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1.
October 1324

‘Amen,’ says Hawys at last, for what feels like the millionth time that month.
Unsteadily she crosses herself and clambers to her feet, her knees agonisingly
numb after two hours of prayer on the cold stone floor. To avoid the inevitable
reproach from her mother, she resists the urge to rub them and instead takes a
deep breath in through her nose and tries to welcome the pain as if it is
something holy flooding her body. Like St Sebastian, she thinks. She blows out
through her mouth. Pinned to his tree by arrows. She breaths in again. Suffering
but resilient, defiant in his martyrdom...And out. No, that’s just pain. Nothing
holy about that at all...

‘Hawys!” her mother is hissing at her. ‘Thank Friar Aldous for his
blessing.’

Her cheeks flush at the rebuke, because they always do.

‘Thank you, Father,” she mutters, looking at the floor.

‘Now go,’ says the friar, laying a hand - hairy as an ape’s - upon her
bowed head, ‘And sin no more.’

‘Amen,’ says her mother, crossing herself somewhat theatrically, and

sighing her signature sigh of long-suffering despair, ‘We can only hope.’
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‘Safe travels, My Lady.’ The friar rearranges his grubby surplice. Hawys
suspects he wears a hair shirt underneath. He looks the type for private agonies.
“You go into dangerous country. May The Lord go with you.’

And then, without looking back, he’s gone, and Hawys and her mother
are alone in the chapel: scant evidence of the Lord’s companionship between

them.

The bright blue promise of the morning has waned into an afternoon of
dark, lowering skies with heavy storm clouds rumbling in across the far hills.
Dropping her chin deeper into the warmth of her fur and biting at her lip, Hawys
squints through the mizzle at the landscape. Somewhere, in the cold rain beyond
the unfamiliar horizon, lies the House of Flint, and her dread of it is increasing
as the miles between them diminish. Close to two weeks of bone-rattling travel,
broken only by relentless prayer, have worn her once robust constitution to a
wretched listlessness. Any lingering vitality she had when they had arrived in
the lively town of Corbridge had melted away as soon as their tired little retinue
crossed the old Roman wall, and they pressed ever on into the wild,
unpopulated hinterlands of Northumbria. Any sense of belonging to a wider
world had evaporated as soon as they entered the border lands. Even her view
out of the tiny window had shrunk and was now partially obscured by the
mounted guardsmen riding beside them in a noticeably tighter formation. She

might catch the occasional glimpse of bleak-looking moorland and stumpy
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wind-blown trees, but for miles there has been no sign of human life; not even
the broken-down dry-stone walls she’s grown used to seeing since they arrived
in the North. No people. No. This is empty land, she thinks.

She struggles to understand why anyone would want to fight over so
desolate a place but is learning that men will fight over pretty much anything.
Even this bleak-looking region gives rise to frequent skirmishes and battles
between Barons and Earls, the Scots, the Welsh, the English, and everyone in
between. Men and Land. It’s a tale as old as Adam, played out across the world
it seems, and now in this, her sixteenth year, it’s also part of Hawys’ story. If it
wasn t for men and land, I wouldn t be here. Or so she’s concluded. Yes, she
recognises that some punishment is deserved. Afterall, she can be in no doubt of
her guilt. She has transgressed, she knows. The Church confirms it, and her
mother and father have been unrelenting in their condemnation of her
behaviour. But surely there will be a last-minute reprieve, for what is the point
of faith if it doesn t deliver redemption? Surely, they won t go through with their
threat and banish her, their only daughter, to this dangerous and barren outpost,
hundreds of miles from home, from family, from friends?

The carriage lurches heavily as a wheel hits a boulder on the track.
Without thinking, Hawys puts out her hands to stop herself falling forwards into
her mother’s lap and, for a few seconds, her chilled fingers grasp the older

woman’s knees through the heavy fabric of her skirts. Despite the swaying of
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the vehicle and the brevity of the moment, she feels her mother flinch beneath
her touch. She withdraws her hands and sits back in her seat.

‘Sorry, Mother.’

It’s all she seems to say these days.

Steel-mouthed and pale-eyed, her mother says nothing, but turns to look
out of the window. She doesn’t have to. Hawys is, by now, well acquainted with
her silence and its myriad meanings. In a matter of months, the mother she’d
known — benign, smiling and occasionally even loving — has retreated, leaving
behind this icy stranger, emanating disgust or disappointment with every look or
word. Hawys sees that her mother wishes she were a stranger to her; that this
repugnant, ill-tempered whelp of hers could be drowned like a cat in a bag and
she would be spared the shame.

The Shame.

Which shrouds Hawys more heavily than a sodden cloak.

The Shame.

A little word, but one that carries such potency, and is carrying her now
towards a destination which promises little but misery. Up until recently, the
threat of the House of Flint had been just that; a threat. Nothing more than a
story; a means by which to frighten her into compliance. She had always
considered it a myth, a tale to make naughty girls behave. Even her own

brothers had teased her about it.
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“You’re going to The House of Flint!” Osric had crowed through the door
of the cellar with undisguised glee when their mother had locked her in on the
day of her betrothal party. ‘The Lady’s going to get you! She’ll beat you and
starve you and you’ll end up a sad, mad old nun. Wrinkled and lonely and ugly,
shut away in the Wild North. Your life is as good as over, sister!’

How she had railed at him, calling him every name she could think of as
she pummelled the door with her fists. Osric. Would she really never see him
again, much as she had hated him at that moment?

She turns to look out of the little window. The cold, rain-heavy air chills
her and she fights against another flow of tears, knowing how they aggravate
her mother even more, if that’s possible. Will she leave her there? Really?
Could she do such a thing? Most likely she's just trying to frighten her into
obedience, and they’ll turn round and return home; she chastened, her mother
vindicated. But even as she has the thought, Hawys knows that her mother is not
given to elaborate gestures. Unlike herself.

A heavy feeling, like cold water, is rising up from her feet towards her
heart, and Hawys wonders bleakly whether it is actually possible to drown in

your own fear.
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2.
Hours later they come to a halt within the walled outer courtyard of Flint House.
As the horses stamp and blow, the guards dismount, and the coachmen set about
unloading the luggage. The door of the carriage opens with a rush of cold air
and Godfrey Lamas pokes his head inside to speak to Hawys’ mother. His face
is pinched under his wool cap, a drip of clear liquid clinging to the end of his
battered, puce-coloured nose.

‘We’re here, Madam. Later than hoped for, but the road was worse than
expected.’

In the patch of dying twilight between Lamas’ body and the door of the
carriage Hawys can just make out the ground, muddy and wet with wind-ruffled
puddles turning to ink as the day fades. Wood smoke and cooking smells gust in
the wintery air and Hawys’ stomach growls. She claps a hand over her belly as
her mother begins to exit the carriage with some difficulty. The hours of
travelling over unmade roads and in rough weather has taken its toll on them all.
Lamas helps her mother step down from the carriage and then turns to Hawys.

‘Give me your hand, Miss. It’s a bit of a jump.’

But Hawys spurns his assistance, rejoicing in being able to move at last.

She springs down to the ground, hoiking up her long, thick skirts to avoid the
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mud into which she splashes. After the motion of the carriage, the ground
seems to heave and pitch like the deck of a ship at sea, and hilariously she
stumbles like a drunk for a moment as she tries to find her balance.

‘For goodness’ sake, Hawys!’ scolds her mother. ‘Try and behave like a
lady just for once, will you?’

The familiar hot flash of indignation rises in her chest, but she squashes it
under her ribs before it can burst out of her.

‘I’m sorry, Mother.’

‘Bring the boxes, Lamas,” her mother commands, wrapping her fur about
her and setting off across the courtyard towards the small group of nuns now
beating against the wind in their direction. ‘Hawys, come.’

Hawys does as she’s told, wide eyes drinking in the darkening scene
around her, the rooks cawing and circling overhead as they head off to roost. All
around and in front of them a great stone building looms, silver and grey in the
dusk; more castle than convent, the high walls topped with crenellations. What
windows there are, are tiny, like arrow slits. There 1s nothing welcoming about
it, despite a glow of torches at a huge wooden door, open and black like the
mouth of some monstrous leviathan, and which seems to be sucking them
towards it.

A tall, slender woman of middle age, wearing the grey robes and white

headdress of a nun, is coming towards them, battling against the gale.
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“My Lady LeFray,” she says, her voice raised above the wind. ‘Welcome
to Flint House. I am Sister Matilda, the Prioress here.’

Hawys skulks behind her mother, afraid to look upon the nun’s face in case it
shows disgust. But the nun barely glances at her, so solicitous is she towards her
mother, the song of a Scots accent smoothing the apology.

‘I am sorry we were not here to meet you at once. We were not sure if we
would see you tonight after your expected hour of arrival passed.’

‘My drivers underestimated the conditions of the roads,” her mother
replies in her sharp, contemptuous tone. ‘I had imagined some degree of upkeep
on the well-travelled routes at least. It seems I was wrong to do so.’

‘It is a matter of argument between the landowners and a constant source
of discomfort to travellers. I can only sympathise.’

Hawys’ mother gives a curt nod in response, her brusqueness making Hawys
blush - a constant betrayal of her inner self that she longs to grow out of or at
least learn to master.

‘Come inside out of the weather,” says Sister Matilda. ‘And let’s see if we
can’t assuage your suffering with some hot food and warm mead in front of the
fire. Our honey is widely praised for its sweet and medicinal properties.’

But Hawys’ mother is already marching inside as if she owns the place. Hawys
ventures an apologetic smile at The Prioress, but she has turned away and, in a
flapping of fabric, is herself disappearing into the great dark doorway of the

house.
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If there s a moment to make a run for it, it’s now!

The thought instantly sends Hawys’ heart racing, and she looks around to
see if it’s possible. But Lamas is almost on top of her, the luggage upon his
shoulders, a gappy grin on his stupid-looking face. He thrusts his beery mug
towards her ear, wheezing as he laughs.

‘Dream on, Miss. You’d freeze to death at best, be torn apart by wolves at
worst — and plenty of other things in between.’

‘And wouldn’t you be pleased either way, Lamas?’ She tries to keep the
tremor out of her voice.

‘Not as pleased as your mother, I dare say,” he chuckles in return.

Hawys gives him what she hopes is a withering look, but she knows he’s
right. She would stand no chance in such a remote and desolate place, especially
after nightfall and with only her penknife to defend herself. Defeated, she turns
and follows the small procession into the house, her stomach rumbling again as
the smell of cooked meat wafts towards her. It’s been hours since they’ve eaten
and days since they had anything hot, and her empty belly growls at the thought
of a nice fat chicken thigh or even a piece of warm bread. Behind her she can
hear Lamas licking his lips in anticipation, so she hurries on ahead of him to
escape the repellent sound. The doorway leads into a large and icy hall, empty
except for sconces on the walls where some greasy candles burn. A couple of
hard-backed chairs that have seen better days seem tiny in the enormous space.

The floor, like the walls, is of cold, grey stone and the ceiling is so high that it
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fades away into darkness. To her left a stone staircase runs up beside the wall,
disappearing into the murky gloom.

‘All the comforts of home, eh?’ says Lamas over her shoulder. ‘Bet you
wish you'd been a good girl now, don't you?’

Hawys moves away from him, but she feels a weakening in her fortitude
and a little ripple of panic begins to rise in her. Don't let them see your fear, she
says to herself; an incantation that has served her adequately enough over recent
months, but which now feels insubstantial against the overload of unfamiliar
terrors that threaten her. Her resolve had been her one true protection in the face
of the mental and physical pressures applied to make her comply but now, in the
face of something new, she fears it won’t be enough. The faster she applies
mortar to the cracks in her inner walls of defence, the faster bricks are falling
further along the course, and she fears she lacks the resources within her to stop
the inevitable collapse.

At least let it wait until my mother has left, she prays, but then the thought
of her mother leaving takes hold and she forces her mind to close to it. She balls
her hands into fists and takes a deep breath.

Her mother’s entourage disappears through a door on the far side of the
hall, through which Hawys catches a glimpse of what she imagines might be the
refectory. With the promise of light and noise and heat and people her fear

retreats a little but, as she heads towards it, a short, round nun slips out through
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the door and closes it firmly behind her. Her face is smiling, but the smile fades
as she comes closer.

“Your mother dines alone with The Lady Abbess tonight,” she says in a
surprisingly sharp voice, catching Hawys by the elbow and turning her away
from the door. ‘And, as you have missed The House’s evening meal, you will
take your supper in the kitchen.’

Hawys is so hungry she doesn't care where she eats, as long as it’s soon.
The nun calls out to Lamas, ‘You there. Leave the baggage at the bottom of the
stairs and go to the stable yard. You'll find food and a bed there.’

Lamas looks peeved at this instruction, and Hawys feels a fleeting flutter
of triumph in her chest, but he does as he’s told with a sniff and a grunt and
dumps Hawys' things unceremoniously at the foot of the stone staircase. He tips
his cap to the nun and turns on his heel without so much as a goodbye, hacking
phlegm as he goes. Hard to feel sad at his departure and yet Hawys does for a
moment. Afterall, Lamas is a familiar and soon he’ll be gone. Like her mother.

‘I am Sister Clothild,’ says the nun, pronouncing it in the French style —
Cloteeld. ‘Follow me.” She sets off across the great flagstones like a little
coracle through choppy waters, Hawys bobbing behind in her wake, trying not
to let the tumult of emotions raging inside capsize her.

‘I imagine the journey was uncomfortable?’ Sister Clothild is proclaiming

over her shoulder. ‘And long? About twelve days, was it? Sussex to
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Northumberland, via London and York? I assume you changed horses several
times?’

Hawys ventures an answer, but the nun continues, ‘I did that exact same
journey myself twenty-five years ago, but I still remember every bump and turn
as if it were yesterday. The longest journey of my life, of course, and the roads
were considerably worse then. Here we are.’

She gestures to a tiny doorway hidden in the lee of the great staircase,
which leads into a dark little corridor. A damp smell from within lingers heavily
on the cold air.

‘Down the steps, straight ahead and you'll see the jakes. And wash your
hands afterwards. You'll find water and soap beside the bowl on the stand.
Please use it. We have a very strict code of cleanliness here at Flint House. The
Lady insists.’

Hawys is about to demur but, at the mention of The Lady, she bites her
tongue and shuts her mouth. She nods at Sister Clothild and follows the little
passageway down to the privy. There’s no door to it and the only window is a
slit high in the wall. An ineffectual oil lamp smokes drearily on a shelf above
the worn wooden seat. It is not a place to hang about, that’s for sure, but at least
the seat looks clean, so Hawys lifts her skirts and does what she can. When she
is finished, she pours icy water from an earthenware jug into a bowl and picks
up a rough piece of soap that smells faintly of almonds. She turns it over in her

hands beneath the cold water, bubbles forming between her fingers, and is
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transported for a moment back to when she was a little girl, and a time when her
mother had been concerned with such things as her physical cleanliness. How
she must wish there was a means of scrubbing her child clean now, she thinks.
But it would take more than a bar of almond soap to wash away the sins she's
accused of. A lifetime of scrubbing could not erase the shame that threatens her
mortal soul, if her mothers assertions and her own darkest fears are true; small
wonder she isn t interested in her dirty fingernails anymore. With a sigh, Hawys
throws the foul water down the jakes and dries her hands on her skirt. She
resolves not to think of her mother’s disappointment or her own sins for at least
an hour. By the door at the end of the corridor, Sister Clothild is waiting for her.

‘Hands.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Hands?’ Sister Clothild looks at her expectantly.

Hawys holds her hands out for inspection, as she had when she was a
child. The nun turns them over in her own, which are small and fat, like a
chubby baby’s. She nods and then she’s off again, surprisingly fast for someone
so short and wide, and Hawys has to skip to catch up with her.

‘Baggage!’ says Sister Clothild as she sweeps past Hawys’ things and
begins to climb the stairs. ‘Follow me.’

For a moment Hawys assumes she’s giving the instruction to an as yet

hidden servant, but it quickly dawns on her that it’s her that the nun is
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addressing. She gathers up her belongings with some difficulty and follows
Sister Clothild up the wide stone stairway.

‘Come, come,’ chides the nun, without looking round, and Hawys heaves
her bags clumsily behind her, silently cursing the swaying backside in front of
her. They ascend the huge staircase into the gloom, and with every step Hawys’
spirit dwindles as the prospect of living in this cold house, amongst these cold
and childless women becomes a reality. An icy claw of anguish grips her heart
so hard that she lets out a gasp, causing Sister Clothild to turn.

“You’ll soon get used to putting the effort in,” she says. ‘They all do.’

At the top of the stairs the nun pushes open a small door and disappears
inside.

‘Come on, come on.’

Hawys follows, struggling to manoeuvre her bags through the narrow
doorway, and finds herself in a large dormitory lined with narrow wooden beds.
Through high windows on the right the sickly wintry twilight pools onto bare
floorboards. Beside each bed i1s a small wooden cupboard and on one of them,
towards the far end of the room, a candle shivers in the gloom. There must have
been twenty beds at least, in two opposing rows, each one covered with plain
woollen blankets and a single pillow. There were no signs of occupancy, no
comfort or colour. The closest thing Hawys has to compare it to is the military
barracks on her father’s estate, where he keeps a constant band of militiamen in

readiness for any hostilities or call to arms. Father. It’s almost a month since
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she’s seen him. The ghastliness of their last encounter is something she
absolutely cannot think about, especially now, and she pushes the thought of
him back into the box locked deep within her, along with the other shameful
thoughts and secrets that torment her in those anxious hours before the dawn.

‘You’ll be down here,’ the nun is saying, and she totters off down the
central aisle between the beds until she comes to a halt beside the one with the
candle. Hawys follows and thankfully dumps her things upon the bed, making a
dull thud, suggesting that the mattress, if indeed there is one, is made of nothing
more than straw, and the bed would be hard, like a rock.

“Yours is the cupboard to the right. Put what you can inside. Anything
else will be considered superfluous and will be stored away in the stockroom,
along with your clothes, which you should now remove.’

Hawys’ face betrays her surprise at this, but Sister Clothild rattles on.

‘From now on you will wear this,” she produces a thick grey woollen
dress from the little cupboard, ‘This,” followed by a large square of rough white
linen she presumes to be a head-covering, ‘And these,’ a pair of heavy looking
wooden clogs. ‘One of your fellow postulants will come along presently and
take you to the kitchen for something to eat. Make sure you’re ready.’

Sister Clothild presses the garments into Hawys’ hands and turns to go.
As an afterthought she looks back and says, ‘Welcome to The House of Flint,

Hawys LeFray. You will find that if you work hard, do as you are told, and
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endeavour to improve yourself then the time will go faster, and you may even
grow to like it here. God willing.’

She crosses herself, nods at Hawys and exits the way they had come in.
Hawys listens to her receding footsteps, then drops the clothes onto the bed and
looks around her. She wonders about the occupants of the other beds, who they
are and why they are here and whether they would shun her. Were they the
purest of girls, willingly seeking a life of religious servitude, or were they
miserable sinners like her, being punished for their transgressions? Penitential
or not, could they all be on a shared journey towards salvation? Could The
Lord bring them all into His Light, in a place as dark as The House of Flint?
She shivers. She has so many questions, but any answers seem out of her reach,
as always. With numb fingers Hawys removes the clothes that bind her to The
Life Before until she stands in her shift, cold and white as a corpse in the weak
moonlight. She picks up the heavy wool dress that she has been given and pulls

it on. And so, her New Life, whatever that might be, begins.
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3

There is no way to make the wooden clogs fit any better, despite Hawys’ efforts
with her winter stockings. She shucks them off and pulls her stout leather boots
back on. When she drops the skirt of the thick grey shift, no one will see them,
surely, and what is the point in being uncomfortable when she has perfectly
good footwear that fits? She sits on the hard bed and fastens the headdress as
best she can. It’s worn enough not to be soft, but it smells foisty, and she doesn’t
want to wear it over her ears, so instead they stick out like a pair of handles on a
drinking jug. Her long, auburn hair hangs down in two plaits behind her back
and she wonders whether she will be told to pin them up beneath the scarf. She
is nudging the discarded shoes under her bed when she hears a door open at the
other end of the dormitory. Alert as a hare, she listens to the sound of
approaching wooden clogs on boards; the clomping step suggesting that they
too are an 1ll fit. In the darkness beyond her feeble candlelight, she can make
out a shape in grey and white.

‘Is your name Hawys LeFray?’ wheezes the shape in a thin, reedy voice,

in an accent Hawys doesn’t recognise.
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‘Yes,’ she replies, with what she hopes suggests fearlessness.

“You are to come with me to the kitchen.’

The shape materialises into a girl of about her own age, thin faced with
heavily hooded eyes the colour of a peat bog, her skin sallow and stippled with
spots and scabs. She looks at Hawys with a scowl of sulky suspicion and
distaste. It is obvious to Hawys that this is someone who has been told to do
something she doesn’t want to, and is now doing it with unconcealed bad grace.

‘I couldn’t fit all my things in the cupboard,” Hawys begins, gesturing to
the books and clothes that remain on the bed. ‘And the clogs are far too big for
me so I’ve kept my own boots on, do you think that will be allowed?’

‘Anything that can’t fit must be stored. Bring it with you now. As for the
shoes, you must take it up with Sister Matilda, but don’t expect to be granted
any favours here, just because you’re from money.’

‘I don’t. I wouldn’t,” stammers Hawys.

‘Half the Sisters here are from blue blood. We even have one who’s a
Princess so don’t think your airs and graces will save you. Everyone gets treated
the same. Everyone. Fancy boots or no.’

Hawys feels herself reddening at the girl’s hostility, and she wills her
cheeks to pale even though the light is dim, but the girl sees she is wounded and
it feels as though a point has been scored. As if to confirm it, she smiles a mean
little smile, revealing a row of surprisingly small teeth, like those of an infant.

‘Grab your stuff, Lady Fancy, and follow me.’
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The girl snatches up the candlestick and lumbers off, leaving Hawys to
collect up her belongings in the dark and follow her out of the room.

“Your mother dines with The Lady,’ says the girl in an undeniably smug
tone, ‘So don’t expect to have any secrets left by bedtime. The Lady has a way
of getting to the truth, you’ll see.’

At the mention of The Lady, Hawys shudders. She can’t help it. “The
Lady” has established a place in the dark vortex of her mind that holds all the
fearful things she dreads. The Lady. As mythical and terrible as Grendel’s
Mother. The thought that she would one day soon have to face her is a growing
terror.

‘What is she like?’ asks Hawys, and she hopes her voice doesn’t betray
her fright. ‘The Lady?’

Her companion stops and turns around to face her, holding the candles up
beside her curd-coloured face so that her eyes glint blackly.

‘The Lady is everything you’ve heard,” she says, coming in close to
Hawys’ face. Her breath smells strongly of turnips or some other root vegetable,
a damp and empty smell. ‘She is cold. And sharp. As flint.’

Hawys gulps audibly, causing another flickering smile in her escort.

‘Pray to Jesus you do not incur her displeasure. Or you will pay the price.
Now come on. No more questions.’

She turns and leads them on through another door, down a series of

twisting corridors and stairways until they descend into a long, echoing hallway,



Isobel Middleton Hawys LeFray 21

which Hawys calculates to be back on the ground floor. Small doors locked with
great metal padlocks line the walls and it is at one of these that they stop.

‘Leave your things here,’ says the girl without stopping, and Hawys
carefully lays her belongings on a wooden bench beside the door, wondering
when, if ever, she will see them again; the soft chemise made for her by Old
Mab last spring; the delicately worked girdle, which had been a gift from her
father when she turned fifteen; the illustrated book of birds which she loved so
much she had brought it with her, although it seemed unlikely that she would be
seeing many finches or wagtails in this stone cold place. At least she had
managed to squeeze her storybook and her poppet, Petronilla, into the tiny
bedside cupboard. Of course, she is far too old for stories and toys now, she
knows, but knowing the little ragdoll is squashed between the folds of her
winter fur and her prayer book gives her a small crumb of comfort.

At the end of the hallway an archway leads into the first of several
kitchens, and the transition into a place of light and warmth and noise is
remarkable. Her surly pilot is waiting for her beside a huge oak table, her arms
folded and a bad-tempered look on her face.

‘You’ll have to learn to be quicker about things if you’re to fit in here,
you know. We can’t hang around waiting for you.’

‘I’m sorry,” says Hawys. This girl is beginning to get on her nerves now.

‘I’m sure I’ll get used to it. [ have only been here half an hour.’
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The girl glares at her and, without warning, reaches over and pinches her,
hard, on the arm.

‘Ow! What was that for?’ says Hawys, pulling away from her and rubbing
at her smarting bicep. The girl’s eyes narrow; her tongue flicks like an adder’s
and disappears between her thin lips but, before further hostilities can ensue, a
tall, freckled young woman comes towards them. She looks about eighteen with
hair bright as copper escaping in springy curls from her cap. She is statuesque
and strong looking, reminding Hawys of one of her father’s carthorses, used to
pull the heavy loads of ale casks from the brewery to the cellars.

‘Alright, Bryd?’ she says. ‘You making friends again?’ It’s obvious that
she’s seen what’s happened and is neither surprised nor shocked by it. ‘Can’t
help yourself, can you?’

The girl’s broad Northumbrian tones remind Hawys’ of her eldest
brother’s wife, Margaret, who had grown up in the North Riding of Yorkshire.
She likes Margaret and hopes this is a more promising omen after the
unpleasantness of her first new acquaintance.

‘I’'m Hawys LeFray,” she volunteers, as boldly as she can. Bryd glowers.

‘Adelreda,’ replies the carthorse, holding out her hand in greeting. ‘But
everyone calls me Audry.’

Hawys takes her hand and smiles. This is killing Bryd, she thinks with

pleasure, and certainly Bryd looks as if she might spit poison.
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‘Don’t mind Bryd,’ says Audry. ‘She’s Welsh. She can’t help it.” And she
laughs a rolling wave of a laugh that catches Hawys in its easiness so that she
laughs too. Bryd scowls darkly at the pair of them, whisks her candlestick from
the table and shuffles off into the next room, where sounds of clattering pots and
pans are topped only by the impatient shouts of someone who is waiting for
something Hawys can’t quite make out.

Audry chuckles. ‘Aye, you’ll get used to her. Stay out of her way and
you’ll be alright. Lord knows why she has to be so sour. Maybe she’ll be
happier once her spots clear up, poor love. Now, come on. You must be
famished. Long journey, was it? Let’s get you something to eat.” Audry leads
her to a stool on the other side of the table.

‘Sit yourself down there and I’ll fetch you some stew.’

She goes off into the adjacent kitchen and Hawys looks about her, trying
to take it all in. She feels the weight of what is happening to her bear down upon
her, so she places her hands on the wooden table and feels the grain beneath her
fingers. It 5 real. This is real. Really happening to me. Then Audry is back with
a bowl of hot stew and some bread. She puts them in front of Hawys, produces a
spoon from the pocket of her apron and hands it to her.

‘Tuck in, then,’ she says. ‘Eat it whilst it’s hot or you won’t feel the
benefit. There’ll be nowt else to warm you until dinner tomorrow. I’1l get you

some small beer.’
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Hawys takes the spoon and tentatively tastes the stew. It’s good, and the
hot vegetables and gravy warm her so that before long she feels her cheeks glow
and sweat breaks out on her brow. Audry comes back with a mug of ale.

‘Alright?’ she asks. ‘Hitting the spot?’

Hawys nods in reply, her mouth too full to speak.

‘The food’s usually good here,’ says Audry. ‘That’s one thing you can’t
complain about, at least.’

Hawys swallows and takes a swig of the ale. ‘It’s good. Very good,’ she
says. ‘Did you make it?’

‘No,’ laughs Audry, parking her backside on the table edge. ‘Martha
cooks. I just do what she tells me.’

‘You’re not a.... a...” Hawys searches for a suitable word °“...a Sister?’

‘No. I’'m not a Sister. I just work here. Have done since I were a bairn.
Me dad works for The Lady, you see. When me mam died, she took me in, so
we could stay together.’

Hawys hesitates, her spoon in mid-air.

‘Go ahead,’ says Audry, smiling. ‘Eat.’

Hawys eats and Audry talks as she does so, telling her about her work in
the kitchens and the garden, and in the hospital, which take in the sick from
nearby farms and villages and where the Sisters use their skills and knowledge
to help people. She tells her that she is learning to use plants and herbs herself

to make medicines, and she thinks this is where her real interests lie, even
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though she actually quite likes working in the kitchens because it’s always busy
and warm, even in the winter, ‘when everywhere else is bloody freezing.’

Hawys finishes off her stew with the last of the bread. She looks at Audry,
reckoning that she might be a more honest judge of character than Bryd.

‘What’s she like?’ she says.

‘Who?’

‘The Lady?’

The smile on Audry’s face dims momentarily and then returns.

‘Ah, The Lady? Well, now then, there’s a thing. She’s.... well, she’s ‘The
Lady’, if you know what [ mean?’

Hawys shakes her head.

‘She’s, she’s like our mother and father all rolled into one. She’s soft, but
she’s hard; like a piece of flint that can break but that cuts...” Audry laughs.
‘I’m not making much sense, am [?’

‘Not really,” says Hawys, her eyes wide as saucers.

‘She’s The Lady, that’s what. You’ll see. Now, if you’re done, you’d
better go and join the others. This way.’

Audry stands up and hands Hawys her candle. They cross the kitchen and
into the next, a blast of intense heat rushing over them as they pass the largest of
the fireplaces. A scrawny boy with a pink, bare torso and grubby hose labours

over the spit, turning a great carcass over the leaping flames. As they go by, he
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turns his head towards them and whistles. Audry makes a rude gesture with her
finger, and he laughs and wipes the sweat from his bony chest.

‘That’s Denis,’ says Audry. ‘He’s a prize idiot, so don’t mind what he
says. He’s harmless though. The story goes he fell on his head when he was a
baby, so he can’t help it, I suppose.’

They duck through an alcove into another corridor, and the cold falls
upon them like iced water. At the end of it, Audry hauls open a heavy door to
the courtyard and a glacial wind blows in. Hawys shields her dancing flame.
Outside is darkness.

‘Go across the courtyard, right at the steps and you’ll see the archway to
the cloister behind. Go down, right to the end and you’ll find the chapel. They’1l
be halfway through Compline now so just go in and stand at the back. Someone
will come and find you.’

Audry holds the door open and Hawys peers into the blackness.

‘You’ll be alright,” says Audry. ‘They’re not a bad lot, most of them. Do
as you’re told and learn humility, that’s the easiest way. Now, go on, you’re
letting all the heat out.’

‘Thank you,” says Hawys, but the door is slammed shut and Audry has
gone, back towards the light and the warmth and the sounds of life. She is alone
in a dark courtyard, cold stone and the icy night air all around; the wet, freezing
ground drilling up through the soles of her boots. Cupping the weak light of the

trembling candle with her hand she sets off towards the far wall. She can just
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about make out the dark shapes of windows here and there, but there are no
lights to guide her or to illuminate the spaces within. Fighting her fear, she
hunches her shoulders and quickens her pace. Here are the steps, and here is the
cloister arch, as Audry described. The smell of damp stone rolls over her, and
something else too. Frankincense, that s it, oozing over the chill air, creeping
from beneath a door at the far end of the long cloister corridor. Hawys advances
warily. On her left she passes a dark internal stairway to some upper floor, on
her right are unglazed mullion windows looking out onto the pitch-black
courtyard. And now she hears it, the low chant of many voices, in unison,
speaking some prayer or psalm. She stops, reminded in that instance of all her
recent endless hours spent kneeling at various altars; mostly in penitence, but
sometimes in defiance because, despite the overwhelming sense of guilt that
weighs her down, there is still a bitter tang of injustice that can’t help but rise in
her throat. When she recalls the humiliation, the cruel admonishments piled
upon her, her breast flares with indignation again. It is a secret feeling so
familiar to her these days that it has become almost an indulgence, like a wound
that can be opened with the picking of a scab.

She steels herself and continues towards the door, blowing out her light
and placing the candleholder on the wide stone window ledge amongst the
many others that are already there. The chanting grows louder as Hawys
approaches and, when she summons up the courage to push the door open and

enters the chapel, it roars around her like a wall of sound. It isn’t a prayer or
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psalm familiar to her. She can’t understand the words; is it Latin or French,
perhaps? Is it English? Or something else?

Closing the heavy wooden door behind her, she advances a few cautious
steps across a darkly tiled floor. The smell of frankincense is strong, and, by the
glittering light of many beeswax candles, she sees that she is in a chapel unlike
any she has seen before. The walls are all made of polished flint, cut so that the
surface gleams like smoked glass, and mosaicked together so that they resemble
the scales of a great fish. It gives the impression of being inside an ornate
lantern, but the light refracted is dark and lucid all at once, so that Hawys
wonders briefly whether she has actually fallen asleep at the kitchen table and is
dreaming. The sound weaves around her and the light makes her blink. Looking
up she sees the arched ceiling boned with curved wooden beams painted blood
red and decked with the tattered banners and pennants of long-ago battles.
Looking forwards she sees the rows of grey and white clad Sisters, standing
with their backs to her, but now turning, like barley in a breeze, to see who has
disturbed their worship. Hawys stands rooted to the spot as one by one the
women and girls, for some look even younger than her, stop chanting and fix
their gaze upon her, the silence falling upon them like snow. She wishes the
ground would swallow her up, or that she would wake. She scans the faces
before her. All ages, all sizes, all colours; about twenty or thirty of them, and
then she recognises Bryd, who sees her and sneers and whispers something to

her neighbour, a tall, broad-shouldered girl of about the same age. Her face
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remains impassive at whatever it is Bryd has said but Hawys feels her eyes burn
into her and she looks away. A nun is now coming towards her, a woman in her
sixties with an open but tired face. Her headdress is full like Sister Clothild’s
and that of the tall nun who had greeted them when they first arrived. The
Prioress, Sister Matilda, that was it. My God, that was probably less than an
hour ago. Already it feels like another life.

‘Come, child,’ says the nun, taking Hawys by the arm with a bony hand.

Hawys sees Bryd pull a face and whisper to her neighbour again. This
time she feels irritation rather than fear and adds a note to her mental list of
things to be addressed with that whey-faced cow.

‘Take a place and join in our evening worship,’ the nun says, and she
leads Hawys between the rows of women and indicates a small gap between
two ancient nuns standing at the front, before the altar rail. They shuffle along to
let her in between them and then, without warning or any instruction that she
can determine, the chanting begins again. The nun to her left resonates like a
church bell. The one to the right wheezes like a cracked kettle coming up to the
boil. Hawys stands pinned between them, taking in the dusty scent of one and
the vinegary odour of the other. Unable to join in with whatever the liturgy is,
her eyes slide apprehensively to look upon the crucified Christ before her. She is
relieved to see that, despite his ravaged form and bleeding wounds, his eyes are

forgiving, and it is upon these that she fixes her own, in the hope that, through
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some miracle, she might be transported by His love to a place of warmth and

safety where perhaps, against all the odds, she can be herself.



