from Richmond when he is well, and a nursery has been established for him here. We’ve come straight from court and are of course sorry we were unable to arrive in time for your father’s funeral.’

He didn’t sound very remorseful, and a series of images flickered momentarily across her vision of the sparse funeral procession behind her father’s coffin as it made its way from the home he’d loved to the chapel where he was interred beside her mother.

‘Sir William will be sorely missed by the king,’ Margaret informed her, ‘and I cannot imagine what we will do in this godforsaken wilderness.’ Her long nose was screwed up and Eleanor began to realise why she was looking so out of sorts. She bit back the retort that they were more than welcome to return to court because she didn’t want them in her home. Except, it was no longer hers. She suddenly couldn’t stand the crowd, the oppressive heat and reek of unwashed bodies a moment longer.

‘Please excuse me,’ she muttered, before darting through the mass of people towards the door.

Once outside, she paused for a moment in the cooler damp air, taking big gulps. She’d been used to seventeen years of isolation and peace; how would she live with a house full of noise and clamour all day long? It was unbearable.

Looking across the pasture, her eyes lifted towards the pale cream sandstone of the priory walls, rising from the marshy ground that surrounded her home. Under the wing of the much larger Thetford Priory, this was a smaller and self-sufficient institution, the monks mostly a law unto themselves. As always it offered her the sanctuary she craved and without a second thought she gathered up her skirts, her feet flying across the ground towards it, running through the waist-high grasses along the well-trodden path.

Slipping through the battered oak door in the priory gardens, Eleanor let her breath out slowly, watching it form into vapour in front of her. Here, she was safe. The empty garden that lay before her filled her heart with calm. The fruit trees and rows of herbs and vegetables, immaculately tended by the monks, were a comfort. Despite the late hour, the swifts were still flitting above her head catching insects, and a pair of finches argued loudly together in a nearby fruit bush. Whatever happened at home, this small corner of her world was a constant. The soothing regularity of the brothers at their daily work, the chanting from the chapel as the flow of the Latin prayer washed over her and cleansed her soul of the uncharitable thoughts she’d had about her cousin.

Bending down, she tugged off a sprig of thyme, rolling the tiny green leaves between her fingers and thumb and sniffing at the pungent aroma they released. A slight rustle disturbed her thoughts, and looking up she saw Brother Dominic making his way towards her. He was her favourite of all the brothers, a dear friend, and Eleanor couldn’t help a wide smile spreading across her face, her childlike innocence simmering inside her. A feeling that had been all but extinguished in the past few months.

‘Are you visiting, or hiding?’ the young monk asked as he grew level with her. He’d only been ordained into the priory the previous year and was not much older than Eleanor herself. She saw in him a kindred spirit, someone who had to conform to the rules laid down, against their better judgement. His eyes, the clearest green she’d ever seen, sparkled mischievously at her under his raised eyebrows, already sure of the answer to his question.

‘Of course I’m here to visit,’ she replied. ‘If nobody knows this is where I am, that is merely a useful coincidence.’

‘Has your kinsman arrived yet?’

‘He has, along with his wife and a large retinue of other people. The hall was full. I greeted them, before leaving them to settle into their apartments. I doubt anyone will miss me for a while. Or at all.’

‘Then come inside and take a cup of mead. The prior will be pleased of some company – he is feeling pained again. This cool air and the damp doesn’t suit him. I have made a poultice with cloves and pennyroyal, but it does not seem to ease his aching.’

‘You could add some feverfew?’ she suggested. ‘Or oil of bay berries if you have any?’

‘I think we do. That’s a good idea, thank you. I’ll go and look right away.’

Eleanor found the prior, Father Gregory, in his private solar. From here the sound of the plain song, the deep melodic singing of psalms that undulated and swayed like trees in the wind was louder, making the stone beneath her thin slippers vibrate. He passed her an earthenware cup, and she sipped at the honey wine, feeling its warmth steal down inside.

Perching herself on the edge of a bench, she closed her eyes as the peace and serenity of the building rolled over her. She’d visited the priory with her father on almost a daily basis, for as long as she could remember. And now it was her sanctuary, a place where the soft call of routine never varied. All around her change was coming, plucking at her clothes, pulling her in through the sounds of horses’ hooves and the shouts of strange men. The news from London grew more concerning, that the king was closing many convents and monasteries and threatening to sweep away the once ordered life she’d known. What would the future hold for her friends? A prickle of fear and premonition crawled down her spine.

‘Word comes your cousin has arrived?’ the prior eventually said.

‘He has,’ she replied, distracted from her thoughts, and she explained about the train of people who had accompanied him.

‘It’s perhaps better not to antagonise him,’ Father Gregory reminded her, leaving the rest of the sentence unsaid. She needed to keep on the right side of her cousin: her situation was precarious and he owned the roof over her head. Eleanor frowned and nodded – she understood what was expected of her.

As she gazed out of the window, she realised the shadows were beginning to lengthen. A gentle snore from Prior Gregory alerted her to the fact that she had stayed too long and she slipped through the door into the Lady chapel, dipping her fingertips into the holy water and crossing herself before sinking to her knees in the gloom at the back. Closing her eyes, she murmured the vespers, the familiar evening prayers, whilst the deep plain song continued as a background to her murmuring. The flickering candlelight threw wavering shadows of the hooded brothers across the rough walls and vaulted ceiling. Eleanor lifted her head for a moment, letting the sounds of her childhood seep into her body. She was balancing on the cusp of a new life, all that was familiar about to disappear from beneath her.

Getting up from her knees, she crept through the door and back into the meadow where dusk was creeping in. It wasn’t wise to be out after dark, especially when the house was full of strangers. She had no desire to meet any of them outside the protective walls of home.




Chapter Three

2019

The unusually warm late September weather clung on to the last traces of summer, as if loath to let it segue gracefully into autumn. Day after day of dense oppressive heat left the air thick and humid, congesting their lungs. Before she went to bed, Amber opened her windows as wide as she dared, concerned about how old they were. She didn’t want them to drop out of the stone mullions. It didn’t help though; the heavy, petrified air hung still and silent both outside in the hall grounds and in her room.

She listened to the familiar sounds of the house as it creaked and settled for the night. At her feet, Grandad’s huge ginger cat, Gerald, was already curled up fast asleep, oblivious to the sticky conditions. Thinking she’d never be able to sleep, Amber lay down on top of the duvet with her T-shirt sticking uncomfortably to her skin.

She must, however, have dozed off, because she was suddenly woken by a crash so loud it scared Gerald into a shrieking orange ball of fluff. When she opened her bedroom door, he shot out. Her room was lit up by a brilliant harsh blue-white light, which stung her eyes and made her wince. It was swiftly followed by another crack similar to the one that had woken her, a noise that sounded as if the earth were being split in two, followed by a booming and grumbling rolling away into the distance. Then came the welcome sound of rain, big droplets splattering onto the ivy outside. Quickly she shut her windows but left the curtains open, watching the streams of water coursing down the little panes of glass as the storm raged on. She’d bet money Gerald had changed his mind about going outside, and had found a dry spot to curl up somewhere downstairs.

As the wind howled around the building, an almighty bolt of lightning hit the house. Amber heard a loud bang and a sizzling noise as if something somewhere was frying. Gingerly she opened her bedroom door and poked her head out, sniffing the air for the smell of burning. The house was in darkness, but she couldn’t smell anything untoward. When she flicked the switch for her bedroom light, nothing happened. The electricity was off. She heard shuffling and grumbling from Grandad’s room and she cautiously inched towards it. The last thing she wanted was for him to fall in the dark.

‘Grandad, are you all right?’ she called into the silence following another crash of thunder, which vibrated beneath her feet. ‘The electricity’s gone off.’

‘Yes, I’m awake – hang on.’ She heard his door open a little way along the corridor and as the sky was lit up again, she could see him momentarily silhouetted in the doorway.

‘Don’t come out of your room,’ she called to him. ‘I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.’

‘I’m fine,’ he tutted. ‘We’ve a lightning conductor on the top of the tower. I expect it’s been hit and frazzled; it won’t be the first time. There’s nothing we can do until daylight though. Can you smell burning?’

Worried, Amber sniffed the air again. ‘No I definitely can’t,’ she confirmed.

‘That’s fine then, we’re not on fire.’ He sounded quite cheerful as his words were drowned out by yet another ear-splitting crash outside and the corridor was lit up once more.

Amber gave out an involuntary squeal. She’d never been afraid of storms, but this was something else. ‘Are you sure we’re safe here?’ she asked as her heart rate began to return to normal.

‘Of course.’ Grandad chuckled. ‘This house has survived five hundred years of weather; we’ll be fine. It may end up losing a few slates from the roof. We can check them in the morning. Try and get some sleep now.’

She paused for a moment listening to him bumping into furniture, followed by the creaking of springs as he climbed back into bed.

The idea of sleeping through the noise outside, the rain still battering against the window, was laughable. After making her way back to her room she was about to shut the door when she heard the scampering sound of claws on parquet flooring. Gerald raced back in and disappeared under her bed.

Eventually as dawn began to break, the storm moved away to be swallowed up by the North Sea and Amber managed a couple of hours of fitful sleep before being woken by Gerald, with a full bladder, scratching at the door wanting to go out again. Slipping on her dressing gown she followed him downstairs, where his fluffy posterior disappeared out of the cat flap. There was no sign of Grandad even though he was usually an early riser and it was already light outside.

Pushing her feet into a pair of Grandad’s far too large wellington boots she’d found beside the back door, Amber stepped outside. The air felt crisper, clearer, and she drew in her breath, enjoying the cool freshness in her lungs, smelling the damp earth and scent of wet vegetation where it had been battered the night before. Mint, chives and wet roses assailed her senses as she splashed through puddles on the old broken brick path leading to the vegetable patch. She was pleased to see the glass in the greenhouse was still intact. Grandad would be relieved.

The lawns were littered with branches and twigs, the remains of the last of the summer flowers scattered across the grass, but Amber barely had time to register them as she plodded on in the cumbersome boots until she came to the reason for the crash they’d heard the previous night. Strewn on the ground at the base of the tower, supposedly the oldest section of the building, were various pieces of rough masonry and stone. She looked up at the tower and could see nothing structurally amiss, although she suspected the local conservationist and listed building planners would disagree with her. Her archiving work would have to pause while she sorted this out.

She retraced her muddy footsteps inside and started to make phone calls to find out when their electricity would be restored and enquiries over the correct protocol regarding the damage to the tower.

By the time Grandad arrived in the kitchen it was past nine o’clock and Amber had organised everything she could, although by that point she was becoming desperate for a hot drink and some toast.

‘It’s not just us without power,’ she reported. ‘There are cables down between here and Downham Market. It may be off all day, but they’re working on it.’

‘No television for me today then.’ He pulled a despondent face as he flopped down into a chair at the table. ‘But if that’s all we’ve suffered, we can’t complain.’

‘Actually, it’s not all,’ she warned him, explaining about the stonework she’d found at the base of the tower. ‘I can’t see where it’s come from, but I called the listed building people at the council about getting a builder and they’re coming out to look themselves. If the roads are clear they should be here this afternoon, but when I spoke to them they didn’t know if there are any trees down around here.’

Amber was delighted when just before lunch the lights flickered and then came back on. She and Grandad were tucking into bacon sandwiches and their second cup of tea when a banging on the front door announced the council officers had arrived to inspect the tower.

‘I must admit I wasn’t expecting you to come out so soon,’ Amber told them as she took them around the outside of the house. ‘If you can maybe suggest a builder, I’ll call them to come and have a look.’ It was obviously the wrong thing to say. The older of the two men stopped in his tracks making his younger assistant almost cannon into him.

‘Mrs Morton,’ he began, his voice deliberately slow as if he were talking to a five-year-old, ‘this building is grade two listed, little short of a national monument. It may be your grandfather’s home, but it’s also part of this nation’s history and as such you must use a specialist historical building restorer, not any old cowboy you find on Google.’

Amber ground her teeth together as she tried to think of a response that wasn’t as condescending as the way he was speaking to her. The younger officer looked suitably embarrassed and gazed around the garden not meeting her eye.

‘I’m well aware of the history and provenance of my family home, thank you,’ she replied, her voice cool and modulated, ‘which is why I asked you here to view the damage, and to suggest who I could call. I have no intention of just searching for someone on the internet.’ She strode away across the grass to the tower, stepping over the pieces of debris still lying on the lawn and leaving the two men to follow in her wake.

‘So, here’s the stonework, but I can’t work out where it’s from.’ She spoke directly to the younger man as he and his colleague removed monoculars from their pockets and used them to silently examine the top of the tower. Eventually he cleared his throat and replied.

‘I suspect the crenellations took a direct hit from the lightning last night,’ he told her. ‘I can see one of them is broken, but it looks to be the least of your problems. There’s a crack from the roof about a third of the way along the façade on this side. It travels down to the window frame. You need to get that looked at urgently.’

‘So, can you suggest someone who can have a look?’

‘We’ll leave you a list of approved contractors. They’ll have to put up scaffolding first to be able to look properly. It won’t be cheap.’ The older man had spoken and he almost sounded pleased. Amber’s urge to slap him increased. She screwed her hands into fists.

‘No problem,’ she said airily, ‘there’ll be insurance to cover it,’ whilst fervently hoping her assumption was correct.

Within two days, Kenny Clarke, a specialist restoration builder together with his son Pete arrived with a lorry load of scaffolding. It was stacked up outside the house for three days whilst they, and what felt like a dozen scaffolders, banged and crashed, whistled, laughed and shouted as they slowly erected a huge metal cage around the tower. Amber tried to hide in the office, having realised on day one that if she was spotted in the kitchen, someone would appear at the back door with their tray of mugs and a hopeful smile. It was usually Pete, who had intensely blue eyes that sparkled every time he grinned. There were no prizes for guessing why the other workers always sent him to ask for cups of tea, although when she’d tried to engage him in conversation, she’d discovered that behind his rugged good looks he was very shy.

Now, sat in front of her laptop, a pile of dusty, worn 1950s detective novels on the desk beside her, she couldn’t concentrate. The room felt wrong; however, she couldn’t put her finger on what was different. As far as she could see none of the furniture had been moved and given the depth of the dust that covered everything, it would be easy to spot if any of the ornaments had been altered. In fact, there was something odd right through the house and whatever it was, she could feel it most strongly in the library, at the base of the tower. With the poor light from the small windows now obscured even further by the myriad of scaffold poles, the room felt strange, edgy. As if it wasn’t happy with the work going on outside, which was a ridiculous notion she told herself. Nevertheless the atmosphere had been disturbed and sometimes she was certain someone was watching her, although a quick check of the room proved what she already knew – she was on her own.

Within hours of the two men starting their investigations, Kenny was at the back door, carrying a small package, and asking if he could speak with her and Grandad. His usual joviality had abandoned him, and after inviting him into the kitchen and offering him a chair at the table, she went through to find her grandfather.

‘It’s a lot worse than I could see from the ground,’ he began as soon as they were all sat down with yet another cup of tea. ‘There’s some major structural work that needs to be undertaken. The crack we spotted is bigger than I first thought and will carry on crawling down the tower wall until the whole corner shears away and it’ll all come tumbling down. The window frame is so loose we had to remove it before it fell out and all that ancient glass got broken. Pete found this on the window ledge.’ He put the package he was carrying on the table in front of Amber.

Even before she picked it up she knew it was something special and a sharp tingle crawled along her arms, making the hairs stand up. A small rectangular block, roughly wrapped in a clump of embroidered brown linen, frayed at the edges. It was enveloped in a musty smell, with a whisper of spice and incense, reminding Amber momentarily of her and Jonathan’s home and his ancient church next door. As she held it in her hands, she could feel the air around her shiver and distort for a moment. Sliding it onto her lap she tried to listen to the conversation between the other two. Whatever was contained in the old piece of cloth had piqued her interest, but she wanted to look at it when she was on her own.

Following further discussions about the work needed, and despatching Kenny back outside with more tea and some chocolate cake for both him and Pete, Amber went to her office, holding the package tightly against her chest. Laying it on the desk, she gently lifted away the linen wrapping, now yellowed and brown with age and darker still in patches. As she began to unwrap it, her senses were alerted to the pungent, evocative scent of decrepit books and bitter herbs that washed over her and she closed her eyes for a moment. It infiltrated the room like a spirit, there, but not there.

The perfumed air reminded her momentarily of Jonathan and his church. Of his ordination and the soaring voices of the choirboys as they sung the ‘Ubi Caritas’, the words spinning across the vaulted ceiling in veneration, while her husband in his black robes lay spread-eagled on the floor that vibrated with the deep powerful notes from the organ. The coloured light streaming in from the stained glass windows shone through the smoke from the incense, creating a misty rainbow. She’d never understood his intense passion for theology and his absolute rock-solid belief in his faith, but now, she wished more than anything she also had that rock to cling to, and save her. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the faint fragrance settle on her. It was underpinned by a sharp, almost metallic tang of a pungent spice she couldn’t place.

Amber turned the fabric over in her hands, examining the heavy embroidery. It looked ancient. Unwrapping it carefully, she lifted it away from the object it covered. She drew her breath in sharply, realising with a shock what she was holding. A tiny leather-bound prayer book, its thick cover enclosing gossamer-thin pages.

Inside the front cover, surrounded by coloured illuminations, exquisite religious illustrations still as bright as the day they were completed, and written in an old English styling that made Amber screw her eyes up, it read:

Sir Greville Richard Lutton, born June 1508

Eleanor Lutton, born 29 November in the year of our Lord 1520

Beneath, in a similar vein and with decoration, was written:

Jane Elizabeth Lutton born 7 August 1534

Henry Greville Lutton born 15 May 1539

A further entry, less illustrious simply said:

Thomas Lutton July 1539

Below the entry for Thomas, it read:

Mary, safe in the arms of our Lord, 17 November 1541

Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa

She swallowed hard. It appeared Mary, just like her own daughter, her tiny Saffron, had not survived her birth. The absolute worst experience that any parent could go through. A pain etched on her heart forever. And why had the author of those words added Mea culpa? How could she possibly think it was her own fault? Although Amber knew exactly how that felt, the all-consuming guilt. Opposite the frontispiece, that first page with the list of births, something else was written in Latin, but scrawled untidily as if written quickly, with none of the artwork that decorated the other page. Amber’s eyes caught on the first line, which, she was pleased that due to her profession, she was able to translate.

infans filia sub pedibus nostris requiescit

‘A baby daughter lies beneath our feet’

What did the inscription mean? Was it an epitaph to Mary? She could feel her heart beating harder. It was as if the book had found her, had been waiting in the tower for her to be united with it. She and Eleanor, the original owner hundreds of years ago, had a connection through the most painful of reasons, two mothers grieving. Her suspicions were confirmed: this book was definitely very old. Had it been here in Saffron Hall all the time?

Although the house was a fraction of the size it once was, she knew from the records and research already done that in medieval times it had once been a sizeable castle. A book of hours, a small personal prayer book such as this scribed by hand and not printed, probably dated from the fifteenth century, maybe even earlier. It must have been very special to Eleanor. What a find. The air around her crackled and for a moment she thought she’d heard a whisper as the fabric of the building sighed and shifted slightly, almost in anticipation. She was desperate to decipher the rest of the Latin passage, to discover if it referred to Mary.




Chapter Four

1538

‘Sir William has asked to see you,’ Joan announced breathlessly as she hurried into Eleanor’s bedroom, where she’d been hiding for most of the day, playing cards and watching the relentless rain outside as it threw itself against the window, as if demanding entry. She slapped another card down on the table.

‘Why?’ She didn’t raise her head. Since her cousin arrived a week ago there had been much coming and going of people she hadn’t seen before, but nobody had bothered her. She’d hoped they’d forgotten she was there, but evidently not.

Joan shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied, flapping her arms as if to make her companion move with more haste, ‘but it was more of a demand than a request, so best not to keep him waiting. You know how important it is to us both to keep on the right side of him. We are now here as his guests; we no longer have any rights.’

Eleanor tucked the wayward strands of her thick unruly auburn hair under her linen coif and pushed her feet into soft leather slippers, before walking down to the great hall, her steps measured and steady. There was no need to fear a meeting with her cousin, she told herself, although every hair on her skin prickled in trepidation and her shaky breathing belied her external confidence. Joan had spoken wise words: they were now at the mercy of her cousin and although she hated the situation, she needed to remember that. She sensed a tension in the air as if everybody was poised and listening, waiting for something dreadful to happen, and she didn’t like it.

She found her cousin sitting before the fire with Lady Margaret. At the other end of the room, platters were being laid out on the table for dinner, and her stomach rumbled loudly. Since everyone had arrived she’d chosen to eat in the kitchen after mealtimes rather than in the great hall, and usually there was little remaining decent food by the time she got to eat. The sharp scent of burnt fat and roasting meat wafted across the vast room towards them, making her salivate.

Eleanor dropped a brief curtsey and stood waiting for William to speak, her eyes staring at the floor.

He twitched his head slightly in acknowledgement. ‘Eleanor, finally you honour us with your presence.’

She couldn’t think of a response, doubting he’d actually noticed that other than mass she was absent as often as she could be, so she kept her lips pressed shut and said nothing. He sat in her father’s favourite chair, and Eleanor bit down on the inside of her mouth to stop fierce tears from welling up as he indicated the stool beside him and she sank down onto it. The rushes, the dried grasses strewn on the flagstones for cleanliness close to where he sat were damp from spilled ale and beginning to smell. Eleanor couldn’t help screwing up her nose in disgust. Her father had always been meticulous about keeping the grasses and lavender dry and fresh, smelling sweet, and it relieved her he was no longer there to see what was happening to their home. William cleared his throat loudly, and she was pleased to see even Margaret winced at the disgusting sound.

‘Eleanor, my son Robert will arrive within the week. It’s just what this house needs, a family to fill it. You understand that it’s no longer your home.’

She opened her mouth to point out he was now the closest family that she had, then shut it again, without saying a word. She could tell by the tone of his voice she was an inconvenience to be disposed of as soon as it was possible. Just as she’d suspected. The convent loomed large on the horizon.

‘Luckily for you, I have made an agreement for you to marry Sir Greville Lutton. He is a rich merchant and courtier with extensive lands in Norfolk and is prepared to take you, despite the lack of dowry left by your father.’

Aghast, Eleanor didn’t open her mouth to argue, shocked into silence. She sat unmoving and not breathing for a few seconds. Marry? Her? And who was this Sir Greville Lutton he spoke of?

She knew plenty of girls were wed by the age of seventeen, but she expected to be consulted, given a choice as her station dictated, as her father would have wanted. As a baron who distinguished himself at the Battle of Flodden and had later been appointed the high sheriff, he would have expected to do this for her. If he hadn’t died so suddenly. To her astonishment Sir William waved to a man on the periphery of a group at the other end of the hall who got to his feet and strode over until he stood in front of Eleanor, and then bowed deeply. He was here, now?

‘Cousin Eleanor, Sir Greville Lutton.’ William made the introductions as if he were supremely proud of himself. He probably was, having successfully rid himself of a relative cluttering up his new home. She looked up at the stranger. He was considerably taller than William and slimmer, with strong, broad shoulders. His dark hair was clipped short as was his beard, and he looked at her with concern. Lines fanned away from his dark brown eyes, and she could just about make out heavy eyebrows. He looked considerably older than she was.

William and Margaret made a big show of disappearing to join their friends for dinner, but suddenly Eleanor’s appetite had deserted her. Instead she thought she may well vomit at any moment. Greville sat in the seat William had just vacated and leant forwards, his forearms resting on his knees. His jerkin, doublet and hose were entirely in black, giving him a menacing look.

‘I know this is a shock for you.’ His voice was deep but surprisingly gentle and cultured. More like her father’s than her cousin’s. ‘But you have nothing to fear. I can give you a safe home, and a good life. I’m a widower and I have a young daughter, Jane. She’s almost three years old and lives at my home in Norfolk. After we are wed I will take you there, and I hope you’ll grow to love it as much as I do. Unfortunately I’m unable to spend as much time there as I would like. I have trade to attend to in London. I have a successful business importing fabrics and spices from the Far East, and I must spend time at court.’

His words washed over her and she took in nothing. This stranger was to be her husband and she had no say in the matter. Nobody cared if she wanted to marry him or not. Eventually she blurted out the question most prevalent in her mind. ‘How old are you, sir?’

He chuckled deep in his throat. ‘I’m twenty-nine years old,’ he replied. ‘I was married to my late wife at the age of twenty-four. She died giving birth to Jane. Now, I need a new wife to run my house and give me sons. You are …’ He paused and ran his eyes over her slight figure in her dress cut from drab brown fustian, deliberately worn to render her almost invisible amongst the finely dressed visitors, huddled desolately before him. ‘You are younger than I would have preferred, given that I have a house and estate to be managed in my absence, but I suspect you are stronger than you look. And you have organised this house for your father, so you will do very well. Tomorrow I’ll visit the prior and request the banns are read, and we will be married in three weeks. I’ll have just enough time to accompany you to Milfleet before I must return to court. And now, dinner.’ He got to his feet and offered his arm to her.

Eleanor shook her head. ‘I do not wish to eat, thank you, sir.’ She kept her voice cool, but even she could hear the wobble of distress in it. Standing up slowly and keeping her back straight, she walked carefully, sedately, to the stairs and the sanctuary of her bedroom.




Chapter Five

1538

In the early morning darkness, the glowing embers from the fireplace cast a burnished copper glow around the room. Eleanor knew if she called across to Joan, asleep on her truckle bed in the corner of the room, she’d immediately build the fire back up again, but Eleanor wasn’t cold. Indeed, her anger burned inside as hot as any furnace. Moving to the window, she sat on the seat, pulling the heavy drapes out of the way. She leant her forehead on the cool glass and watched an owl flying silent and low across the meadow before swooping momentarily out of sight then reappearing to perch in one of the many oak trees scattered across the park. This was her world, the only place she’d ever known. And today was her wedding day.

She knew where Norfolk, her new home, was – not far from her native Suffolk. With frightening tales her father told of its windswept boggy pastures and wild fenlands though, it may as well be the other side of the country, because tomorrow when she left Ixworth there would be no coming back. Sir William wasn’t preventing her from taking Joan with her, but everyone else in her life would be left behind: the servants and the quiet monks with their gentle lives, many of whom she considered her dear friends. Her father was gone and now her life here was over.

When dawn began to bleach the sky, the sun a red ball hanging low and steady, shimmering on the horizon, she was still sitting on the window seat. Through the house came the sounds of fires being lit and the preparation for the wedding feast later. She’d barely seen her betrothed since their initial introduction; he’d spent most of his time out hunting with the other guests. No doubt they were all keen to escape the house and the furious yelling of young Robert, who’d arrived ten days previously and had made his presence known, day and night. There was nowhere in the hall to escape the baby’s constant angry shouting. Sir William merely laughed, then absconded for the day on his horse. No wonder his wife had a permanent scowl; she probably had a headache as well. At least when he and Margaret were at court she could get away from the din. Here at Ixworth it was far more difficult.

Joan appeared silently at her door carrying a bowl containing steaming water with floating rose petals and, after Eleanor had finished washing, she helped her to dress before they both slipped away to the priory for matins. In her heart, Eleanor knew she’d miss this the most.

Kneeling on the cold stone floor, her eyes closed, she was conscious of Joan’s steady breathing beside her as the familiar Latin prayers washed over her, their responses murmured automatically, her fingers clicking through her beads as she allowed her mind to drift. Was Joan as worried as she, at the upheaval in their lives? Her cousin had readily agreed when Eleanor had insisted her companion came with her. But for Joan this was nothing new – she’d come from her own family, distant relatives of Eleanor’s mother – to be her confidante as it was deemed Eleanor was in need of gentle female company. Although Joan was the quieter of the two, Eleanor knew her friend had an inner strength she rarely revealed, which would help them both in the new life they were about to begin.

But Ixworth wasn’t Joan’s home, and she wasn’t about to become someone’s wife, with all that would entail. Eleanor swallowed hard. She knew what was expected in the marriage bed, and Greville was not a boy of her own age. He’d have expectations – she had no doubt about that. So no, answering her own question, Joan had very little to worry about.

The voices of the monks lifted in the final bars of the ‘Te Deum’ hymn soaring to the vaulted ceiling as the heavy, cloying scent of frankincense drifted through the nave and the service was over. She’d be back here in six hours, and she’d already been informed they would leave for Norfolk early the next morning. This was it, the final time she’d be alone to say her farewells.

‘You go,’ she said, ‘I’ll be back shortly.’

Joan looked unsure. Did she think Eleanor was going to run away? If there was somewhere else to go, she’d have already gone.

‘I want to say my goodbyes now,’ she added.

Joan’s face cleared and she smiled gently, nodding. She gave Eleanor’s arm a slight squeeze. ‘We need to finish packing the last of your belongings,’ she reminded her.

‘I’ve not forgotten – I’ll be back in plenty of time. It’s going to be a long day.’

Joan disappeared through the chapel door, leaving Eleanor sitting silently in the shadowy morning half-light at the back. By this point the brothers had all dispersed to their chores with just two remaining, snuffing out candles and cleaning the sacraments. Their movements were fluid as if they were contained in an ancient religious dance, their rough wool habits sighing against the floor the only sound they made. Finally they too left and she was alone, with the solitude and silence that enveloped her a comforting, familiar blanket. But she had little time to pause and appreciate. Her time had run out.

Outside, after a brief visit to her parents’ grave – there were no goodbyes here; she missed them, but had accepted they were gone forever – she carried on until she reached the priory’s physic garden. Carefully laid out in sections splayed out like the rays of the sun from a central bed, each patch contained herbs to cure ailments for a different part of the body. Behind her a separate bed held the plants needed to
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