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Stealthy as the winter frost, it found a rip upon the air.

And slipped from death to walk the night

But left no footstep there.

Anon
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Part One
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1860

I was one of only five passengers taking the boat to Skelthsea. There were no friends or relatives to wave me off and little comfort to be found inside my good wool coat. Wind blew in from a sea that was the grey of lead and the scream of gulls was harsh on the morning lull. As the boat rounded the rocks and approached the jetty, I picked up my cases and followed the others down the rutted pier.

I was helped on deck, where it began to drizzle; a thin, spitting squall, icier than I could have imagined, and I steadied myself with the rail as the vessel tipped this way and that. My fellow travellers showed scant interest in me other than a passing glance, and why should they? I have the sort of face and figure that is unremarkable – a complexion without bloom and eyes shadowed by sleepless nights.

The final passenger, a woman in her early middle age, smiled at me once before disappearing below.

Deckhands lugged boxes of supplies from the jetty and it was another forty-five minutes before the steamboat left the harbour. As if on cue, the rain fell in earnest, pitting the sea.

‘You’d do well to go down, out of the weather, missy,’ the captain said.

But although gusts lashed at my cheeks, I wanted to hold that moment a fragment longer and did not seek the cabin until a sea mist fell and the land was finally lost from view. Until then, I believe I had not fully realized my decision. Even as I had packed and laid my clothes carefully in the cases, it had seemed that I was in some dream. My friend had watched me from the bedroom door, and shaken her head with something like pity.

‘Are you sure it’s wise, Elspeth?’ she had pressed. ‘To leave all your friends behind? The only life you know?’

But I had held tight to the letter – and to the way it lit a candle in a dark place. My friend had sighed. And meanwhile, I envisaged Skelthsea, its crags dotted with gulls, how waves might crash and break on the rocks, and a tide that washed the sands endlessly new.

My fingers went to the locket which held my sister’s image. Of all my losses, it was hers that I thought of most, and as we drew further from the mainland the pain came again and stung as hard as it had in those early days.

I scarcely recall the journey, only that, as we neared the island, I climbed from the cabin to watch our approach.

I had been told that Skelthsea was beautiful but the reality stole my breath. Here was the hulk of cliff, the sweep of valley and, high up, a curving ridge that caught splinters of the dying sun. The beach was crowded with people waiting for the boat’s arrival, chests and parcels ready for transport back to the mainland.

Sitting atop a hill lay a house larger than the others. Smoke rose and wound about the gabled roof. I surmised that this must be Iskar, the place that would now be my home. Leaded windows framed many rooms and with the setting sun behind it, the house cast a long shadow beneath which gorse and scrub shivered in the autumn chill. I tried for a smile but my face was frozen. The boat drew up to the pier and the engine fell to silence.

‘Are you Miss Swansome, the new nanny?’ A man came aboard and took my cases. He did not smile.

I nodded and, without a word of introduction, he carried my bags from the boat and waited as I was helped on to the barnacled pier. It was warmer on land but afternoon had begun to pool in the curve of the bay. The villagers’ attention turned to me with nods and tentative looks whilst the children regarded me with open curiosity. In spite of the temperature, most were barefoot.

‘This way.’ The man walked ahead.

I tried to keep up, my feet slipping on shingle as we began the steep path to Iskar’s grounds. Rose bushes blackened by frost grew wild and spilled over crumbling walls. Borders that had once, no doubt, been colourful and abundant had been reclaimed by sea grass and saplings and I became conscious of the smells – fish and peat smoke and a thread of sweetness: heather or gorse.

‘Have you lived here long?’ I asked.

‘All my days.’ And his eyes wandered to the beach, where fingers of orange were spreading across the horizon.

‘And are you in service to Miss Gillies?’

‘Aye, since I was thirteen.’

Birds circled the ridge and I looked up; a woman stood, curly hair and skirt flying. For a few moments, I felt her eyes upon me, and then my companion’s feet began on the path once again.

Rounding a bend, we came to the house itself and I could see now the rot in the timbers and the crumbling of stone. The carvings on the gabled door were worn nearly flat like ink lines on an illustration.

Once inside, he placed my luggage in the hall, home to a smouldering fire, and nodded to one of the two straight-backed chairs that framed the hearth. I duly sat and his boots rang out along the corridor until the closing of a door signalled that he had gone.

I took in a dull gleam on the furniture and the hovering of dust. Stags’ heads with blind gazes hung above hunting prints and the flickering lamps dropped pools of yellow light to the floor. On one of the walls was a small portrait. I got up and saw that it was a painting of Mary, the child I had come to look after. Here she was, a little younger than in the photograph I had been sent.

Beside her stood her twin brother. A face I was destined never to meet.

As I studied her features, I recalled the contents of the letter; she, like me, had lost all those closest to her. I listened then to the immense quiet, imagined Mary in the web of rooms, left to the mercy of her aunt. Her aunt and now me. I felt then not just the strangeness of the unfamiliar house but something else, a quality to the quietness that seemed unnatural, and experienced the tiniest nibble of some doubt.

The silence was broken by footsteps.

‘Miss Swansome?’ The woman who came into view had a broad island accent and the first full smile I had received that day. ‘I’m Mrs Lenister, I keep house here.’ Her wiry hair was held tightly beneath a cap and she had bird-like eyes that were sunk in the lines of her face. But for all that, her eyes were kind and a pretty shade of blue.

‘Trust Angus to leave you all alone here. I bet he didn’t even introduce himself, am I right?’ And I felt my edges begin to thaw as she beckoned me along one of the long halls, where our shoes echoed on the tiles. A smell of meat and baking drifted on the passageway and I realized that I had not eaten since a small breakfast.

As we walked, she kept up a constant stream of chatter.

‘Miss Gillies is sorry not to be here to meet you, but she had urgent business with the tenants and Mary went with her. She’s hoping to see you later, if you’re not too tired. Meanwhile, she instructed me to give you tea and some food after your journey. It’s warmer here if you’re happy to take a seat with me in the kitchen?’

I felt a pinch of disappointment. I was anxious to see for myself what sort of girl I would have the responsibility of. But I said that I considered it no hardship; I knew from my own home that on cold days, it was most likely the warmest place in the house.

The kitchen was vast, with marbled sinks, a huge range, pots and pans hanging from racks and in the centre a table, scarred many times with the scores of careless knives. Salted fish and dried herbs hung from hooks on the ceiling.

The teapot gave off a faint wisp of steam as she poured and pushed a bowl of stew and a plate of cold fare in my direction. I ate gratefully, listening with only half an ear to her conversation.

‘It’s good to have you. Mary’s in proper need of a nanny.’

‘How long since the last one left?’

‘Hettie?’ Her lips tightened a fraction. ‘A few months now, but it’s not always easy to find a replacement. There’s not many would want to leave the bustle of an Edinburgh life for the likes of here.’ Her eyes raked me curiously.

‘Hettie chose a bad time to leave,’ I said. ‘Mary must still have been grieving for her mother.’

‘She was. They both were.’

‘I was very sorry to hear that William had died. How long since they lost him?’

‘Barely weeks after Hettie had gone.’

‘Miss Gillies did not say in her correspondence how he died.’

Mrs Lenister pulled a chopping board towards her and began peeling apples. There was an awkwardness to her manner. ‘Did she not? Well, it was an accident, but the mistress prefers we don’t discuss William, I’m afraid.’

I wondered at that. After Papa had passed, Clara and I remembered him often in our conversations; it brought pain but there had always been comfort too. Perhaps here, the subject of William’s death caused too much distress.

‘You look concerned, Miss Swansome,’ she said. ‘Your post here should be an easy one. Mary is an obedient child.’

I decided I had questioned Mrs Lenister enough. My eyes took in some of the details of the kitchen – the windows and walls running with condensation and a dark patch on the ceiling which grew green spores at its edges.

While I drank my tea, we talked of my journey and a little of where I had lived in Edinburgh. When I had finished, she suggested she show me the way to my bedroom.

Walking a little in front, she guided me through the house and up a staircase to where a mullioned window captured prisms of the autumnal rays. As we went, Mrs Lenister enlightened me as to the geography of the house. The walls were panelled and the carpeting so thin as to show through in places. I had imagined more: a residence with plusher furnishings, brightly lit and welcoming.

Although oil lamps stood on tables, their hesitant light barely licked at the gloom. It was tomb silent, as if even the air did not dare make a sound, and with each step I imagined the twins’ laughter flying down the corridors and ringing in the stairwells, their faces flushed, figures racing in a game of chase. And all the time I thought of the boy who was no longer alive, who lay in some fresh grave upon the island.

The hush was profound, as if weighted with shock.

Finally, we came to the end of the hall, where ahead, a narrow staircase led up to another floor.

‘What’s up there?’ I asked.

‘They were the old nurseries. It’s where Hettie and the children slept.’ She made a vague gesture with her hand and then paused for a fraction. ‘We moved everything downstairs after she left.’

‘And where is William’s room now? Has it already been packed away?’

‘William slept in that wing,’ she said, indicating a door. ‘It’s kept locked now.’

‘Locked?’ I echoed.

‘It’s an old building, the floors are beginning to rot in places,’ she said by way of explanation, ‘but you are here and must be keen to rest.’ She led me to the room opposite.

She must have caught my expression of shock and shook her head. ‘That was not the cause of his accident, Miss Swansome.’ But it was clear from her look that she was keen not to say more.

In my bedchamber, the surfaces shone and peat was stacked neatly for a fire, my cases already placed at the foot of the bed.

‘Greer has done a nice job for you here,’ she said, and I was overcome suddenly with exhaustion.

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘and thank you for the tea.’

She hesitated, and after a beat, she came in further, closing the door behind her.

‘Miss Mary,’ she picked her words carefully. ‘She’s been through an awful lot. Did Miss Gillies tell you? She’s not spoken since her brother’s death.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Not a word. Not one word since he died.’

‘She’s mute?’ I felt a stab of dismay. Miss Gillies had not mentioned this.

I could sense her awkwardness. ‘But don’t take her silence personally; it is how she is with everyone.’

‘I imagine she’s still grieving.’

‘That’s it exactly. Exactly,’ Mrs Lenister said with relief. And, as if satisfied, she tucked her apron tighter and gave me a quick smile. ‘I’m downstairs if you want me. We eat at seven.’

When she had gone, I sat on the bed, limbs weighty with fatigue, and tried to anchor myself to the moment; but my skin felt half-empty and I thought of Edinburgh. I did not know any more who or what I was, only that I had left behind, forever, the person I had once been.

I stayed where I was in the half-light that heralded the passing of the day and breathed in the strange new air of Iskar.

From my bag, I took out the photograph that Miss Gillies had sent – a little curled at the edges – and peered into its image. The picture was of the twins and Hettie; none smiled for the camera. I had spent so much time over the past weeks in examination of their faces that I knew them by heart, but it was to Mary’s that I went again and tried to paint the information that I now held on to her features.

My gaze went to the mouth where her silence gave it new shape. Behind them stood Hettie, her eyes dark and intelligent, a twist of hair falling against a cheekbone. Peering closer, I saw that the surface of the picture was spoiled – that some flaw in the development had left William’s likeness slightly darker and more blurred than his sister’s.

I shivered – it was as if the photo itself foreshadowed the coming tragedy.
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I was woken the next morning by the sound of waves rushing against shingle and the cry of gulls. Sun slipped in through a gap in the curtains. It took a few moments to orientate myself but checking the clock, I leapt from the bed, anxious that I had slept through and failed to emerge for supper. I washed and dressed quickly and made my way to the hall, where a maid I hadn’t seen before hummed quietly as she worked.

‘Good morning. Which is the dining room, please?’ I asked although the aroma of coffee already signalled the direction.

She ceased her tune and looked me up and down without a smile. ‘This way.’

Downstairs, Mrs Lenister was already dusting crumbs from the table. ‘I hope you slept well, Miss Swansome. Miss Gillies said that she will see you in the drawing room after breakfast.’

‘I didn’t mean to sleep through –’ I began, but she waved a dismissive hand.

‘Miss Gillies is always tired after visiting day; she said it was a blessing that you could both meet fresh this morning.’

I helped myself to bread and fish. The coffee was hot and welcome and I ate and drank quickly, keen to meet my new employer.

When I had finished, I brushed nervously at my skirts and knocked at the drawing room door.

She called for me to enter and I stepped inside. The corridor had been chilly, but here the fire warmed the air and caught in its glow the polished edges of occasional tables and elegant desks. Two large windows let in the autumn light, and my eye was drawn to a glass case of brightly coloured birds standing on a lacquered table.

Violet Gillies sat in a chair with her right cheek to me. She wore a black dress with silver buttons. Pearl-headed pins glinted in her hair which was teased into curls at the nape.

Although she knew that I stood there, she took a while to turn and, when she did, I had to hide my shock. In profile, there was nothing to hint at the scars that she wore on her other cheek.

I was not quick enough to conceal my reaction and for the briefest of moments, something in her irises flickered – displeasure or pity, I could not tell which. She rose and motioned for me to sit.

‘It’s lovely to meet you at last, Elspeth.’

She must have been in her early to mid-thirties with clear eyes and a high, smooth forehead.

With a finger, she touched the burned skin. ‘This is something I have lived with since my sixteenth birthday. I’m accustomed to the response it brings.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘It was an accident.’ There was compassion in her tone. She knew the circumstances that had led to my taking the position – the tragedies that had chased me into my own particular corner.

‘I’m sorry I was not able to meet you yesterday. I hope you were comfortable last night.’

‘Thank you, yes.’

She laid her ringed hands upon her lap as if punctuating the end of her enquiries. ‘I can’t tell you how welcome you are. It’s been a demanding time. Mary’s mother, Evangeline, passing early this year, and then William. Their father died a long while ago – there are so few of us left now.’

‘That is very sad.’

‘Sad and difficult. I’m not used to children and their ways. We’ve managed somewhat between us since Hettie left, but I have been keen to fill her position. As I explained in my correspondence, you will find us more informal than on the mainland and we have reduced ourselves to using only as much of the house as we need. All the same, we manage nicely.’ Although her tone was assured, there was a look of entreaty in the tight anticipation of her features.

‘I’m happy to be here,’ I said.

‘At nine years, I know Mary is a little old for a nanny, but her specific needs demand it.’ She picked at the edges of the chair. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you now – perhaps I should have let you know in my letters – but she has not spoken since the day she lost her brother. I had hoped by the time you arrived that might have changed, but regrettably no.’

‘Not one word?’ I did not admit that I was already in possession of this information.

‘Not a syllable. It has been a heavy trial for all of us.’ I could feel the concentration of her focus and I slightly adjusted my impression. Violet Gillies had steel in her marrow.

‘But otherwise, how is she faring?’ I asked.

‘Mary’s taken her brother’s death badly but it’s temporary, I’m sure. There are occasional nightmares and bouts of sleepwalking, but that is in keeping with her loss, so I’m informed, and will pass in time with your kind attention.

‘I still find it hard to take in myself – that such things can happen so quickly – but you are particularly well placed to offer comfort on that score as you have suffered similarly, have you not?’ She eyed me curiously.

‘I lost my mother and brother some years ago, my father in the last two and,’ for a moment I stumbled on my words, ‘my sister only recently.’

‘You took care of your sister after your father passed?’

‘I always had the care of her.’

‘And there was a fire?’

‘Unfortunately.’ I looked away to hide the bolt of pain.

She nodded sadly but there was a flash of relief. ‘We are the same, then. Life can be so cruel, but you must consider Iskar your new home and myself and Mary your new family. I understood from your correspondence that, before she died, your sister had difficulties of her own?’

I did not want to revisit Clara’s face, so pale and round, or the lively gaze that was sometimes so piercing. ‘Clara was never very well. She was called slow by some because she was clumsy with her movements, but her mind was quick.’ With a pang, I recalled the witty retorts and the way her thin fingers struggled stubbornly over a button. ‘Her birth had been difficult,’ I said by way of explanation.

Miss Gillies’ shoulders relaxed and a shaft of sun caught the feathers of the birds in the case, giving them life. For a moment, I could imagine them lifting their wings in flight. ‘I think you are well suited to the position, Elspeth. I believe that you’ll fit us very well.’ She smiled, showing a row of even teeth.

I could feel the weight of expectation; the pressure of the house around me, the air trapped in corridors above. And beyond that, somewhere in this maze of rooms, a child whose mouth captured only silences.

‘And to Mary,’ she continued, ‘she will give you no hardship, I promise. From one to four I will give Mary lessons and you are free to do as you will.’

With such an easy workload, I wondered at Hettie’s leaving at all and felt a sudden dislike for the girl with beautiful eyes.

‘Why did Hettie leave?’ I asked.

‘My sister’s death took her very hard.’ She leaned over and adjusted the fire then changed the subject before I could press further. ‘As to Mary. She is a girl who wants to laugh again, a girl who loves to walk on the beaches and see the seals and the gulls.’ Her eyes wandered as if recalling her at an earlier time. ‘Don’t be fooled, however.’ She leaned forward. ‘She does not talk but she is very clever. Very clever indeed.’ And although she spoke with pride, her face shrank back on it.

There was a pause in the air as if the atmosphere had stretched a little around me.

Miss Gillies’ eyes fixed on the window. I followed her gaze and there, through the panes, stood Mary herself, hair bleached in the watery light, gazing back in at me with a strange and shuttered expression.

‘And there she is,’ Miss Gillies said and summoned her with a gesture that sent the bracelets at her wrists jangling. Now the moment had actually arrived, a film of sweat lay in my palm.
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There was a polite knock and finally, Mary was before me – as like her image as a person could be and yet with all the qualities and deficits that real life endows. She was of slight build, with an oval face, fair colouring and regular features. If it were not for the wan, closed expression she wore, I would have called her pretty. At first sight, her dress seemed pristine, but then I noticed a mark on the lap as if she had recently spilt something and her braids were already fighting to be loosed from their bows.

When she stepped up and put out her hand in a polite how-do-you-do, I was struck with the emptiness of her regard. In front of her, she clutched a dirty doll.

‘And that is Bobbity,’ said Miss Gillies with a note of distaste and Mary’s fingers gripped the toy harder.

Kneeling, I said hello to Bobbity and then addressed Mary herself. ‘I hope you and I will have lots of fun. I am relying on you to show me the island and the house.’

Mary said nothing. There was no change to her stiff features. If anything, I sensed a further withdrawal.

‘There, see,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘I feel already you shall be the very best of friends.’ But a quick pull of her lips made me suspect that she did not believe it. ‘Take a walk on the sands today and get to know each other. Perhaps, just this once, I will allow Mary a few sweets.’

I looked out of the window to where the veiled sun now sat behind a swathe of copper-edged cloud. I was keen to see Skelthsea and its celebrated beauty in full daylight.

‘Shall we walk to the shop in the village, Mary? Your aunt says you may have some sweets. Do you like sweets?’

‘Mary, like all children, likes sweets and they are a rare treat. I don’t generally hold with giving young ones such things.’ Mary did not smile, but there was a flicker of something I moulded into pleasure.

Outside, wrapped in our coats, we walked into a gusting wind that blew in the shriek of gulls and the shushing of waves as the swell rose and receded on the beach. The light was brittle and uncertain, as though captured through glass, and I filled my lungs with the sharp air.

‘Well, Mary,’ I said, ‘you must show me all the best places for walking. When I was younger I went fossil hunting with my father. Have you ever done that?’ Mary did not answer and after a time, I too fell quiet, casting her the occasional glance and digesting what I had so lately learned. Our feet crunched on the path.

On the beach, I paused to pick up a shell, pink and coiled like the inside of an ear. Mary stooped too, catching my eye, and together we foraged along the sand. As she crouched, I took the opportunity to observe her. The frock coat she wore came to her knees and below that her legs were long and thin.

I realized how inadequate my expectation had been. It was as if I had believed that I had never been destined to take charge of a real person, but only a doll to be formed to my own needs. In my imagination, I had assumed the task would be within easy reach of my skills, but faced with the real object of my purpose, my confidence was pricked. There hung about her an aura of solitude that touched me. I remembered how I too had retreated after Clara’s death, to a place beyond comforting.

From time to time she glanced at me, a dash of interest in her look, and I studied her eyes, the almond shape that held the brown of her iris. I wondered what she saw when she regarded me and what she felt about my coming. If Hettie had left so quickly, she might not want to trust me for fear that I too might take flight.

After a while, we turned back and took the path that led to the crofts. The valley was hewn into patches of crop hemmed by walls. Highland cattle grazed the higher ground and sheep roamed freely. The village consisted of a row of about fifty cottages strung in an uneven line. The smell of smoke and fish and the faint noise of chatter grew stronger, and two girls came down carrying baskets; somewhere someone sung in Gaelic. Women sat in their doorways as they spun wool and chattered; I walked past them slowly with a good morning. They all wore headscarves of the same woven tweed and regarded me with a mixture of shyness and curiosity. Few answered my greeting.

The shop was larger than the other dwellings. A sign, rusted at the edges, announced it belonged to Reid Paterson. The interior was crammed with all manner of goods – from fishing, farm and household equipment to every variety of domestic fare. Nets and rods hung from the ceiling and I could smell the thickness of oil. Mary made her way straight to a counter, behind which stood a row of jars.

I picked up the bell and rang. A banging came from somewhere beyond and a man entered, stopping in his stride at the door to regard us. His skin was weathered but he was handsome in a rough kind of way, with dark hair and eyes. His coat was smart and his collar starched white. His eyes flicked over Mary with dislike or animosity.

‘So, you’re the new nanny at the big house.’ He swept me from head to toe in a gaze that set me flushing and then he smiled with rude over-familiarity. I stood taller, pulling my coat tighter, and only nodded in reply.

Mary pointed to one of the jars and I bought the sweets, which he first weighed in a pair of filthy scales before pouring them into a cone of paper. As he worked, he tried to engage me in conversation, his eyes too intimate on my face and body. His manner put me ill at ease. I said little in return and soon he stopped trying.

I was relieved to be outside once again. We climbed the hill, my hair in its pins being tugged by the wind, and I had a desire to loosen my hat, release the clasps and feel it blowing around my face. The further we grew from Iskar, the lighter Mary’s steps became, and she ran ahead to study a patch of gorse or to rest on a drystone wall and observe the cattle. And then she fell in beside me, and a tightness in my chest I had not been aware of loosened a little.

We reached the ridge and I had to lean forwards, hands on knees, to give my straining lungs time to ease. Turning, the whole valley lay before me, captured in the sun, a lucid green with cloud shadows chasing across the fields and racing up to the cliffs. It was beautiful. Far away, beyond the eye, lay the mainland.

Mary stood beside me, her dress blowing and the wind snapping at her boots, Bobbity in one fist. Tentatively, I reached down and took her other hand in mine. The warmth of her skin bled through my glove and, for a moment, I was back in Edinburgh, pushing through the crowds with the smell of burnt sugar and tobacco smoke, the sounds of the circus already clamouring in the air and Clara’s palm clasped tightly in mine lest we become separated. A boy had passed by with a monkey on each arm and Clara had turned and laughed with delight.

When the recollection left me, standing cold and bereft on the ridge, I looked down at my charge.

Mary glanced back up and seemed to assess me and then, for the first time, the smallest curve of pleasure crept on to her lips.
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Later, a lunch of soup followed by cheese and some sort of flat cake was served in the formal dining room with Miss Gillies herself. I became aware that she rarely addressed Mary, perhaps tired of receiving no answer or keen to develop our own acquaintance, but as the meal wore on her eyes seldom strayed Mary’s way and I was bitten by faint perplexity.

‘What do you think of our island?’ Miss Gillies asked.

‘I had not realized it would be so beautiful.’ I could see she was gratified. ‘Mary and I saw a sea eagle.’

‘You know a little of these things?’

‘My father was a keen naturalist. He taught us from a young age.’

‘What was his profession?’

‘He was a lawyer.’ Too soon the smell of his pipe came to fill me with loss. I swallowed and put down my fork until the wave passed. I recalled Edinburgh and the doctor’s assessing gaze, the quick glance he paid to my friend, how Mrs MacAllister had then clasped her hands in agitation. ‘She will not eat. You must make her eat,’ she pleaded.

I shook the memory away. Although my throat was tight, I lifted the fork once more and put the food to my lips.

The minutes passed and at one o’clock, Miss Gillies took Mary for the promised lessons, leaving me free to wander and explore. I sat for a little longer by the fire as their steps receded and let the first morning come to rest. Although silent, I had not found Mary’s company uncomfortable. It had not, I realized, been necessary to hold long, one-sided conversations. Companionship found other avenues: there had been some shared wonder in the foraging on the beach and in the sweet she offered me later. The morning had exceeded my expectation. Perhaps, after all, a child with problems would present not only greater challenges but greater rewards, and I felt a determination to change Mary’s world for her if I could. I remembered my father’s idiom: ‘If you fail to reach the summit, climb another mountain.’ I thought then of how, after Clara’s death, I had so nearly given up, and I was grateful for the opportunity Iskar offered in giving me a path on a new mountain.

Eventually, I left the fire and began to explore, and as I trailed along corridors and peeped into rooms, I became more aware of the burgeoning decay – velvet curtains with patches worn thin, scuffed furniture and a smell of damp. I wondered how long those spaces had lain neglected. Below the panelling, there was dust where the oak had been bored by worm. On the upper floor, I came across another maid clearing out my grate. She blushed when she saw me, rising from her knees in an awkward curtsey. She had the darker, weathered skin and hair of the islanders.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said. ‘I’m Miss Swansome, Mary’s new nanny.’

She gave me a smile and bobbed. ‘Magda,’ she said in a pleasing, sing-song voice.

Ahead, darkness swelled in the garret stairwell and curiosity about Hettie made me pause at the bottom and then climb. The banister was worn smooth by the pressure of so many palms. Beyond the sounds of the island, another made itself heard: the faintest of whistles, like wind trapped in tiles or chimneys.

I stopped. Darkness bled into the corners and edged across the walls. As I listened, the whistling rose and fell, and I became aware of the way my hand tightened on the rail.

For no reason that I could fathom, there was a quality to what I heard that turned uneasily inside me.

At the top of the staircase, I opened a door into a largish bedroom, weighted with the sort of heavy furniture found elsewhere in the house. It was shrouded in darkness. I moved across to the window and drew the curtains, spilling light on to surfaces – a bed, a table, two armchairs and an imposing oak press. This must have been where Hettie slept, and I thought I detected the slightest scent of powder or perfume. On the dressing table a yellowed comb with missing teeth and a folded handkerchief sat in a film of dust. I imagined her at the mirror, examining her pretty face with satisfaction. It struck me that, wherever she was now, she did not know that William was dead.

I lifted the comb to the light where strands of red hair were caught in the bone. I reimagined her face and instead of the brown locks, saw auburn, catching the sun like embers. My features met me in the foxed glass and I put a finger to the disappointing shade of my own. There was no sparkle in the grey of my eyes, no blush on my thin cheek.

The drawers were empty but for a ripped stocking that had fallen to the back and caught on a knot of wood. I went to stand at the window where a layer of cold seeped in from the frame. The eaves above me creaked and I realized then how silent it was at the top of the house, sound muffled and absorbed by thick floors. Something in the air made me pause and I experienced a strange awareness of Hettie as if she stood just behind me, watching and judging. I envisaged her easing a shoe from her foot at the end of a long day or raising her arms to pull pins from her hair. Turning, the quietness seemed to shiver and I moved quickly back to the door.

The other rooms were neglected – a schoolroom where I tried to visualize William and Mary bent over desks with inky fingers, the lure of a blue sky in the panes beyond. Had they giggled behind their palms or passed secret notes between the pages of a book? The atmosphere still clung to some of the schoolroom smells of paint and industry.

As I returned along the narrow corridor, I tried not to compare the stillness and decay with the sunny rooms at home, but they lingered in my thoughts, pinching hard at my emotions. Clara had not taken lessons as her hands were too clumsy to write, but she had sat beside me when Miss Dodds came with her dusty maps and tomes on the kings and queens of England.

When I had wandered to my satisfaction, and with Mary still at lessons, I returned to the drawing room fire. At half past three, the maid I had heard humming that morning brought tea and bread and I studied her more closely. She was young, no older than myself, with thin, dark hair and a long face.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

Her eyes were dull with high, arched brows that framed a less than friendly expression. She bent her thick waist and placed the tea things on a table before me.

‘Are you Greer?’ I said. ‘Was it you that made the preparations to my room?’

‘That was me.’

‘I thank you. It is much appreciated.’

Her gaze constantly shifted and there was an air of animosity about her.

I took up a piece of bread and put it on a plate. ‘How long have you worked here?’ I asked.

She paused, hands clasped behind her back, and fidgeted to be gone. ‘I’ve been doing jobs here since I was nine or so.’

‘You must know the house very well by now,’ I said by way of conversation.

She gave the smallest of impatient sighs and her eyes slid to the door.

My curiosity about William would not be quelled, and in spite of her manner, I tried my chances. ‘I was sad to learn of what happened to William. I have wondered what the accident was by which he died.’

Greer scowled and regarded me sullenly.

‘It’s getting colder,’ I said, determined to draw a response.

She leaned over, placing the empty crockery on to the tray, and I got a waft of cleaning soda and beeswax. She had short fingers with square, roughly cut nails. ‘They’re tying up the boats so they’re expecting a storm.’

Out of the window, fast-moving cloud skimmed the ridge. ‘I thought I saw a pretty glass pane at the back of the house as I was coming up the path with Mary earlier.’

‘That’ll be the little chapel. The minister used to come and give services here, but the staff is too small now. It’s past the library.’

After Greer had gone, I took to the corridor I believed led to the chapel. As I followed it, a low murmur of conversation seeped from one of the rooms and I stepped lightly, pausing outside.

‘It’s not for us to comment.’ I heard Mrs Lenister’s low, quick tone. ‘You should do well to remember that.’

I pressed my ear closer, intrigued by what I heard.

‘Miss Gillies has made it quite clear William is never to be talked of.’

‘She’s the sort of person who won’t let things be. Questions, questions.’ It was Greer’s voice.

Whatever was said next was drowned out by the clattering of a peat bucket, but my instinct was right and Greer clearly found something about me to dislike. I wondered what had so early drawn her displeasure, but perhaps it was just jealousy of my elevated status or the fact that my occupancy would cause extra work. How poor she was at hiding her feelings, I thought, but I had dealt with surliness before and was determined to turn her with kind words and grace. As I made my way to the chapel I was struck with the content of what I had heard and I paused, wondering why Miss Gillies might be so reluctant to talk of her nephew’s demise. But he was not long dead and grief must be the reason, I decided.
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Later the household gathered in the hall for the journey to church. Greer had my coat ready and I took my place next to Mary who was wrapped in a muffler and hat. Greer, Mrs Lenister and Angus held lanterns by which we would make our way home. The servants left through the back entrance and met us outside.

The breeze had picked up, dislodging orchard leaves. Peat smoke sullied the air and the protesting sound of gulls cut through the rising wind, but I was glad of the wildness, loved how the island complained so loudly.

Villagers were leaving their cottages and proceeding in a wavy line of dark coats, headscarves and lamps. They waited politely for Miss Gillies to reach the street and then nodded and curtsied and followed behind. There was friendly chattering, along with raised caps and smiles. It was clear that Miss Gillies was held apart from the rest of the community. As we neared our destination, darkness had fallen and the circle of the moon showed itself in the night sky.

The Gillies pews were at the front of the chapel and I followed the others, taking my place next to Mary. The murmuring gradually ceased and the silence was broken only with the occasional cough and the sound of benches creaking under adjustment. Somewhere behind me a baby mewled. Candles threw flickering shapes on to the whitewashed walls and a bat, caught in a high corner, lifted a wing and huddled down again like a chrysalis.

We knelt. Miss Gillies leaned forward for a long time, her head bent over her clasped hands, the nape of her neck peeking from the collar of her coat. Mary sat and stared ahead until Miss Gillies, with a tug on her sleeve, bade her to follow her example. I had not prayed since the day I returned home from visiting the Edinburgh family who wished me to tutor their daughters. I could still smell the smoke and remembered how, by the clenching of my heart, I had known that Clara had been caught in the flames.

When I rose from the floor, cold had already pierced my skin and my breath was white on the air. Candles shivered in the draught that passed down the aisle. The minister went quickly through a reading and then there was one hymn, complemented by the ringing of a tinny piano.

Time and temperature deterred a longer sitting and the service was over before it struck the half-hour. As we left, voices rose, relieved to have finished their evening worship and to return to fires, hot drinks and supper. The body of people moved slowly towards the door, pausing for conversation.

As I stood in line, I felt a gaze upon me. A tallish woman was watching me closely. We proceeded up the aisle until we came to her pew and were standing but inches apart. I gave her a smile which she did not return, but she continued to study me and there was something purposeful in her scrutiny, something beyond mere curiosity. It was only as I reached the exit that it came to me – there had been an expression of pity in her gaze.

Our party stopped to be greeted by the minister and Miss Gillies introduced him as Robert Argylle; next to him stood a woman I recognized from the boat.

‘So this is Mary’s new nanny.’ The minister looked at me with interest. ‘I hope you won’t find our lives here too dull.’ He had an angular face with sharp eyes that were shadowed as if by sleepless nights. ‘And this is Mrs Argylle, my wife,’ he said.

She leaned towards me, taking my hands in both of hers in warm welcome. ‘I’m a very poor traveller,’ she said, ‘or I would certainly have made your acquaintance on the journey over. You must forgive me and let me give you tea very soon. We don’t often have a new face on Skelthsea.’

Miss Gillies stood a little way off, holding Mary tightly to her side, but nobody lingered long. The night had begun to settle and the wind had grown, sweeping down from the ridge and catching our hats and outerwear. We made our way quickly to the bay, where the sea’s edge glimmered in the moonlight.

As we approached Iskar’s path, my eyes drifted upwards to the nursery rooms and I stopped dead. Behind the glass there was a blur of movement. Miss Gillies turned, hearing the cessation of my feet on the shingle.

‘Are you all right, Elspeth?’ she asked.

I stared hard at the window, trying to make sense of what I had seen.

But there was nothing now to observe – and then a movement of cloud was reflected on the panes and I chided myself for my imagination, yet a feeling of unease remained.

Mary paused beside me and I turned to give her a smile but she, like myself, had her attention fixed on the garret rooms. I followed her gaze but was met with only a black veneer against the darkening sky.

In the hall, Mrs Lenister told me that dinner would be served in the dining room that evening with Miss Gillies and I wondered if usually I would be expected to take it alone with Mary. Coats and mufflers discarded, we ate roasted grouse while the storm lashed rain against the glass and howled in chimneys. The fires guttered and spat. Dinner was well cooked. Greer, who served us, seemed unconcerned by the weather, as did both Miss Gillies and Mary, and I gave an inward shrug.

Mrs Lenister came in with extra lamps, placing them on the sideboard, and we moved to a simple pudding of stewed fruit. All the while, Miss Gillies talked of the day she had spent, the lessons that had been completed with Mary, and questioned me about how I was finding my duties so far.

Occasionally, I turned to Mary with a comment but she ate stiffly, paying no attention to either myself or her aunt.

We took coffee in the drawing room where we played cards and I did not notice how late it was until the clock struck eight-thirty. We finished the round and Mary rose.

As we made our way along the upstairs corridor we met Greer, humming a tune as she checked the lamps.

‘Good evening, Greer,’ I said with my kindest smile but she only tightened her lips in answer before moving on.

In Mary’s bedroom I got her ready for bed.

It was strange to be alone with her again and I was self-conscious. But her face was already becoming familiar and I realized that I liked it in spite of its quiet, inward gaze. There was something in the line of her cheek that recalled my sister – Mary’s mouth, although sullen, lifted a little at the corners suggesting that once she had smiled and laughed much. Her hair was soft and carried a breath of the sea in its strands, and as I brushed through its length, I was soothed, remembering the nights I had done the same with Clara’s – how I would glance up to meet her eyes in the mirror. Sometimes, I had wound her locks in rags and tied them and the next day we had combed them into curls.

‘I can ringlet your hair, if you like,’ I said but she did not react and so I plaited it into a loose braid.

When I had finished, she knelt at the bedside and prayed although she made no sound. Afterwards, I removed the copper warmer and pulled the bedding about her neck.

I hovered, wondering whether or not to kiss her, and all the while she looked up at me, Bobbity on the pillow beside her. I only had experience of being a sister, not a nanny, and I was unsure. Then I recalled the smile she had given me as we stood together on the ridge and I leaned over and placed my lips on her cool skin. Her lids were heavy as if she sought sleep and so, taking my candle, I left the bedroom, closing the door quietly behind me.

Later, I made my way to my room, which even a fire could not warm. When I snuffed the candle it was pitch-dark but for the flames that played on the walls.

As I thought about my day my mind drifted continually to Hettie and to the room above. I saw her catching red strands of hair in the comb and pulling through its thickness.

Every now and then the wind found some space or gutter to howl through and the shutters rattled.

I was starting to drift when I was half-woken by a hummed lullaby from the corridor outside, and I recalled Greer earlier, a tune on her lips. Her step was slow now as she made her way towards the room. When she reached my door, the volume fell nearly to silence, as if she did not want to wake me. The hush swelled uneasily. I imagined her turning down the lamps before making her way to bed. I waited for her to move on but there was a pause that lasted just a little too long and I felt the strange bristle of her dislike.

I crept deeper beneath the covers and listened until finally, her voice rose and then died as she drew further away, leaving me with only the snap of the fire to sing me to sleep.
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The island grew colder, seeming to shrink against the coming of winter. As the days passed I became accustomed to the rhythms of the house and the people within. When I entered the drawing room or dining room now, I always went to the same seat, and when it was time for church, I was already anticipating the bite of the cold. Where we ate, be it with Miss Gillies or from a table in Mary’s playroom, seemed ruled by whim. But the evenings were spent together, either in pursuit of a game or each engaged in our own occupations.

Every morning, Mary and I would venture into the wind and gradually, through the numbness of my emotions, sentiment began to find a path, awakening something in me that I thought had died with Clara. When I observed Mary, I believed that she too had begun to thaw to my presence: it was hard to quantify for she was neither demonstrative nor affectionate, but she was interested. Often, I would find her studying my face and once or twice, something I did or said brought an unwitting smile. But more than that, I began to understand her better in relation to her life at Iskar and those within it – Miss Gillies’ apathy, the lack of friends or playmates. Mary was not my sister but she was sorely in need of a loving one. And I tried hard to emulate that role, recalling all the tender things I did for Clara and passing them to Mary.

She still would not speak, but soon I began to notice the anticipation in her eyes at the start of the day and the way her gaze followed me if I got up from a chair or moved across the room to get something from Miss Gillies’ workbox. These were things that gave me more pleasure than I had foreseen and I began to relax into my position and trust my footing. Yet despite the many things that brought me satisfaction, something in the background, just out of sight, picked at some obscure disquiet.

I avoided Greer, whose breath of dislike continued to follow me in spite of my attempts to garner her favour. One morning I came across her in the hall. She did not acknowledge me, but as she continued on her way she moved deliberately too close and her heel caught my foot, causing a flash of pain. I could not hide the flare of irritation.

‘Be careful of your step,’ I said, trying to keep the impatience from my tone.

She stopped and turned fully to face me, something hardening in her gaze. After she had gone, I realized that she left me unaccountably a little afraid.

That day had been too wet to venture outside and Mary and I went to the playroom where I had suggested we draw each other’s likeness.

Mary pinned her paper to the easel and I seated myself on a stool beside her.

‘I shall draw you at your work,’ I said. ‘Let me look at your ears. Yes, they are very big. Like a cat’s. I shall certainly make something of those.’

As I watched, her lips quivered, and in spite of her effort to remain quiet, she let out a laugh.

I regarded her with amazement and an answering joy. It was the first time that I had heard any sound come from her other than a breath.

I laughed too but she reddened and pressed her mouth closed in regret for her outburst. So I picked up my pencil and pretended not to have noticed and did not intrude on her discomfort.

As I drew, I looked up occasionally to study her. Now and then her hand went to touch some part of Bobbity, as if afraid she might have been snatched away. After a while, I concentrated on my own composition and let my pencil follow the lines of her face.

When Mary had finished her drawing she passed it to me – it was a portrait of myself with my short fringe and brown coat with the fox-fur collar. I was flanked by a boy and a girl. The girl was clearly Mary and I had to assume that the boy was William, but it was impossible to say because his face, unlike mine and Mary’s, bore no features. I did not like the way the paper held on to that emptiness. Was this a response to Miss Gillies’ curbing of all discussion about William? Or something else? I tried to read in Mary’s expression some explanation but could find none.

Later, in my own room, I reflected on the absence of William’s likeness. It might be the way she depicted death, and I could not argue – hadn’t I too tried to deal with Clara’s by rubbing the memory of her from me as much as I was able? Even so, it disturbed me and I laid it face-down beneath a hairbrush so that I did not have to witness it again.

The weather cleared and Miss Gillies told us that she would not be taking lessons that day as she had island business to conduct and so, after lunch, I suggested a walk in the garden. We explored the orchard and collected windfalls in a basket to take back to Mrs Lenister.

Although peat smoke from the island chimneys was comforting on the air, my consciousness was continually drawn back to Iskar where I searched its blank-faced windows and had some odd sense that I was watched. Turning to Mary, I saw that she too had fallen still and was looking up at the house. Although her expression was masked, something moved in her eye and I looked again, drawn by Hettie’s room and the flat reflection of its panes. As we stood, a whistling sounded on the air and Mary clutched the doll tighter in her fingers, her lips paling. I opened my mouth to ask her if she had seen something or if she had heard it too and remembered that she would not speak, would not be able to explain even if she could. And so we continued, but only half absorbed in our pursuit as the wind rushed and pulled at the sea out on the bay.

When it was three by the clock we returned and found Mrs Argylle in conversation with Miss Gillies. They looked up as we entered and Mrs Argylle rose, giving me a warm smile.

‘How are you, Miss Swansome, and you, Mary?’

Mary curtsied and took a seat a little way away and fiddled with the ribbons in Bobbity’s tangle of hair.

‘Mrs Argylle used to come once a week to give Mary and William lessons in French,’ Miss Gillies said. She glanced at Mary sharply. ‘Perhaps in time it can be resumed.’ Her tone was severe and a spasm of anguish passed over Mary’s features.

‘I like to hope so,’ Mrs Argylle said and gave Mary a look of compassion. ‘Miss Swansome, I haven’t forgotten my invitation. Perhaps if it’s convenient you would like to walk back with me in a while? I’m sure Miss Gillies can spare you from Mary for an hour?’

Miss Gillies agreed and said that Mary could help with sorting out some threads and beads in her workbox, and soon I was collecting my coat and following Mrs Argylle back out into the cold. We spoke little on the way to the church as the words were blown from our mouths almost as soon as they were uttered, but it did not take long to reach the chapel, where their cottage sat at the rear.

The house was small but homely, smelling of something newly baked. A small dog that sat by the fire lifted its tail, gave a deep sigh and went promptly back to sleep.

A maid brought us tea and cake. ‘So tell me, Miss Swansome, how do you find Skelthsea so far?’

‘I like it very much and I imagine it’s even more beautiful in summer.’

‘It is, but coming from the mainland we must seem very rural. I expect you had a busy life back in Edinburgh.’

I sipped my tea. ‘Not really. We lived a few miles from town and I spent much time at home with my sister.’

Mrs Argylle’s face fell into an expression of sympathy and I suspected that she already knew some of my history. ‘How brave of you to come all this way to somewhere so different from what you know.’

I did not tell her that desperation had brought me here. That I was not brave at all but had fled from the shame and grief I felt, and for one terrible moment, I saw the flames that had leapt from the windows. Had I screamed? I seemed to remember my ears ringing, or was that the fear of what I already knew I would find? Something of what I felt must have showed and she reached out a hand and placed it over mine.

‘I can see that you have endured much. It is in your eyes.’

Her gesture brought an ache to my throat.

‘You must be gentle with yourself, Miss Swansome. The past is sometimes better left. Now tell me, how do you find Iskar?’ There was more than an idle curiosity there.

‘Miss Gillies is very welcoming. Everyone is.’ I paused and she raised her brows a fraction. ‘But I do not please Greer somehow.’

‘Greer.’ She leaned a little towards me, a serious look about her. ‘Greer is a complicated soul.’

‘How so?’ I asked.

Mrs Argylle shrugged. ‘I would call her troubled. Are you telling me that she is not fully polite to you? Did you know that after Hettie left, it was mainly Greer who had charge of the twins?’

I shook my head and tried to imagine Greer with her sullen manner taking appropriate care with a child such as Mary. The thought made me sad.

‘I found it a surprising choice, but in many ways it made sense. Greer lived at Iskar and must have got to know them well after their mother’s death.’

It explained in some way Greer’s animosity. Had she nursed the hope that she could replace Hettie? How unwelcome my arrival must have been, returning her to her more lowly duties.

Mrs Argylle did not speak for a few seconds. ‘But if I may give you a little advice, Miss Swansome, I suggest you take care with Greer. She is not one to be crossed.’

But I believe I knew this already.

‘And how do you find Mary? She is, after all, the reason you are here.’

‘I like her, very much – and I’m confident that with the right attention she will get better,’ I said.

‘That is what everyone hopes,’ but there was a note of doubt in her voice. ‘I see you have a strong character and a good one. Miss Gillies has chosen well.’

‘What happened to Mary’s mother?’

‘Too sad, too sad. Evangeline took a bad fever although she had been in ill-health for some time.’ A shimmer of grief sparked in her eye. ‘She always had a weak chest. It was not an easy death.’

‘And her father?’

‘A wound took an infection. The children were only three or so. Mary has indeed been through so much.’

Sensing her discomfort, I glanced about the room. ‘You have made a lovely home,’ I said, and as Mrs Argylle let her own gaze roam, I took the opportunity to study her. She was neat and strong with translucent skin and pale brows and lashes. A bump halfway down her nose made me wonder if she had met an accident as a child. Her manner was lively and keen to please and there was also a little something of mischief and humour. With pleasure, I realized that she was someone I could grow fond of and hoped that we might become friends.

She leaned forward, polite curiosity and something a little keener shifting in her eyes. ‘Has Mary attempted to speak since you came?’

‘She has not spoken yet,’ I said and placed my cup down, ‘but she has laughed and there is a companionship between us.’ There was pride in my voice. It was good to share these things, since with Miss Gillies conversation about Mary was generally met with a change of subject.

‘This is wonderful, Miss Swansome. Now that you mention it, I believe she has an easier look about her.’

‘Thank you,’ I said with warmth. I paused, recalling the conversation I had overheard that first morning and how Miss Gillies was so reluctant to have her nephew talked of. ‘I have wondered about William. Miss Gillies does not like him discussed but I am curious as to how he met his accident.’

‘They have not told you? It does not entirely surprise me – Miss Gillies is very private – but it’s no secret. William fell from Stack Mor. That’s the cliff you see to the east. The highest on the island.’

I recalled the peaks as viewed from the boat. This was not what I had expected. She must have seen the shock on my face. It was too easy to imagine the impact of rock.

‘What was he doing up there?’

‘William was a great one for wildlife. He made collections – feathers, butterflies. I’m sure you know the sort of thing. Climbing down from Stack Mor is an island tradition here. Eggs are taken to be pickled for the winter. In summer, the men take the young fulmar for oil and food.’ Her eyes would not meet mine.

‘He was allowed to do such a thing? Was there nobody watching him?’

‘Hettie had left, and although Miss Gillies charged Greer with their care, Greer also had duties that she sometimes had to undertake at the house and the children were often about unaccompanied. William fell either at night or early morning.’

‘I assume Mary was not there.’

‘No, indeed not.’

I did not say anything, but that sliver of dislike for Hettie pressed at me harder. ‘If Hettie had not left as she did, William would still be alive.’

‘He would,’ she acknowledged.

‘And the twins must still have been grieving terribly for their mother when she made that decision.’

‘It was selfish. One of the big American ships stopped here for trade. She went down with the children and showed much interest. I believe she was found flirting with one of the passengers. The next morning she had packed her trunk and gone. She left a brief letter but did not say goodbye, even to William or Mary. Such thoughtless cruelty.’

‘How long had she minded them?’

‘About four years, I should say.’

‘Why would she leave? Miss Gillies said that she took her mistress’s death very hard. Was that the cause?’

‘She did, that is true. Who knows? She was young and if she was ambitious there is very little here at Skelthsea to help her on that path. I imagine America would have been an exciting prospect for a woman such as she. Perhaps that attracted her. She was pretty too. I imagine she wanted a husband and the men here may not have offered enough for her taste.’

‘Had she made no alliances on Skelthsea?’

‘I did not say that. She made several conquests during the years she was here but, as I said, I believe she was ambitious.’

‘Do you have children?’ I asked.

She turned half away from me. ‘That was never to be.’

Embarrassed, I took up my cup. ‘What was Mary like before? Before William’s accident?’

‘I was great friends with their mother. She was my closest friend here.’ She took an album from a table and placed it on my lap. ‘Happier days, alas, but you can see the twins as they once were.’

It opened to a photograph of the Argylles, but further on, I reached a print of a woman and Mrs Argylle seated on a rug, half shaded by the circles of their parasols.

‘That is Evangeline.’

Her likeness to Miss Gillies was evident immediately although she looked happier – an easier character than her sister, I suspected. Without a scar to mar her looks, she was clearly very lovely.

‘Evangeline was always the most beautiful, even before Miss Gillies’ accident.’ Her gaze lingered on her friend and although only in black and white, the colour of their happiness lifted from the paper and into the room. I could see its cheerful memory reflected on Mrs Argylle’s face. In the background, wind bent the sea grass where William and Mary were crouched over patch of sand in matching sailor suits.

The next was of the twins looking to be seven or so. Seeing Mary gave me a pang; the girl here was not the one I knew. This was a child with an open, interested expression and joy on her lips, unrecognizable from my charge.

‘That is their house, Gulls Cry,’ Mrs Argylle said, pointing to the cottage behind. ‘They lived there until Evangeline died and then moved to Iskar. It’s the one along the far end of the sands.’

I looked at it with interest. Mary and I passed it most days. Further back at the entrance, a figure stood on the path with a jug. I did not need colour to know that her hair was red. It was Hettie. She wore a top with a round lace collar and her hair was so loosely held that tendrils fell about her cheeks. The camera caught her looking up and I was able to meet her eyes, black in her white face. It seemed to me that her gaze passed through the paper and fixed me in its sights. She did not smile but her lips were full and well shaped, her figure good. She was prettier here even than in the photograph I had been sent by Miss Gillies. At her throat was a large cameo; one of her fingers touched the rim as if advertising her prize.

Mrs Argylle laughed. ‘How she loved her brooch. It was a fine piece, an heirloom,’ but her expression was playful and I wondered if she believed that Hettie had acquired it in another manner.

I thought of Hettie, the way her confidence showed in that direct look she paid the lens. She was not like me, I thought. She seemed like one for whom life had been easier and she had not had to question much.

Light was beginning to fail and the room was seeping into darkness. The clock on the mantelpiece chimed.

‘Goodness, is that the time?’ she said.

I rose, reluctant to leave. As if reading me, she took my hand warmly.

‘I like you, Miss Swansome,’ she said. ‘I am pleased that you have come to live amongst us.’

The room had grown more chilled and outside the horizon was shrinking. Streaks of red scratched the sky. I made my way down the path. Below me, fish were being brought in and a group of women worked at untangling nets. The sounds of life filtered into the late afternoon, a song, a laugh, the squawks and chuckles of chickens from the coops, and I slowed my step, taking warmth from the proximity of so much industry.

On the beach it was silent, the sea almost still. The smell of Iskar’s chimneys sharpened in the air. Turning, Stack Mor and its soaring angles cut into the cloud. Had he called out as he fell? I imagined the rush of wind against his skin, blinding him to sound, the granite rising to meet him and the final desperate thought that hung in his head.
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As I neared Iskar, my eyes drifted to Hettie’s window, and something against the pane stopped me in my tracks. I pinned my attention to it and was assailed with a spike of disquiet. As I tried to mould what I had witnessed into cloud, whatever it was moved closer to the glass and revealed itself. There in Hettie’s window was Mary herself, her expression solemn as she gazed back down upon me. My heart stilled in relief. Then, as my vision adjusted, another shape appeared behind her, before the light failed and cast the image into darkness.

Once in Iskar’s hall I waited and listened – there were no voices and I took swiftly to the stairs. Faintly, the wind fluted far off, but somehow the quiet inside felt unnatural, as if it were the pause in speech before a piece of bad news was to be imparted.

Greer was standing at the foot of the staircase leading to the old nurseries. Pausing out of sight, I waited for her to move on, but she remained quite still. Too still – and there was something in her stance I did not like. I could have trodden more heavily, announcing my presence, but somehow I found myself creeping backwards to watch her through the banister rails.

It seemed too long a time before she moved, dragged a hand down her apron and walked to the servants’ staircase. Was it Greer I had seen behind Mary in the window? And was Mary still up there?

With Greer gone, I climbed to Hettie’s room.

It was empty. As I went to leave, my eye caught on something on the dressing table. I lifted it curiously. It was a wooden doll, only inches in height, as might belong to a doll’s house. It was faintly warm, as though Mary had left it only a moment before. I turned the doll over and noticed with a grimace that its face had been scored away, leaving it entirely featureless.

I shuddered. Imagined Mary up here by herself with this strange object. Only she had not been alone.

I went to the playroom where I perused the shelves of books, dolls and wind-up toys. Light was fading and shadows stretched across the shingle. With each item I picked up, I felt the negative space of William, as if for every object that had belonged to him and been removed, the air was occupied with only its absence. I recalled the conversations I had begun that had not brought more knowledge of him. Yet I could not imagine what mystery might be contained in such reticence.

My elder brother, lost now in the distance of time, I remembered only as a ringing voice and pair of clumsy boots that swaggered through the rooms of Swan House before a fever took him at seven years. At times it did not seem possible that they had all gone, leaving only myself. I recalled the nights at the MacAllisters’ home in Circus Gardens after Clara had died, the sound of the blackbird on the ivy, how each breath cut my heart like a knife.

The picture I had drawn that morning of Mary lay on her table. It was instantly clear that it had been altered. Behind the portrait of herself, Mary had added two additional figures – a woman with a thin face and a boy. They stood just at her back as if they could have reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. I knew who they were – who they must be – by their dress. As before, they bore no faces. In my mind, I sketched them in: Willam with his soft cheek, and Hettie, her eyes dark and thickly lashed. Again, something distasteful plucked at my belly. I placed it down and then, still dissatisfied, turned it over so that I did not have to look at it again.

When I left the playroom, Greer was coming up the hall again to light the lamps. I stiffened and uttered a pleasantry, but in spite of my efforts she passed me by in tight silence.

The wicks in the lamps hissed and glowed from behind the glasses and in determination, I followed until she reached my room where she began to clean the grate. Sitting at the dressing table, I pretended to study my reflection although it was her that I watched. I began to unpin my hair which was already half out of its moorings.

‘It’s cold out again,’ I said.

She gave a nod and stood. Her lids were heavy with discontent.

‘It’s strange.’ I laid the pins upon the table where the thin sound of them punctuated the air. ‘It’s my experience that people remember those they loved by keeping their things within easy remembrance.’

She picked up her bucket. ‘It’s not for me to say.’

‘What was William like?’

An expression I could not read slid over her features and for the first time, she looked a little afraid.

‘He was … He was very like Mary,’ she uttered finally.

‘Were they good friends? He and Mary?’

She shrugged. I felt a tug of exasperation. ‘And Hettie? What of her character?’ I pressed.

She scowled, moved to rest her weight on the other foot. ‘She was just Hettie.’

‘She was very pretty.’

Greer flushed, ‘If you like that sort of thing.’ She moved to the door.

‘And was she good to the children? Leaving them when she did was unkind.’

She tipped her chin higher and her eyes narrowed a fraction. ‘That’s mainlanders for you,’ she said, and leaving the barb in my skin, she left.

That night, as with most, I became aware of Greer’s step upon the corridor. My eyes had begun to droop but the anticipation of her melody brought me fully awake. I found myself studying the rhythm of her pace, the slow swell of the tune and how as she drew near it seemed to pick itself out of the air and hang in the silence as if it were the only thing to inhabit it. Her step paused outside the room and her voice fell to quietness. My breath rasped in my ears and my neck prickled. I turned on the pillow so that I faced the door even though the room was fully dark. I waited. I waited longer; time did not seem to obey the usual rules. And then a noise came from the attic – a dragging and rattling.

I could not identify it and yet it was somehow familiar. It tapped at some memory I could not place. Then the sound changed as whatever moved met a thinner surface with an echoing space beneath. And somewhere, far off, a whistle hissed over the sound of waves.
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The days began to run into each other and although there were things that caused me uneasiness, much brought pleasure too. I went often to Mrs Argylle who never failed to welcome me with warmth and renewed interest. Gradually, the faces of the other islanders became familar and I was able to put names to them. It was one evening, after church, that the woman who had paused to stare at me during that first service fell in beside me on the way back to Iskar.

‘I’m Ailsa,’ she said by way of introduction. ‘You are Mary’s new nanny.’

‘I am.’

She nodded towards Iskar, ‘And how do you find your job?’

Mary was ahead with Miss Gillies. ‘I’m liking it,’ I said. At that moment the clouds drew together and it began to rain heavily. People parted company and increased their pace towards home, pulling up hoods and scarves. Ailsa raised her collar, wiping drops from her face.

I thought she had gone when she caught my sleeve and leaned towards me. ‘I live in the cottage off near that sheep fold.’ She pointed beyond the main street to one set apart. ‘Come visit me.’

I thanked her and moved off, but she held my cuff firmly and her unseemly grip on my coat and the familiar tone of her voice filled me with discomfort. I tried to pull away, mentioning the weather and the need to be home, but she brought her lips so close to my ear that I could smell her breath.

‘All is not well at Iskar,’ she whispered. ‘You feel it, don’t you?’

I opened my mouth but could find no answer and instead hurried to the beach, reaching the path a little breathless. I paused to refill my lungs and shivered. Stupid, I told myself, stupid, but against my will Ailsa’s words and the gravity of the way in which she spoke them slithered inside me and set up an echo to my own half-considered sentiments.

Later, after I had put Mary to bed, I made my way to the drawing room and found Miss Gillies sipping something hot and herbal in a tall glass. ‘Forgive me, Elspeth, I have a headache tonight.’

‘Is there anything I can do? Would you like me to read to you?’

She shook her head. ‘I will just sit here for a while and let this magic do its work. Mrs Lenister is a marvel with herbs.’

I settled myself on the sofa and took up some embroidery.

Miss Gillies lay back against the cushions. ‘I should probably have told you earlier, but a doctor is coming tomorrow to see Mary.’

‘A doctor?’ I asked in alarm.

‘He’s a friend of the family and I consulted him about Mary after William’s death and how it had affected her.’

She wiped a stray hair from her brow. ‘We arranged that he would come within two months to assess her improvements.’

‘And has she made them?’

She did not answer.

‘What was the doctor’s diagnosis?’ I asked.

‘Mary is not quite herself in her head, is she, Elspeth? Not quite as she should be.’

I understood her meaning then. He was not a doctor of the body but of the mind. This idea did not sit well with me.

‘Mary is a child who has experienced too much death, that is all,’ I said.

‘Of course, but one would have hoped that she might at least speak.’ Her eyes were slightly accusatory.

‘Love and kindness will heal her in time, surely.’

‘And that is where you do so well, Elspeth.’

I thought about that answer and how she appeared to have passed all responsibility for that role to a stranger such as myself. Although she cared for Mary enough to undertake lessons, there was too often a tone or a look that she passed to her niece that showed not love but dislike.

She rang the bell for Greer to attend and rose carefully from the chair, resting a hand on the arm to steady herself. ‘Excuse me. I’m a poor conversationalist this evening and now I must be off to my bed.’

Greer came so quietly that I did not hear her until she was behind me and there was a murmur of conversation followed by the sound of retreating feet.

When the clock chimed the half-hour, I decided that I too would retire. The corridors were silent. At Mary’s door, I paused and put an ear to the wood. From somewhere inside came whispering. Carefully, I went in. Mary lay on her back, one arm flung out of the covers. She was clearly asleep. I scanned the room – nothing. Apart from the faint rush of the sea, there was only silence. Yet there remained on my ear the memory of a childish tongue and the undulation of speech. Mary’s face was still, so still it was hard to believe that she had uttered a word as she dreamed but I stayed listening until, growing cold, I left for my own room.

In my bedchamber, I was aware again of a creeping of some other feeling – beyond numbness and pain, beyond Greer’s dislike, not anything I could name, but which was uncomfortable. I tried to dismiss it and told myself that I was being fanciful, but the spaces bloomed unhealthily.

I emptied water into the basin and cupped it in my hands, bringing it to my cheeks. But as I enjoyed the iciness of it, there was a deeper chill at my neck, something colder than the room itself. Letting the water trickle through my fingers, I gazed down at my reflection and in the ripples another face loomed over mine. I gasped, shock bolting through me. I blinked, willing my mind to dismantle the image, but when I opened my eyes again the face shivered into something pale and smooth – no features, just an oval globe. I whipped round but there was nothing, just the thudding of my heart and the bitter air.

With trembling legs, I got beneath the covers. The rasp of fear was in my quickened breath.

‘All is not well. You feel it, don’t you?’
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I woke to the dripping of rain and a puddle of water that had gathered on the sill. When I opened the curtains, the island was smudged by a steady downpour. Angus passed below with sacks, shoring up the gaps beneath doors. The boat was due and with it the doctor.

Sometime overnight, the position of my shoes had been altered. I distinctly remembered having left them by the fire, sole to the floor. Now they were leaning against the wall – toes to the ground and heels to the wallpaper. Had Greer done this when she came in early to leave water? I imagined her, in my room, moving them for some purpose known only to herself. There was nobody else I could think of who would undertake such a thing. If it were Greer, had she paused and watched me sleeping? The idea of her louring presence looking down on me in silence, left me faintly sick. I finished dressing and went to raise Mary from her bed.

She was deeply asleep. There was a faint darkening of the skin beneath her eyes, a shadow that spoke of restless nights, and I frowned, recalling Miss Gillies’ tone of the night before. A doctor. I did not like the direction my thoughts took at such a consultation. I remembered the doctor in Edinburgh’s grave voice outside my door and knew what it was he suggested to the MacAllisters. Knew the place he recommended I should be sent if I did not improve. Could the same fate be in Miss Gillies’ mind?

That morning, I spent longer on Mary’s appearance, curling her hair and setting it with ribbons and clips and cleaning her face and nails until they shone.

Downstairs, the house vibrated with a new energy. Greer was waxing the floor and Magda polishing the fireplace.

‘Good morning,’ I said. I opened my mouth to mention the shoes but almost as quickly changed my mind. If she sought to frighten me then I would only give her satisfaction by letting her know that her actions had been noted.

Magda looked up, brushing the back of her hand across her brow. The smell of beeswax and lemon oil hung in the corridor and a warm scent of baking drifted from the kitchen. Miss Gillies was in the dining room, her hair neatly made into a knot at the back of her head and held with a diamond clip.

Mary seemed anxious about the forthcoming visit and I was keen to fill her morning with something distracting. The rain had been replaced with a watery sun and we left the house, taking a kite with us. At Gulls Cry I glanced up at the streaked windows but Mary kept her head down, unwinding the string on the bobbin with fixed concentration.

‘Come on, Mary,’ I said. ‘Let’s make it fly.’

The string was unspooled but the kite bounced to the sand and she gave me a nervous look.

‘Hold it,’ I said, ‘and catch me.’ And we were running along the strand like two children; I could feel the laugh in my throat at her shocked expression. She tugged at her toy and tried to catch the wind in the kite’s sails, but it dipped and rose with a whim.

‘It’s like a mad thing,’ I shouted, and she made a sound like a chuckle.

She took off again and I ran beside her, and finally, it caught an updraught and soared into the sky where a parting in the clouds revealed honeyed rays of sunlight.

‘Keep it up.’ And I helped her with the twine, our fingers touching as we lifted our heads to where it flew above us, brushing the heavens like a sign. No words were needed, but between us the joy of success and of the glittering ocean was shared.

As we returned, she kept her distance, hopping towards the shore then drawing back as the tide grew close. Now and then she looked at me and then she began to run back and forth along the bay, stopping to examine the ground, and as I watched, I saw that her lips moved as if in speech. I paused and listened but the noise of the waves drowned all else. I wondered what it was she said. Did she practise the sound of her tongue or was she lost in some narrative inside her imagination as children were so often wont to do?

Eventually she caught up to walk beside me. The hem of her skirt was damp and her boots showed a white line where she had been caught by the sea. I tried to read her face but she had her head down and all that I could see was the bobbing of the yellow tassel on her hat.

A wave came up nearly to our feet and I jumped to avoid it, but for a moment, beside my own reflection, there were not one but two small shadows upon the water. I blinked, looked again, but the wave had retreated leaving only the skin of wet sand. Surely a trick of the light? Yet there remained upon my memory the conviction that the shadow figures had not been the same and that one had been thinner and taller.

The ship was docking and Mary and I waited with the others to watch the passengers disembark. Reid Paterson leaned against the sea wall and gave me a slow smile. Beside him, his wife hunched her shoulders into a shawl and kept her head down.

For a while, the doctor was lost in the throng. When he finally came through the crowd, he was easy to identify with his black coat and top hat – a leather case in one hand and a silver-topped cane in the other. Angus was there to meet him. Mary’s face showed no reaction. Once again, the lid had been pulled over her inner feelings. I wished that he had been able to witness us earlier, chasing up the beach with the kite, and heard her laugh. I squeezed her hand as he neared us. At first, he appeared not to have recognized Mary but then he slowed.

‘Well now, Mary. This is a pleasing sight, that I should be met so keenly.’

She drew closer to me.

He gave me no acknowledgement and in the face of Mary’s lack of response, he touched his hat and continued up to Iskar.

Miss Gillies wore a dress that I had not seen before of green bombazine with sprigs of embroidered mimosa. Every fire had been lit in an attempt to raise the temperature. She and the doctor took wine together in the drawing room and Greer brought tea up to the playroom where I tried to chat lightly and engage Mary in a game, but I soon fell silent.

After a while I stepped into the corridor where Greer’s slow footfall signalled that she was ready to take Mary down. To my chagrin, the doctor did not request to see me.

Lunch was served in the dining room and I was pleased that we were joined by the Argylles. The mood was cheerful, conversation lively, and even Miss Gillies found places to laugh. It was impossible to judge how the consultation had proceeded. After that, I took Mary to the playroom and it was not till later that we heard the boat’s engine and knew he was gone.

Rain started again and the dripping of gutters filled the corridors with melancholia. Outside, the sky was a stubborn grey and the rooms seemed to swell with damp; I began to notice new areas of decay, patches in the ceiling that grew drops of water, and a smell of must and mould flowered in the air. It seemed a long time ago since Mary and I had flown the kite.

In spite of the extra fires, the temperature was chilled, and when lessons began and the weather improved, I walked up to Mrs Argylle’s where she met me with an eager smile.

She was in an exuberant mood, showing me a pretty thread that she had received in a peacock blue, pressing a further sample into my hand and insisting I have it.

‘But you look worried, Miss Swansome. Is there something the matter?’

‘If I am honest, the doctor’s visit has made me anxious.’

‘Why is that?’ she asked.

‘I cannot ask you to break any confidence you have with Miss Gillies, but I am concerned about what sort of a diagnosis such a doctor might make.’

‘Ah,’ Mrs Argylle laid down her thread, ‘I think I understand where your mind is going, Miss Swansome. You worry at the cure?’

I nodded.

‘Try not to be too anxious. Miss Gillies is only doing what she feels is right. It’s her duty to see if something can be done to help her niece. She is pleased with you, I know that much. There is still a while before he returns.’

‘Returns?’

Mrs Argylle flushed. ‘I’m sure Miss Gillies will tell you, but yes, he will be coming again in three months if Mary does not make the necessary improvements. Has she shown further signs of speaking?’

I had to shake my head.

That evening, as we made our way to chapel, the mood amongst the villagers was buoyant and we stopped more than once in conversation. The boat had brought letters and money and there was an air of celebration.

By the time we arrived home, everyone was soaking: Miss Gillies shook her hat, freckling the tiles with droplets. I unbuttoned Mary’s coat to find her frock sopping beneath. Bobbity had been kept dry beneath the bodice of her dress.

In Mary’s room, I helped her out of her wet clothes.

‘Are you worried about the doctor?’ I asked.

She paused and her fingers found my hand which was busy at her buttons and stilled it. Her eyes sought mine and for a moment, it seemed as if she were trying to tell me something and her sadness was like a sudden piece of glass to my heart.

When she was changed, I told her to join her aunt by the fire and, sighing, I tucked her clothes under my arm and went to my own chamber. As I placed Mary’s things on a stool, something rattled in one of her pockets. Assuming it was shells, I felt around, but what I drew out was a pebble. It was dark and flat, but on its surface a figure had been drawn and on the other side a symbol had been scratched. The whole stone was wrapped around with hair. I could not imagine for what purpose such an object had been created.

But as I studied it, my discomposure grew. I opened the window and threw the pebble as far as I could.

My eyes skated up to Stack Mor and I noticed, for the first time, a strange jutting circle of rocks that lay on the ground next to it, too regular to be manufactured by nature. I moved closer to the glass but it was nearly fully dark and the rain began again, obliterating the view.

In the hall I stopped Mrs Lenister.

‘I noticed just now some stones up by Stack Mor.’

She gave me a curious glance. ‘That’s the Fiaclach. It’s been there for hundreds of years, they say.’

‘What’s it for?’

‘For? Well now, it’s famed in its own way. We had a group of Edinburgh scientists come once. It was made for pagan uses, you know, all that sacrifice and old religion.’

‘I had not known that.’

‘If you go, take care. It gets rare windy up there and the cliffs are dangerous, so take caution if you want to explore. Always take a stick, Miss Swansome. I can see you like your walking, but the mist comes down awful quick and the ground is rough. You wouldn’t be the first to take a nasty tumble.’

Coffee was served in the drawing room and I took my place on the sofa and studied the dark drapes and hangings with distrust. Mary had gone upstairs in search of a game. Miss Gillies chattered inconsequentially and all the time, unease settled into the very pores of my skin. I thought of the pebble and wondered if this was some game Mary undertook with her brother.

‘Did Mary and William play together much?’ I asked.

‘Well, yes, they did by necessity, although Mary preferred the house and her toys and William the island.’

‘Did they have shared pursuits? An interest in any of the same toys?’

Miss Gillies looked up from her work and pierced me with a stare. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘For no reason,’ I lied, ‘I was merely interested to understand more about Mary and her grief.’

‘There is nothing there for you to learn,’ but her hand worried at her brooch and I felt the vibration of secrets.

Mary returned and we played for a while and later I put her to bed. Leaning down, I gave Bobbity a kiss. She watched me intently and lifted the doll and touched its lips to my cheek. She smiled then. It was the tiniest movement and I knew that her face hid more than it showed, but its power dissolved some of my anxiety. I was gripped by a fierce tenderness for her that swelled in my throat and I had to turn away to hide the volley of emotion.

‘Goodnight, Mary,’ I said.

The passageway was chilled and a thin wind rattled at the panes. Placing the candle in my own room, I went to stand at the window. With only the faintest of moons there was little to define the island – just a line here or there, marked in moonbeam. My gaze wandered up to Stack Mor and below, in the circle of stones, a lantern lit the shape of someone kneeling. I thought of what I had so recently learned and pressed my face close to the glass where the chill floated on my skin.

As I stared, I had an instinct that my scrutiny was returned. I stepped quickly back into the room, where I sat, my heart pattering as though I had been caught out in some misdemeanour. When I stood and looked again, there was no light, and the figure was gone.
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The next day brought more rain and after a morning in pursuit of a jigsaw that was clearly uninteresting to both myself and Mary, I suggested a game of hide-and-seek. She brightened a little and went off first to hide. I sat on one of the chairs in the great hall and tried to trace the direction of her footsteps, having instructed her not to use either her aunt’s or the servants’ quarters.

I closed my eyes and duly counted to one hundred and then, calling as I went, climbed to the first landing and began to explore. As I opened each door, I announced myself with a, ‘Now I wonder if someone might be hiding here?’ And as I crossed the rooms, walking deliberately heavily, I whipped away valances, yanked curtains and opened cupboards with a flourish, sending dust flying into the air.

I was struck again with how little remained to demonstrate that William had once lived here. After Papa had died, his pictures stayed in their frames and the rooms my lost family had inhabited were left to grow dusty but unchanged after their passing. To sit in Papa’s chamber and to gaze at the familiar objects – to run a hand along a swathe of tweed or open the bottle of cologne and remember his scent – was a profound solace. I could conjure my father’s voice from his ivory shaving set or the slant of his handwriting on the nature notes left on the nightstand. All ashes now.

In spite of a thorough search, Mary was nowhere to be found, leaving only the old nursery rooms and Hettie’s bedroom. I paused at the bottom of the garret stairs and listened. Silence. My chest was tight as I climbed. The schoolrooms contained no place in which to conceal oneself. From the windows the island blurred in the rain and gulls circled low over the valley. The air was smoky and dense.

The only place left now was Hettie’s bedroom. My feet resisted the exploration, did not want to witness again the aged comb and the faint scent that remained. In the corridor outside, I called out, ‘Coming to get you.’

Then it came – the clatter of feet and the lightest of sounds that could have been the readjusting of a body in its hiding place. I thought, with relief, that at least the displeasure of revisiting where Hettie slept would signal the end of a game that had become laborious, so I threw open the door with something like triumph.

‘I know you’re here,’ I sing-songed, but as I lifted bed linen and explored cupboards to no effect, I felt the growing of dismay. Finally, I stood by the hearth knowing, but not wanting to acknowledge, that there was nobody here. And what had I heard? A trapped pigeon in the attics? A rat? Some strange echoing of sound from another part of the house? And then I noticed, on the dressing table, something that had not been there before. I went to investigate and found a black stone, too similar to the one that I had discovered in Mary’s pocket to be anything other. It could not be – surely not. I had thrown it full into the undergrowth. It was cold and heavy on my hand. I swallowed uneasily and placed it in my pocket to lock in my drawer.

I stepped to the door, keen to be away, when the whistling came whining from some place high up; it stopped and started as though manufactured by intent. It caught me and trapped me, releasing some profound dread.

I leapt down the stairs, catching my breath for a few moments at the bottom. Once I had recovered, I began to feel annoyance. Where was Mary? And then – there she was – standing in the hall beyond, that unreadable expression in her eyes, the mouth neither smiling nor displeased – a face that gave me nothing.

‘And where have you been? You must have hidden well.’ Although I attempted to rein in my irritation, there was exasperation in my tone. But of course she did not answer and I felt the further stir of emotion, already unsettled by what had just happened.

‘Where on earth were you? I looked everywhere. You didn’t go into the servants’ or your aunt’s quarters, did you?’ She shook her head and I smothered a sigh, wondering with anticipation if it might soon be time for lunch. I followed her along the passageway where she turned into her bedroom.

‘But I looked here,’ I said.

She pulled me to where a tapestry hung against the wall, drawing it aside to reveal a door. With a gesture, she indicated that I open it. It swung wide to a small room with walls of stone. The only light came from the dull beam that fell through a thin aperture, about which webs hung like charred lace. I shuddered. Had she hidden here? In the dark and alone?

I did not want to stay. I knew what this was – a priest hole. Swan House had had one too, but there was something about this particular space that made me feel faintly sick. Even as a child, when I had loved to hide, to have sought a location such as this would not have appealed to me. It was unnatural. I thought of all the secret places that might lie within Iskar, imagined Mary or William crouched in the smothering blackness waiting to be discovered or smuggling themselves away for the sheer stealthy joy of it. Worse, I pictured them together with a hoard of pebbles. I looked down at Mary. Her expression was untroubled. Uncomfortable as I felt, I did not want to think of her as the child who had held the chalk that inscribed the figure on a piece of stone.

I backed out, knocking my heel against something; it skittered across the floor before rolling on to its back. It wobbled and settled. One rusted wheel spun for a further second or two until that too ceased; it was a toy steam engine, its surface patched with red paint. I looked up, catching Mary’s eye. Surely this had belonged to William. Had she been playing with it? I tried to find some answer in her expression – distress or grief or something to mirror what she felt – but there was nothing to see. As I left and dropped the hanging, I thought I heard a scuffle beyond and a tinny echo as if someone had knocked the engine once again.

Later, in bed, my thoughts tangled. I was a rational being. I did not believe in the supernatural and yet I was being presented with things that I could not explain – the sounds, the odd glimpses of something that should not be there. Turning on the sheets, I buried my face in the pillow. I began to doubt my own judgement. I remembered that after Clara’s death what was real and what was not became muddled and I had no longer been able to fully trust my senses. Was that what was happening now? At times, I had heard Clara’s voice or felt the heat of fire on my neck only to realize that it was a false construction of grief and guilt. The world twisted out of shape and into something that no longer made sense. Hadn’t I woken to the scent of smoke and the sound of my father’s pipe tapping against the table? Those things had felt so tangible, more tangible than the polished floor and the daisies on the surface of the MacAllisters’ washstand.

If Papa were here now, he would have answered my doubts with a laugh. I knew where he stood on things supernatural. Had we not had conversations long into the night, turning superstition, religion and philosophy on to their backs to enquire inside? The Earth was made of mineral and flora; animal life was the only sentient presence upon its surface. I would have welcomed one more glimpse of Clara, and yet that never came, except in my imagination. There was no door between life and death.

I do not know what time it was, but I woke to screaming – high and thin like an animal. Mary. My limbs were uncoordinated as I ordered them to the floor. Lighting a candle, I stumbled into the corridor. I had almost begun to hope that her nightmares had stopped since my arrival.

She was upright on the mattress, her spine as straight as one of the hall chairs, eyes wide and staring at some fixed point. There was an unnatural immobility to her face.

I touched her arm. ‘Shush, shush, it’s just a nightmare.’ Her cries fell to an intermittent whimper. ‘Hush now. It’s just a dream.’ But my heart thudded.

She turned and looked directly at me, fear and something else embedded in her eyes. She began to whisper fast and low but the words fell into each other like waves crashing to the shore and being instantly swept up by the next onslaught. It was curious to finally hear her voice, but as hard as I tried, I could not comprehend her. I listened closer but the sounds she made did not follow a language I understood, and I drew back. It was clear that she was still asleep.

But at that moment Miss Gillies was in the room, her features stretched. Greer was behind her.

‘Don’t worry, Elspeth,’ Miss Gillies said, ‘I know what to do. Go back to your bed.’ There was alcohol and clove on her breath.

‘I can help,’ I said. ‘She’s talking in her sleep but she’s not making sense.’

‘It’s nonsense she utters. Just go.’ There was a note of command in her tone.

‘But I’m sure I should help her,’ I said, ‘I’m happy to.’ Greer stood and watched, her arms folded and a gleam of pleasure in her iris. Although snubbed, my heart ached for my charge, but Miss Gillies was my mistress and I could not protest.

It was then that I noticed something that made my skin shrivel. On the wall opposite the bed, the hanging had been pulled to the ground and the door to the priest hole lay open again. A wash of its stale odour crept into the air. Once more, the space gaped, tunnelling to a darkness so opaque it could contain anything that the eye would not see. Horror crept along my neck. Miss Gillies turned and saw what I saw. She drew herself up. ‘Greer,’ she called, ‘deal with that.’

Miss Gillies gave me the briefest of glances that might have been an apology as Greer swept towards us, her candle flickering. Light fell briefly into the uncovered room. And for one terrible moment, something glinted back at me from the furthest wall – two surfaces with a gleam upon them as light might make on the film of an eye.
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Morning came and Mary was still asleep. I found Miss Gillies drinking coffee in the dining room. I took a seat opposite. Miss Gillies’ expression betrayed no sign of the night’s drama.

The timbre of Mary’s voice still echoed in my ear, with that strange concoction of syllables. ‘Does she often speak with no sense when she is in sleep?’

She looked up. ‘I suppose,’ she said.

‘Did she do that at any other time?’

‘I am not sure. It is not uncommon for the young to manufacture their own secret language. Pay it no heed.’

‘And the priest hole? Are there many at Iskar?’

‘There are a few. Most now boarded up for safety.’

‘But not the one in Mary’s room?’

‘There is nothing in that one that could cause harm. In fact, I believe the children used it sometimes for their games.’

I shivered and she laughed wryly before continuing. ‘Indeed, it is a little ghoulish, but you know boys – they have a thirst for these dark places and dens, don’t they?’

‘So not Mary?’ I pressed.

She shrugged. ‘In truth, I do not know.’

Mary was quiet after breakfast. No mention was made of the nightmare and we went down to the bay, walking to where shallow caves lay. I felt that I was peeling back the layers of her distress and discovering new wounds. The sea hissed and my thoughts wound around themselves in endless circles. There had been something about her terror in the dream that seemed to touch at something even deeper, and as I mused it came to me suddenly and I turned to regard her.

Fear, I thought. She was not only unhappy; she was afraid. Afraid of what? Of death? Of Miss Gillies, or was it Iskar itself? And I did not like the way that idea numbed on my lips.

On the way back, we went to the shop – although facing Paterson was a duty I would have gladly avoided – and I bought some chocolates. I shared half but the rest I kept, conscious of the urgency that she must speak. I put them in my pocket with the idea that I might use them to try and coax Mary from her silence.

That evening as she lay in bed, I reflected on the guilt that was ever present in me for Clara’s death – not, in truth, that it had been my fault. I took Mary’s hand. ‘Sometimes we blame ourselves when someone we love very much dies, and I know how you must have loved William.’

Her eyes grew rounder.

‘I had a sister too, you know. You remind me of her a little.’

She stared up at me with wonder and I pulled the locket from my neck and opened the lid. ‘Here, see. This is Clara.’ My voice faltered.

Mary reached out a finger and touched the surface of the casing.

‘She was younger than me and I looked after her.’ I read the question in her eyes. ‘She died. Earlier this year. See. I know what it’s like.’

After gazing at it for some time, she leaned briefly against me and a rush of gratitude sent me across the corridor to my dresser, where I found a bangle, before crossing back to Mary’s room.

‘This was Clara’s,’ I said, and she regarded it with awe as I slipped it over her wrist.

Her face tightened and I thought that I had made her angry, but then two tears began to make their way down her cheek.

‘Oh Mary,’ I said, pulling her to me. I had never before held her so close; her ribs rose and fell beneath my palm and something in me seemed to break open a little, somewhere I had kept locked since Clara’s death. After she had stopped, I continued to hold her and a conviction came to me that I had always been destined to come to Skelthsea and to take charge of Mary. That somehow, we had been meant to find each other. And we sat together in the chill of the room, sadness splitting the air about us.

‘You can’t beat weather like this to work off the cobwebs.’ It was a new day. Outside, a brisk breeze set clouds scudding across the sky, and Mrs Lenister had come to offer tea. Mary had gone to lessons and I decided that she was right. I needed a walk to clear my thoughts. I left Mrs Lenister and gathered my coat and boots. In the village, clothes and bed linen swung on lines at the back of the houses and a group of women were banging a blanket against a board to thicken the fabric.

I strode up the valley and headed left towards Stack Mor. Ever since learning of how William had died, I had a curiosity to see where he had fallen. As I walked, the landscape grew wilder, the land cropped close with gorse and boulders. Occasionally, I came across the crumbling remains of a sheep fold and patches of bog. Soon, the activity of the village grew distant and the air was filled with the scream of gulls and the fiercer, icier pull from the sea. As I climbed, it grew overcast. I was unsure as to whether to go on or return, but in those few moments of contemplation the first drizzle began to fall.

Disappointed, I made my way back along the ridge towards the main path. Before reaching the church, I passed the graveyard and curiosity made me open the gate and enter. I walked slowly between the stones, reading names where they existed, but so many were difficult to decipher, being overgrown with moss. Finally, I came to Evangeline’s in a square of flattened sea grass. She lay beside her husband beneath a marble ledger. The roses that had been etched around her name were gathering lichen spores and sand. ‘Beloved wife and mother to William and Mary.’ Beneath that were faded names I could not read, and next to them lay several older, smaller graves showing the infant deaths of other children. I was aware of a silence that fell deeper than the lack of sound – a primordial hush.

Iskar was in my eyeline, its gabled roofs and casement windows cast to grey. Mary would be somewhere inside, lost in the weave of corridors, and suddenly, for no reason I could fathom, I was afraid for her. The wind was chillier then. The land beneath my boots, frozen hard above cold bones.

Clouds drew together, sending out another spit of rain, and I shivered. Huddling deeper into my coat, I came to William’s plot but I barely read the stone; it was what lay below it that drew my attention. On the patch of soil, beside a posy of long-dead flowers, lay the remains of a hooded crow, strung from the ornamental angel on a piece of twine. For a moment I had to convince myself that what I saw was real. It had clearly been there for some time – reduced to a macabre arrangement of bone and feather. This was no unfortunate animal come to grief by accident. This was an act of deliberate insult. Shock and disgust dripped into me and I recalled Ailsa’s words: ‘All is not well at Iskar.’ Iskar, where there remained the strange absence of anything that might remind his family that he once existed. Everything that I had learned gathered into a knot.

I had sensed from the first that the reaction to his death was unnatural and I realized that this act of desecration must have been accepted by the whole island to remain, as it was, in plain sight. It came to me then – William was not beloved. Miss Gillies did not miss him and perhaps Mary neither. He had been disliked, disliked with such force that even his grave did not deserve the respect reserved for those who had passed. What could he have done to earn such loathing? It was only then that I noticed it. I crouched low, pushing at the object half buried by earth. But there was no mistake; it was a pebble such as the one in Mary’s pocket.

Shock left me stunned and my eyes slid back to Iskar; mist shivered above its roofs, and shadows crawled into the recesses.

The building stood so quiet, so solid, and yet it carried things inside its skin, things so dark that nobody dared speak of them – and I knew in my bones that something was amiss. It was as if I had been led up some false path.

And then it came – that thin whistle, sounding like the wind but not so earthly.

But around me there was no one, nothing. My mind went back to the times I had heard it before and nausea rolled in my belly. There was menace and intent to the sound, yet the landscape was empty of a cause. I stumbled out of the gate and back to the house, because I had nowhere else to go and because the rain had begun in earnest, leaking in through my collar and on to the clothes beneath.
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As I entered the hall, Iskar felt different. The resonance of Mary’s grief was replaced with something else – the mute unacceptability of William’s life and the acceptance of his death. And Mary, where was she in all of this? What had William done to deserve such censure and was Mary implicated in some way? I had witnessed how Miss Gillies looked at her.

As I passed the morning room, the door was open a crack. Miss Gillies and Greer stood together at the window, their backs to me. Miss Gillies was leaning down and saying something into Greer’s ear. There was an intimacy to their pose that did not conform to the mistress-and-servant template and something, too, that spoke of long-held affection.

I made my way up to my room where the fire was not yet lit and pulled one of the bed covers around me. My hands trembled with dismay.

Never on those nights when I had imagined Mary and the new life here had I considered that something might be so amiss, something beyond the distress of my charge, something harnessed to the very air.

I burned with loss then. I missed so wholly my father’s voice and Clara’s touch – the way her fine hair fell through my fingers as I dressed it. Grief returned and battered me. Perhaps, I thought, mourning could never be fully emptied.

It was later than usual when Mary went to bed. Downstairs, Miss Gillies was not in her usual place. Instead, she was standing at a far window staring into the blackness. She turned and we sat in our customary seats, although she made no attempt to lift the embroidery from her workbox.

My heart began to beat harder. ‘I visited the graveyard today,’ I said.

She met my gaze steadily, showing that she already knew as much.

‘Yes, I was told of that. I’ve not been to his plot myself but I suppose that much is obvious, as it has not been tended.’

I wondered if she knew about the desecration. For a few moments she struggled with her words.

‘There is no more use pretending that all was right with William.’ Her expression grazed mine, looking for sympathy, but I had witnessed her lack of affection for Mary and was not moved. ‘I was not brave enough at first to give you the truth I owe you. I hoped that all that was unpleasant had passed but I was naïve. You would always have learned it sooner or later. The fact is: he was not as other children.’

The anticipation of some further shock left me chilled.

‘There were whispers about him. He was not a good boy.’ She gave a humourless laugh. ‘Why can’t I just say how it was?’ She looked to me as if for an answer, and I felt finally that I would hear the truth. She put a hand to her high lace collar as if she might find an explanation there.

‘How was he not like other children?’ I recalled his face from the photograph, the curve of his long lashes, the boyish kink to his hair.

‘They were beautiful babies – but then, this past year – the rumours about him. They were terrible. He liked to be cruel.’

Cruel? And I thought of Mary. Was he cruel to her? ‘What were the rumours?’

‘That he had gone bad. That he was unkind, brutal even – that he had unnatural interests.’ Her voice flattened with dislike, ‘Things happened here on Skelthsea. Strange and horrible things.’

‘All is not well at Iskar.’ Ailsa’s words slipped inside me again. ‘Horrible things?’

‘Things that you would not expect of a Christian child,’ she said tightly. ‘An interest in exploring other gods, if you understand me, Elspeth.’

Her statement was issued almost as a challenge, a dare that I might deny. I thought of the pebbles and the stone circle. ‘You mean like witchcraft?’

She gave me a dark look and a darker laugh. ‘As ridiculous as that sounds, yes, that is precisely what I’m saying.’

And I had to turn away to hide my mounting dismay. How could a child of nine be involved in pursuits that linked him to witchcraft? ‘But he was so young. Is this proved?’

Her eyes grew hard. ‘Don’t you think that I, of anyone on the island, would question the veracity of this? Of course I questioned it. I’m an educated woman, not one of the hysterical servant class. I do not believe in witchcraft, naturally, but there are a few here who sadly still cling to very old beliefs in spite of the church.’

I felt chastised. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘It’s just that I am so shocked.’

‘The proof was witnessed by those I trust.’

‘What proof?’ I hardly dared hear the answer.

‘There were animals found within the Fiaclach – gulls, mice, hare, that kind of thing – they were all slain and laid on the altar stone. They had not been killed easily.’ She could hardly look at me. ‘It was William who tortured them.’

I felt a punch of horror.

‘And Mary?’ My heart flicked uneasily.

‘Not Mary. There were no rumours of her and she showed no sign that she was the same.’ Her tone was measured, but in her face there was some doubt.

I realized then that I could not imagine Mary capable of such acts. Only a few days ago we had caught fish in our nets and I had watched how tenderly, how carefully, she placed them in our pail and later, how gently she released them. And the pebbles, I reasoned: if they were sinister they must have been William’s and she played with them without knowledge of their implications.

‘But where would he have learned such a thing?’ I asked.

Her eyes slipped to the window as if she hoped for some intervention.

‘I am sorry to say that it was Hettie who led him astray.’

The shock left me winded. ‘What do you mean?’

Her gaze was unsteady. ‘In those last months, Hettie was believed to be a witch.’

Hettie. And once again I was in Hettie’s room with the unsettling sense of her presence, of being watched. The pebble on her dressing table.

‘She too was seen at the Fiaclach,’ she continued. ‘She was seen there with William.’

I wanted to stand to catch my breath, pace the room, to walk out into the fresh island air and cleanse myself.

I hardly dared ask. ‘And before that – when your sister was alive. Were there rumours then?’

‘I heard nothing before Evangeline died, but I did not see the children much.’

I looked at her questioningly.

‘Unfortunately, we were not close.’

‘That is sad.’ I wanted to ask how such a thing came into being. For a moment I felt the sweet weight of Clara’s head on my shoulder as we lay in bed, whispering about the day or our plans for the morrow.

She looked away then. ‘And in truth, I did not get to know William very well when he came here. Hettie took care of the children and when she left, I had Greer. Apart from lessons the contact was not so much.’

‘And when people told you what he and Hettie did?’

‘I ignored it,’ she said simply. ‘I chose not to believe what I heard, but after Hettie had gone I found the evidence of it myself.’

I looked down to hide how much that appalled me. I wanted to ask her what she had discovered but I held back. What I had learned already was distasteful enough.

‘And Greer was not able to steer him right?’

She looked up at me, something steely in her eyes, and I read the answer there.

I climbed the stairs with heavy legs, pausing for a moment outside Mary’s chamber. I opened the door and looked at her sleeping face. I felt horror at Miss Gillies’ negligence and the damage it had caused. Clara’s bangle, which she had refused to remove at bedtime, circled her wrist. I imagined Hettie, whispering spells into her ear – slim fingers winding hair about a pebble. As I looked upon her slight form, that fear that I had felt for her at the graveyard came again pressing on my chest.

In my room, I undressed quickly and climbed beneath the covers. Above me the weight of Hettie’s room drifted downwards on the air. A woman who experimented with witchcraft – I did not believe in such things, that the world could be twisted on a set of words or an object, even the death of an animal. I wanted to laugh at the idea, but the thought writhed in my stomach like a piece of paper caught in fire. I imagined her then in some room in an American city with red-cheeked children lying asleep just along the corridor. I imagined all the wickedness behind those lovely eyes and all the poison that she would let fall from her tongue, and shuddered.

I saw in my head the bird that hung from William’s headstone – its wings twisted like a macabre brooch. I pulled the covers closer and felt something hard at my neck. Reaching in, I plucked it from the pillow and lit a candle.

And there, lying on my white palm, was a new pebble, round and dark – a childish figure drawn on its surface and bound, as if in chains, by hair.
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I was sore from lack of sleep and the day ahead settled on me like a sigh. I felt again the smoothness of the stone and the depth of dismay fell deeper still. Who had placed it in my room? Although my thoughts flew immediately to Greer and her dislike, I had no proof. And if it was her – was that because she wished to unbalance me, or was there a motive more sinister? If it was the latter, I must not let the idea unsettle me. Even if the pebbles were instruments of witchcraft, it did not follow that they had agency. I, like Miss Gillies, did not accept such things could hold real power – but did Greer believe it?

And William’s falling from grace … had Greer played a part in that too? I noticed again that she had made a strange arrangement of my shoes and in a fit of rebellion I laid them flat on the floor with a slap.

From the dresser, I took the photograph that Miss Gillies had sent me all those months ago and studied it again. The picture was now changed by what I knew; it seemed to me that Hettie’s hand, which rested on William’s shoulder, had a proprietary grasp and his eyes, which had at first looked so innocent, now appeared to contain every wickedness. Hettie’s expression was dark and unreadable but seemed to see beyond what we could see. I studied William and tried to imagine him undertaking the crimes of which he was accused. It was then that I noticed the flaw that threw the dark shadow across his face now bled into Mary’s image. Had that been there before? I could not remember.

As I entered the corridor, my eyes were drawn to the door to William’s wing. Would I find evidence there of his nature? I tried the handle but it was locked. I thought that I would feel disappointment but what I experienced was relief.

As I washed, I heard again that scrape and slur of sound above me, as if something was being pulled or pushed across the floor. My pulse quickened, and then came a rattling, as whatever it was crossed the rug and met the floorboards. I knew in that instant what it reminded me of: Clara with a toy carriage, kneeling in the hall and driving it along on the imaginary journey that played out in her head.

I took the garret stairs at a run. Hettie’s door was already open.

‘Mary?’ My voice was swallowed in the hush. I stepped in and pressed my palm to the wall. A tinny sound came up from the floor and I looked down. The red engine lay on its side, one wheel in a slow spin. I drew back, the breath of the room on my mouth. The corners were steeped in shadow and there was such a stillness that I knew I could only be alone.

For a second, the world seemed to turn my senses – what I heard, saw and felt did not match what was possible. The room was empty and yet, not moments before, the noise of the engine being pushed across the floorboards had filtered down to me. I backed out, scrabbling for explanations where I could not find them. My thoughts caught on that moment on the beach and the figures shadowed on the sand beside Mary and how she talked so earnestly to the air.

I was being ridiculous. Ghosts did not exist. The dead did not walk. If they did, would not Clara have come to me? Had I not begged for one last glimpse, a glimpse that would have shown me that, wherever she was, she was happy? No, bodies rotted down and the only claim to life they had was in the memories of those who lived on. My heart gave an uneasy twist. Perhaps it was my own steps upon the boards that had sent the engine rocking, and the sound that I had heard before, some strange effect of the wind. And as I took the stairs back down, I iterated it again. Ghosts did not – could not – exist.

I began to spend as much time as was possible out of doors. Away from Iskar, some of those feelings of anxiety were somehow temporarily relieved. Our hair would come loose in the wind and our skirts grow sandy.

Sometimes we just walked, in a silence that was never uncomfortable. The growing trust and affection needed no words, and slowly Clara and my father moved to a place that I could occasionally visit without such acute misery. And yet, behind all that, the sense of something astray sat across my chest and I was aware of a growing discomfort. ‘All is not well,’ Ailsa had whispered weeks before, and I wondered if some answers might lie with her.

A few days later the opportunity presented itself and I found myself on the path to Ailsa’s house.

I knocked and she was so soon at the door that I wondered if she had watched my approach. We went in through the kitchen, where the ceiling was hung with dried fish, game and herbs. A sharp, astringent smell was in the air, like nettle. She did not offer me tea or a seat but went straight to work stoking the stove, then pounding oats in a stone bowl. I stood awkwardly, playing with my coat.

‘Sit, sit,’ she commanded. ‘You have no need to stand on ceremony here. You’re not in Edinburgh now.’

I moved a pile of unspun sheep’s wool from a settle, placing it carefully on the only remaining space on the table, and sat.

‘So,’ she did not look at me, ‘you came to see me after all. How is Iskar?’ She had strong features and low, falcon-like brows.

I framed my thoughts. Heat from the range warmed the room, and the scent of herbs grew stronger. There was something soothing in the rhythm of her strong hands.

‘What did you mean by your words? What is not well?’

‘I thought when I saw you that you looked like nobody’s fool. Surely, you are learning their lives by now?’

‘Of course.’ I laid my hands on my lap.

‘What do you know?’

‘I would prefer that you told me what you were so keen to before. I cannot be disloyal to my new employer.’

At this, she laughed. ‘There’s no point having airs here, Miss Swansome. Why else did you come but to hear me?’ She pushed the bowl away and regarded me with something like sympathy. ‘I’m sure you’re a good girl. You’re not old either. What are you? Twenty? Twenty-two?’

‘I am twenty-four,’ I said.

‘See, so young, and I can tell by your manner that you have come from privilege.’

‘Even those from money can suffer some of the same griefs and misfortunes as those who don’t,’ I said.

‘This is true and nicely put.’ She sighed a little and looked at me more closely. ‘You have been no stranger to sadness.’

I did not reply but the gentleness with which she spoke momentarily threatened to unlock my sorrow. There was a pause filled by the screech of gulls.

‘I know about Hettie and William,’ I said.

‘What you may have been told, may not be the whole truth. I say this kindly. Hettie had a gift for second sight, did you know? She would have been wiser to keep it to herself.’

‘For second sight?’ I looked at her with surprise. ‘I had not heard that. It sounds as if people believed her.’

A strange look passed over her features. ‘She had not been here six months when she predicted a storm that would take a life. Two days later a gale stopped one of the boats trying to get back to safety and her prediction proved true. One of our boys drowned that day.’

I had not expected that and for a moment I was shocked, but storms here were common enough and must surely risk the lives of those at sea. I did not believe that such foresight existed, and to use the vagaries of the weather to build a reputation for second sight was repugnant. ‘That sounds like a prediction born of luck.’

She gave a small nod. ‘Perhaps, and if that had been the only example then you could be right. There were others and then, not weeks before William’s death, she foretold that too.’

‘She predicted his death?’

Ailsa smiled thinly. ‘Not so lucky.’

I tried to swallow my reaction, tried to cling hard to what logic dictated, but the sands of reason shifted beneath my feet. I could not find an easy explanation for such a prediction. ‘Is that why the islanders considered her a witch?’

She looked at me with a glint of approval. Then she shrugged her square shoulders, covered the dough and put it on the range. Dragging out a chair, she sat and from a drawer pulled out a small pipe into which she put a twist of tobacco. Lighting a wick, she puffed furiously until it was lit. The smell was sharp and as unlike the sweet tobacco my father used as I could imagine. She blew out the smoke with satisfaction, daring me to pass comment.

‘I think you know the answer to that question. You told me you had learned what she was like. What she did.’

I nodded.

‘She was clever with herbs, too. Women who talked badly behind her back, put their fear aside when their babies grew sick and sought her help. Some said she had hands that could heal.’

‘These other abilities, if she really possessed them, could only have been assets, surely.’

She smiled. ‘Hands that can heal may also be hands that can harm.’

I thought of the boy under her charge and what he became.

‘But Miss Swansome, this is not what I feel I must tell you.’ She spoke quietly now, as if she was afraid of being overheard, ‘Do you know what role I take on the island?’

I shook my head.

‘I assist the dead.’ As she said this she looked to me for a reaction, but I kept my face impassive. ‘Do you know what that means? I cleanse the bodies, wrap the dead flesh. If necessary, I bathe the wounds and correct the breakage of limbs. I place a coin on the tongue and sew closed the eyes and mouth.’

‘It’s a necessary job.’

‘It’s an act of love. When you die, Miss Swansome, would you not like to think that tender hands took care of you at the very end? That even in your coffin you were laid to rest as if you were preparing just for sleep?’

Her voice was like oil.

‘What were you told about William’s death?’

‘He fell from Stack Mor, an accident.’

‘But was it now?’

Her look was cunning.

‘You do not scare me,’ I said.

At that, she laughed again. ‘I am pleased for that. I don’t mean to scare you. I mean to warn you.’

‘Of what?’ In spite of myself, I shivered.

‘William did not meet his death by accident.’ Her words hit me with the force of a blow.

‘I cared for his body. I saw the wounds he bore. And they were many. But only living bodies bleed fully. Did you know that?’

I was horrified.

‘I took him and I bathed him. It is my belief that he was dead some time before he left the cliffs.’

My skin grew numb. ‘If he did not die in the fall, how did he die?’

‘There were many injuries, but in particular there was a strike to his head; it did not match the other wounds and it had clearly bled a lot. Some hours later his body was cast from Stack Mor.’

Dismay rose like an incoming tide. They had all lied. No wonder his death was never spoken of. And there was Mary lost in the corridors of Iskar in a world of mute horror. Did she know too? Was this what glued her lips shut?

‘Who did it? Has justice been served?’

‘You think too well of people,’ she said, ‘or too ill. I’m no doctor, just a maid to the dead, and people do not like to believe such things can happen. Or, given his nature, maybe they did not care enough.’

And some of my feeling washed back with relief. Perhaps it was not what happened at all. This was one woman’s word against a host of words. The island had not believed her and neither should I, if I so chose.

The afternoon was drawing in its colours and withering under the darkening sky. Ailsa took a breath of her pipe and let her gaze wander to the window. ‘We’re complicated souls, don’t you think? Without the knowledge of who killed him, we are left only to imaginings.’

I had heard more than I ever wanted to hear and pulled my coat closer in anticipation of leaving. But she spoke again and the force of her look kept me fixed to the seat.

‘There are other things that you should know, Miss Swansome. Listen.’ She spoke so quietly that I had to strain my ears, ‘When they brought him to me, I searched his clothing and I found something.’

I tried to resist the seeping sense of dread, but beneath the table I clutched my hands so tightly I could see the whites of my fingertips.

‘Have you heard of a widows’ whistle?’

The word slid through the air like something ailing, something I did not want to hear. I shook my head but my mind had already wandered to the sound I had heard from the attic.

‘I found one in the pocket of his jacket.’

Although a part of me resisted, I had to know. ‘A widows’ whistle?’

‘Do you know what that is?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s an instrument.’ I could feel the pleasure she took in disturbing me. ‘It’s made of bone with dried skin for a reed. The first was made in grief a long time ago.’

I looked at her questioningly.

‘A wife in mourning. A witch. She could not bear the pain of loss and called her husband back from the grave.’ I could only stare appalled. ‘For the best result, the skin and bone had to be human.’

I had heard enough now and burned to leave, but I could not move. I was transfixed by the curve of her voice. From the window, the falling darkness threw shadows between us.

‘He returned – a ghost and so triumphant was she in her success that she did not stop then; she called her lost children one by one.’ She placed her hands on the table and trapped me with her gaze. ‘A widows’ whistle is blown to summon the dead. That is what it is for, Miss Swansome.’
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I had been unable to broach what I had learned at Ailsa’s with Miss Gillies as, when I had returned, she had been struck with stomach pain and taken to her bed.

In my room, I scoured the valley and observed the shivering treeline with distrust. Was it possible that William had been murdered? The island did not believe it, but I was more perturbed than I cared to admit. I told myself that the widows’ whistle could not perform the task for which it was made; the ability to draw the dead from their graves with a pipe could not exist.

That is what I told myself. But as I turned to grab my shawl, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror and saw the thinness of my face, the lines of tension about my eyes, and I barely recognized myself.

It was with relief that I took the familiar path to the beach the next morning with Mary. The tide was out and the sea glittered in the scattered sun. Away from Iskar, some of my darker feelings were diffused, but from time to time, my thoughts snagged on what I now knew.

Mary walked further along the strand, leaning into a pool with her net. She looked back and waved and I found myself counting the weeks since my arrival and wondering what progress I had made. In spite of the warmth between us, she still would not speak and spent too many of her days clutching Bobbity, as if her life depended on it.

I became so lost in thought that I did not at once become aware that Mary was no longer with me. But I was not alarmed – the shallow caves where we often explored were just ahead. After a while, I put down my pail and followed the beach, fully expecting to discover her, but my calls and explorations brought nothing. A little impatient, I made my way back and then noticed how close I was to Gulls Cry and was struck with the conviction that this was where she had strayed.

In the morning sun, the house looked innocent enough, with white paintwork and wide windows, but its pretty face was a facade because I knew that behind the brick it wore another character; it was the place where Hettie had once lived alongside a boy with an appetite for torture. I began running to where the path led up through the dunes and on to the property. I was out of breath as I reached the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked, confirming my instincts.

I stepped into the lobby and the leaking scent of the stale rooms. ‘Mary,’ my tone was wheedling. Vacancy had set the house into fast decay – damp ran from ceilings and the scent of rodents was astringent on the air.

I paused, but a noise from above jarred me out of my reflections. I called Mary’s name again and took the stairs to the first floor. Dust was distilled in the silence and I stopped to listen but did not hear her again. Pushing open a door, I discovered a bathroom – a hip bath, its enamel creped with age. Towels still hung on an ornate stand with the bloom of mould on their surface.

Her parents’ bedroom was empty too but for a grand four-poster, hangings grey with dust, and the furniture that must once have been used daily by Evangeline. It was hard now to imagine the house filled with life or activity. Feet pattered in the hall and I left in search of her once again.

The sun must have been cast behind cloud because when I re-entered the landing it was steeped in shadow and an iciness had gathered. I walked a few paces to the next room. A pale light plundered the dimness but it was enough for me to see a row of toy soldiers that told me that this must once have belonged to William. I was curious, to view the space that had once belonged to him, to seek some sign of the things that I had been told. A quick search yielded nothing – only dirt and damp walls. As I turned to leave, my eye caught something beneath the dresser. I knelt and placed it on my palm. No larger than the pad of my thumb, cool and smooth to the touch and perfect in every way, it was the skull of a mouse. A combination of this discovery, the cold clamp of air and something in the hush made me uneasy and I left quickly, opening and shutting doors in my haste to find Mary.

It was as I stood in what must once have been her own room that through the window, I saw her – on the beach, a bucket swinging from her hand, her head turning this way and that in search of me.

I felt a moment of chilling shock. There was another shift somewhere in the house, and the boards groaned beneath a step that could no longer belong to her. I was not alone, and whoever it was was listening to me in the quiet.

It came to me then that Mary had never been in the house, that whoever I had heard had always been someone else. My neck shrank to iciness and it was as if everything unpalatable that had happened since my arrival at Iskar was rolled into a ball and pressed beneath my skin. I wanted to run but I could only stand, paralysed, and see her crouched over her stretch of sand. Although the world had momentarily stopped for me, birds still wheeled in the air and the tide crept unceasingly up the beach.

I could not breathe. I opened my mouth to call but the words were smothered in a sweat of fear.

There was another sound but I was already at the top of the stairs, steadying my hands on the rail. And then I raced down and outside to the open air and the cry of gulls.

Mary looked up when she heard me, the pail beside her. I reached her, breathless. My heart was a frenzy. Her eyes swivelled up to the house and to the room that had been hers. I twisted my gaze too. And for an instant, someone was there – the outline of a head and shoulders, the suggestion of a body, but whoever it was stepped quickly back into the shadow and out of sight. For a second my senses numbed and then my ear discerned a faint fluting. I shook my head but it remained – a whistling caught and carried in the wind. As much as I tried, I could not stop the way my thoughts were dragged to the instrument that Ailsa had described. A widows’ whistle.

‘Who is it, Mary?’ I said. ‘Who’s in the house?’ My voice fluttered like a moth caught in a jar, ‘Mary, answer me.’

Her eyes met mine with intensity, then she crouched, her hem catching a puddle of sea, and with her finger, she began to write in the sand. As quickly as she did, each indent filled with water and was swallowed, but I kept the letters in my head, and even though the name had gone it rang in my skull like an alarm.

‘William’, she had written.

William.
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I do not fully recall now the return to Iskar or the weight of discomfort that sat inside me. I know that more than once I turned to look back at Gulls Cry, to see if someone stood at a window or left by the door, but the house lay still and heavy like somewhere long unoccupied.

I know that I pondered again the whistle of which Ailsa had spoken, thought of what it was made for, remembered the sound of childish steps in Gulls Cry and William’s engine on the floor of the attic. I had to stop in my stride to catch my breath. Looking up to Iskar, part of me withdrew like a crab into its shell. If I were to believe that such things were possible, all would be lost. To what would I cling? And so I pressed that dreadful idea back out of sight and reminded myself of what we knew for certain about the universe, that night followed day, that age followed birth and after death … after death, there was perhaps a place with God, or more likely the silence of an abyss.

In spite of my resolution to be calm, dismay made a fist in my chest, and as the morning progressed, a headache grew. I did not have an appetite for lunch and instead went to lie down. Mrs Lenister brought me up a hot drink laced with herbs. I longed for someone to talk to.

‘See if you can sleep,’ she said and pulled the covers up around me, tucking them in almost as a mother would. The gesture touched me nearly to tears. My thoughts returned again and again to the morning. Had Mary believed that she had seen William? Had it been an island child and perhaps Mary missed her own brother so much that she conceived his face from another’s? I recalled those early days when I was convinced I saw Clara everywhere – on a crowded street, or the back of her head a few pews in front at church, and it was only when I looked closer that I realized it had not been her at all.

I remembered the sound of the feet at Gulls Cry, their weight and tempo – whoever it was had not been adult; the steps I heard were those of a child.

The drink was hot and bitter and I slept for several hours, waking to sparrows on the sill. My dreams had been embedded with fear and the image of William’s body upon the rocks in a ring of pebbles.

Getting up, I made my way out of the room. The corridor was hushed. Shadows fell from the attic and pooled on the threadbare rugs. I listened to the dull creak of the eaves. Beside me was the door to William’s wing and for an instant I thought of his palm upon the handle, a monstrous token of the day’s work in his pocket and a whistle on his lips.

Instead of making my way immediately to the drawing room, some compulsion had me take to the attic where threads of icy air spun in the atmosphere. I was aware of my human weight on the treads, their reassuring firmness, the way my heart beat inside my living chest. The mind, my father had always taught me, was the most unreliable of man’s organs. Hearts could fail, kidneys could grow septic, but the brain was capable of further reaches; we trust what we see and hear, but how do we truly justify the conclusions we reach?

Hettie’s room was cool on my skin. I pulled the curtains open, flinging a pale light across the fittings and furnishings. It was silent but for wind and sea. No engine rattling the boards, no figure standing in the corner. It was empty. I had a sudden image of Hettie far away under the American sun, swinging her hips with a child on each hand, a secret smile about her face. The way the children would cling to her, unknowing of how close their enemies were. Wherever she was, she was ignorant of the fact that not weeks after she stepped on to the boat William lay dead at the foot of Stack Mor, rendering his sister dumb.

A gust of wind found an aperture in the window and grabbed the curtain, throwing it against the wall and causing a slight banging. I recalled a trick of my aunt’s and went to explore the hem where some of the stitching was loose. As I felt the fabric, I came across whatever it was that had been hidden there. I widened the gap in the seam. Inside was a brooch in the shape of a dolphin. The jewel of its eye shone in spite of dust. Why would Hettie have been so keen to keep this from the reach of scrutiny? It was not a cheap object, yet she did not value it enough to take to America – or had she forgotten it in the haste of her decision to leave? With it was a letter.


Dearest Hettie,

Promise me you will always be mine.



I recalled what Mrs Argylle had said about Hettie’s various alliances and wondered who this had come from. The island men did not have wealth, as a rule. Carefully, I put the things back.

As I left, there was a beat of sadness upon the air. I tried to dismiss it but it came stronger, pressing at my heart until I could not move. I turned, and for an instant I thought I saw her in the dressing table mirror, her face twisted with grief, but it was so soon gone that I was not sure it had been there at all. Even so, I ran from the room and to my own where I waited for my heart to stop its frenzied beating.

In the drawing room, I sat in the faded grandeur and waited for lessons to finish. I heard them before they entered, Miss Gillies’ clipped shoes upon the tiles and the shush of Mary’s slippers. And then Miss Gillies’ voice like the lash of a whip. ‘Wicked, wicked girl,’ she hissed. But I was unsteadied by the morning’s events and had no energy left to defend my charge. I did not want to be found, did not want Miss Gillies to know that I had heard her chide her niece, and as their footsteps faded, I fled upstairs until tea time.

Mary was alone when I returned to the drawing room. ‘I will have to speak to your aunt about Gulls Cry,’ I said gently. ‘An intruder must have opened the door.’ Her brow rose in a spasm of anxiety.

‘I will not tell her that you wrote William’s name,’ I said, ‘but if you saw who was really there, you might write it for me now.’ But even as I uttered this my thoughts drifted back to the sound of young steps and the noise of an engine being pushed across the floor of an empty room. And my words felt like a betrayal.

I found Miss Gillies in the morning room. Candlelight glittered on the walls and bounced off the jewel she wore in her hair.

‘When Mary and I were at the beach this morning, we discovered the door to Gulls Cry open and I believe someone may have been inside.’

Her mouth creased with displeasure and her head seemed to drop a little on her neck. ‘Thank you, Mrs Lenister informed me. I suppose it’s easy enough for anyone to break in – it wouldn’t be the first time. I shouldn’t be so surprised that some child or other has gone to explore, maybe taken a trinket or two, but you’re right to be concerned, the disrespect upsets me.’ She sighed sharply, causing the candle’s flame on her desk to dip.

‘What will happen to the house now that Mary is with you?’ I asked.

‘The house was given to Evangeline when she married John. My father had it built, just for them. When Mary is old enough and married, she will inherit it.’ Her tone was pinched.

‘And you were always at Iskar?’

‘Always. Once, I had thought that I too may leave but that was not to be.’ She looked around her. ‘But Iskar is a fine house. I love it as well as I might a husband,’ she said dryly.

I could not keep quiet. ‘Miss Gillies, I was told a rumour yesterday concerning William’s death.’

She looked at me wearily. ‘I heard that you had been to visit Ailsa.’

I flushed.

‘Ailsa is a scaremonger. I imagine she’s been waiting with bated breath to whisper a lot of nonsense into your ear from the first moment of your arrival. The rest of us have learned to pay her little heed. You would be wise to do the same.’

‘But she said …’

‘I know what she says,’ her face was strained. ‘She says that William was murdered. I can tell you now that he was not.’

‘He was not?’

‘Absolutely not. The cliffs are hazardous, even in clement conditions. It was nothing more sinister than an accident.’

I looked out of the window and to the gardens where bracken had taken hostage of the beds and overgrown rose stems drooped with frost. I thought about Ailsa’s manner and the enjoyment she took in unnerving me. Miss Gillies’ confidence was the reassurance I needed.

Her eyes went to a portrait on the wall. ‘I have thought a lot about my sister recently. She was such a character. See,’ and she pointed. ‘Come, look at her likeness.’

We moved closer to the picture and she held her candle up. I studied Evangeline’s broad forehead, lips that were fuller than her sister’s, and I could see the ghost of what Miss Gillies might have been without the scarring. What must she have felt as she looked at her sister’s unmarred face? It must have been a constant reminder of her disfigurement.

‘Did you have other siblings?’

She shook her head.

‘Just one younger sister?’

She looked at me then. ‘She was not the younger. I am the younger.’

I was hit by a faint shock: why had Miss Gillies inherited Iskar and not Evangeline?

My thoughts stumbled but I reined them back. ‘She’s very lovely,’ I said. ‘It’s a shame that you were not closer.’ Almost imperceptibly, her fingers crept to her cheek; her lips were white, almost bloodless. A spill of anger was in the air. I opened my mouth to say something but she was looking with such intensity into the lines and shadows of that beautiful, undamaged face that I held my tongue.

Later, I took Mary to her bed. She was too tired even for prayer and I helped her into the sheets and pulled the covers to her chin. For a moment she lay there, her eyes on mine, and then she reached out and touched a curl of my hair, twisting it in her finger. The warm pad brushed my skin, as gentle as a feather, then she moved her hand down to turn the bangle on her wrist with a look of pleasure. I kissed her cheek, inhaling for a moment the warm scent of her breathing skin.

The darkness was brushed with the faint bloom of a moon and the persistent rush of the sea. I sat on the chair and read to her until finally she was asleep.

I could not push the morning from my thoughts. I pondered on Miss Gillies and the staff – the silence that followed the mention of William – but I felt him everywhere – everywhere, and that name written in sand, it seemed written on my fears.

When Greer came with her hummed lullaby, I was weary of her. Go away, I thought, I am tired. But she came anyway and my skin flared awake.

When her voice dropped entirely, my ears rushed with silence as if a shell were held to them. She stayed until my throat ached to call and then, almost like the break of a wave, she sighed and her steps faded as she continued on her way, the lullaby rising and eventually falling till it receded beyond reach.
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Mary had woken me in the night with another nightmare. It had been a long time since Miss Gillies had taken an interest in Mary’s nocturnal dramas, which at least was some relief, and she had them frequently enough. This time, Mary had taken a while to settle and afterwards I had lain awake, filled with unease.

I could hardly wait the next day for lessons to begin; time seemed to drag, but eventually Mary and Miss Gillies left for the schoolroom. Outside, the sky was white and salt spray soon wet my lips. Smoke rose comfortingly from the Argylles’ chimney.

‘Miss Swansome, what a lovely surprise. Sit whilst I arrange for tea. I thought that you might visit.’

‘I hope that I have not come at an awkward time, Mrs Argylle.’ I could not hide the rush of emotion. My desire to speak frankly battled with the responsibility I felt for not taking gossip of Iskar outside its walls, but it seemed that William’s nature was well enough known. The maid came with the tray and we waited until she had left.

‘Please,’ she said with a smile, ‘we are friends now. Call me Bridget. I can see you are troubled.’

And all that I had recently learned about William fell from my lips.

‘You have heard it all, then, and I know if we discuss it, that I can trust you to be discreet.’

‘Of course.’

‘I was Evangeline’s friend. I knew William well and it was always my opinion he was unnatural, even before Hettie taught him what she did. I think he was one of those children one rarely sees – there was something different, something missing.’ She paused. ‘Love. He was without love of other living things. It had turned itself inside out. And instead of love there was contempt and anger. All Hettie needed to do was nudge it further in the wrong direction.’

I had not wanted to hear confirmation. I had hoped for something else, some knowledge that would have lessened or cast doubt on the charges laid against him.

‘They were both strange children,’ and I caught an inflection there that I did not like, ‘but I think William was born clever.’

‘Born clever?’

‘Some souls are made to be dark.’ She studied me with something like pity. ‘The world gives birth to both the viper and the lamb, and there are churches for each.’ Her voice was almost a whisper now.

‘And Mary? You said they were both odd. You cannot think that Mary also took part in this?’

The lines about her eyes tightened.

‘No, of that, she was never witnessed, but do you think Mary natural in other ways?’

I thought of the name she had written in the sand, the way at times I caught her gaze at some empty spot as if in recognition, but I did not want Bridget to think badly of her. ‘Yes,’ I said with vigour, ‘I do. She has a loving heart, I see it all the time. It’s just grief that has rendered her to the state she finds herself now.’ I was shocked to discover that my eyes stung.

‘I see that I have not eased your discomfort but made it worse. Hettie is gone and William lies dead. Try not to let them concern you.’

‘As to his death, I understand there are those that say he was murdered?’

She raised her eyes. ‘You can’t think that’s true?’

‘No, I understand it’s not commonly thought, but it occurred to me that his badness would be a motive.’

‘Skelthsea may have those who believe in the old ways, but there are none here who would consider death a suitable punishment for sin, and certainly not for a child.’

I was further reassured. ‘There are other things too,’ I said cautiously. ‘Ailsa told me of a whistle that she found in William’s pocket. She said it was to summon the dead. And Iskar, in truth, feels at times as if it is haunted.’

Bridget’s face creased to laughter which, seeing my distress, she quickly controlled. ‘You must not let Ailsa scare you. She loves to spread mystery. You surely don’t think such things?’ And behind her kindness I detected a faint note of incredulity that I might have allowed myself to consider that the whistle could possibly have the power to do what it was made for.

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Ailsa unsettled me and it’s hard to think of a child in his grave, whatever his crimes.’

She laid her warm palm over my hand. ‘You are a kind soul.’ And I was shocked to see the glaze in her own eyes.

‘You asked me once if I had had children. I carried three, you know.’ The strength of her emotion pulled at me. ‘No, not to birth. I lost them, lost them early.’

‘I am sorry,’ I said.

‘We wanted them very much – Robert as much as I – oh yes, we wanted them.’

I held her hand tightly.

‘See,’ she said, ‘I have not spoken of this other than to my husband, but a burden shared is not always a burden eased. It doubles our agony, but you – something in you makes it possible to say what I have said.’ She leaned over and kissed my cheek. ‘You comfort my heart. And do not let Iskar unnerve you.

‘I think if I had to live there that I too might feel the same. It’s always been a place that summons a fertile imagination, all those dim corridors with creaking wood and wind in the chimneys. Too easy to imagine a sound or catch a shadow and turn it into something else. Iskar can feel very empty with so many unoccupied spaces.’

But all I could think of then was all the unoccupied spaces that did not feel so.

Not long after, I thanked her and left.

Outside the sun was beginning to sink on the horizon. The grasses bent against the wind and I shivered. My eyes found Iskar, where somewhere Mary’s young head would be bent over a book or a piece of work. A child who had lost everyone close to her. I pondered how those losses must feel. How little comfort she had received from the woman in whose care she had been left.

I tried to imagine her grown to full stature, tried to imagine her face with a womanly cast and how she might sound, how her walk would adopt the elegance of a more mature figure, but I realized that I could not. I paused, the cold air clinging to my skin, waves slamming the rock-line, and I was jarred by some deep horror. All I could see was Mary, sunk in the oblivion of water, her white limbs waving on the pull of the tide as she sank deeper and deeper into death.

As I neared Iskar, I tried to quell the anxiety of the image I had seen of Mary – surely something born of the recent talk of William’s death – and yet, as much as I dismissed it as fanciful, I could not fully shake it. I remembered that first afternoon, the way I had sat in the hall, balancing the weights of expectation and loss – how I had anticipated Mary. Never for a moment would it have occurred to me that I would be entering a life that would take so many dark and strange directions and a house with such a presence. Although I had now been told by three people about William and his wickedness, a little part of me still resisted. I had to know it for myself.

Later, as we sat at tea, Miss Gillies questioned me about my visit to Bridget, but all I could think of was the room locked behind the door to William’s wing.

Mary sat silent with a book, only looking up when I spoke, and I was struck anew by how distant their relationship was, how little Miss Gillies addressed her niece or spoke a kind word.

Finally, I took my handkerchief and coughed into it then laid my head against the chair.

‘Are you unwell, Elspeth?’ she said.

‘Only a little chilled, but I think it best to stay when the rest of you attend chapel.’

I lingered at the drawing room window, watching their retreat. When they were on the village path, I went quickly to the kitchen where I found the keys for William’s wing.

My heart pounded as I made my way along the hushed corridor. At the foot of the staircase leading to the garret, I paused and glanced up to the old nurseries, but I did not linger and turned the key.

Once in, I faced a passageway similar to the rest of the house, although the scent of damp and decay was worse. Most rooms were empty. It was at the end that I discovered where William must have slept.

The room was sparse. I rifled among the clothes and objects, curious to find something that would connect me to his reputation, but the search yielded nothing. I realized that I was grateful there was no evidence of his badness and wondered if his reputation had been exaggerated.

Time was pressing; the cold would surely keep the service short. I sighed and because my feet were growing numb took one more circle of the room. It was as I made my way past the window that I was aware of the way the floorboard creaked differently beneath my foot. Unlike the others, this was not nailed. I rolled up the rug, saw the faulty joints and pressed my thumbs to a corner. It lifted.

Something inside me thrilled but was repelled when I realized that amongst the dust and cobwebs lay William’s secret collection. I held my breath, half-dreading, half-fascinated by what it might contain. Laying the objects out removed any last trace of doubt. Why else would a boy have need for such things: the skull of a bird, bone pale and beak sharp, a knife, curved and thin with a silver handle? I did not want to pick it up; in the weak light it was clear that the blade was rusted with blood. These artefacts told me William’s story more vividly than words had done.

Amongst the belongings was a leather pouch. I tipped the contents on to the boards. Repugnance rattled in my chest. I knew immediately what it was – what it might have been had he finished it – a widows’ whistle. As Ailsa had described, the bone was roughly hewn and beside it a membrane of dried skin from some wretched creature. He had planned to make another. My knowledge of biology was too thin to confirm or deny whether the bone was human, but I was shaken more deeply than I could have anticipated.

My knees were unsteady as I walked blindly to the window and rested my palms on the sill. Against my will, I was revisited by the sound of feet at Gulls Cry. I gripped harder. No, I told myself, just because he believed or Hettie believed, it did not follow that it was true; the whistle could not hold the power it claimed. And if I thought I heard his toy or for an instant glimpsed a reflection, how easily could I have misread it? And as my heart began to beat more calmly, I returned to his store.

There was little left now: candles and finally a collection of stones, stones that were familiar – marked with a figure and bound with hair. It was only as I put them back that I noticed the small box tucked in a corner.

Inside was a doll such as the one I had discovered in Hettie’s room. And as that one had been, this too was without a face. Next to it was a handkerchief stitched with an initial – H. Hettie.

And I imagined them together, he and Hettie, trapping the creatures, crafting bone to call the dead, and I was visited by rage for the woman who had manipulated a child so. I fixed the boards back into place and stood shivering in the chilled air. They had not lied or exaggerated. William had gone bad to the core.

Outside his room, I walked to the end of the hall and came to another staircase leading to more attics. The steps were worn and woodworm had dropped dust to the treads, but there were cleaner patches where someone had placed their feet. When Greer opened this wing, was this where she went? Did she know of William’s hiding place? I was keen to climb but the hour was growing close and I knew that I must return the key. I did not trust Greer’s sly looks. I felt in everything she did that desire to make mischief. I turned to leave, pausing once more in William’s room, and saw something that I must have missed on my first search, yet I could have sworn it had not been there before. Laid so carefully on his bed was the red engine with the rusted wheels.

I left the wing at a run. Outside, even with the door re-locked, my heart thumped and it was as if the tainted air had settled on my skin. I put my palm out to touch the wood and leaned close. And thought I heard it.

A distant sound, thin and wavering.
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As Mary and I walked on the sands the next day, I gazed across the ocean to the home I once knew and was aware of a deeper dismay. As if sensing some withdrawal, Mary kept close and her eye was on me often as if searching for some proof that I cared less.

Her nearness was my only comfort. And if I had any doubts, I told myself that there was no evidence that she too had turned bad. I would have seen or heard of it by now if that were the case, and other than the pebble I had found in her pocket, there had been nothing else to hint at aberrant behaviour. Even so I was aware that my hand might not wield as much influence over my charge as I hoped.

How I wished, then, that I could catch a cab to some cheerful market town – full of the smells of cakes and cooking meat, stalls of flowers and costume jewellery to engage my eye, a coffee house that sold fancy cakes and chocolate and a hot, sweet drink to follow. I recalled what it was like to hear my heels clipping on cobbles, to smell pipe smoke, the gas of the streetlamps and factory fumes, the belch of alcohol and the swell of sound that emerged from ale houses.

Here, there was nowhere to go and only a monthly boat in winter – if we were lucky.

Mary went on ahead, her thin legs throwing long shadows across the bay, and I brushed away my thoughts and caught her up, tapping her shoulder and running off so that she could catch me in a game of chase.

Before lunch, I went to my room and found the pebble and put it in my pocket. As much as I wanted to confide in Bridget, I was aware that I did not want her to suspect that Mary was the one who had been in possession of such an object. It was clear she already believed Mary strange and I was keen not to add fuel to those doubts. Even so, I had a burning desire to learn more, to know their meaning; if William and Hettie made spells, what was the purpose they sought? Perhaps in understanding that, I might understand more of why Mary had kept one. It was to Ailsa’s I planned to go.

I was impatient for lessons to begin, and as soon as I heard the door close I made my way back outside. When I reached Ailsa’s, I knocked hard. When she greeted me, there was a smile in her eyes that told me she had expected me back.

This time, she offered me a seat.

‘And so?’ she began.

I drew out the pebble, placing it in front of her.

She pulled it to her curiously. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘I found it in Hettie’s room,’ I lied. ‘What does it mean?’

She opened the drawer, took out and filled her pipe. ‘I think you know the answer to that. It’s a spell.’

‘What spell?’ I asked.

‘It’s binding magic.’

I looked baffled.

‘Binding magic is made to attach one thing to another – but here,’ she touched the pebble, ‘this figure tells me that it was made to bind a person to something or someone else. When it is a person, for such a spell to work the hair must belong to that person too.’

‘But what does someone achieve by making it?’

Ailsa leaned back in her chair, blowing smoke into the air. ‘The idea is to tie the person to something for eternity. Commonly, it was made to bind one to a lover, but it could also be made to keep one tethered to a place.’

My chest relaxed. ‘This, then, is to bind someone to another? To make them love them and not leave them?’ And I ached with remorse that I had considered the pebble might have a more sinister meaning. Who more than Mary might long for that to be possible?

She turned the stone over in her palm.

‘Whose hair is this?’ she said, holding it to the light.

‘I don’t know. It’s of such an indeterminate shade, and probably dirty.’

Putting it down she reached across and took a strand of mine in her fingers. I could smell the dry smoke of her breath. ‘You say you found it in Hettie’s room?’ Her eyes were sly. ‘It could almost be the colour of yours,’ she said.

My eyes flew to the stone and yes, I saw now from the streaks of darker hue that the hair could indeed have been mine.

I took the pebble back. ‘Thank you,’ I said, preparing to stand.

But she clutched my wrist. Her hand was warm and rough like a man’s, her eyes troubled.

‘There are other binding spells.’

‘Others?’

‘These spells can bind you to love but they can also be cast to bind the person to illness or death.’ She watched my face and I felt that she knew that I had lied about where it had come from.

I had to look away to conceal how much her utterance appalled me.

‘I don’t believe in witchcraft,’ I said with more confidence than I felt at that moment, ‘only that some might believe themselves capable of carrying it out.’

‘Then why does this concern you?’

I swallowed, feeling trapped; she had found the chink in my reasoning. ‘I thank you for telling me,’ I said and tried to pull my hand away, but she held it fast.

‘This was not where you said, was it? Do you know who made it?’

I shook my head and wondered if she could feel the pulse that beat so hard beneath my skin. ‘It was in a drawer in Hettie’s room,’ I insisted and she let me go, her eyes bright with disbelief.

At the door, she studied me again. ‘You should be careful,’ she whispered. Her eyes bored into mine and I felt her plucking my secrets like fruit from a tree. ‘But you know that already, don’t you?’ I only nodded and stepped into the cold.

I was grateful for the air that pummelled my body. The muscle of the wind was in the bent trunks and in the twist of birds. Below, the waves rose and grabbed at the shoreline and battled with the rocks. There was fury everywhere. Clutching my hat, I raced down the valley and back to Iskar.

And then we were walking up the path to the chapel and its familiar smells where we shuffled into the pews, the smell of wax smudging the air. I glanced at Mary and at the space that would remain forever empty beside her. The rustle of the Bible brought me back to the present as Robert Argylle began to read, but I struggled to concentrate, losing my place in the sermon.

I did not want to talk to the villagers and so I hurried down the path. At the strand I met Reid Paterson. I started and he moved to stand before me. His hair was slick beneath his hat.

‘Good evening, Miss Swansome.’ His eyes roved my face with rude intimacy.

I nodded and sidestepped him to pass, but anticipating the manoeuvre he did the same, leaving me trapped.

‘You’ve become a stranger. Has the mistress warned you away from me?’

‘I have had no need to make any purchases.’

He laughed. ‘Oh, I think we both know that that has nothing to do with it.’

I pulled my coat closer. ‘There can be no other reason to visit your premises except that I am in need of something.’

‘There are other things that young ladies with no suitors can gain from me,’ he smiled, ‘and they would be free.’

I felt a rush of indignation. ‘I have no need of anything that you can offer and cannot imagine a time when I will.’ I went to move away but he stopped me.

‘It must get a little lonely, just a house of women. All those empty rooms.’ He reached out a hand and plucked my sleeve.

‘I am quite happy,’ I said, pulling away angrily. ‘Excuse me.’

His teeth gleamed and his fingers closed around my wrist, forcing me to look at him. ‘There is no point taking on airs, miss, not here. I know your type.’ His eyes drifted to Iskar. ‘Your predecessor was not so unwilling; indeed, she was not the only one.’

Hettie? Was Paterson one of her alliances? I thought of the brooch and its value. Paterson was one of the few island men who had the kind of wealth to purchase it. I pictured them together, saw the commonality of handsomeness, and knowing Hettie’s nature it was too easy to imagine that they were lovers. I tried to pull away and he laughed, ‘I’ll be waiting. You know where I am.’

A noise behind caused him to remove his grasp and I breathed out with relief. Greer stood there in her cheap hat. Her eyes looked from me to Paterson. At this Paterson gave her a smile, a gentler one. Then he backed away, gave us both a bow, and we walked on.

‘I was glad that you came when you did, Greer,’ I said.

She did not reply.

‘He is very forward. I feel sorry for his wife and children. And right after church. I had heard that Hettie made some affiliations. Was he one of them?’

She glared at me and bit her lip, but there was a flare of knowledge in her look that made me suspect I was right in my assumption. We turned to ascend the path to Iskar. Greer went round to the servants’ door and we met again in the hall.

‘You watch out for him,’ she said. ‘There’s no compliment to your looks there, if you get my meaning. He has tried his hand with every woman on the island, ugly and pretty alike. Perhaps he thinks he’ll be luckier with someone like you.’ Giving me a cruel smile, she took my coat and disappeared behind the baize door.

Greer’s put-down grated and I hurried upstairs to change. As I came down afterwards, I encountered Mrs Lenister.

‘Blowy afternoon,’ she said. ‘Are you quite well?’

I sighed. ‘Quite well, thank you, but I do not seem able to please Greer today, somehow.’

‘Ah, Miss Swansome. Don’t mind her ways.’

But she could see from my expression that I did. I turned to leave and then recalled the shoes that were now moved every night.

‘Every morning I wake to find that Greer has moved my shoes and placed them oddly.’

‘Moved your shoes?’ Her eyes went a little wide. ‘She has to move them, if you don’t mind me saying, in order to clean.’

‘You misunderstand me. It happens at night,’ I said. ‘She must come while I’m asleep and place my shoes heel to the wall. Every night. I do not understand why she does this.’

Mrs Lenister opened her mouth but no words came.

‘Is it a tradition here?’

She shook her head but her skin paled. ‘No. It’s not something that we do here. Not at all.’

I felt her withdraw, a shift in her energy. ‘Excuse me,’ she said and swept past me to the hall beyond.

Mary and I were served dinner in the playroom, but my head throbbed and I left Mary to go and lie down. It was not long till I fell asleep, waking later to the weight of darkness. The fire lay low in the grate. It was bitterly cold. Chilled, I got up, tidied my hair and dress and went to the playroom.

Inside, there was whispering. I opened the door but Mary did not hear me. She was kneeling intently over some pursuit, her quiet words punctuating the silence.

I stepped softly towards her, curious to catch what she said. But the language was the unintelligible one from her nightmares and the part of me that had been sparked by interest, shrunk. When she finally became aware of me she snatched at the ground but was not quick enough to hide what she was doing. There were five pebbles laid in a circle; each had a figure drawn upon it, each with hair wrapped around it.

I was cut with dismay. Although I had suspected that she might have some understanding of the stones, it had not occurred to me that her interest had extended so much in their direction. Did she play with them in full knowledge of their meaning?

As if sensing my consternation, her face lined with anxiety. I knelt and touched one, picked it up and studied it. The hair was dark or dirty. It could have been any colour, even red beneath the grime. I walked to the window to give myself a moment of calm. Behind me there was silence but when I turned, tears ran from her lashes and on to her face. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and watched me, fear dilating her pupils. Light from the glass caught the slight pink of her pale hair. Again, I reminded myself this was a child in pain. If she thought that the pebbles could bind one to love, who more than she, who had lost so many, would be drawn to that idea? Even so, it could not continue.

‘There will be no more of this,’ I could hear the height of emotion in my words.

She nodded.

‘I want to understand,’ I said.

She met my gaze but with that strange, removed expression.

‘These stones, Mary, the ones with figures on them. What do they mean to you?’

I thought she whitened but she refused to meet my eye again. Rising to my feet, I took some paper and a pencil from her art box.

‘You must tell me,’ I insisted, in a tone that I had not used before. I wanted to hear her say that she did not know or that she had made them with the purpose of love.

Although she tried to hide it, there was distress again in her look.

‘Please tell me, Mary. I want to understand. I know your brother was not a good boy. I know it and you know it too, don’t you?’

She flushed and pulled the paper to her and began an angry scrawl. When she had finished, her breath escaped her in a gasp and I took the page from her.

‘Death’, she had written. ‘Death. Death. Death.’

With each word the force of her pencil scratched deeper into the paper – then she sprang to her feet and left the room, slamming the door behind her.
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After trying to comfort Mary the previous night I had returned to my room, but the experience had left me numb with horror. I woke to the image of her beneath the water and the words she had scrawled on the piece of paper. In the mirror my skin was white, my eyes haunted. The day could not have been a good one, however much circumstances might have made it so. Today should have been Clara’s birthday.

The picture of the two children and Hettie was propped on my dressing table, but I did not need to see William and Hettie’s images to recall the detail of their faces; they were branded on my unease.

As I splashed water to my cheeks, Iskar itself seemed to watch me from its shadows, seemed imbued with death and all that was wicked. It was there in the air, in the ailing whistle of wind in the pipes and the unnatural silences that occupied the gaps of sound.

Mary was subdued when I woke her, the sky outside a smoky grey. I had collected the pebbles the night before and placed them in a bag. I needed to be rid of them, but as I brushed through her hair it seemed a small gesture.

It was spitting rain but Mary did not protest when we left the house, and soon we were on the sand, the waves tossed with spume and a mist rolling in fast from the horizon. Gulls mewled on the air and I sensed the coming of a storm.

Occasionally, Mary paused to pick something from the ground – a shell or stone – and Iskar fell further behind us. We passed the caves and came upon the wide ledge beneath the cliffs. The smell of seaweed and brine was strong. Waves mounted the plateau, but holding to the rocks, we continued on until we were in the force of the wind.

I drew the bag of pebbles from my coat and took one out. Mary watched as I lifted it up and, as an afterthought, unbound the hair from the figure and let the wind rip it from my fingers and then I threw the stone to the ocean. I did it again and again until I came to the very last. My palm wrapped about the cold surface but I stopped and paused, something in me inexplicably resistant, and instead of disposing of it, I returned it to the bag.

We made our way back towards Iskar’s cold reach. A row of gulls preened on the roofline, but my eyes were dragged upwards to the attic where shadowed behind the glass someone stood and watched us.

I stopped. Mary was ahead, her braids and coat tugged in the gusts. I tried to read from the indistinct shape who it was but darkness blurred the edges. Was it Greer? I could not tell. I did not move but stared back until my eyes burned, and it was only as we reached the path that the pane lay empty.

I felt it then, a sense of loss, of defeat. In spite of my efforts, Skelthsea was beginning to slip away from me. I no longer saw the shining curve of the bay or the sensuous sweep of the valley; once again, my eyes sought out the land beyond the ocean to the place that had once been my home.

The hours passed uneasily to an evening crushed in silences and my feelings began to thaw, leaving torment. From time to time, my fingers went to my locket and as I talked and ate I could only think how, but a little over eighteen months ago, Papa and Clara had both been alive and life had seemed so easy. The ache grew sharper, pressing upon guilt and anger. When I took Mary to bed, she held on to my hand as if to make me stay, but I was too weary of being awake and wanted only sleep and to close the door on such a day.

In the solitude of my room, I allowed my memory to drift back to this same day, but a year earlier, when I had stayed up late to decorate the little parlour with fern and dried physalis stems. The presents had lain wrapped on the table by Clara’s chair. Once again, I was by the stove with the hot blast of air to my cheek as I had sat each evening to finish the dress in time for her birthday.

I could not stop my remembrances even when they returned again to the charred air, and the roaring flames that stole the sound of birdsong; how I had launched myself through the blazing door and into the melting heat, pressing my dress to my face, each call choked back in the maw of fumes. Lying flat to the hot stone, I had pulled myself into the furnace, terror wrapped like a drum skin over my heart, but I had known already that it was too late. I had known in my soul that Clara was dead.

Alone now, in the coolness of my room, I undressed and lit a candle, took my locket and gazed for a long time at the tiny image. With pain, I saw that it had faded a little and my chest burned with emotion. It wasn’t until I got beneath the covers that I found it – there, on the sheets, a piece of paper and a small sketch of two smiling girls. It was clearly drawn by Mary and underneath she had written, ‘Elspeth and Clara’.

Mary had noticed my pain. She had seen it even though I had not spoken, and my heart ached for her kindness.
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The following day, even the salt-spit and winter sun that cracked the ocean did not banish the lowering of my mood.

In spite of the recent unpleasant interaction with Paterson, I went to the shop and bought toffee which Mary and I then ate in the lee of the rocks. Occasionally, we turned and met each other with a smile at the gluing of our teeth. But the smile was only skin deep. I had lost not just confidence but hope.

Back at the house, I sent Mary upstairs and went in search of Mrs Lenister.

‘Would it be possible to have tea sent up to the playroom?’

She put down her knife. ‘Certainly, Miss Swansome. You will need something hot in you both after being out. I can see the wind in your cheeks. They couldn’t be much redder.’

I took my time returning to Mary and when I arrived at her door, I paused. I remembered that first morning when I had imagined William racing the corridors of Iskar in a game with his sister. No such imaginings remained – instead, I saw him crouched over the boards in his room to add some gruesome trophy to his store.

From inside the playroom, there was whispering. I swallowed my unease and put my ear to the wood. I did not want to go in lest I find her again in some pursuit that I was not ready to digest. So I stood for a few moments before turning the handle. She was facing away from me. Light flooded in from the window. Bobbity swung loose from one hand, but as I grew nearer, her words seemed intense and directed and I saw her in the pane where her face was twisted with anxiety. Lifting a hand, she bit at the edge of her nail and fell silent. Then she began once again, quieter now, and I realized from the rhythm that it was as if she were talking not to herself but to someone else, and I was reminded of the day on the beach. I inched forward. My new position gave me a better view but she seemed to be in shadow even though light fell cleanly through the glass.

And then, for an instant, I saw it. I blinked, looked again and instead of looking at Mary I studied the space beside her. There, just to the left of her, was a fainter outline, a little taller in height than Mary. I dropped the gloves that I was holding and gasped. Mary lifted her gaze and whipped round. I opened my mouth to say something but nothing left my lips. She took one look at my expression, clutched Bobbity and ran past me and to her bedroom where she slammed the door, leaving me standing in the cold.

My eyes strayed to the window once more, my heart beating heavily. The glass was clear now, there was nothing there, but, by a shift in air, I felt that something other had moved to stand beside me in the quietness. In my reflection my skin paled. Then, with the faintest change in the atmosphere, it was gone.

I went into the corridor and shut the door behind me, leaning against the wall for support. Footsteps began from further away, moving closer, and soon Mrs Lenister’s cap rose above floor level as she reached the top stairs. In one hand she held a tray. Straightening my dress, I stood tall and tried to smile.

‘Are you all right, Miss Swansome?’ Her brows drew together but her face softened. ‘You look awful white.’

‘I’m fine, thank you, Mrs Lenister.’

‘A hot drink will set you both up on this chill day. Is Mary in the playroom?’

‘Bedroom.’

‘Go and sit by the fire. For a minute it looked as though you’d seen a ghost.’

Something must have faltered in my expression and her eyes narrowed a fraction. She followed me into Mary’s room where Mary lay upon the bed. Mrs Lenister did not comment but placed the tray on the table and prepared to leave. My feelings stuck in my throat and on impulse I went after her, catching her as she was about to descend the stairs.

‘Mrs Lenister.’

She turned questioningly.

‘Ghosts,’ I said. ‘Have you ever … has …’ I did not know how to finish.

A flush rose on her skin and she held herself a little higher. ‘This is not something of which you should talk, Miss Swansome.’

‘So, nobody has ever experienced or spoken of anything here?’ I pressed.

Her eyes shifted. ‘If you’ll forgive me giving you a piece of advice, you’re young and still new to Iskar and the island.’ She leaned in closer. ‘And if you know what is good for you, do not speak of ghosts in this house.’ Her expression was stern. But there was something more than a warning in her voice. There was fear.

I could not be silent. ‘Mrs Lenister, why would it be better if I were not to talk of ghosts here? What is it that I feel all the time at Iskar? I can tell by your own face I am not alone.’

She stopped then and turned fully to me. Her pupils were black. ‘Do you need to ask? We’ve all watched Mary, Miss Swansome. We’ve all seen it as I know you have. She will not speak to us but she does speak, doesn’t she?’

My skin grew icy.

‘Who do you think she is talking to?’ she said.

I shivered, recalled the sound of the engine across the floorboards. William, Mary had written in the sand. William. I opened my mouth to speak but my tongue would not move.

‘Miss Gillies witnesses it too. People say terrible things about Iskar and they whisper about Mary. We all guess who she thinks she speaks to, who she thinks she sees. Have you noticed the way her eyes sometimes wander to some space where there is nobody there and the recognition in them?’

I had.

‘That language she uses when she talks, that was the way they talked to each other when he was alive. None of us could make it out even then. And why did they need to use one that none of us could understand?’

I felt sick.

‘That is why you must not speak of ghosts, why we all stay silent. The doctor will be coming again in a month or so.’ Her face grew serious and there was entreaty in her expression. ‘Make her look to the living, Miss Swansome, and not to the dead.’

I remained at the top of the stairs watching her cap descend, my heart beating hard against my ribcage.

I sank to the hall chair. Beyond the window, the cold sea seemed uncrossable. Yet I could not imagine another day within Iskar’s walls, another week. How would I endure all those things that were unbearable? I thought of Mary, with her kind thoughts but the actions that spoke too loudly of things that were unpalatable. I remembered home with a sort of impossible longing. Perhaps Alison MacAllister had been right. If I had stayed, at least I would have been with friends in a life that made sense. But then I thought of Mary again and my heart squeezed tight in pity and guilt.

Downstairs, the evening passed and I was aware of the crawl of the clock; how with each half-hour my discomfort grew. Too soon, I was climbing the stairs to my passageway where the salted air slipped in from beneath distant doors and travelled the corridors. The wind was in the eaves, and in the narrow passage to Hettie’s room.

My thoughts were poisonous. I knew I would not sleep. The atmosphere chilled and flattened and shadows fell heavily along the wall. I opened the drawer for my book and set something rattling. When I leaned over to discover the cause, there lay a doll, face up.

I recoiled as though bitten. When my dismay was spent, I took it out. A particular discolouration of the torso made me suspect that it was the one that had been in William’s room. I gazed down, horrified. The face that was no face. A scraped-away surface that was more repulsive for the absence of features. As I stared, a rush of knowledge came to me and I felt, in some part of me, that it watched me back. I slammed the drawer shut but the feeling did not diminish. My hand was unclean.

And all the time, I was aware that I was waiting, waiting for Greer’s step on the corridor. And even though I expected it, it came, as always, as something newly insufferable.

I held my breath. My hands grew icy. Greer stopped outside my door and her purpose dragged at me like a piece of skin caught on a fish-hook. Her breathing curled on the air and her shoe fell still. I tried to resist her but my will bent to hers until, like the snapping of a line, she sighed and began her song once more.

I waited longer, wondering at the direction of her steps. They continued but then, instead of returning to the main hall, they were upon the garret stair. I listened. Halfway up they stopped and I felt her attention return to me.

My heart thumped. I went to the door, where I pressed my cheek to the wood. There was silence then a warm, sour breath came through the keyhole. A faint perfume. I sprang back with abhorrence. In that moment, all Greer’s rudenesses ripped open my anger and I grabbed the handle and stepped out, but she had already gone. The passageway and attic stairs were empty.

Silence, and then a creak from the boards above. My hands were clutched tight as I looked up to Hettie’s room. I took a step forward to challenge her but something in me faltered.

And then I was back in my chamber, pulling my cases from the press and laying clothes at the bottom; a new life beckoning somewhere else, one with a cheerful household and kindly mistress, children whose worst crimes were revealed in the jam-stained mouths of pantry raids or the leaping out from behind curtains to give their nanny a scare. I could see myself bent over a stream, collecting spawn for the schoolroom, and nature walks, pockets of conkers, acorns and beech nuts to roast over the fire, and while I packed, I told myself that Mary was better off with me gone. Miss Gillies would get another nanny, someone better equipped than myself. I had suffered too much to bear the weight of Mary’s grief.

I dreamed of Edinburgh, the sound of hooves on cobbles, noise and crowds. I did not need to remain here.

I had made no promises. But by the time I had finished my face was wet with tears of betrayal.
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The next day brought frost and the sky was blue with tufts of white cloud. Having made my decision to leave, I saw anew the island’s beauty – the way light made the colours of Skelthsea surreal – and felt sadness that it was not to be.

Guilt ate at me that, like Hettie, I planned to leave without warning. I could not meet Mary’s face in case she would read how my heart had turned. I imagined her, lost amongst the dusty rooms, with secrets and disfavour souring the air, shrinking further out of reach, further from well-being and hope.

I could feel the vibration of Mary’s emotions as we returned from the sands. From time to time, she looked at me, a furrow of anxiety on her brow. She walked so close to me that irritation bit into my mood and I snapped, telling her to run off along the beach by herself. I could not bear to examine how I felt or to dwell on the way guilt twisted inside me. Clara would not have run, a voice whispered; Clara was brave. I gritted my teeth against the rawness of feeling until once again I felt only numbness.

The day passed in a blur, and after church Mrs Argylle came back and took dinner with Miss Gillies while Mary and I picked at ours in the playroom. The night drew in and I went to stand at her window where a triangle of ocean caught the moon. The vastness of the sea pulled at me like a chain. I tried to estimate how many days might be left before the boat next came. It could not come soon enough. After I had put Mary to bed I went downstairs to beg a hot drink from the kitchen and something to help me sleep.

As I passed the drawing room I heard Miss Gillies’ voice. ‘It cannot go on. She’s half raving in these nightmares and they are not less frequent but more so, Greer tells me.’

‘You’ve done your best.’ It was Bridget. ‘Perhaps Elspeth should be allowed to try a little longer.’

‘The doctor felt she should have improved greatly by now and I fear nothing has changed. I must consider what is best for her. Mary is clearly not right. Not at all.’

‘I am sorry. Those children were born under unlucky stars.’

‘I think,’ Miss Gillies said, ‘that she must go. It’s too late now for her to leave on the next boat but I will send a letter with it back to the mainland. The winter is drawing in and travel becomes more uncertain.’

Whatever Bridget answered I did not hear.

I placed a hand on the mantel to steady myself, knocking the peat scuttle. ‘Is that you, Greer?’ Miss Gillies called. I did not answer but fled upstairs. My hands trembled. I knew what Miss Gillies intended. She meant for Mary to go to an asylum. What of the three months? Had she given up already? I imagined the doctor coming up the path with his silver-topped cane and Mary’s little case packed for the return journey to the mainland. I saw her standing on the boat watching the only place and people that she knew grow distant. And any affection that she had held for me would be a new wound upon her breast.

I stood in the cold of my room where my cases lay half-packed on top of the press. I had hated Hettie for abandoning Mary without warning. What did this say of my own loyalty?

I sat down hard on the bed, my chest tight with emotion.

What would Clara have said at my cowardice – she who cared so much for every creature? And I recalled the day a stray dog had wandered into the garden of Swan House and attacked our beloved spaniel, Bertie, as he lay dreaming in the sun. The sound had torn through the air as we ran to find the cause and discovered the shocking violence of a fight. ‘Get a stick,’ I had screamed to Barbara, because the flashing teeth and the frenzied hunger in the dog’s eye left me too afraid to go near them.

And then Clara was there, shouting at the hounds and beating the stray with her fists and feet until Barbara came out with a pail of water and threw it at the snarling creatures. The stray fled, leaving Bertie shaking drops from his coat. And after we had checked that he was not hurt and changed Clara out of her wet gown, I had regarded her with wonder and shame.

Shame because I saw in her a courage I did not possess.

Candlelight caught my pillow and my heart stilled – there on the sheets was the bangle I had given Mary, and a note. ‘I will miss you.’ She knew. She had found my heart out before I had spoken of what was there.

A choke came up from my lungs. I touched the cold enamel of the bracelet – Clara. Clara who would never have fled from Mary as I planned to do. Clara, who I had left only for an hour or two because the dizzy scent of bluebells was in the air and I had promised to buy material for new dresses. I closed my eyes in remembrance.

‘Go,’ Clara had said.

‘But I can’t leave you alone.’

‘Go, go, get ribbon too.’ Her words, though slightly garbled, were clearer to me than the best orator.

And so I had gone, without even a kiss, snatching my purse carelessly from the table and tying my boots in a flutter of sudden joy. I had secured a few more students. We could survive and I was filled with the pride and relief that knowledge bestowed. I remembered now how I had turned at the gate, Clara at the window, her thin, white arm waving wildly, and I had laughed. And the sun had washed across the grass and painted it brighter for my happiness. My beautiful Clara.

In the mirror, my lids were swollen and I witnessed my own grief for the first time, not as me but as Clara might have done, and some of the bitterness left me. I knew in that moment that I could not surrender Mary to the destiny of an asylum; that if I did, what remained of my life would be forever haunted by it. The room was still and the rightness of my decision left a deep sense that my destiny had always lain here, here at Iskar. To leave now would be a betrayal not only of her but of myself.

Calm washed my tears free and I took up the doll and the bangle and walked to Mary’s room. She was not asleep but sat up against the headboard in a huddle of misery. Her eyes were hopeful when she saw me. I sat beside her. Taking her arm from the covers, I slid the bracelet over it and handed her Bobbity.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Forgive me.’ And she buried her face in my chest.

‘I promise you,’ I said, ‘I promise I won’t leave.’ And instead of returning to my bed, I climbed in beside her and held her warm body, not only for her comfort but for mine.

A few days later the boat came and the boat left and it went with Miss Gillies’ letter and my resolve to stay. I unpacked my clothes and felt the tightening of Iskar’s embrace. The sky darkened. Rain splashed upon stone and the sea battled with the rocks, spitting white spray against the cliffs. The boat was gone. I had made my choice.

This was my life now.

For better or for worse.
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Part Two




Night spilled from th’garret stair

And weaved a shadow on the air

Now something lives inside the spaces

Of those silent, secret places.

Anon (1748)
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The day after the boat’s departure brought bad weather: wind tore at the sea and threw surf high up on the strand. Nobody was surprised when the church bell rang out announcing that the service would be held that morning.

Muffled in our coats, we stepped into the blustery air and spray. As we approached the bay, the frenzied activity of gulls called our attention to where a group of fishermen stood around something on the pebbles.

‘What is it?’ I asked. Already the villagers were making their way down.

‘Probably a big fish of some sort, a basking shark,’ Mrs Lenister said. ‘The birds soon find carrion, if it’s to be had, and a storm like this will often bring it in.’

But whatever lay there was not a fish. As I moved closer I could see it was bundled in a greyish material, and I was gripped by a sense of foreboding. The pace of the household ahead slowed as we reached the parcel of sailcloth.

‘It was trapped on rocks out at Gannet Point.’ The fishermen stood around in shuffling awkwardness. Then the smell hit us and I recoiled.

‘Dear Lord,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘What in heaven’s name is it?’

Mary’s grip tightened on mine.

Nobody said anything. In the quiet, the sea rushed at the shore and a blast of wind tugged at the package. My eyes found a split in the fabric and something beyond, something white and curled like fingers of coral. Not coral, fingers of bone. I whipped round and saw from the shock on her face that Mrs Lenister had seen it too.

Robert Argylle came forward holding a scarf to his nose. ‘Where did you find it? What is it?’ But it was clear that he, like everyone else who now stood around, knew that the thing upon the beach was a body.

‘It looks like a sea burial. The body must have come loose from its weights and drifted in the storm,’ the fisherman said.

Argylle looked around at the pale, gawping faces as if assessing his congregation for absentees. ‘A passenger on one of the bigger steamships?’ he asked.

‘That would be my guess.’

The mutter of talk began rising up to fill the hush, and I was aware of Mary beside me and turned to her. Her eyes were too big, too troubled, and snatched a heartbeat of horror from me. I moved a little away and pressed her face to my coat. ‘Don’t look.’

Another fierce gust caught the bundle and loosed a flank of hair that lay twisted in the sand like the wetted tail of a fox. I knew its colour.

Before they could be stopped, two black-backed gulls swooped in and tugged at the sailcloth, and the binding gaped. A piece of material was revealed. The colour was indeterminate, but there, glinting in the weak sun, was a brooch, large and oval, the gold casing dulled by age. My eyes sought Bridget Argylle. Had she seen it too, the cameo piece that had been so precious to its owner? My gaze found her, a little way up the path, a hand to her mouth. Mary’s fingers gripped mine but I was barely aware. Surely not, I told myself, but I knew it was true. I knew who it was who lay there in her wrap of wet fabric. I knew that she was bones already, that whenever death had taken her it was long before I had imagined her in some city elsewhere, her palm in the grasp of another innocent child.

Silence fell and the fishermen’s eyes slid to Miss Gillies. They too had guessed.

Mrs Lenister flicked me a glance with something like fear.

‘We think …’ The fisherman exchanged uncomfortable looks with his fellows, ‘We think it might be yon nanny.’

‘Hettie?’ Miss Gillies’ voice was tight with distress.

The fisherman leaned over and pulled something from the body then moved towards her with it on his outstretched hand.

‘Mr Aird thought he recognized this, Miss Gillies.’

The brooch was passed to her.

Argylle crunched across the silty beach. He gave Miss Gillies a pitying look. I wanted to turn from the remains but I could not stop looking, revulsion looping my insides.

‘To be found so close to shore, she must have died before the boat had got far on its crossing to America,’ Argylle said.

The fisherman nodded. ‘Those big ships trade with all the islands before returning. It’s hard to say when she died and a storm can take something like this and carry it a long way.’

‘She was not ill before she left?’ Argylle asked.

Miss Gillies shook her head. ‘She mentioned nothing in her letter.’

‘Those big boats spread disease quicker than you can say.’

And so the questions and speculations began, and Argylle crouched over the corpse in prayer. The scar on Miss Gillies’ face was livid against the blanching of her pallor.

I glanced up. Paterson was with his wife and children. For once, the arrogance was absent from his expression. I searched the planes of his face, looking for anything behind it to hint at a deeper grief, but could not find it. It was then that I noticed the knowing way his wife regarded him and I believed that the truth was there.

Robert Argylle cleared his throat. ‘We shall carry her up to the boathouse and then I suggest we give her prayer for such a premature end.’

The whispering rose – a bee-swarm of noise.

‘I wonder what she died of?’ someone said, starting a volley of questions.

Mrs Lenister went over and put a hand on her mistress’s shoulder. I took Mary’s fingers in mine and we made our way from the foul stench and up to the church. As we walked, I listened to the villagers talking of ‘a doomed girl’ and shivered, imagining her body cold, listing on the seabed at the mercy of the tide. Their eyes flicked constantly to our party and in their looks there was a sort of accusation.

As I followed, I could not take it in, could not imagine her dead. As we passed Iskar the windows of the attic were dark and pressing on my retreating back.

In church, the walls rang with prayer, and although Argylle’s sermon was impassioned, there were no tears. As we left the pew, Greer gave me a stony look but there was a spark of colour on her cheeks.

The villagers lingered outside even though the rain began to snap upon the church tiles. My skin was numb and I hardly acknowledged Bridget as we left, although she clasped my hands in both hers, concern for me in her face. I did not feel the cold on my cheeks or pay attention to the dull ache in my ears.

Back at the house, the rooms were smoky, fire back-draughting from the chimneys. Mrs Lenister served coffee in the drawing room to which Miss Gillies added whisky and we sat for a while in appalled silence, interrupted only by the ring of china and the soft scrape as Mary turned cards in a game of Patience.

My thoughts strayed to the stretch of sand where Hettie’s body had been brought in. The stuffed birds in their cages and the butterflies pinned to their velvet backdrop reminded me only of death.

‘Mary,’ Miss Gillies said eventually, ‘why don’t you run off and see if Mrs Lenister has some cake and perhaps bring down one of your jigsaws from the playroom to do by the fire.’

As soon as Mary had gone, Miss Gillies leaned towards me, her skin taut. ‘I cannot believe that she is dead.’ Tears hovered at the corner of her eyes. ‘Dear Lord, when will it stop?’ And she put her hands to her face. I got up and sat on the arm of the chair and placed a tentative palm on her shoulder.

‘You’ve had a terrible year,’ I said.

‘Terrible. Terrible. How am I supposed to endure it?’ Her expression was full of bewilderment. ‘My sister, William and now Hettie. It’s as if those that come close to me are cursed.’

I was aware that her feelings were all for herself and thought with pity of Mary and what she had just seen. However wicked Hettie had been, she had had the care of Mary for four years and Mary would feel it badly. How must she have felt knowing whose bones she was witnessing? Greer came in to collect the tray and I felt the high vibration of her energy as if Hettie’s body had excited her. Rain began to patter on the window and candles flickered in the draught.

‘Why is Mary taking such a long time?’ Miss Gillies said, rising to her feet. ‘She’s usually such an obedient girl.’

‘I will look.’ And I left the room, taking the stairs slowly, mulling over events. The landing was dim and the whistling of wind in the eaves echoed through the passageway. Mary’s door was open but her room empty.

The sound of crying drifted from above. I swallowed and steeled myself to climb to the garret. Outside Hettie’s room I listened. It was quiet now.

‘Mary?’ I said with a courage I did not feel. ‘Mary?’ And I turned the handle.

She was curled on the bed, her knees drawn up nearly to her chin. I sat beside her.

‘You knew Hettie very well,’ I said.

She turned her eyes to me and covered them with her palms.

‘You can cry, Mary,’ I said, but she lay rigid and the room grew still around us.

‘It’s getting cold,’ I said, ‘and Miss Gillies is asking after you.’

She sat up, swinging her feet to the floor, and I rose also. Then in the mirror I saw her slip her hand beneath the pillow, take something out and place it in her apron.

Downstairs, the atmosphere was dense and with the exception of Greer, we all wore our shock upon our faces. Mrs Lenister served up a lunch that nobody ate. Lessons were cancelled and we remained in the drawing room. Although the wind grew in volume, the house was as quiet as a coffin.

I took out my sewing box and helped Mary with Bobbity’s dress, but her stitching was careless and our hands soon fell idle. I was grateful when it was time for Mary’s bed. Afterwards, I returned downstairs with an excuse for an early night on my lips, but Miss Gillies had placed a glass of whisky by my seat.

‘We should raise a glass for Hettie, whatever I may have thought of her.’

I agreed and put the tumbler to my mouth. ‘How old was she? She did not look more than twenty-five in the photograph you gave me.’

‘She was twenty-four or thereabouts. A similar age to you. I must write to her family and send my condolences, although it’s possible that the ship’s captain has already undertaken that duty. Either way, there will be no boat quick enough to bring them for the funeral.’

‘Not an easy correspondence.’

‘No.’ She put down her glass. ‘Seeing that brooch again today reminded me of what an odd creature she was. She had a gift for finding lost things, you know – a ring, a piece of clothing or a key. Once she found an apron that Mrs Lenister had somehow packed away by accident in a mending pile.’

She cupped her glass. ‘There was this one occasion when she found a necklace. I wracked my brains to understand how she had done it. Still, to this day, I cannot fathom how it was achieved.’

I looked at her questioningly. ‘But lost things are so often fallen upon. Is it so extraordinary?’

‘No, to give her her due, she had a talent. On the occasion I particularly recall, Greer had gone down to the pier. When she returned her chain was gone. It was of no value but meant a lot to her. Greer lost her family when she was young, you know.’

‘All of them?’ I experienced a stab of sympathy.

‘All of them but her grandmother who was not – not a suitable guardian. The chain had been her mother’s. Greer was most distressed. Hettie vowed that she could find it.’

‘Where was it?’

‘It had dropped to the beach on the stones there. Almost impossible to see, but Hettie went straight to it apparently.’

I leaned forward with interest. ‘Had she been out with Greer? Perhaps she saw it fall.’

‘No,’ Miss Gillies shook her head, ‘that is what is so mysterious. She had not been out at all that day. She was with the children all morning as rain kept them in.’

‘Greer must have been very grateful,’ I said.

She gave me a curious look. ‘I expect that she was.’

‘You say that her grandmother was unsuitable?’ I said.

She paused and frowned, seemed about to say something but thought the better of it.

‘I must write to Hettie’s family now, Elspeth. Onerous as the task will be. Goodnight.’ Her gaze lingered on my face with a strange expression and then she left the room.

As I ascended the stairs, a new anxiety attacked me. I stopped at Mary’s door and remembered how I had seen her slip something into her pocket earlier. I was fairly certain what I had witnessed. Careful not to wake her, I searched her bedding until I found it. It was heavy in my hand, the hair rough against my skin. This pebble I had not seen before. There was no doubt as to the hair’s colour – even in the dull light of the candle it burned red. A binding spell. One that bound a person to someone they loved or to someone they wished to die. My heart sank at Mary’s disobedience. I had not thought she would play further with them after my admonition but I could not doubt her intentions now, not at the moment I had made the decision to stay.

I closed my eyes, saw Hettie’s body unfurling from the canvas like strange coral, her hair ribbons of red kelp. I gazed down at Mary’s sleeping face and wondered what thoughts lay beyond the pale lids.

Wind tore at the house and my heart banged. I held the stone warm against my skin and tried to sense if it gave off poison or desire, whether it spoke of love or hate.

But my palm was blind.
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The day of the funeral brought dark skies and dense cloud that scudded low over the sea. We set out to a damp wind that pulled at the black overwear we wore. The screech of gulls was a mockery and Miss Gillies’ steps hesitated as we reached the valley. One or two others had left their cottages to join us but most stood and watched in silence as our procession ascended to the tolling of the bell.

The church was full of shadow. Hettie’s plain coffin stood at the front, catching the spill of light. There were so few of us that we filled only two pews. The seat creaked behind me and there was Ailsa, who regarded me with an expression I could not read. Nobody spoke until Robert Argylle climbed to the lectern and began his prayer. There were not enough voices to give it body and the words sounded as thin as an afterthought. There was no hymn, and soon, six men arrived in heavy coats and the coffin was carried out of the doors and on to the ridge.

Unlike tradition on the mainland, women were allowed to watch the interment and we followed behind. The crofters had not moved from their houses but remained huddled to observe our sombre journey.

The smell of wet earth was in the air and my eyes slid to the dark cavity that had been prepared. Argylle led another prayer and then Hettie’s coffin was lowered into its waiting place. A handful of dirt was thrown and it was over almost as quickly as it had started. We left to the sound of spades and the shovelling of earth rattling on to the lid of the box.

Ailsa stood beside me. ‘Doesn’t it make you wonder what purpose the binding spell was woven for?’

I did not answer. I could not answer. To believe that such spells could work was too terrifying to comprehend, but the memory of what I had so recently found beneath Mary’s pillow was heavy on my thoughts.

‘This is a terrible business.’ Bridget had a spot of pink on her cheeks. ‘It must be uncomfortable for you, Elspeth. Hettie was your predecessor after all. I can see how this has hit you.’ She put a hand to my arm and squeezed gently. ‘Come visit as soon as you are able. It has been too long since you last came and I can see you are anxious.’

I smiled but my eyes went to the Fiaclach where mist coiled around the stones. A falcon circled above and screeched into the wind, bringing sweat to my skin. The thickened sound of soil on soil told us that the last sods were being laid. The men bent over their work, coats lifting in the wind, and Argylle stood hunched at the graveside, his face cut with sadness.

We said goodbye to each other in hushed tones. Miss Gillies pulled at her gloves and we began the descent to Iskar. I longed for night, for the privacy of my room, but the clock ate away at the time with aching slowness. When it finally struck nine, I climbed the stairs to the corridor and even the shadows and the presence of Hettie’s empty chamber above me did not cause my steps to falter. I shut the door behind me and sank on to the chair by the fire.

I had not known that tears had been so close, but once alone, I wept until my body was shaken empty. I cried for Clara. I cried for Mary, and finally, I cried for myself, for my lost home and my lost loved ones and last of all for my helpless, crippling unhappiness.

The funeral left a stamp of desolation on all the inhabitants of Iskar and a colder tone breathed its dampness into corridors and corners: in rooms with heat, the walls sweated condensation. The air became sour and even when the rain ceased, the creaks and groans of the house were punctuated by a constant drip of water from broken gutters.

Mrs Lenister twice dropped a piece of cutlery and once knocked a milk jug across the tablecloth. Her dark eyes were brighter and her cheeks sunk beneath shadow. Greer continued unaffected and I sensed a superiority, a knowingness about her that drew my suspicions. I saw no grief, no sense of loss. Had she shown Hettie her hostility – the same hostility she gave me? I took to watching her more closely and examining the antipathy between us. At times she would stop in her work and challenge me with a stare. I had ceased trying to placate her and met her dislike with an open show of my own. But the person most affected was Mary. For someone who took up so little emotional and physical space, who made so few demands, she diminished further and as hard as I tried to cheer her, I watched her shrink.

My promise to stay was the candle I held to the darkness. I walked less and often spent my free hours waiting for lessons to finish. I spent hours cajoling Mary to speak. The doctor would already be in possession of Miss Gillies’ letter, be planning his return trip, might have informed the asylum of the patient they might soon have. If I had been afraid and unhappy before, it was worse now.

It had been a long day and I had found it hard to fill the hours usefully. Even though I dreaded Greer’s lullaby, I was grateful for bed. I lay between the sheets and waited for her to come as I did now each night. The pale flame that burned on my candle did not touch the depth of fear. Opening the drawer, I took more, placing them on every surface, and then I waited and eventually it came. I did not move but listened, and as she neared I resisted the tug of her voice, although the vibration of it wove into the air like the pluck of a cello string. I put my hands to my ears to block out the sound but still it continued on my brain. When I took my hands away, she had gone.

In spite of barbed thoughts, sleep dragged me down.

I had been dreaming, running through the streets of Edinburgh, my dress aflame, and yet the fire did not warm me and then I was on the ridge, with Skelthsea below, a ruin of ashes. Only the headstones in the graveyard jutted from the scorched earth. A crow, huddled on Hettie’s plot, regarded me with a preternatural gaze and opened its beak.

It was not song that fell from its throat but a whistle that soured and sickened on the air and wound like a shadow over the island.

I was awake then with the heaviness of dread across my chest. A dream, I told myself, but then I heard it, that thin note which shrank the marrow in my bones. Not the wind, my mind whispered, something else.

I jerked to sitting, dazed momentarily by the multiple yellow hearts of the candles. The room was empty although the flames twitched, sending shapes sprawling to the walls.

But the room was not as it had been when I had taken to my bed. Upon the dresser, someone had placed two figures. Leaning against my brush set, they appeared to be standing: dolls, such as the ones I had already found. I stared unbelievingly. One, I recognized as the object that had been in my drawer, but now it was dressed, its jointed arms flat to the side, red hair glued to its scalp and a face painted upon it. Next to that was another – its head chalked white and in boys’ garments. They were grotesque – repugnant. My thoughts were still half in my dreams and I did not want to get up to investigate, did not want to take a step further into the reality of what I was witnessing. With the darkness behind them they could have been standing unaided and the waking part of me began to pulse with horror.

I shrank beneath the covers and then the female figure, blown by wind or too uncertainly balanced, fell forward and toppled to the floor. I jolted and, as distinctly as if it was beside me, there was a sigh.

I leapt up and searched but found no culprit, no Mary or Greer, hidden in my room to play a night-time trick.

I forced myself to lay them upon the bed. Just dolls, I said, but part of my mind had become detached from rationale and I was back in a place of numb distortion. The faces stared back at me, two sets of inanimate eyes, but in spite of their vacancy I felt observed and I locked them in my dresser with disgust.

There was in the air a sentience that had not been there earlier. My eyes fixed on the drawer; even closed, the dolls’ presence was diffused in the room and I could not quell the rising panic. I sat for a minute and tried to contain my trepidation, then I stepped into the corridor to see if someone lingered, but it was hushed and hung with the emptiness of early morning. So I returned to my room and lay watching the flickering shadows and listening to the sound of sea and wind, and in spite of all my resolve not to be afraid, fear cut deeper into my bones.
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It was a few days until I was able to leave Iskar in search of the relief of my friend’s company.

‘I thought that you would come. Hettie’s body turning up like that is a dreadful thing. Poor Miss Gillies must feel it terribly,’ Bridget squeezed my hand, ‘but I think it’s worse for you.’

I was grateful for her sympathy. I opened my mouth to mention the dolls but held back. Would she have laughed? She would have seen my discomfort immediately and there was a little voice that told me she might think it had been Mary who placed them; I did not want Bridget to think ill of her.

‘The house has been sombre since we learned what happened to Hettie,’ I said.

‘Unchristian as it sounds, don’t you think it’s something of a blessing that she will not be able to ruin another child? But Mary …’ She paused. ‘I had wondered if such a dramatic thing might cause her to speak.’

‘She has not.’ My eyes roved the cheerful walls, the rise and fall of the dog’s ribs by the fire. How much easier, I thought, would my job have been had I nannied a child in surroundings such as these, in a place where nothing unaccountable could happen, a place I could not imagine steeped in shadows and where dolls could not disarm me.

‘She will not be missed,’ Bridget said.

‘I hear there was at least one who might,’ I ventured.

She put her head to one side in question.

‘Paterson claims to have had a relationship of some sort with her. Is it true or a boast?’

She laughed. ‘Him. That is true, but how deep his feelings ran, who can say? He is a womanizer to the marrow. It was very well known. I was surprised when Evangeline kept Hettie on after the affair was so much discussed. Such a bad influence.’

I thought about Paterson and Hettie. They made a pretty coupling.

I’m assuming he’s already tried his hardest to tempt you, Elspeth?’

‘He has. I do not like him at all.’

‘I suggest you stay well away. He is not the sort of man who has respect for the boundaries women such as us would impose. He has had many an affair here under the nose of his wife. He will take whatever he can.’

‘Was his relationship with Hettie a long one?’

She sighed. ‘I believe so. It was said that she was very heart-struck with him.’

‘And yet she left to go to America?’

‘Yes, perhaps it was over then, or she had bigger fish to fry.’

‘Paterson was her last lover here? You said she had taken a few.’

She nodded. ‘As far as I know. And how is Iskar? Is Greer still a thorn in your side?’

I laughed dryly. ‘A little, yes. I have given up trying to win her good favour; her manners are certainly amiss. Miss Gillies mentioned to me that Greer’s grandmother had been an unsuitable guardian.’

‘Did she indeed?’ She chuckled. ‘True enough. Greer’s grandmother was little regarded. She was a cruel woman, but more than that she had some very ancient beliefs that made the islanders fear her. She was said to be able to curse.’

‘Are you telling me that she too was a witch?’ I heard again the sound of Greer’s step outside my room, the swell of her voice and then the hush, and shuddered.

‘I suppose, yes, if you believe that sort of thing.’

It was Greer that I pictured then, not Hettie, winding hair about the pebbles and whispering spells. I thought of Mary in the same house with unease.

The wind had dropped as I returned to Iskar, leaving a strange stillness. In the hall, I shook out my hat and as I passed by the parlour, the door was a little open and Miss Gillies’ voice came out from beyond. It wasn’t unusual for lessons to finish early or for Mary to be left alone with a piece of learning. Miss Gillies was standing with her back to me at a far window, Greer beside her. Miss Gillies said something which Greer answered and Miss Gillies patted her hand. I stepped back, shocked once again at their intimacy. Miss Gillies talked in a low voice.

‘There, Greer,’ she said, ‘don’t worry, my dear. You can trust me.’ I had never heard such a tender tone before but as she spoke, Greer’s eyes slid to the reflection and to where I stood. I moved away but not before she had seen me and made the tiniest adjustment to her look and brandished her triumph.

The rest of the day, I tried to hold on to the peace I had found with Bridget, but slowly the fear seeped back like an incoming tide. I thought of the dolls lying in my drawer, their sightless eyes open to the darkness. Much later, as I made my way to bed, I stopped and let myself into Mary’s room. Her expression was peaceful in the glow of the candle, but as I sat beside her, I felt the shimmer of misgivings and the queasy knowledge that I did not truly know what lay behind her face.

I lit candles but I did not find much comfort in their thin light. From the table, I took a book and tried to ignore the sounds of the house around me, tried not to focus on Greer’s nightly visit. I wondered now what ran through her head as she stood outside my door but could not afford to let my thoughts travel in that direction.

Restless, I got up and went to the window and stared out on to the island. It was in full darkness now with a slice of moon veiled behind cloud. I laid my head against the glass, feeling its cold touch to my skin, and as my eyes grew accustomed to the lack of light, I saw something in the Fiaclach near Stack Mor. I leaned in to the image, searching for what had caught my attention, and there it was – someone had lit a lamp. It was not possible to see the face, but the light caught the movement of arms as they worked at the patch of ground and I knew by the dread that crushed my ribs that it had not stopped with Hettie’s leaving or William’s death – that they had not taken their practices to the grave. Someone here continued to whisper spells and spill blood in the name of some ungodly religion.

I thought further: what if Hettie had not been the one to bring the dark art with her? What if she had been taught by someone here – Ailsa or Greer? How many of the islanders still clung to such primitive beliefs? And felt once again that I had been tricked.

I was woken by a thin scream that brought me to jolting wakefulness. Mary. Fumbling into my shawl and picking up a candle, I rushed to the corridor. It was silent now but for the hissing of the oil lights. The door to Mary’s room lay open. But not only hers, the door to William’s wing was also ajar. There was a bang from beyond, and another cry.

I had no choice but to enter, the flame casting trembling shadows to the walls. I paused in the corridor where faint noises came from above. Passing William’s room, I came to the stairs and looked up; a sound came again – a whimper. Clutching the candle, I ran up the steps and to an attic – home to broken furniture, stacks of trunks and two large presses.

Mary sat in the centre with her back to me rocking on her knees. I sped forward and cast the light over her stricken features.

‘Mary,’ I whispered but she showed no sign that she was aware of me. ‘Mary,’ I tugged at her shoulder and placed my shawl about her. ‘We must get you back to bed.’ But then, as if someone was making an effort not to be heard, there was the distinctive timbre of a foot upon the staircase behind.

My heart began to bang and I stood tall although my legs felt boneless. ‘Who is it?’ My voice cracked and there, with her unhurried movements, loomed Greer.

Her eyes went from me to Mary and narrowed. ‘You should have called for help.’ Her voice was low and full of distrust. And in that moment I recognized that she truly scared me.

‘Did you open the wing?’ she said, coming closer. ‘I know it’s not the first time that you’ve been to see these rooms.’ Her eyes darted to the furthest corner of the attic as if she might find evidence of what we had been doing there. I swivelled to see what she was looking at but was presented only with more disorder. When I turned again her look blazed with fury.

‘I have no interest in this place, Greer. Mary had a nightmare. I found her here.’ And was chagrined by the fact that I had explained myself when there was no need.

‘Mary,’ I said, putting a hand on her arm, ‘come, it is time for bed,’ and I took her hand and pulled her to me.

Greer’s gaze raked my body. ‘Give me the key,’ she hissed.

Mary’s feet were glued to the boards and her lips faintly blue. ‘Get a hot drink and heat the pan for Mary’s bed immediately. She will catch her death.’

‘The key.’

Anger and frustration rose in my chest. ‘That will do, Greer. I do not have it. Now go, before I wake Miss Gillies whose only concern will be for the welfare of her niece.’

‘If you say so,’ she said, so quietly that I nearly did not hear it, and left.

Mary had not moved; her scrutiny remained fixed to the window where the panes were black but for the dusting of a moon.

I was then assailed with a strange discomfort and the room swam in something dark. ‘Mary.’ My voice was a little louder but I followed her gaze. It was not the window itself she was fixed on but something half hidden in the rafters, something barely distinguishable from its surroundings. When I finally made sense of what I saw, I shuddered. A breeze seeped in from the frame and it swung a little in the draft, eliciting the faintest of notes. A widows’ whistle. My skin crept with disgust and I turned to Mary, but instead of her fugue-like trance, her face had thawed. She looked me full in the eye and gripped my wrist so hard that I nearly dropped the candle. She was struggling with something.

‘What is it? Tell me. What is it?’

She opened her mouth and I waited, but then her lips clamped together, forcing the silence. Through the quiet another creak sounded on the floorboards. Mary too had heard it and her gaze swung to the landing.

I walked Mary to the stair top and cast the candle to the treads below. The steps fell ahead, a slight turn halfway down with a rail on one side – smooth as glass. And then, through the silence, the widows’ whistle began to whine and a shape emerged, one that seemed cut out of something blacker than the night itself. It could not be, it could not, and yet there it was, but even as I stared into the dark heart of it, my feet frozen to the boards, it had gone, leaving on the air the press of its unnaturalness. Behind me, the widows’ whistle fell to silence.

It was Mary who took the steps first, breaking the spell and leading us to the landing where I followed on trembling legs. We walked the passageway through the smudged darkness, my breath quick in my lungs. I fixed my eyes ahead on the goal of the exit, swallowing the horror of what I had seen and felt.

In Mary’s room, I lit candles and got her into bed, where her shivering continued. I wrapped my arms about her, aware that as much as I gave comfort, I needed it for myself. I recalled the moment she had been about to speak, felt the urgency of her desire to communicate. My hands shook. From the table I picked up a notebook and pencil.

‘What is it you want to say? Trust me,’ I said. ‘Trust me.’

Her eyes blinked wider with fear, but she took the pencil and with a trembling hand wrote:

I am going to die.
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I slept more deeply than expected, coming awake to a sense of unreality. A dream had taken me to Gulls Cry, where I had stood in front of a mirror but it was not my face I saw there – it was Hettie’s.

Mary lay beside me. I had not had the courage to return to my empty room and its shadows. The moment on the stairs played through my head again like a nightmare and Mary’s note still lay clutched in my fist.

I did not want to believe Iskar haunted. In the bright air of the beach later, what had passed the night before seemed dreamlike – I told myself that I had not seen what I thought I had. That some trick of the light had caused that shape to appear on the treads. I told myself that the widows’ whistle had not begun to whine. But even as we walked a part of me was whispering. You lie, it said. You lie.

Mary did not run to explore ahead but remained beside me, her eyes uninterested. I took her hand. Mary’s conviction that she would die. I tried to reject it, but it struck every time, chiming with some deep conviction of my own.

And the widows’ whistle: if there were ghosts, was this how they came? Could it really be possible that there existed an instrument made by human hands that could exert such supernatural power? I dismissed the idea, told myself that it could not be so, but in my head its thin whistling played through my bones like a sick motif.

In the hall, I helped Mary off with her coat. A fire guttered in the grate, exuding the sweet scent of peat, and although it was barely eleven, it was as though night were already falling.

‘Why don’t you go up and change and I will sort something hot for you to drink.’

As always, she obeyed without question, climbing the stairs neither rushing nor dawdling, and I watched her retreat uneasily.

Lunch came but I could barely taste what I put in my mouth.

Miss Gillies broke into my thoughts: ‘Elspeth, I have a favour to ask of you.’ I looked up.

‘I have been going through some of Evangeline’s correspondence and realize that I must follow up a letter I received from an Edinburgh school in relation to William’s education. I really thought I had collected any post of importance from Gulls Cry but it seems not. Although we were not close, I do not feel particularly comfortable being amongst her things and I wondered if you would be kind enough to see if you can find any more letters relating to that in her drawing room desk.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

After lunch, I took the key and made my way back outside. I walked slowly, recalling the last time I had stood in those frigid rooms in search of my charge.

Taking courage, I unlocked the door and walked inside, pushing from my mind the sound of that other step I had heard before. In the hall, I was met only with silence.

I made my way to the drawing room and the elegant desk of walnut. A pen and inkstand lay in dust beside a sheaf of notepaper. I sat in the chair and opened compartments and pulled out drawers.

I soon found the bundle of letters and began to go through them. Most were personal but I came finally to a thick envelope embossed with the Edinburgh school of which Miss Gillies had spoken. I emptied the contents to check that the correspondence was there and came across another letter that instantly caught my attention.


Dear Evangeline,

As I reach the end of my life, I have come to regret some of the decisions that I have made. It saddens me that it has taken me too many years to come to this understanding. What occurred between yourself and Violet is long in the past and I do not want to go into the next life without making amends.

I made the decision some years ago, after what happened between yourself and your sister, to change my will and testament in favour of Violet. I now believe it unlikely that Violet will bear an heir and I have changed my will again, as follows: Iskar and the estate shall be passed to William when he comes of age, and in the event of his death, to Mary. It will be William’s responsibility to care for his mother. Violet is to inherit Gulls Cry and be given sufficient monies to ensure her comfortable living. The full details are clearly stated in the will and testament.

Violet has been appraised of these changes. It is my greatest desire now that you and your sister will also leave the past behind and use what time you have left to make friends of each other.

Ernest William Patrick Gillies



Shock pinned me to the chair. So William had been due to inherit Iskar and with his death it passed to Mary.

It was impossible to imagine Miss Gillies at Gulls Cry and the decay was evidence of that. I did not believe that Miss Gillies intended her father’s wishes to be fulfilled. Of course, if Mary were confined to an asylum from which she did not return, the question became redundant. I thought about the shine of antipathy Miss Gillies could not hide when she regarded her niece. With Evangeline dead, was Miss Gillies the only witness to this change of will?

I collected the correspondence from the school and returned the letter concerning the change of will to the other papers. Mice moved behind the wainscotting, scratching and scuttling, and I was keen to be gone. With William dead and Mary in an asylum, only Miss Gillies would be left to rule her beloved Iskar and I recalled her words that day in the morning room: I love it as well as I might a husband.
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I arrived at Iskar to find that the hall was cold. No fire burned. The smell of something unappetizing drifted from the kitchen. I returned the key. Miss Gillies was in the drawing room in her customary seat, her head fallen back in sleep. I studied her with new distrust, then backed out, closing the door quietly.

There was still some time before tea and I lay down upon my bed. When it was four, I made my way downstairs where the chilled hallway was speckled with sand. There was no smell of coffee or food.

The house felt different, apparently empty of its inhabitants, and I stood to listen but there were no noises suggesting activity in the nearby places.

Finally I reached the chapel and stood at its entrance. I heard Miss Gillies then and put my hand on the knob, but her voice came, hard and angry.

‘Tell me, Mary. May God forgive you. Tell me the truth. Why don’t you speak?’ There was silence, then the groan of a pew. I pulled my palm away and felt the urge to turn and run.

Miss Gillies spoke again, her voice cutting through the corridor like the snap of a whip. I wanted to protect Mary from the verbal blows but cowardice sent me fleeing back along the passageways and to the drawing room, where the flames had nearly gone out in the grate. I crouched, ashamed, and built the fire up and waited. It was some twenty or so minutes before they joined me. Miss Gillies’ face was drawn and pale, her lips colourless. I searched Mary for a response but she looked as she so often did – as closed as a locked room.

‘Mrs Lenister is unwell having succumbed to the head cold that is going round,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘Greer too. Angus has gone to fetch Mrs Brodie who sometimes does for us.’ She closed the door and leaned in close. ‘Her cooking is nothing to Mrs Lenister’s, but we must smile and pretend gratitude.’

With a sigh, she levered herself into the chair and pulled her shawl closer.

‘Mary, go upstairs and wash. When Mrs Brodie arrives, she will be able to prepare our tea.’ Miss Gillies dusted her hands. ‘The chapel is filthy.’ She glanced at me. ‘Mary and I went to say a few prayers for those so recently lost.’

There was a noise in the hall and then a knock and a woman I recognized from the island entered, her face lined with smiles. She was as small and hunched as a beetle, with leathered skin and thin lips.

‘Mrs Brodie,’ Miss Gillies rose with a look of relief and accompanied the woman to the kitchen.

The evening continued in an atmosphere of unease, not helped by the tasteless stew and hard scones prepared by Mrs Brodie. The smell of oil hung in air already smoky from peat fires. I played a game listlessly with Mary, but exhaustion made me yawn often. Mary went to bed and I came back downstairs.

‘We shall miss Mrs Lenister and Greer,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘It is when they are not here that you realize how much they do and with so little fuss.’

But all I could think of was how much cleaner the atmosphere was without Greer’s influence. Until then I had not fully grasped how oppressive her presence had become to me.

‘Miss Gillies,’ I said, ‘something has been bothering me.’

She looked up in surprise.

‘Greer is not as courteous as I would have expected.’

Miss Gillies sighed. ‘Don’t mind Greer. She wanted your job.’ She sipped at her coffee and grimaced, putting it down. ‘Awful coffee. I expect she holds some jealousy for you and your position here, but you must be used to servants; surely Greer’s manner does not concern you?’

‘Not a great deal,’ I lied. ‘I wondered if she took out her jealousies on Hettie as well, whether that was part of the reason Hettie left as she did.’

‘You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?’

‘No, I intend to stay.’

‘You have that wrong, Elspeth.’ She paused. ‘Greer and Hettie were friends. Best of friends.’

I had not expected that. I had assumed that, like me, Hettie was disliked. There was no definite reason, I realized now, to have made such an assumption.

‘Had they been friends since Hettie came to Skelthsea?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘I suppose they might have been. It was only when Hettie lived here that their intimacy was so apparent.’

The idea unnerved me but made strange sense. It made me more suspicious that Greer shared Hettie’s beliefs. And if that were not the case, and Greer did not practise witchcraft, how could a friendship be justified between one who had gone so bad and one who had not? And how could Miss Gillies remain so undisturbed by such knowledge?

Miss Gillies stood then glanced in the mirror and her jaw tightened as if she was witnessing her scar for the very first time. From the decanter, she poured two large whiskies. I noticed the worn patches on her dress and loose threads at her wrists.

‘Did you ever think of living away from Skelthsea?’ I asked.

She was reflective. ‘I’m too old for change now and the estate would be hard to sell. I have lived here all my life and have not left since I was seventeen.’ She put a finger to her cheek. ‘People here know my blemish so well that it has become invisible. I went once to Edinburgh afterwards and …’ She paused. ‘It was like being burned once more. The looks. The pity. Never again, I told myself, and so it will be. This is my home and always will be now.’ Her face was slack and her cheeks unnaturally red.

I wondered at her comment regarding Iskar. It was not, if I understood the newer will and testament to be true, hers to sell.

‘Do you miss Edinburgh?’ she asked.

‘I miss aspects of it, yes. Others, no.’

She smiled. ‘Always the diplomat, Elspeth. I sense you have not found this job easy so far.’

I blushed. ‘It’s had its challenges.’

‘You miss your sister a great deal?’

My chest tightened with the sudden pain of it. ‘Always.’

She was quiet.

‘Do you ever miss Evangeline?’ I dared.

She did not seem to mind my question. ‘Not as much as I should.’

‘That is very sad. Did your personalities not work well together?’

She was reflective. ‘No, it was not that. She did things that I could not forgive her for. That is the truth of it. I am not one of those carefree people who finds it easy to forget the wrongs done to them.’ She lifted the glass again to her lips.

I wondered what it was that could have been responsible for such a breach in their relationship, but to ask would have seemed an impertinence.

‘And when Mary is independent, where is she to live?’

‘Gulls Cry is hers.’

More than once she topped up her glass until her eyes glazed. The room grew cold and the fire sank in its grate. I thought she had fallen asleep and I opened my mouth to say that I would go when she turned, instantly alert.

‘Iskar was left to me,’ she said. ‘It has always been mine and always will be.’ Her voice was as unforgiving as flint.

And as I sat there, her lies settled upon me and fell like cards upon falling cards, their faces hidden, overlaid by others. I no longer knew where the deceit ended and reality began. My thoughts burrowed past Miss Gillies’ skin, searching for something I could believe in. But, finding nothing, I could only stand and wish her goodnight. There was nobody I could trust, I realized. If Mary were to remain on Skelthsea, I alone could achieve it.
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The following morning brought frost and a breakfast of overcooked egg with more weak coffee. Miss Gillies eyed me over her cup with a sigh.

‘How are Mrs Lenister and Greer?’ I asked.

‘Mrs Lenister is improving but Greer still has a heavy cold and has lost her voice. I don’t think we can expect her back at work for a few days yet. I must see if Magda can manage extra hours. There is so much to do. More than Mrs Brodie can manage.’

The day was fine and Mary and I took the kite to the beach. The sun lit up the valley and clouds ran in the sky as white as goose feathers. Mary unwound the kite string and as the triangle of red took to the wind, her lips parted in something like a smile and for a moment she was as any other nine-year-old, without a care.

I wondered at the things inside her head to which I did not have access. But I smiled too as I looked up, watching as the kite was whipped towards the blue. It swooped and climbed and her hair lashed about her cheeks, and for the first time, I saw a likeness to her mother and aunt. One day she would be beautiful, and I tried to imagine her growing into womanhood, but again my mind refused to create the image. I could not visualize her anything other than this young girl, and my fear for her fell like a shadow over my thoughts.

Later we took out our sewing boxes to finish Bobbity’s dress. The gown was finally complete and Mary buttoned the smock and held the doll up to admire her new appearance.

‘We shall have to make her a whole new wardrobe with dresses for all occasions.’ I fished in my pocket. ‘Now, Bobbity,’ I said, ‘I have a small gift for you.’

Her eyes were questioning.

‘This is for Bobbity’s dress.’

My excitement was almost as great as hers, and with grave ceremony, I passed her a pin with a ladybird enamelled at its centre. It was a trinket, picked up at some market and of no monetary value. But for a moment, Mary went completely still as if it were made of gold and studded with jewels. Then, carefully, she took it and fixed it on the doll with fingers that trembled. I looked down at her face and my heart squeezed. After it was done, she looked at me and in an impulse flung her arms about my neck and placed a kiss on my cheek.

I laughed at her delight and returned it with one of my own.

Mrs Brodie had prepared a lunch of hard biscuits and a tasteless broth which we ate in silent distaste, and then there were lessons and I left Mary to her aunt.

I was putting things away in the playroom when Mrs Brodie came up to re-stock the fire buckets. She had a quick, nervous manner but despite her slight frame she was strong, making short work of it.

‘And how are you enjoying Skelthsea, miss?’ she asked. ‘A bit different from the city?’

‘It is,’ I admitted, ‘but I like the work.’

‘Well, that’s good now. Poor Mary. We all felt for her losing her brother like that.’ She had a coarse, high voice that reminded me of the gulls. ‘And,’ her tone was tentative, ‘do you believe that she’s getting better?’

‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘She’s improving all the time.’

Mrs Brodie’s eyes were flat with doubt. ‘And Iskar, miss. What do you think? It’s a fine house, wouldn’t you say?’ She laid down her brush and I could feel her keen anticipation for an answer.

‘It is a fine house,’ I said. ‘And you will be filling in for Mrs Lenister until she’s better?’

Mrs Brodie nodded. ‘I will. I’ll be here again before dawn, but I go back to my own home at night.’ Her look was pierced with some intent.

‘I expect you have your own family to get back to?’

Her eyes darted to the door. ‘Not young ones, no,’ she paused. ‘I could work later and stay overnight if I chose.’ There was something in her tone that made me look up.

She watched me conspiratorially, a sheen of excitement on her face. Her voice dropped, ‘You see, miss, not many of us would stay here the night, you know. Only Mrs Lenister, Greer and yourself. I bet it’s why yon Hettie left.’

‘What do you mean, Mrs Brodie?’ I was irked at her forwardness and because she had agitated my own doubts when for a moment they had retreated.

She leaned closer. ‘They say there are ghosts here. That Mary talks to ghosts.’

‘There are no such things as ghosts,’ I said, although my mind echoed back that I no longer wholly believed that.

‘He has been seen,’ she whispered.

‘Who?’ I said but my heart already knew. Hadn’t I thought I’d glimpsed him too – upon the beach and in reflection in Mary’s bedroom?

‘William is seen from the attic rooms at night looking out.’

‘You cannot see into a window from outside. It’s too dark,’ I said with more force than I intended, upset to have my own fears affirmed.

‘Not when someone lights a candle. People have seen him. A candle on the sill and his face at the glass.’

There was a tremble along my fingers and I put them on my lap to hide it and recalled the sound of his engine on the boards. ‘It must be Mary. She goes up there from time to time and they were very alike.’

But her look told me that she did not believe me. ‘He’s seen late at night, at the window, just a candle on the sill.’ She smiled coldly. ‘He was up to mischief in life and he can only be up to mischief in death.’

After she had gone I sat and tried to conquer my feelings. I could sense that she had tried to unnerve me and I had observed her greedy enjoyment of my discomfort. Or had I misread her and she had told me only to warn me? And I was cold to my bones.

The silence was too heavy. I knew that even if that were not the truth, that there was some truth in what she had said. The idea that while I slept, William stood in Hettie’s room above to stare out at the island was too dreadful to digest. I must not allow myself to think of it.

But if there were ghosts they were passive, surely, beyond will and thought, only leaving their imprint upon the earth? They could not touch or harm, and yet that was not true either because did not Mary talk to William?

I thought of Ailsa and her knowledge of the pebbles and the widows’ whistle. If ghosts existed perhaps these things too had a power I had never before acknowledged. I remembered the pipe in the attics, recalling its shape and for what it was hewn. Surely not, I told myself, but before I knew it, I was hurrying out of the house and up the valley, reaching Ailsa’s out of breath.

The croft stood in near darkness; only the thinnest twist of smoke spiralled on the grey clouds. I knocked but it took a while for her to answer, and one look at her flushed skin and bloodshot eyes made me ashamed of my visit. She too was ill and I turned to leave, but she took my cuff and pulled me in.

For once she sat with her hands idle.

‘You are unwell. I should go.’

‘You are here now and I can see that what you want to say is important.’

The kitchen smelt sour and I regretted my decision. ‘You have told me of the widows’ whistle, of the pebbles and what they were made for. Do you believe that such objects can achieve their purpose?’

She grimaced. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘You know why I ask. You know.’ In spite of myself my eyes pricked and I wiped angrily at them with the back of my hand. ‘All is not well at Iskar,’ I said. ‘You know this. It is full of things that … things that do not make sense in the world I understand.’

She coughed into a cloth and when she had finished a sweat stood out on her brow, but I could not continue: it was as if in uttering my fears aloud they would become more true.

‘Listen to me, Miss Swansome.’ Her eyes seemed to reach so deep inside me that I crossed my arms across my belly. ‘This is not about truth. What is truth after all? What single thing can you pluck from the universe and hold up as reality? For that you would have to trust your eyes, your ears, your senses. People will say that those who believe in magic are mad, but whose judgement do we believe? You are here for one reason only: because you no longer trust your own.’

‘I don’t trust my own,’ I agreed. ‘All the beliefs I have spent my life in certainty of no longer seem to tell me the whole story. I see things, hear things, begin to know things that I never thought possible. Never.’

She was utterly still. ‘Then you have your answer.’

Just before I left, I turned.

‘Thank you, Ailsa. Be well soon.’

The wind was rising, crushing peat smoke low over the roofs and ripping at the sea, and I felt as if I had been hit by some sort of madness.

That night, climbing the stairs, my feet started to drag and I scolded myself. At the top, I paused and anchored myself to the newel post. The passageway stretched ahead, swallowed in unsteady light. At the end, the blackness was solid. Once again, the faintest of whistles came like a blade of wind along the eaves. I thought of Miss Gillies and the servants far away in other wings and tried not to let it cower me. I almost wished Greer was well enough to pass with her lullaby.

Frost coated the window, distorting the moon, and above, the weight of Hettie’s room pressed down upon me. I lit the fire and three candles and then stood by the hearth. It was quiet then but for scratchings and bangings from the room above. Rats and birds, I told myself. I ignored them and sat at the dressing table to brush out my hair, but just as I was ready to climb beneath the covers, steps sounded on the garret staircase. I sat rigid. And there was Greer with her lullaby. But Greer was ill. She had lost her voice. Yet I could hear her – as clear toned and pitch perfect as ever. Had Greer’s illness been another lie? Greer’s or Miss Gillies’?

From some reserve, I summoned the last of my courage. And with the foolish optimism of a gambler placing his final coins on a low hand, I got up from the stool and snatched at the door handle. I did not give myself time to think before stepping out. With crippling dismay, I discovered that the corridor was empty, even though the final note still rang in the half-silence.

I looked desperately both ways, gazed up to the garret and to the gloom of the main staircase. It had to be Greer. The creak of a foot sounded again on the attic treads and I moved closer and stared upwards. I yearned then to see Greer, but the stairwell remained empty. Then slowly from the coiling shadows a shape began to form, clotted in the blackness, and from its darkness something began to emerge. I could not take my gaze from it nor quell the way it gripped my fears in a vice. I wanted to shout, to call, but I was trapped by the horror of it.

‘Stop it,’ I managed to gasp at last, and the feet stilled. There was a shift in atmosphere and with slow deliberation, I felt the other consciousness turn to me and rest its eye upon mine. I could neither move nor scream.

I tried to draw away when something crept from its mass and pressed itself to my skin, the palest of touches, and with it, something else twined and bloomed in the air – a pitiless rage and hatred that left me breathless.

I stumbled back. The cadence of the hummed lullaby began again and wove around me, and its step began once more, up and up until it reached Hettie’s door. I was unable to unglue my feet because finally I knew: it had never been Greer who had walked the corridor at night. It had never been Greer who sang at my door. It had been Hettie. Always Hettie, from the very first night. And taking a key, I locked my room from the inside and lay on the covers, unable to stop the violent shaking while some note of stale perfume still hung in the air about me.
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As I dressed, the shivering truth found a home in the very bones of me. Skelthsea was unbearable. Buttoning Mary’s dress, I caught my reflection in the mirror – my eyes wide as though still receiving the horror of Hettie’s night-time visit. My fingers were clumsy, and twice I had to undo and re-braid Mary’s hair. It seemed to me that I was more girl than woman as if, at some point, I had tricked myself into believing in my own adulthood.

After breakfast, wrapping her warmly, I took Mary and we walked towards the north beaches. Idly, we picked over shell and stone although neither of us was enthusiastic. It was when we reached the woods that I beckoned her and we climbed to a sheltered spot between the pines. Our feet sifted the scent of needles. Laying down my scarf upon a trunk, I took her hands in mine.

‘I need to talk to you, Mary,’ I said. ‘I know that you can speak. You must use your voice now.’

Her eyes recoiled.

‘You have no need to hide the truth from me. I know that you see them – William and Hettie.’

She pressed her lips together and watched me nervously as if trying to read my thoughts. I took her hands tighter in mine, ‘I have seen them too. You’re not mad.’

Both relief and pain broke over her features.

‘Hettie walks the corridor by my room nearly every night. Do you hear her? We have to talk about this if you want me to help you. You know that, don’t you?’

Her skin, already pallid, whitened further. ‘I know you speak to William. Did he tell you to make the pebbles and the dolls? Was that him, Mary? Did you dress the little dolls and leave them for me?’ Because I believed then that the dolls might hold their own potency; that they, like the pebbles, were wrapped up in the ability to draw ghosts. My voice cracked. This thought was so distasteful that I could hardly bear it.

At last she shook her head. I reached into my bag and brought out paper and pencil. She began to tremble but she unclasped her hand from mine.

‘Tell me about Hettie and William,’ I said. Wind shivered in the trees and the first drops of rain began to patter on the boughs above.

She placed the tip to the paper but pressed too hard, going through the thinness, and it was as if a little wound had opened there.

‘Hettie,’ I urged and she lifted her head, turning to where Iskar lay beyond the rocks.

Hand bunched over the paper, she began to write.

‘Hettie is dead but not dead.’

‘Why does she come back?’

She bent again. ‘I do not know.’

‘And William?’ I whispered.

‘He comes for the truth.’ Her face darkened.

‘What is the truth, Mary? What is it? If you know it, tell me. You can trust me. You know you can trust me, don’t you?’

She looked down again, her arm trembling. ‘I cannot say,’ she wrote, and she closed her lips in a stubborn line.

‘You cannot say or you do not know?’ A gull’s screech ripped the air. ‘It’s too late for secrets. We must face the truth together to make this better.’ But she shook her head so violently and with such distress that I relented.

‘And Hettie?’ I could barely drag the words from my tongue, ‘Does she speak to you?’

Her expression slammed shut. I could not bear the thought that she might visit Mary in the night and whisper in her ear.

‘How can we stop them?’ I said. ‘How do we make them go away?’ And in that moment I was more child than she.

She gave me a fierce, sad look that I could not interpret. ‘How can I help you, Mary?’ But my heart was not seeking help for her but for myself; it was I that could not endure it.

She put her fingers in mine and leaned against me. After a pause, she scribbled again.

‘If you leave, will you take me with you?’ and my heart squeezed as tight as a fist inside my chest.

‘Listen, Mary – William and Hettie were bad. They did bad things. They are still bad. I believe that they make you do bad things now. There is one answer only. If Hettie talks to you – you must not engage and you must stop talking to William. You do talk to him, don’t you?’

She nodded. The fear was back.

‘It must cease today. Promise me, Mary, promise me.’

At church, although I knelt and clasped my hands together and joined in the song, my head was empty but for the fear of the coming night. Mary stayed close beside me as if she longed for the touch of another living soul.

Robert Argylle read out his passage but its words had no meaning. Instead I studied the dark corners and the hovering spaces in the apex of the roof. Not even the coughs and creaks that emanated from the congregation made a mark on my discomfort.

And then it was a supper of overcooked meat and undercooked potato. Greer reappeared from her sick bed and watched me maliciously, a pearl of pleasure in her iris. And I thought then, that however odious had been the idea that it was she who had stopped by my door each night as she hummed, how much worse it was that it was not her at all.

The lamps behind Miss Gillies dropped light on to the table and across her face. I had ceased to notice the scar by then – it was as if my brain had readjusted her features, making a whole from the undamaged cheek. But that night, the opposite was true, and more than once, as I answered a question or made a comment it seemed to me that her whole face was twisted.

I was not aware of my fork as it lifted food from the plate or my hand on the knife. Miss Gillies smiled and I watched the way she drank her wine and how every now and then, her gaze slid to Mary and displeasure come down upon her expression like a veil. Iskar is mine, she had said. Time dragged and yet passed too quickly, and with each turning of the hour fear became a little brighter on my skin like a burn. Finally, Miss Gillies rang the bell and announced that she was retiring for the night.

And as I climbed the stairs, the house was grotesque and fear began to whine inside me like an insect. I trusted nobody. From the drawer, I took more candles and placed them about the room. I could not face the dark and the things it hid. Already, I was shivering in anticipation of Hettie’s lullaby, but I wanted it to be over, wanted to hear her come and to hear her leave so that I could at least not have the agony of waiting.

So I sat in the chair, skin singing with fear, and I waited until the cold stung my hands and face and night turned to early morning. And still I waited, and even as I sat and heard only silence, I felt her outside my door, breathing quietly as she stood there, a gleam of malice in her dead eye, her intent as dark and malicious as anything I could envisage. But she never made herself heard. And in some way, it was not better. It was far worse.
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I barely felt the cold as I dressed. It was the cold inside that occupied me, and the realization of how horrifying my life had become. Outside, Mrs Lenister stood at the jetty with her basket and my heart lifted.

‘It’s an icy one.’ She shivered dramatically in her coat, giving us a smile that creased on her inflamed cheeks and ended with a cough.

‘Are you well now, Mrs Lenister?’ And I was so relieved to see her face again that I could have wept with it.

‘Can’t complain. It’ll be good to be back. I was cared for at my sister’s, but her family do not have room for me there in all truth. Ah, let me get some fresh fish. You like a fish, Mary. And you, miss?’ The eyes that searched mine were concerned. ‘Are you well, Miss Swansome?’

‘I am well,’ I lied.

Mary wandered off, her braid and coat tails whipping up in the wind.

‘She does not seem better, poor thing,’ Mrs Lenister said, giving me a pitying look. ‘But I must get my catch. And we can’t trust Mrs Brodie to cook them properly, can we?’

I shook my head and gave a smile, but she did not smile back and there was in her eyes something beyond pleasure, a spark of concern.

When lessons began, I found my feet on the path to Bridget, but at the street I paused. What would I say about what I now believed? I knew Bridget would find it silly and suddenly I was making my way to Ailsa’s again.

I did not like her look of triumph. I took my place on the settle.

‘So soon?’ she said.

‘The dead,’ I said. ‘They can return, can’t they? They can walk outside a room or turn on a corridor. They can speak.’

‘I thought you did not believe.’ I clutched my hands in my lap. ‘Do they speak to you, Miss Swansome? Are you telling me that the dead talk to you?’

I swallowed. What had I come for? Denial? What would denial do now? Would it change what walked at Iskar? Would it stop the visitations to Mary? But I would not tell of that. The gossip did not need more fuel.

My heart hardened and I gazed her full in the eye. ‘Hettie is not in her grave. Some part of her is at Iskar.’

Ailsa took her pipe and twisted tobacco into its bowl. I could feel the strength of her thoughts. ‘Is it only to you she comes?’

So she believed. There was no doubt. I felt then as if my bones must crumble to dust.

Mary. In all of this she was the most vulnerable. I imagined Hettie at Mary’s bedside whispering a lullaby in her ear. Whispering other things – how to scrape the face from a doll, how to dress it up again and paint eyes upon its head. I shuddered. I did not want Ailsa to think that Mary was sullied.

‘I see no sign that others are haunted.’

She smiled. She did not believe me and I looked away. Ailsa knew, as Mrs Brodie knew, as Miss Gillies and the whole island knew – that Mary talked to ghosts.

‘There is something else,’ I said. ‘There are dolls. Ones such as a child might have but they have been disfigured – have been remodelled to look like a specific person.’

Her gaze was intense.

‘They are not natural.’

‘Who do they depict?’

‘Hettie and William.’

The room fell to the breathing rush of the fire and the sea. Air grew tight in my lungs.

‘Remember what I told you of the binding spell? Well, the dolls too; they are made in the image of life for the same purpose. Whoever created these wanted to tether Hettie or William to Iskar.’

But they are dead, I thought. Who could have wanted such a thing? I wanted to be sick.

‘Who do you think made them?’ she asked.

But I could no longer reason and I stood shakily and went to the door.

‘I told you once before,’ she said before I left, ‘and I will tell you again. You must take care.’

Greer was polishing the floor when I returned. She looked up briefly, her dark hair curled in sweat at the nape of her neck, and a frisson of open dislike passed between us. I did not care. It was too late to court her goodwill. Exhausted from the previous night, I slept until lessons finished and found Mary in the kitchen baking a cake with Mrs Lenister. The thought of the night to come was already ticking in my blood, but I sank into the rich, sweet smell of the room and helped Mary to cut fruit and stir the mixture in the bowls.

Mrs Lenister chatted as she worked, imparting island gossip, and for a while it was as if the rest of Iskar did not exist. Here, there was only the warm bubble of Mrs Lenister’s domestic ordinariness and Mary dipping a finger into the bowl to lick the sweetness from it, and I could have been anywhere.

Evening came too soon, and in the drawing room the clock ticked and there was the occasional snap of Miss Gillies’ scissors. As bedtime drew ever nearer, the night came turning its key upon my fear and all I could hear was the wind on the ridge and how it howled across the graves, graves that had not closed the eyes of those that lay there.

‘You’re very pale, Elspeth,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘I do hope that you have not gone down with what ailed Mrs Lenister and Greer.’

‘I am well,’ I insisted, and returned to the book that could not engage me.

‘Is Skelthsea not suiting you?’ She paused. ‘Or Mary?’

‘Mary is well,’ I said. ‘I mean, I enjoy my position.’

‘Something else?’ She put her work in her lap.

I paused. ‘Iskar can be a strange place,’ I said tentatively. ‘So many noises and creakings. I hear whistling and steps when there is nobody there. I have heard it has a reputation for being haunted.’ I do not know what I expected her to say. Would I have taken comfort, even if she had confessed that she too had experienced ghosts?

‘This does not sound like you. The island likes to gossip and if it can’t find something to say about the living, it will conjure up something to say about the dead. You don’t believe it, do you?’

‘No, no,’ I insisted, but my answer was late coming and an odd expression crossed her face. She rang the bell and Greer brought whisky.

‘You know,’ she said as she took a sip. ‘It is a strange house.’ Her eyes scanned the room reflectively and I could see that her thoughts had wandered from where we were and were roaming the corridors and rooms unused for decades, rooms that now collected only dust and secrets.

‘I was remembering Iskar today – Iskar as it once was,’ she said finally. ‘I was thinking about Evangeline too. We were close as children, or closer. I was listening to you and Mary playing hide-and-seek recently and it reminded me of a game that Evangeline and I played. We called it, “Whistle and I’ll Come”.’ Somewhere beyond, an owl’s screech tore at the night.

‘It was a little like hide-and-seek.’ Her hands twisted the tumbler. ‘Evangeline would always hide first – an elder sister’s privilege – and I used to wait on the red-backed chair in the hall. If you look you will see the loose thread I used to pick at when I grew bored. I would shut my eyes tight.’ She blinked hard. ‘Sometimes, sitting there, I would hear nothing but the creak of the boards on the landing and the sound of servants far off. I would wait and wait and then I had to go up the stairs and listen. When the time was up, Evangeline had to whistle. My uncle taught us, although my parents forbade it as unseemly.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘I think that added to its appeal. I would start at the top of the house and listen so hard until I heard her. The rules were that we would whistle twice, every five minutes or so, until we were found.’ She looked at me curiously. ‘Did you and Clara play together as children?’

I was back instantly with the hot square of sun that came through the glass in the window seat of the parlour. And the weight of her slight frame as she leaned against me while I read from some adventure book.

I nodded.

‘Evangeline was easy to find. I was always the cleverer.’ Her chin lifted. ‘One day, her whistle took me hither and thither. Strictly speaking, the rules of the game forbade us moving from spot to spot. I was so cross. It led me finally to the old servants’ wing, which was out of bounds. We were not really supposed to go into their quarters, but during the day they were empty and so I went in. The whistle took me up to the attic where rooms were used as storage.’ She gazed into the distance. ‘I remember clambering between the dusty boxes and crates to stand at the window. The windows are tiny up there, no bigger than a handkerchief.’ She finished her drink and her hand strayed to the decanter again. ‘I remember looking out and wondering what lay beyond the sea and believing that one day, I should find myself living in some grand house in Edinburgh with a family of my own.’ Her fingers went unconsciously to her cheek. ‘Of course that wasn’t to be.’

‘Was your sister there?’ I asked.

She turned to me as if she had forgotten that I was present. ‘I heard the whistle again and rustling, something moving between the boxes. Of course, I knew it was Evangeline. I was angry by then. She had broken the rules. “Just come out,” I said, “or I’ll tell Mama that you came up here.”’ She paused again. ‘But it was the strangest thing, Elspeth – the whistle came again but it was not my sister’s. It sounded – it sounded like a flute or a pipe.’

I went cold.

‘There I was stamping round the attic, dust flying up to sting my eyes and spoil my frock.’ Her gaze fixed on mine now. ‘I was filled with the most terrible dread.’ Her hand went to her neck. ‘And then I heard Evangeline upon the stairs and she appeared at the door.’

I was stunned.

‘I thought afterwards that it must have been a servant or a guest – we had so many – but that feeling, it stayed. Not long after, well … there was a …’ She looked at me, doubt hovering in her expression. ‘Not long after the servants talked of a ghost walking that part of the house.’

She knew. She too knew that the dead could return. ‘Are you saying you thought what they said was true? Iskar was haunted?’

She hesitated, playing with the bracelet on her wrist, then looked at me slyly. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts, Elspeth. There are no such things.’ But behind her look there was a shadow of fear.

‘Whose ghost was it said to be?’

‘It was very sad. Tragic. I’m surprised that you have not heard already. The island loves a good tale. One of the servants, a scullery maid, fell from a window. It was most unfortunate. It was her they said had returned.’

The room grew still, the hairs on my neck pricked awake.

‘Accident? Murder?’

‘Your thoughts are too ghoulish. It was an accident.’

She leaned over and topped up both our glasses. I did not refuse. I welcomed anything to numb the creeping dread of night. The fire cracked and a handful of rain hit the panes, sending out a thin rattle. The whisky worked its way hotly down my throat.

‘Who was the servant?’ I asked finally.

Her voice grew sober. ‘It was Greer’s mother,’ she said.

Greer’s mother? Greer with her solid antipathy – the way she moved as if heavy with bad feeling. It made sense, however, of the strange loyalty and affection that Miss Gillies showed her. How much guilt and responsibility might Miss Gillies feel if Greer’s mother had died within Iskar’s walls?

Miss Gillies leaned towards me, her pupils huge and black. ‘I thought I heard that whistle again recently. But see, I am letting my imagination walk too freely, as the servants did. It will be just one more loose tile among a thousand.’ But as she rose her face was ashen. ‘And now you must excuse me. It’s been an exhausting day.’
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Each step I took to my room was laboured, and once I was in my bed, even with so many candles, fear kept tapping at me. I thought of Greer’s mother dying at Iskar. The sound of the whistle. I could no longer deny it. A widows’ whistle to summon the dead – to draw souls from their graves. Miss Gillies, hearing the whistle in the servants’ attic, and not long after, the ghost of Greer’s mother being witnessed. And had I not heard that very sound? Had I not heard it on occasions when Hettie came? Perhaps the dead needed to be called from more than the heart – maybe they could only be pulled from the grave with magic.

I sat up, shivering in my nightgown. Hettie and William had not just returned at a whim – no, they had been summoned. Something in me shattered then. It was too terrible a reasoning to contain. And who had been the one to call them? Was it Mary? Or was it Greer? She had been Hettie’s best friend. Had she called her back because she loved her? I thought of that presence and the feelings it sucked from me – and knew that no comfort could be found in such a creature, and I was thankful that Clara had not sought me from death. If Hettie had not been called for love, then for what? I knew now that Greer’s grandmother had older beliefs. Did she teach them to her granddaughter? And if she did, and it was Greer who called them, for what purpose? But even as I asked myself this, I knew in my heart it was to do ill.

I recalled the rage that blistered the air when Hettie’s ghost had stood before me, embroidered from the very darkness itself. This was beyond anything that I could ever have imagined – too far beyond wicked.

I must have fallen asleep because I woke from a dream. I had been back at Swan House. At first, it had been as it once was – sunshine patterns on the walls, busy fires and comfortable, fraying sofas. I had walked from room to room, past pictures and tables, but at some point, the scene had changed and I was pacing not a furnished home but a blackened shell. The sunny walls dripped with soot and charcoaled furniture lay in ruinous heaps and I began to run. ‘Clara,’ I screamed, ‘Clara.’ And then I dreamed that I was in the corridor outside Hettie’s bedroom.

There were no doors, just gaping holes. Weeping came from inside, soft but insistent. Clara stood at the gutted window looking down upon the bed where three dolls lay – Hettie, William and Mary. The dolls were as stone. Their blind painted eyes were closed. Something shone on Hettie’s abdomen, something that drew my attention. I leaned in, expecting to find a jewel, but as I grew closer it was to find a piece of torn and bloodied skin. As I watched, it squirmed against her dress and Hettie’s white fingers came down and clasped it in an embrace. I leaned in even closer and her eyes flew open and saw me.

I was awake in an instant, gasping. The candles had died and the room was in darkness – I was not alone. There was a breath next to me, not soft but rasping, and the mattress fell away at my side. I turned with horror, the scent of rot in my nostrils. The scream in my throat did not come but I was out of bed and rattling at the door for escape. Once open, I ran into Mary’s room.

All was quiet. Mary lay asleep. When my heart had stopped its frenzied beating, I took a candle and returned to gaze at my bed. Perhaps I had not come fully awake and had been suffering the tail end of the nightmare? But when I put my fingers to the sheet there was dampness and some smell of the sea. I began to cry then, not for grief or for pain but for my insufferable terror.

When I finally stopped, the eye of the moon was on my face and I realized something else. I knew that I had shut the curtains before sleep, yet now they were open.

I went and stood at the glass and gazed out at the place I had come to hate and saw someone coming down from the ridge with a bundle. I gazed and gazed until finally I recognized her from her walk and posture and the way that she held her head. It was Greer. She was out at night when everyone else was asleep. Greer. And in my mind’s eye, I saw her lips upon the widows’ whistle, summoning Hettie from the cold soil.

I could not tolerate my own bed and so I went to Mary’s and lay beside her, and as I closed my eyes, I saw the dream again and the three dolls upon the bed – not just Hettie and William but Mary too, and fear lay on my heart like a stone.

The morning was sharp and unforgiving. I shivered as I dressed. I could barely look at the mattress. I recalled Greer coming down the valley with something in her arms. Whether she blew the whistle or not, I knew that she was here, in the weaving of the mystery, but her thread was hard to pull loose.

It was early and I was gripped with anger for all the things that Greer might have done. Dressing quickly, I crept downstairs where Mrs Lenister’s tuneless humming and clattering drifted from the kitchens. Greer was in the library, dragging a hearth rug to beat out the dust. I stood and watched her. Her movements slowed. It was plain that she knew I was there but she took her time turning. Her expression did not change.

‘I saw you,’ I said. ‘Last night. Coming down from the Fiaclach. What were you doing there?’

If my statement concerned her, she did not show it. She watched me carelessly, resting a hip provocatively against a table.

‘You do not scare me, Greer. I know what you are. I know your wickedness.’ I had not realized the violence of my anger until it was in my voice. ‘You have done your worst and it hasn’t worked. I am not leaving. Do you understand? I know you have things to hide and I will find them,’ I hissed. ‘So do not make more of an enemy of me.’

She neither moved nor spoke but at the corner of her lips I saw the beginning of a smile. With a huff of exasperation, I left.

Mary and I spent the morning by the sea; away from the house my unease lessened. I felt better for chastising Greer. Fear was the enemy I must master. If there were ghosts, I must face them. They did not harm, I told myself; it was the fear itself that would hurt me if I let it.

The day was bright and cold and the sea glittered like a field of coins. In the rock pools we found urchins and gobies and Mary hardly paused to check Bobbity in her pocket.

With a sudden impulse to be rid of my unhappiness, I bent down, undid my boots and removed my stockings. I placed my foot on the wet sand, felt its grain on the arc of my foot and the tiny bite of shells. I laughed and Mary did the same. Soon, we were racing across the beach, boots swinging from our fingers, and up to the tideline where I gave a tiny scream as the first wave washed over my ankles.

We returned to the house happier after our game.

It was during tea that I pleaded a headache and went to lie down. Later the banging of the door and voices drifting up disturbed me and I went to the window where lanterns and lights marked the procession to church.

Miss Gillies was on the path with Mary and behind her the servants. Angus’s lantern swung and Greer’s face was caught as she turned, the angle of her head cast back at Iskar and towards my window. My hands clenched at my sides and I knew what I wanted to do. What I must do.

Taking a candle, I took the corridor by the scullery at a run and then the flight of stairs that led to the servants’ garret. I needed to see where Greer slept, see if there were things that would tell me more about her.

The herbs that Mrs Lenister used were in the air and I peeked into her room curiously. It was small with a simple bed, a press and dresser. On a table lay an open Bible and a photograph of two babies in knitted hats and jackets. Starched aprons hung from pegs.

I continued on to Greer’s room. If she was involved in witchcraft, perhaps the evidence of it would be there. Greer’s chamber was of similar proportion. Her drawers contained little: some bangles and brooches, a hairpin with missing jewels. I wondered if she had stolen them. There was even a brush and comb set although the silver had worn nearly away. I walked across the floorboards in case, like William, she had hidden something there, but it occurred to me that if she was as clever as she seemed to be, she might not keep anything that would hint at aberrant behaviour in her own room, and so I began to explore the remaining ones.

There was little to show but cobwebs. It was then that my thoughts returned to the night of Mary’s nightmare, how her anxious glance behind me hinted at something to hide, and I raced back to the scullery for the key.

Once in the attic, my eyes went to the window where the widows’ whistle had hung and was dismayed to find it gone.

I stood then exactly where Greer had stood that night and looked to where her gaze had rested. When I went to investigate, I discovered behind some crates a Japanese screen, the painted flowers long faded.

Carefully, I pulled the screen away. The floor creaked uneasily beneath my shoes, bowed from age and damp. Wind threw splashes of sleet at the windows.

Behind the screen lay a large cupboard. I eased it open and held my candle up to see what lay beyond. The object filled nearly the entire space and was concealed beneath a piece of discoloured cloth, but I knew immediately by the shape what it hid and I was part intrigued, part horrified. Until that moment, I had not known what I might be searching for, but my fingers pricked with discovery. Crouching, I pulled the fabric away and placed the light closer.

Although ancient, the doll’s house was beautifully constructed. Paint peeled on the roof and on the splintered walls. It was a portion of Iskar, its black windows caked in grime. I tugged at the hinged front and it opened to Iskar’s drawing room with chaise longue and even a tiny cage of stuffed birds. I studied it, fascinated. The library, the parlour, the morning room were all there, as was a great kitchen with miniature copper pans hanging from racks. I did not have time to linger in wonderment. The house even had attics, and it was in one of these that I found the dolls – stiff and dusty and repulsive to me. I reached and plucked one out. Like the others, it was strangely warm and I swallowed a lump of disgust.

They were dressed in clothing of an earlier age but there could be no doubt that the ones that had appeared throughout the house came from the same family. But why was it hidden so? Surely this had belonged to Evangeline and Miss Gillies. And by the worn furnishings, it must have been greatly loved. Why had it not passed to Mary?

I rested on my haunches as the doubts and questions came creeping. Who now could be responsible for the dolls in my room but Greer? I imagined her thick fingers filing at the wood with slow enmity.

I leaned in further and there, beneath one of the beds, were two more dolls and I was seized with fear. There could be no doubt as to who they represented: one was myself and the other Mary.

With a gasp, I sat back. What should I do? But the answer was already in my head – I reached in and took them, then collected the rest lest Greer should fashion more.

It was as I rose from my knees that my eyes found it, laid on the floor of one of the rooms – the widows’ whistle. I hesitated, but only for a moment, and then I took that too.

I hid my finds in various places in the spare rooms that lined my corridor. It would take hours for Greer to find each one, if she decided to search. All evening, I was aware of what I had done and one minute I experienced a strange elation and the next a crushing anxiety. When Greer next went to the doll’s house to execute one of her schemes, she would find what was missing and guess that it was me.

That night, I lit candles and lay down, watching light flicker on the walls. Perhaps, at least, Hettie would not come. Had I not taken the widows’ whistle? But as I lay there, my skin tight from fear and some exhilaration, her step and lullaby came anyway and I buried my face to the pillow, hand to my ears, until, when I took them away, there was silence once again.
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Rain flashed at the windows and the sea rose and threw itself upon the rocks. I had dreamed that I was back at the MacAllisters’ on a day when the sun burned through the glass of the panes and on to my cheek. I had been lying on the bed, my neck and hands wrapped in dressings. The medicine I had been given was wearing off and I was in that place of gnawing realization that Clara would never return. From the open window the perfect blue of sky and the scent of sweet pea had been unbearable and I was ripping at the dressings, pulling skin from the wounds; the sound of feet running on the stairs. I was unaware that I had been screaming. Some of the shock of that moment and the many others of those early days returned again, making my throat harden with pain.

After lunch, in spite of Mrs Lenister’s concerned looks, I went out into the wet. I had to be away from Iskar.

A curl of smoke drifted from Bridget’s chimney and I thought longingly of her company, but some compulsion to revisit the graveyard found me walking that way. I do not know what I expected to see – the earth cleared and the coffins standing empty? I knew that whatever dark magic made it possible for them to slip from death and haunt the living was achieved by more than the ability to free themselves from the physical confines of their plots. But I wanted to see for myself that the soil lay undisturbed, although it could bring little comfort.

Mist seeped in from the ocean and I walked slowly to Evangeline’s grave and then to William’s. Even away from the house I felt haunted. I knew that I should not be there with the ground still fresh from burial and I did not like the way the cold air wound about me, or the untethered screech of gulls, but somehow I was standing over Hettie’s grave.

I shivered. It had grown colder and a sea-fret had closed in, falling across the valley and obscuring the view. I felt a moment of alarm and made my way to the gate.

It came then, braided upon the other sounds, and panic swept through me – Hettie’s lullaby. I tripped, put my hand upon the mossy dome of a marker and recoiled at its fleshiness. My breath rasped in my throat. The cloud now was so dense that I could no longer see and I imagined her just behind me, watching me with her dead gaze, reaching out a hand to touch my face. I stumbled out of the gate.

Once I was in the valley, I no longer knew what was up or what was down, and a new terror began to grow. How often had I been told to take a stick? If I sat and shuffled along, I should surely be able to make my way back to the safety of the valley without injury to anything other than my coat. A damp footfall sounded in the grass behind me and I whimpered, imagining Hettie in her dress of dead skin.

There was a breath at my ear and before I could react, the heel of a hand sent me tumbling down the hill. Although I covered my head with my hands, stones tore at my skin and clothes. It is too late. It is too late, I told myself, and I thought of Clara and Papa and part of me welcomed death.

I remembered no more.

I woke in my room to pain and Mrs Lenister’s gentle hands cleaning my wounds. Miss Gillies paced up and down behind her.

‘Elspeth.’ And there was so much relief in her voice that I was momentarily gratified.

‘How is your head?’ Miss Gillies said. ‘You were lucky.’ Her face, pale in the afternoon light, was afraid. ‘They found you in the valley. Goodness knows how long you had been there. Skelthsea is dangerous. The mists come down in an instant. Have you not been told often enough? You must learn to take a stick.’ She was angry now.

‘I was pushed,’ I said. ‘Someone pushed me.’ But even as I said it, I remembered the sound of the lullaby and a renewed horror crept along my skin. A look passed between Miss Gillies and Mrs Lenister, one that told me they did not believe me, and I sank into the pillows and closed my eyes.

‘You’ll be fine, now. Don’t fret,’ Mrs Lenister said and adjusted the covers. ‘Nothing broken, just cuts and bruises. I expect you’ll be proper sore tomorrow.’

Miss Gillies left and Mrs Lenister pulled up a chair.

Her kindly expression made me want to confess everything I had so recently learned. Did she know that the doll’s house lay in the attics? Did she know about the widows’ whistle?

‘Miss Gillies told me about Greer’s mother,’ I said instead.

Mrs Lenister was quiet. ‘That was a long time ago.’

‘Not for Greer, though,’ I said. ‘For her, it must always feel new.’

‘It was a lot for a girl to take in, for sure. It would’ve been better had she not witnessed it.’

‘Greer saw her mother fall?’

Mrs Lenister flushed. ‘I thought Miss Gillies told you. Greer was in the gardens when her body hit the ground.’

‘But why was Greer in the gardens? She must have been too young to work here.’

‘Greer was but six or seven, a wee girl then. Mr and Mrs Gillies let her come to work with her mother. Iskar is such a big place and Greer was a quiet, easy little thing in those days.’

I reached out and took her hand. ‘Please, Mrs Lenister, please tell me. Something is amiss with Greer. She means Mary and myself harm. You told me once that you knew everything that went on in this house. You must know she’s not right.’

A flicker of fear hovered in her eye but she did not reply.

‘She’s like Hettie, isn’t she? Does she believe she’s a witch?’

‘Well, I cannot say that I know that to be true.’

‘Can you account for her dislike of me? It is no common dislike – it is stronger than that.’

Mrs Lenister wiped a hair from her brow with the back of a forefinger. ‘I thought at first it was envy of you: a young woman with education, a good background and nice clothes, but perhaps it is more than that,’ her tone was cautious.

‘She liked Hettie, didn’t she?’

Mrs Lenister gave a nod. ‘They were an odd pairing.’

All the further things I knew, felt too unsafe to say. I remembered Mrs Lenister’s sharp retort when I had suggested ghosts. If I spoke my mind now, would she tell Miss Gillies? Miss Gillies might think I was as mad as Mary. And so I lay back against the pillow and closed my eyes again.

I started to drift and thought that Mrs Lenister must have gone when her voice lifted me from sleep. ‘Morvern, her name was,’ she was reflective. ‘Greer’s mother. She worked below stairs.’ She paused. ‘She wasn’t … she wasn’t quite right.’

‘How was she not right?’ I tried to sit up but the pain had me lie flat again.

‘She was an unfortunate creature. A childhood accident had taken an eye and she was a nervous, quiet girl but also slow in her mind. There was a big staff in those days and, I’m sorry to say, they treated her very badly.’

Through the window, the scene was wintry. ‘What did they do?’

‘She was given the worst jobs and teased horribly. They gave her tasks that brought lots of scolding. She was very unhappy. Mrs Jeffrey, who was housekeeper then, did not keep them in order as she should have done.’

‘Miss Gillies said it was an accident. Are you suggesting that she killed herself because she was unhappy?’

Mrs Lenister shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Did the Gillieses know about Morvern’s treatment by the staff?’

‘They won’t have concerned themselves with below-stairs matters like that.’ But there were things that she was not saying, I could see it in her eyes.

‘What is it? Mrs Lenister?’ I shifted up the sheets. ‘What is it you’re not telling me?’

She picked at the bedspread and lowered her voice. ‘It wasn’t just the staff. Evangeline and Miss Gillies took to teasing Morvern too, calling her hither and thither, giving her ridiculous tasks that were made to humiliate her. I don’t think they really meant harm. They took their lead from the servants, but it was unkind.’ She paused for a beat. ‘Greer was not like her mother. Where Morvern was slow, Greer was sharp, even at six – she saw it all and she understood it.’ Mrs Lenister put out a stubby finger and wiped a piece of soot from her sleeve. ‘She had a bad time of it, miss. It won’t hurt you to be kinder to her, to forgive Greer for some of her ways.’

I recalled the glimpses of intimacy that I had witnessed between Greer and Miss Gillies. Surely Greer would have detested a person who had contributed to her mother’s death. ‘So Greer must have hated them – hated the sisters.’

Mrs Lenister put her head to one side. ‘It was complicated. Although they teased Morvern, they made rather a pet of Greer. The girls were nearly grown then at sixteen and seventeen.’

‘So Greer did not resent them for their treatment of Morvern?’

‘Well now.’ She shifted on her seat. ‘I did not say that. Greer is a complicated creature. She spent much of her time up in the nursery where they had their toys. She was small for her age and had a quietness about her, and often I would come across her without having noticed she was there, if you get my meaning.’ She frowned. There was a pause and I felt her pull back from her confidence.

‘What happened? Mrs Lenister?’

‘There came a difficult time,’ she said slowly. ‘The sisters began to quarrel between themselves. It became very unpleasant – accusations and unkindnesses. It got rather out of hand. And then there was the terrible accident.’

I sat up, barely feeling the pain in my hip. ‘You mean Morvern?’

‘No, I mean when Miss Gillies had her accident, the burn.’

‘Oh.’ I sank back against the pillows and my thoughts returned to that very first day when Miss Gillies had positioned herself so that I would see only her unmarred cheek and build from that the template of her good looks.

‘And then, Mrs Lenister?’

‘Let me tell you all. After Morvern died, the girls began to turn on each other, fighting in a way that they had never done before. And because Greer’s grandmother was considered unsuitable, the Gillieses suggested Greer live here. But Morvern’s death had changed Greer and although she hid it, I saw it in her eyes. When the sisters were there and turned their attention away, I could read Greer’s anger – and Greer had a lot of anger.

‘Things began to happen – a favourite chain of Evangeline’s broken, a rip in a new dress, a lost jewel – little things. And always the fault went either to one sister or the other. They accused each other of these mishaps and fell out badly.’ Her eyes grew darker, her voice more hushed and nervous. ‘But I found her, you see. I found Greer one day. She had a pair of sewing scissors. I saw her cut the dress myself. Greer made the mischief and caused the blame to fall to one or other of the girls. She was responsible for the rift between them.’

I felt a moment of shock that Greer’s need to avenge herself had been so slyly and maliciously executed.

‘And Miss Gillies’ accident? Was she the cause of that too?’

She sighed. ‘It was Miss Gillies’ birthday and her father had given her a gold pocket watch. It was a beautiful thing and Miss Gillies was very proud of it. She put it away in the library until the party that had been planned. But when she went to take it out again, the face was smashed. Miss Gillies was more upset than I have ever seen her, and she and Evangeline had a mighty row. There was some pushing and Miss Gillies fell on to the hearth in the library. I think she must have knocked herself out, and the hot iron and flames did the damage in seconds. The sound of Evangeline’s scream, I will never forget, and Miss Gillies’ poor face. That was the end of any friendship between them. They never spoke to each other again.’

‘And Mr and Mrs Gillies? What did they do?’

‘They too blamed Evangeline, and later we understood that Iskar had passed to Miss Gillies in compensation for her injury.’

‘And Greer? Had she smashed the watch?’

‘I suspect her, yes.’ She turned away and avoided my gaze.

‘What? What is it?’

Her demeanour altered. Shadows fell across her face and the air became charged with a sudden fear. She leaned towards me. ‘I am going to tell you something that I have never told before to a soul. Do you understand? Not a soul.’

‘Tell me,’ I whispered. ‘I will not repeat it.’

‘I found her, you see.’ Her eyes were wide with shock. ‘I found her that very morning, before Miss Gillies had even received her present. There was a doll’s house in the nursery that Greer loved. Of all their toys, she went again and again to that, but I saw something that day that frightened me. That still frightens me. She did not see me at the playroom door, so absorbed was she in her game. She had taken a little doll and as I watched, she placed its head in the fire. She held it there until the flame caught its hair. I left and did the first-floor fireplaces, and when I had finished I crept upstairs again. She had gone by then but I looked and found the doll in the house, hidden beneath some furniture – its cheek burned black.’

The silence deepened; the breath of something wicked turned in the air.

Mrs Lenister’s features were stretched tight in recollection. ‘I remember her expression as she did it, caught in the firelight – she was happy.’ Mrs Lenister shrank back from the bed and gave me a sharp look. ‘I’ve told you this only because I think you should take care with her and I know that you will not repeat it.’

‘She makes you afraid, doesn’t she, Mrs Lenister?’

She stood. ‘The truth is that she made me afraid when she was only seven and she still does now. I am always cautious with her. Always.’ She leaned down. ‘Take heed. You are far too careless in your manner when it comes to Greer. I’m telling you, don’t get on her wrong side – not if you know what’s good for you.’

I closed my eyes and thought of the doll’s house and what I had taken – too late, I thought. Too late.
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Mrs Lenister was barely out of the door when Mary ran in and sat beside me, examining my face with such anxious eyes that in spite of my recent dismay I could not help but smile.

‘I’m all right, Mary,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry. It’s just bruises.’

I was glad of her company. We played cards until Greer brought up a tray and Mary went to eat with her aunt. I could not look at Greer. There was a hot drink, spiced and alcoholic, and after I had eaten, the pain receded and I was too drowsy to think.

Flames threw swirling shapes to the walls and the house grew quiet but for the creakings and groanings of wood. I fell in and out of sleep, in and out of fear, but my head and body ached almost too much to inhabit it.

Later, I woke to Greer standing over me. She did not speak but glared, her breath warm on my skin. I tried to turn away but she put her hand to my cheek and forced me to look at her.

Her face was stretched with such glittering hatred that my breath caught in my throat. I had not thought it possible to communicate such loathing. I could not move.

She smiled and leaned close. ‘You will regret this,’ she whispered and held up one of the dolls I had taken. ‘You think you can protect yourself by taking the whistle and the figures of you and Mary?’

But in spite of all that I had so recently been told, my fear had reached such a point that no more could be created, and she no longer scared me.

‘Get your hands off me.’ My voice slurred.

She put her lips nearly to mine. ‘Go home. Go back. You’re not wanted here. Why do you interfere?’

And in spite of all that I knew of her, and all the warnings, a madness of rage gripped me, shaking my tongue loose. ‘You are the one that interferes. You have tried to frighten me from the first. I saw you coming down from the Fiaclach. Hettie learned it from you, didn’t she? It was not her that brought her spells and tricks to Skelthsea, it was you. You made the dolls. You summoned Hettie to push me today. You think I don’t know that you are like her?’

Her eyes widened a little. ‘You know nothing.’

‘You put those dolls and pebbles in my room to intimidate me.’ My head swam. I could not stop. ‘And Mary. You mean her harm. Miss Gillies is too blind to see it, but I see it. Did you kill William? Why?’ I hissed.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t know anything. And Mary,’ she sneered. ‘Are you sure she is what you think she is? You’re a fool.’ She pushed the doll into my face. ‘You stupid bitch. You think you know it all. Well, if you know what’s good for you, you should leave and take the idiot child with you.’

‘You’re wicked, Greer. You called her back to do your bidding.’

Her breath rasped and the candle flickered.

‘You’re a sick creature,’ I said.

She lashed out and squeezed my wrist so tight in her fingers that I gasped in pain. ‘You know nothing, Elspeth. Nothing. You know nothing and you understand nothing. But know this: I shall make you pay. You will regret this. Forever.’

When I woke again, it was morning. I wondered if I had dreamed the confrontation with Greer but there was a bracelet of redness about my wrist that said otherwise. Although I was stiff and the pain worse, I insisted on getting up.

I sat at my mirror and traced a cut on my neck and wondered what Mrs Lenister would say if she knew about my exchange with Greer. All the time, I fell between anger and dismay. Anger at Greer and dismay that I had fuelled it.

It was church later and I would not be persuaded to stay behind, so we trailed up through the damp to arrange ourselves on the unforgiving pews. Paterson was there in a new coat, nipped at the waist. When his wife wasn’t looking he gave me a lazy smile, but I did not care. Even with the boom of song and the smell of so many living people, I was conscious of only two, not tethered even to Iskar, but who had found us from beyond death. They could come and go when called and there was no door on earth that could keep them out. If they meant harm, they would surely succeed.

Beside me, I became aware of Mary and I turned to her. Her cheekbones were too sharp, her eyes too distant and troubled. It was not me alone who was haunted, and a headache began to pulse at my temple and a wave of nausea rose. The urge to vomit became urgent and I leapt from my knees and fled the church to the curiosity of the congregation. I only just made it to a patch of undergrowth before I emptied my stomach.

I leaned against the wall for support, and when the sickness had passed I realized that for the first time I was alone on the land of Skelthsea – all else were inside the chapel.

It was dusk. A grey and dusty light squatted in the shadows and the sea was an endless black. While the congregation intoned the prayers, a strange silence fell over the valley. My eyes found the ridge where the bitten rock of the Fiaclach lay, seeming older than the island itself, and a hollow boom sounded as an ocean squall found the cave entrances. I had never felt so isolated.

Behind me, from the church came the noise of feet and the rousing swell of song and then the chatter as they spilled out of the door. I stayed where I was, half hidden behind the chapel. Miss Gillies and Mary left first, then the staff. Mary looked around for me and I was struck once again by the inflexibility of her looks – as if her features had been stamped upon the skin, not giving allowance for a smile or a frown.

Miss Gillies chatted to the villagers and Mrs Lenister and Greer talked, although Mrs Lenister plucked constantly at her coat, adjusting its weight. Her cheeks were red with cold. When I looked again, Greer stood by herself, her headscarf tugged by the wind. As I watched, a lantern swung, capturing her expression, and there was something that stilled me, something new in her eyes that I had not seen before. She was a woman transfigured. For those moments, she was almost beautiful. I was mesmerized and followed her gaze.

Paterson. He was laughing now. It was deep and warm. A couple of village girls blushed and smiled, but every now and then he looked sidelong and fixed on Greer. Did he see it as clearly as I? I recalled Paterson’s words of a few weeks ago when he had suggested other alliances at Iskar – Greer? And Greer’s look now spoke not of some light affection but something that burned hot inside her.

How long had she felt that way? Had it been before Hettie began her affair with him? If so, what must she have thought when her friend – a friend who could so easily have turned the eye of any man on the island – began her relationship with him? And had Hettie known of Greer’s infatuation before embarking on the liaison? If that had occurred, would Greer have still loved Hettie at the end? How must she have felt if the man she loved was under the spell of her beautiful friend? I let out my breath. Perhaps I was allowing my imagination to roam too liberally. The only thing in the matter that I knew for certain was that Greer had given her heart to Paterson.

It was a relief to take Mary to her bed later. At her dressing table, I caught a glimpse of myself – bruises blooming and behind that the force of my fear – and I barely recognized myself. I could not bear the thought of the coming night and even then, although I tried to deny it, somewhere in a distant room, a faint whistle seemed to shiver in the air. Mary was restless and seemed reluctant to settle. Twice, she put her hand on my arm and opened her mouth. Finally, as I tidied away, she pressed a piece of paper into my hands and I felt a sigh of impatience. I did not have room to consider her needs; my own were too pressing.

‘Please don’t leave me, Elspeth,’ she had written. I bent and kissed her and saw how my refusal to engage made her withdraw. But I did not have the resources left to attend to anything other than my own anxiety and all I could do was reassure her, once again, that I would not abandon her; that I had no intention of leaving Skelthsea. I turned at the door to wish her a final goodnight and she regarded me sadly, not even mustering a smile.

I could not settle and worked myself up into a frenzy of apprehension. My thoughts became muddled; I thought I heard the murmured voice of the doctor outside my room in Circus Gardens, the tapping of the ivy. The wild, unfettered rush and retreat of emotion battered me.

In the candlelight the room shivered and I thought with sickness of Hettie’s lullaby and how it had become a thing of such dread.

Eventually, I returned downstairs and found Mrs Lenister cleaning the kitchen and pleaded a headache, and a little later she came with a bitter drink. I must have fallen asleep because when I came awake, the room was in darkness and I was still fully clothed.

A draught razored in from the door which now stood open. My head was thick. But under the sleepy weight of what I had drunk came the awareness that something was wrong, very wrong. I wanted to retreat back to the world of dreams but consciousness ripped me full awake. There was a pressure on me and a scent that stifled my nostrils. Whatever Mrs Lenister had given me slowed my reaction and it was a second or two before my brain unravelled my senses, and when it did, my heart leapt out of my chest: she was there, across my body, a weight of dead skin and bone that lay along my own.
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Terror robbed me of all reason, robbed me of movement, and I could barely struggle against the burden of her weight. The room was too dark to see, but the smell of her was suffocating: sea and rot and rage.

I opened my mouth to scream but the scream that was in my head came out only as a choke.

Standing, I fled breathless into the corridor, the imprint of her body burning my skin. My heart could not manage such terror. It was only as I regained reason that I saw that Mary’s door was ajar and discovered her bed was empty, her sheets cold. Fear struck deeper than a blade.

The house was stamped with silence; all sound seemed sucked from the air, leaving a twist of something abhorrent. I ached to hear Mary, to hear her in the trap of a nightmare somewhere beyond, but her absence rung in the shadows. She was not here.

My heart hammered harder and I tried William’s wing, but it was locked. In my own room I lit a candle. Upon the bed lay Bobbity – the new dress half torn from her body and soiled in moisture and mud.

All I could hear was Greer’s warning. I fled to the main hall where a drift of dead leaves lay across the tiles.

Oh God. What had my actions caused? Greer had said that I would regret what I had done forever. Hettie had taken her. Too late, too late. Grabbing lantern and boots, I rushed into the night.

It was icy. Sleet burned my cheeks. Below me, the sea glittered like a half-closed eye and the vision I had had that day in the valley returned to me: Mary falling through the darkness, suspended by gravity, hair twisting in the pull of the tide. Was she destined to be found as Hettie had been, washed up later, if at all?

When I was far enough from the house, I screamed her name but the wind grabbed my words. On the sands I scanned the water’s edge, called her again and again as I stumbled along the strand. Then something made me lift my head to Stack Mor.

There in the circle was a flicker, and some instinct gave me certainty. Surely this was where Hettie had taken her to be thrown from the rocks to die as William had, and the belief gave direction to my feet. The valley was in shadow but I began to race up the path, my face and hair wet with rain, dress dragging. Twice, I slipped, and my lungs hurt with the pain of finding breath.

Near the graveyard I began to call again and glimpsed a figure on the Fiaclach but cloud passed over the moon and it was lost. What if I was too late? I screamed her name until my throat ached and when I reached the circle, it was empty.

I made for the rocks and the lantern caught a splinter of colour. It was the ladybird pin for Bobbity, bent out of shape. My search was desperate then. I was at the point of considering all lost when finally, I saw her white foot lying still amongst the grasses. The pale arch, slick with moisture. I was too late.

She lay on her front, gown and hair black with water. I pulled her into my arms, lifted her face to mine. Her skin was as pale as fish belly, her eyes closed. I put a hand to her chest and my cheek to her lips. Please, I begged. Not again. Not again.

The last time I had prayed it had been for Clara, but He had not saved her.

Now, I prayed once more. I prayed for forgiveness. I prayed for help and I prayed for mercy and most of all I begged Him that Mary would live.

I was aware of nothing but her face against mine and that unbearable yearning. Then, barely noticeable, came the soft feather of a breath. I shook her and rubbed her back, willing her to come awake. Finally, her lids opened in dazed shock. Relief thawed my senses to the burning cold. And with my arm half supporting her, we somehow reached the beach.

By the time we entered the house, every muscle ached and I was shivering violently. I got Mary to her room where I stripped her of wet clothes and wrapped her in blankets. Meanwhile, I refilled the bed warmer with the remaining embers and when that was done put her beneath the covers. I changed quickly and in the kitchen made a hot drink with whisky and sugar and brought up a bucket of peat. She was so still that I thought that she was dead, but she came half awake when I pulled her up to sip.

She fell between waking and sleeping but the drink brought colour to her pallor. I re-made the fire until it leapt in the grate. I warmed my hands and rubbed her feet, and soon she began to shiver and the dreadful sleepiness receded. I got into bed beside her and wrapped my arms about her waist as though it might keep her from wandering. Her skin was warm against mine. I knew in my bones that she had nearly died. So nearly. And I also knew, in that moment, that it was not just a sense of loyalty that kept me at Iskar, nor the memory of Clara’s courage – but that somehow, woven into the days of loathing and fear, something had crept up on me, as quietly as winter to spring itself until, without warning, buds are springing from the empty branches and snowdrops pushing through the slumberous earth.

I loved her. I loved her like my own. And I put my cheek to hers and wept.
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Mary woke before dawn, scrambled in a nightmare. Her head was hot to the touch and her chest wheezed. I went to my room and removed Bobbity, cleaning as much of the mess from her as I could, then I hid our wet things. It would not help Mary’s cause if it was believed that she had been sleepwalking again. When dawn broke, I went downstairs and found Mrs Lenister.

‘What has happened?’

‘Mary has a fever.’

‘And you? You look terrible pale. Get yourself to bed, Miss Swansome. I’ll be up in a moment.’

Mary lay moaning in sleep and when Mrs Lenister came with a cup, she put a palm to her forehead and shook her head. Gently, we woke her and gave her the tonic. Mrs Lenister watched as I drank mine and I lay back down beside Mary.

‘I shall sleep here and watch her. Would you get Greer to make me up a cot?’ My lips recoiled from the name.

Mrs Lenister nodded and hurried from the room, returning later with a clean cloth and a jug of water steeped in herbs. I watched as she laid strips of willow bark across Mary’s head and bade me do the same.

Greer came soon and I steeled myself to meet her. I wanted to gauge her reaction but her face gave nothing away. When she reached the door to go, Mary moaned, throwing the covers off, and Greer paused, but her expression was unreadable.

I slept then, long and deeply. When I woke it was to the blazing fire. A bowl of oil and herbs stung the air.

I do not know how much time passed until I came round again. Although I ached, I no longer felt feverish, and with relief, I found Mary sitting up, a bowl of bone stock on a tray before her.

Mrs Lenister sat by the fire and a smile split her face.

‘What time is it?’ I asked. My throat was sore.

‘Late. You slept for twelve hours.’

‘Will Mary be all right now? It looks like the worst has passed.’

‘She will. You both will.’

The following days were dreamlike. Although the fever receded, it left some mark of distance on me, but beneath that a new fear had begun to drum – because I knew for certain that Hettie not only made changes in the physical world but that she intended the worst kind of harm. I stuck to Mary like a shadow, not leaving her except for the times she was with Miss Gillies, and even then I stayed close in the drawing room, my attention half turned to the corridor in anticipation of her step. Staying had become not just terrifying, but dangerous.

I had to leave and I had to take Mary with me. Yet I could not imagine how that would be achieved, and soon my head began to hurt again, and in spite of the fire, I could not get warm. After that, the hours began to blur. Sometimes Mrs Lenister’s face was there, at others I saw Greer bending over me, and once, Miss Gillies standing at the window of my own room although I did not remember moving back.

At times I woke from nightmares with Hettie laid across me; others were full of Clara or Mary who had become lost and I could not find them, and when I woke it was to the pain of knowing that at least one would never return. Eventually, my head cleared. I found Mrs Lenister asleep in the chair beside me. She stirred when I sat up.

‘Is Mary still well?’

She looked at me with relief and touched my brow. ‘Much better,’ she said. ‘It is you who has been ill.’

‘I’ve been ill?’

‘Yes, you took a turn. Been worrying us all half to death.’

‘How long?’ I asked.

‘Three days.’ She came and straightened the bedding. Her movements were nervous, and when she had finished she did not go but pulled at her sleeve and watched me.

‘Is everything all right?’ I asked. ‘What is the matter? Mary is definitely safe?’

‘I told you she was. We’ve all been managing but we can hardly keep her away from your room. She watches you like a personal nurse. You have captured her affection, Miss Swansome. It gladdens my heart.’ She smiled. ‘Let me get you some broth.’ She went to the door but at the handle she turned. ‘It’s good to see you back, Elspeth.’

Elspeth. She had not used my name before and somehow its sound on her tongue stung my eyes.

I lay back against the pillows and listened to the sea and the wind. It did not seem many moments until she was back with a bowl and a drink on a tray. She helped me up and placed it on my lap.

‘Go slowly, your stomach is not used to food.’

Her eyes watched the spoon as it went from bowl to lips, and with each mouthful, I read her approval. Afterwards she took the tray and laid it on the table and then fussed at the pillows and covers, but in all her movements, there was some urgency of purpose beyond the taking care of me.

Finally, she turned from straightening the curtains. ‘You asked me once if there were ghosts.’

Her weight creaked as she sat beside me. ‘I hardly dare say what I am going to say, but I feel I owe it to you. I have seen your fear and I have not taken a share in it. You deserve better from me. So I’m going to tell you what I have felt.’

I was not alone and I could have wept with the relief of it.

‘I smelt her perfume.’ She twisted her hands nervously inside each other. ‘Hettie’s scent – it was always the same, always. After she had left, I would come across it in the air. But I thought it must be my imagination – or perhaps – I don’t know what I thought then.’

I recalled the stale odour that sometimes accompanied Hettie’s visitations. ‘How often did this happen? Where were you when you felt her?’

Mrs Lenister looked wary. ‘From time to time. I may have been taking feed for the hens, cleaning the silver or cooking, and it would be around me and a strange feeling.’ She put a hand to her chest. ‘Then there was that time you asked me about your shoes.’

I recalled that first morning that I had found them that way. The curiousness of it.

‘That was her way. She always did that. We used to tease her about it. When you told me – I knew then that she came to you also.’

I felt dizzy.

‘Mary. Mary sees her, doesn’t she?’ Her cheeks were flushed. ‘Hettie. And William, too. I’ve seen you watching her – chattering away to the air. Miss Gillies, how she hates it. At first, we all thought it was an imaginary friend to make up for William’s going, but she’s too old for them, isn’t she?’ Mrs Lenister leaned so close that I could number each blunt eyelash. I felt her fear.

She sat back and gathered herself. ‘When I first began to smell Hettie or hear her step – her quiet, quick way of walking – I told myself it was my imagination because I did not know then. Did not think –’ Her face creased with fear. ‘We had not learned that she was dead then. We believed that she was on the boat or making trouble elsewhere.’

For a moment I thought that she might cry. A shadow passed over her features.

‘And then, that terrible morning – on the beach – and we discovered that she had been dead all that time – all that time.’ Her skin was ashen. ‘And even after that, when we knew she had perished, I could not bring myself to acknowledge that she had returned.’

I shivered.

‘What does she want?’ I whispered.

Mrs Lenister frowned. ‘Want?’

I turned away. The thin light brushed the walls. ‘When I was on the ridge. I was pushed. I heard her. I felt her and I was pushed by her.’

Mrs Lenister flushed, rested a hand on my arm. ‘Don’t let it carry you away, Miss Swansome. What are ghosts, after all? Just air.’ But there was something in her eyes that made me think she did not entirely believe her own statement.

‘Since my arrival,’ I said, ‘someone has come by my room nearly every night and hummed a lullaby. At the beginning, I believed it was Greer as she turned down the lamps. I would hear her approach from the main hall and when she reached my room she stopped and waited there.’

‘It was Hettie?’

‘It was not someone living.’

Her face fell.

And so quietly, like a whisper, I hummed it, and in my voice for an instant I heard the dusty timbre of hers.

Mrs Lenister paled at its melody.

‘You recognize it, don’t you?’

She nodded slowly, then turned and went to the window. ‘I heard it only once. Not long before Hettie died, a baby fell ill. I went to help. Just a wee thing it was, not a day old. Hettie was already there when I arrived. She had the child in her arms. She was singing that tune.’

‘What is it?’ I said. ‘What is the song?’

She shrugged. ‘Some tune from England. I had never heard it before. She was a wicked, complicated girl but there was something about her that day. Gentle, I thought.’ Her eyes were sad. ‘I thought – I don’t know – she held the baby, like it was her own.’

She collected the tray. At the door she paused. ‘I do not believe that Hettie has the power to harm you. I hope you don’t leave, Miss Swansome. You are good for Mary, but you should take care. The island knows that you have questions – questions nobody wants to hear. Remember what I said about Greer. If you really were pushed you should look to the living and not the dead.’ And with a bob, she moved out of the door.
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Gradually, I returned to full health, but it was slow and the knowledge of the danger to Mary weighed heavier even than Hettie’s dead step or the sound of the whistle. Hettie came when she chose; I could not stop her. Most nights, I would lie beside Mary in the grip of horror until, after a pause outside Mary’s door, her steps and melody drifted away.

I turned the possibilities in my mind. Could we find a way to take the boat when it next came? Could I make friends with one of the fishermen, beg him passage to the mainland? But the idea that someone would keep such a secret, would undertake such a venture, seemed impossible.

I began to visit Bridget more often again. In spite of her open manner and gentle questions, I found I could not speak of the things that preyed on me. I had heard the way she talked of ghosts and witchcraft and she would think less of me for believing, and how would that make her feel about me as nanny to Mary – Mary who was already so blemished in the eyes of the island? She could see I was unhappy and she showed her friendship in the gentleness with which she treated me, and afterwards a little dread was always temporarily eased.

It was one such afternoon, when I was tidying myself after a visit to Bridget, that rifling through the drawer, my finger caught on something sharp, drawing a bead of blood. I investigated and came across the dolphin brooch nestled among my clothes. I clearly recalled putting it back into the lining of the curtain. I opened the window but could not, at the last moment, bring myself to dispose of an object so lovely.

Once again, I found myself in Hettie’s room. From the window the island and sea merged in a marriage of blue and grey shadow. I felt at the curtain but the letter remained. Who had come and taken the brooch? Hettie herself? And I wiped my fingers down my dress.

In my room I laid out the pebble and dolls. I pondered again the strange warmth they gave. Had they been manufactured before the deaths to bring death itself? Or to summon them from death? Were Mary and I to die too? And then the thought came to me. It had not occurred to me before: if the dead could be drawn from their graves, could they also be returned there? And I felt a prickle of hope.

Before lessons came again the next day, I collected all the objects I now associated with spells and put them in a bag. It seemed to take an age before we were draining our coffee cups and Miss Gillies was checking the drawing room clock.

‘Lessons already,’ she said, as she did every day.

She barely glanced at me as I took my leave. In spite of the sun, there was a grating cold to the air and even the gulls that perched on the flat rocks huddled in their cloaks of feather.

My boots crunched on the shingle as I made my way up the valley through the trails of peat smoke and the mewling of gulls. Ailsa was in the kitchen and once again I had the uncanny sense that she had expected me. Her face was drawn and for the first time, as she pulled her shawl closer, I recognized that she was truly old.

‘Come in.’ A wisp of smoke escaped her lips and she closed the door behind us, beckoning me to the bench in the kitchen. The usual array of items littered the table and a fishing net that she had been mending fell in folds to the floor.

‘So?’

I was not welcome.

I took the pouch from my skirts and emptied the contents on to the table. Her fingers tightened on the pipe.

‘You bring a widows’ whistle here?’ She was aghast.

I thought of all the scorn that must have leaked from me when she had first shared her information and a flush of shame rose on my cheeks. ‘I didn’t want to believe it then,’ I said. ‘Even though I suspected then that Hettie and William had returned. I wanted to think it could not be true. Now I know otherwise.’

Her eyes flashed up and she took the pipe from her mouth. For a moment I thought she was smirking but it was a grimace. The widows’ whistle was repugnant – thin and discoloured with a roughly hewn mouth. I tried not to imagine the sour, rotting air that passed through its tube.

‘I wonder who called them. Just as you must have wondered,’ she said finally and reached out for it, withdrawing her hand at the last instant. ‘Was it Mary?’ She spoke softly, as if to herself. ‘Perhaps the desire to see those she loved again brought them both, or perhaps it was for another reason.’

‘I don’t believe they were called by love. They were returned to continue their evil.’

Her eyes went wide at my vehemence but she made no comment. The first spatter of icy rain hit the glass. She picked up a piece of wood and pushed at the dolls and pebbles. ‘And all these were at Iskar?’

I nodded. ‘This is not Mary’s doing. I believe Greer has a hand in it.’

‘Greer?’ She paused. ‘Perhaps.’ She raked my face and for the first time there was pity there.

‘Can you help me? If there are spells and tools for summoning, there must be those for dismissing. You seem to understand these things. We must send them back to their graves. She means harm, harm to Mary.’

And I imagined Iskar without its ghosts and with sleep uninterrupted by Hettie’s winding voice or her presence, and was flooded with longing. Without the ghosts, Mary and I would surely be safe and Iskar would be tolerable. I did not believe that Greer would have the courage to harm Mary by her own hand.

She frowned. ‘And Hettie means you ill too?’

I laughed. The very smell of her, the sinuous undulation of her lullaby … I remembered her at the graveyard, the feel of her weight before I fell. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘she comes to terrorize me, to taunt me and to harm me.’ My hands were gripped tight on the table and I released them self-consciously.

I smoothed my skirts and began to pack the pebbles and dolls away.

She put a hand on mine. ‘Wait.’

Getting up, she rummaged in her coat which hung from a nail by the door and drew on some gloves, then she returned and examined each doll, each pebble.

‘These,’ I pushed at the images of myself and Mary, ‘I found these in the doll’s house to which, I think, they originally belonged.’

‘Ahh.’ She nodded to herself. ‘These are best destroyed now before they can do harm.’

‘They have not already done so?’

‘You are both alive and well? Leave them here. I shall make sure they are disposed of without injury to you or Mary.’

She hesitated before picking up the widows’ whistle with a tremor. When she looked at me there was anger. ‘These are dangerous tools.’

I did not like the way she said it. ‘Can you help me?’

‘I’m not sure. I understand a little of these crafts. I know how it would be done, but I do not know if it would work.’

A flutter of unexpected hope rose in my chest.

‘And you would do this – for me?’

Her eyes were unreadable. ‘For all, Miss Swansome. To have the dead return to the living upsets the laws of nature.’

I nodded.

‘If I am to help you, you must also be there.’

‘Anything,’ I said, ‘I will do anything that is necessary.’

‘All right.’ She turned to regard the failing day; frost was beginning to crystallize in the air and she laid her hands on the table and gazed at them. I sensed, for the first time, some uncertainty. ‘It’s the full moon tomorrow. It would have to be then.’

‘What do I have to do?’

‘Meet me here at quarter past eleven. Can you get away unseen?’

I said that I could.

‘Bring anything else you think might be part of it and then we must go to the Fiaclach.’

Mary was quiet during the evening. I wanted to tell her what Ailsa had planned. I wanted to rejoice with her that soon we could send William and Hettie back to their graves, but she was restless. At one point I found her outside William’s wing, standing quite still, her hand upon the door. When she saw me, she started and guilt scurried in her eyes. As we walked back along the corridor, she turned to gaze up at the attics and I felt a wrinkle of disappointment and concern. I wanted to believe that she felt as I did, that she wanted them gone, but I was not certain.

I put Mary to bed and recalled the icy clamp of her skin as she lay white and wet amongst the frozen grasses, and I longed to hold her tight, hold her forever. As if sensing the direction of my thoughts, she reached out and touched my cheek and there was an expression of such sadness on her face, a look that did not belong to a child, almost as if she were the mother and I was the infant in peril.

‘What is it, Mary?’

She got up and went to her paper.

‘The dolphin,’ she wrote.

My heart quickened. ‘What do you mean, Mary?’ I thought of the brooch. ‘Was it you?’ I asked. ‘Did you move it?’

She frowned and wrote again, ‘Don’t go near it. You must stay away.’

‘What about the dolphin? Explain, Mary.’

But she laid the pen down with finality.

I stood, uncertain, then leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Mary’s comment was odd. Why would it be necessary to stay away from such an object, and how had Mary come to have that opinion?

But I did not have time to ponder. Because, on the morrow, Ailsa would rid us of Hettie and William’s ghosts forever.

I stood at my window. Ferns of frost curled against the glass, and behind, the black vault of sky held a moon nearly at full circle. I almost willed Hettie’s soft step outside so that I could rejoice that soon it would be over.
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The next day I spent in a fluster of nervous excitement. Later, Ailsa and I would venture out to the Fiaclach. For the first time I felt that I held a weapon against my fear.

All day I was like a wild cat held only with a satin thread. When the time came and I found myself in church, I knelt on the floor and was assailed with a hammer blow of doubt. The wooden cross hung above the altar. How much everything had changed, and my beliefs altered. I wondered how my father might have reacted to what I planned to do that night. But those days were so far behind and the memories so in contrast that I could not hold on to the thought.

Outside the church, I shivered. The moon seemed to pin the sky to its backdrop of stars and it was still. So still. Even through the rasp of the sea and the chattering of voices, it was as if the Earth had ceased its turning.

Mary slipped her hand into mine. Her eyes in the moonlight were inscrutable. Although she did not speak, I was aware of the avalanche of words that were dammed up behind her lips; they pressed against me and I gained the sense that she knew my thoughts or somehow what I planned.

That evening, all sounds seemed amplified, or perhaps it was the heavy silence behind them that gave that illusion, but during supper I was overly aware of the chink of silver on china and the noise of a glass as it was replaced upon the table, the rustle of skirts and napkins and the clock like a gunshot.

The evening dragged, but finally I was able to take my leave and go to my room where I dressed warmly and waited. From the window, the moon had grown larger. Soon, the sounds of the house abated to the humming eaves and creaks of old boards. In the corridor damp hung about the lamps like a white breath. I stopped and listened – nothing but the night’s hush; I listened deeper for the sound of Hettie but met only silence.

I did not need a lantern and I laced my boots and left by the chapel. Outside, the stillness had grown as if, like me, it too was waiting for what was to happen. Ailsa was at her door, her eyes bright in her face. She carried a sack and handed me a bag, knotted at the opening.

‘Take care with it,’ she said. And as I took the bag, I knew, somehow, that it contained the dolls.

We did not tarry. She led me past her cottage and along a path that banked the north side of the island. Waves rose and roared below us.

The moon was falling behind the ridge but eventually we climbed again to where Stack Mor reared into the sky. Ailsa’s assured step led us through the narrow channel between the rocks and soon we were out of the wind and into the rush of sudden silence.

The Fiaclach lay like a scattering of old bones. And I was afraid – afraid of the strange magic of Skelthsea, of the way the Fiaclach repelled me and of the rattle within the bag at my back, as if the contents had come alive and the dolls had opened their eyes to watch me through the cloth.

In the cold whip of air was the smell of the earth – millennia of leaf mould and seabed – and I imagined the scuttle of prehistoric life along the floor of the ocean in the winking blackness, the strange shapes of never-seen creatures, and felt the energy of something beyond my knowledge.

We reached the stones. ‘Here,’ she said and crouched by the altar.

She emptied her sack and laid the contents on the ground: candles, a small bottle, a knife and a piece of black cloth.

I watched, half appalled, half fascinated whilst the moon sat unblinking in the cloudless sky. A tremor went through my fingers as the cord of her bag nearly fell from my hand and I gasped. Ailsa looked up, a flash of alarm in her eyes.

Finally, holding her scarf about the candles, she lit them and placed glass chimneys over their wicks, but even then, they flickered wildly like creatures seeking escape.

From the bottle she tipped a little liquid on to the slate where it shone and a strange, unpleasant scent made its way into the air.

‘Elspeth …’ she had been talking but I had not heard, ‘it’s time. Pass me the bag.’

It jerked as I picked it up, as if whatever was inside had moved. For a moment she did not open it but let it rest on the ground. Then she closed her eyes and began muttering. Gently, she took off her gloves and eased the knotting and, reaching in, she drew out a pebble and placed it at the corner of the stone.

‘You must turn away, Elspeth.’

I obeyed. Behind me the clatter from the sack and the sound of a click – a rustle. I tried not to listen and concentrated on the stark shapes of the cliffs ahead.

‘Turn back now.’

I turned. The altar stone was covered with the cloth and beneath that were the humped shapes of the dolls. Ailsa handed me the widows’ whistle. With horror, I wondered if she might ask me to blow it.

She began to whisper fast and furiously, and I was reminded of the first time that I had come across Mary in her nightmares and the senseless gibberish that fell from her mouth.

As she spoke, I became aware of some other voice that, although it was outside me, I seemed to hear with some inner ear, because when I listened it was only Ailsa’s that was clear on the night. At first that voice was unintelligible, but gradually it grew more persistent and I felt its will, resisting Ailsa. I grew sick and dizzy, putting my hands to my ears to block the sound, but still it continued and began to squeal and scream like a rabbit in a trap. The candles, which had grown still, began to writhe and the night opened like a mouth.

Sweat pooled on my back.

‘Pass it to me. Now.’ I watched, horrified. It looked, at that moment, as if the widows’ whistle was no longer bone but a piece of flayed skin that shrivelled in the moonbeam. Light played on its surface until it seemed to wiggle. For a second, she paused and her eyes met mine in abhorrence. The air gathered around us and in its mystery, I knew that we were watched from some other world. Her hand resisted and then she reached out and took it in her fingers. I could not breathe. Slowly, she brought it to her mouth and the world spun.

Repelled, her lips closed over the reed. She did not blow but drew in her breath, pulling a sound from the widows’ whistle that I had to strain to hear, a sound that came from somewhere beyond the realm of mortal reach. It ripped, for a moment, that membrane between life and death. I knew it in my very soul. Something unearthly screeched from beyond the rocks, as if it had taken the opportunity to slip from another kingdom and pause a while. Then silence. Beneath the cloth, the dolls jerked. And then lay still. The candles fell to quietness. For a flicker, our eyes met, then she lifted the widows’ whistle high in the air and snapped it, leaving the sound to bat the air.

Ailsa leaned over, spat and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. It was over. One by one she quenched the candles. Last was the cloth. Gently, she lifted it and there they lay, still as the night, two wooden dolls in clumsy dress. They no longer held my horror; they were but pieces of wood. They could not walk, they could not speak. They held no souls.

From the bag she took two small boxes, lifted the lids and placed one doll in each, then threw in a handful of earth. With nails and a hammer, she closed them shut. They were coffins, two doll-sized coffins to hold the dead. Finally, she stood.

I followed, aware that the wind had grown and that cloud was skimming the sky as if it scabbed the wound that had ripped it open.

At the north beach, the water had fallen quieter. We crossed a sheet of granite where waves banged at the lip. Ailsa took out a handful of sand and poured it into the bag, secured the top and flung it to the ocean. It made no sound. They had been returned and Iskar was empty. Empty of the dead.

I did not need to ask; I knew that the ghosts had gone. It was over.
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Part Three




Sleep, he said, lay down your head

No monsters here beneath the bed

And so she slept star-deep in dreams

Moonlight on the window panes.

And did not see it standing by

Or how it watched with its dead eye.

Anon
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I passed down the valley as if in a dream. The chimneys of Iskar were smokeless, the windows empty but for reflection, and I thought of my own room and the fire that would surely have fallen cold and the corridor with its precarious light that would now remain unwalked but for the living.

I entered through the chapel door, aware of the way my boots clicked on the tiles and the damp smell of the air. I passed by the library and into the hall where the aroma of supper was turning stale.

I paused. It was so still. They had truly gone, to lie in the cold earth, while time ate away at flesh and bone, and my heart sagged with relief. Removing my gloves, I placed my hand on the banister and began to climb. At the top the corridor stretched without malice and even the patch of darkness that fell from the garret stairs did not make me afraid. Wind whispered cleanly through the eaves above, empty and untainted but for rotting wood and the crumbling nests of summer birds.

I paused to look in on Mary; her face so peaceful that I imagined she too understood the ghosts had been returned to death. In my own room, the curtains were open and the moon was beginning to sink behind the ridge. Its bright skin had dulled to a pale yellow. Below, the sea lay nearly motionless and somewhere on its bed, the bag of dolls and pebbles rocked against the tide. Dead, I thought. They are dead, and although it was early, I was not tired but wide awake.

For some time I lay between the chilled sheets, my thoughts revisiting the night, and flashes returned to me, the twitch of the dolls beneath the cloth and the strange, other-worldly sense I had experienced, as if I had been reborn into a different landscape.

I woke to the sense that the house felt different and I hummed to myself as I washed and dressed, pinning my hair up with extra clips. I thought of Clara and I was proud. This time, I had thrown myself into the heart of the dog fight. And Mary, this must work in her favour. I imagined the day now that she would speak, no longer haunted by ghosts. And that soul-piercing sight I had glimpsed in my head of Mary in the water and the words scrawled on a piece of paper I am going to die. Without Hettie to do harm, that too must surely hold no more threat.

Mary lay asleep, her face as smooth as cream, and a shiver of joy went through me. What could Hettie or Greer do now? She stirred and sat up, her hair as cloudy as sea foam. With all the horror banished, I thought, what other reason might there be for Mary to remain mute?

‘Good morning,’ I said and her eyes opened wider to my happy tone. As I dressed her, I did not sense either loss or gain. Did she realize? Did she feel their absence? On the way downstairs, I was struck with elation and I wanted to laugh. Even Greer, as she passed with her spiked looks, did not touch me.

The days grew brighter and although I was aware that Mary occasionally paused and searched the space around her, as if looking for something that was no longer there, I did not pay it much heed. She would learn soon enough. More than once, at the beach, her gaze would slide towards Gulls Cry and a crease of anxiety form on her brow, but I kept my counsel and soon she stopped, as if she finally knew that they had been banished forever.

We spent hours on the sand and began a shell collection for which Miss Gillies promised Angus would make a frame. Returning from the sea, we sat at the library table until we were stiff, fixing shells to backdrops of black velvet and poring over the library books to copy down the Latin names.

Sometimes, I would glance up and realize how much time had passed and that shadows were gathering. We would smile and I would stretch my aching back, and we would find Mrs Lenister and demand tea and bread.

Later, I would read to her or make up stories, and all the time I worked at drawing out her voice. She would speak in time, I told myself.

The days became the sort I had imagined so many months before in Edinburgh. Mary and I took to the ridge, running between the icy grasses, pausing to catch our breath, her cheeks pink, her eyes naked to pleasure. When my heart paused on my sister, it was with an ache that was somehow easier to bear with Mary beside me; it did not always come with that deep sting that took my breath away. In Mary, I had found more than love; there was redemption. When I caught her smile or pulled a laugh from her, saw how she hung on every word I uttered, I could have cried for the love of it. And it filled that tender space where Clara had been, with a new hope.

It had been a week of heavy rain and we had not been able to spend much time outdoors, but the morning rose to a clear sky. I could hardly wait to be in the fresh air. Mary took my hand and tugged me to the path that led to the glittering north beaches where we caught fish and then huddled against the rocks. She laid her head against my arm. The island felt free, just wind and air and gull sound, natural and wonderful. When we climbed back, hungry for lunch, my heart was happy.

Lunch brought Robert and Bridget Argylle for a visit. Mary and I went up to change and tidy ourselves, returning to the anticipation of warm company.

‘You are very fortunate in having the wonderful Mrs Lenister,’ Robert Argylle said, helping himself to fish.

‘Mrs Lenister is an asset.’ Miss Gillies looked pleased. She wore her best jewels and the flowered dress I had seen when the doctor visited. Fires kept out most of the cold and the dull shine of beeswax on the furniture gave it a new life; it was as if Iskar itself had been released from some curse.

‘It is good to see you looking so well,’ Bridget said to her friend. ‘Things are finally settling down after these terrible earlier months.’

She turned to me and whispered, ‘And you too. I have thought on your recent visits that you had seemed troubled. Today, that is not so and Mary looks well too. Credit must be due your way.’

‘And how do you find us now?’ Argylle asked me. ‘Now that you have been here a while?’

‘The island is very beautiful.’

‘Wait until the spring and summer and you shall see it in all its glory then.’ But he looked away quickly and I knew that they all expected me to be gone by then.

‘How do you communicate with Mary?’ Bridget leaned in close to ask me this.

‘We write notes,’ I said, ‘don’t we, Mary?’

‘Such an obvious thing,’ Bridget said, ‘although I do not know that I would have thought of it.’ She gave Mary a warm smile. ‘And what do you tell in these notes of yours?’

I thought of the secret conversations that we had had and was grateful that Mary could not say.

‘We talk of everyday things, although words are not needed as much as you might think. We have an understanding.’ I gestured at Mary.

They all watched her curiously and this time she nodded and smiled. A look of astonishment came over Miss Gillies’ face. My heart soared. Against the conquering of the undead, the conquering of Miss Gillies’ prejudice was nothing. If I could fight ghosts, I could fight to keep Mary at Iskar.

Too soon, it was time for the guests to go and Bridget pressed her palm to mine and leaned in. ‘Promise that you will visit me very soon. I have missed you.’ And then in a whisper, ‘Well done with Mary; I have not seen her grin like that in a long while. I had not thought it possible.’

The atmosphere left its goodwill upon the air and Miss Gillies was lively and chatty, engaging even Mary in her smiles.

It grew colder. Winter had come fully and laid its hand everywhere – on the trees, stunted by wind, on the rocks and grasses; even the sea seemed cast in ice. Greer left me alone now – her ghosts had gone, and with them, some of her rage and power. Hettie was not there to instruct, and if she suspected me of banishing her spirits, she did not show it and I rejoiced.

I should have been happy. For a time, I was. The nights brought no fear. No pebbles or dolls were left in my room, but something began to prick at me. And one night as I lay on the sheets with the sound of the wind and the crack of cold in the joints of the house, a new sense crept upon me – a sense that I had missed something. It was as if I had dropped a stitch and now the fault was knitted permanently into the fabric. The doubt lingered, and while the days still passed without event, the nights became defined by uncertainty. Sometimes I would lie alert; at others I would fall into uneasy dreams and wake, skin icy with fear and a voice in my inner ear – wrong, wrong, wrong.

I told myself that it could not be so, that there was nothing left to conquer other than Mary’s own silence, but at the back of my mind there wove something nervous like an anxious finger tap. I tried to examine that tiny bell of alarm but I could not fathom it.

Patches of dried skin appeared on my arms and wrists and tormented me with itches; the bodices of my dresses grew loose.

One night I fell into a vivid dream. A dream of oceans, kittiwakes and cliffs that caught the sun, but the scene soon changed and I dreamed of Hettie once more – a dream with the bloody rip in her belly. This time, I was walking through Gulls Cry behind her, through the sand-strewn hall and up the stairs to the first landing. All the doors stood open, lit by candlelight. Up we climbed, up into the gathering darkness, while below, the candles went out one by one. Hettie paused outside her bedchamber, then made her way to an adjacent room. She stopped and turned, her face a blaze of fury, then she reached out one slim arm that seemed to slither through my skin and reach inside my chest, sending me into sick, shivering wakefulness.

I sat up with a gasp and climbed from the bed. The house was still. She was not there. I gazed out of the window to where the sickle of white moon turned the rim of the sea to silver. Moonlight picked out Gulls Cry too and I remembered the dream; its clarity and how the candles had snuffed to blackness, one by one.

The next morning the dream nudged against me and some doubt became dislodged. As we passed Gulls Cry, I felt a strange pull. I had no desire to return. But even as I told myself this, it was as if someone was beside me, shaking their head in silent warning, and somehow I knew – I knew that I must do so.

I could think of little else. Afternoon came, spilling shadow into the rooms and bringing a biting chill from the window. I hoped to make an escape at lessons, but Miss Gillies was called away on island business. Time dragged, the hands of the clock seemed weighted with lead. As I climbed the valley for the service, I felt half-ghost myself.

In church, I knelt beside Mary and then we were returning, and I began to regret what I planned. When we entered the hall I was shivering in anticipation.

Dinner passed. I put Mary to bed and then sat with Miss Gillies in idle conversation until I too climbed the stairs. In my room I waited, curtains open to a moon smudged by the glass’s condensation. I waited one hour by the clock until, finally, I returned to the corridor and to that unsteady light cast by the lamps. It was silent, the energy turned down, and tiptoeing to the balustrade, I leaned over to the pool of darkness in the hall below but the hush told me that they were all in bed.

In my stockinged feet I crept to the scullery, a lantern in one hand, and found the keys to Gulls Cry. Outside, I made my way to the path, keeping to the shadow cast by the house. On the beach I turned to look once at Iskar, but the building was in darkness. The sea lapped against the shoreline and too soon, I was standing at the door, my teeth chattering with anxiety and trying to turn the key with trembling fingers.

Inside, it was pitch-dark; decay and rot smouldered in my nostrils. My chest was tight as I put the lantern at my feet and fumbled for matches. It was deathly quiet and the strike loud from my match case, then the lamp bloomed into a globe of sulphurous light. My gaze drifted up the staircase to the corridors above. The eaves groaned and I summoned my courage and placed my hand on the banister and climbed to the first landing.

At the second set of stairs, I stopped and caught my breath. I did not like the way the lantern flung its light, creating a blinder darkness behind it. I ascended until I reached the top and went into the lumber room. This was where she had taken me in the dream and I felt in my heart that this was where I should be.

I was conscious immediately of the isolation, the chillier atmosphere. The dirty windows gave no moonlight and I tried not to imagine ghosts. Swinging the lantern, I saw the piles of furniture and fabrics – a cracked washstand and basin. I examined everything but there was nothing to hint at undiscovered secrets. Finally, I was left only with a pile of trunks.

For a heartbeat, I regarded their bulk and thought about leaving. But I recalled the fury of Hettie’s eyes in the dream and I took them down, unclasped their rusty latches and disgorged the contents. Most were empty but for dust and beetles and I felt the beginnings of failure.

Soon my knees ached from the pressure of the boards and sweat flowered on my brow. I began to believe the task was fruitless.

Only one case remained and I opened the lid wearily. Unlike the others, this was not empty, but full of clothes – a mismatch of faded frocks and darned stockings, underskirts and grubby corsets. The sour, nettle-smell of stale sweat still clung to the fabric. I was discarding a blouse when something about it snagged my attention. It had a round lace collar and then I discerned it, so faintly and so overladen with other scents that it was barely recognizable – something flowery. And I knew two things: that I had seen a blouse like this in the photograph of Hettie, and the aroma in the air was hers.

I emptied more contents – underclothes, aprons, a comb set and handkerchiefs.

Holding the lantern closer I examined the collar of a dress and found a label stitched there, went to another and another; all bore her name – these items belonged to Hettie. Why would she have abandoned them? Even if she had gone in haste, would she leave so much, and why was her case hidden?

I studied the trunk itself and found another compartment containing a heavy purse. I freed the clasp and there inked over the grimy fabric was her name. It was weighty with coins. Too weighty. And my heart began to slam against my chest. Hettie had not been rich; this must surely have been all the money she owned. She would not have discarded this if she had fled voluntarily.

Finally, my fingers touched upon a cloth bag with a jumble of knitting. Taking the items from the compartment, I hurried to repack the case and returned the trunks to the order in which I had found them. And all the while a sick sort of knowledge grew belly upwards.

Finally, I paused in shock. It was clear. There could be no mistake. Hettie had never caught the boat to America.

She had never left Skelthsea because she had been dead before that, and I recalled again her presence and the sound of her voice outside my room and the rage that had leaked from her dead eyes. I understood that fury now – she had not died on the boat. She had been killed here on Skelthsea and someone had attempted to conceal it by hiding her case at Gulls Cry.

Hettie had been murdered.
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I could not leave the house quickly enough and it was only as I met the path to Iskar that I turned to view Gulls Cry one final time. The wind had picked up and the tide was higher on the sand. I thought of Hettie, not just as the witch she had been, but also as a woman whose life had been stolen. For surely, if she had died by accident, what motive could there have been to conceal it?

It was quiet in my room and I sat heavily in the chair, giving my heart time to cease its rattle. Hettie had been murdered. That was the unpalatable truth that had kept out of reach, and her face remoulded itself for me. In that moment, I knew something else – something that I had not been completely sure of but must now certainly be true: that Ailsa had most likely spoken the truth when she had told me that William had been killed. Before, I had not been able to justify such an abominable act, but a possible reason was finally evident – what if William had witnessed Hettie’s killer? What if he had told? And what about Mary’s muteness? Did she know too? All these weeks, I had wondered what powerful key kept her lips so tightly shut. What logic could be more potent than the knowledge of her brother’s murder to hold her to silence?

My hands shook. All wrong. All wrong. I examined the purse again – the coins that she had saved and would never spend. There was little in her sewing bag – needles and two knitted garments – a baby’s tiny bedjacket and hat. Even with the gravity of horror, I could see the care which had been taken to produce them. I imagined her then sitting by the fire, her cheek caught in the lamplight, her clever fingers on the wool.

I had thought that, by banishing her ghost, I had made Mary safe. That could not be true any more. The logic no longer held, because Hettie had been killed not by a ghost but by human hands, and probably William too. If Hettie returned from the grave later and tried to harm us – it was because Greer wished it. I recalled again that blaze of love on Greer’s face as she looked at Paterson. I felt the fierceness of Greer’s passionate nature – saw her hands taking Hettie’s life and then that of the boy who saw her do it.

It came to me then with a jolt – something that I had failed to connect before. Hettie had first hummed her lullaby on the second day of my arrival – some weeks before her body washed up. Whoever summoned her had known then that she was dead, before everyone else learned the truth. And therefore they were either the one to have committed the murder or to have witnessed it.

It had to be Greer – Greer who wanted the rival for Paterson’s affection out of the way. She was more rotten than I had realized – far more so.

My thoughts weaved sickly. I hid what I had found in one of the unused rooms and stood at the window. The island was still. ‘Stay away from the dolphin,’ Mary had written, and its meaning was chilling; I must not discover what had happened to Hettie as William had. I should have stayed away, remained in ignorance – to have remained in the shadow of the truth would have kept me safe, but I now knew it all. Knew everything.

I crept along the corridor and to Mary’s room; her skin was as pale as the inside of an eggshell and I saw finally what I had been blinded to for the past days, blinded by the demonstration of her affection and my resolute belief that she was healing. I had only seen what I had wanted to see. I had not read her truly – because, beyond the thawing of her heart, she remained haunted. Hettie and William’s going had not eased Mary – her condition had worsened and the lines of anxiety were deeper, her skin more taut. Whatever preyed upon her fears remained.

I returned to my room, to the cold hearth, and watched the candle flame as if it could save me from the dread that pressed once more against my chest. I remembered those nights that Hettie came and her lullaby replayed through my head – the way her rage had cut the air. I need no longer wonder at it. I closed my eyes and saw the dream where she lay upon the bed as still as a doll. The bloody tear in her dress. I recalled Mrs Lenister’s words when Hettie had the newborn in her arms and sang – she held it like her own, she had said.

The room seemed to pall, the air to grow more chilled. From the windows cloud yellowed in the moon’s light. I saw again her reflection in the mirror – pain breaking across her face. Lamplight on her cheek as she stitched the tiny clothes.

And I knew. The knowledge left me faint – Hettie had been with Paterson’s child. I felt it as a truth. For a moment my emotions stumbled into pity and then I recalled how close Mary had come to death and I hardened my heart.

Greer had murdered not just a mother but her unborn baby as well.

Dawn came, uncaring of the truth. I rose from the sheets heavier in my bones than I had been the morning before. If Mary saw the change in me she did not show it, and the bright sun drew us out again to the sand and sea.

The day seemed too dazzling not to banish the weight of horror, but every rock, every tree was painted in the same fearful knowledge, and the dread that I believed I had shuffled away wound tighter and tighter once again.

That night, in spite of exhaustion, sleep eluded me. My head ached. I did not know how I could manage the return of fear – fear made worse by what I now understood. I began to feel again the dissembling of my senses. An hour I spent, turning on the sheets in restless thought, and at the end of it, I had to know the truth and so I went to Mary’s room and shook her awake. She did not sleep deeply and her eyes came open quickly and gazed at me with alarm.

‘Mary,’ I said. ‘You told me about the dolphin and to stay away.’

She sat up, the pulse beating hard at her throat. ‘Mary,’ I pleaded, ‘if you know how Hettie and William really died or you are in danger, you can tell me.’ I put my hand on hers. It was nearly on my lips to reveal what had happened the night Ailsa and I had sent Hettie and William back to the grave. ‘Don’t you know, Mary, what lengths I would go to to protect you?’ My throat tightened. ‘You are like a sister to me now. Like Clara.’

A look of hope sprang to her expression but before I could fully appreciate it, it was sunk in fear.

‘Who?’ I begged. ‘Who means you harm?’ Because I was convinced that someone did. ‘It’s too late now, Mary. Do you understand? Too late to keep this terrible secret. They were murdered, weren’t they?’

Her eyes grew wider.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I know it all.’

Her skin paled and she reached for Bobbity, clutching her to her chest.

‘Mary,’ I took her face in my hands, ‘Mary, you have been silent long enough.’

Her mouth worked. Her lips paled but then her eyes found mine and fixed there.

‘I can’t,’ she mouthed in anguish, ‘I can’t.’

‘You must do it, Mary. You can speak safely to me. Greer, was it her?’

I held her hand tight to mine and something crumbled behind her look. She leaned in close to my ear and finally, finally unglued her tongue and, in a voice so soft I had to draw even closer, she told me everything.




38

Mary explained how William had confessed to her that he had seen Hettie’s body dragged from the beach, wrapped in sailcloth and taken out to sea. He was afraid that he had been witnessed but refused to tell Mary who had been in the boat. He knew the risk, even then. Although William had not divulged the identity of the culprit, she had understood his fear. Not more than two weeks later, his body had been found on the rocks. She had guessed he had been murdered and could think of no other way of protecting herself except by not speaking. I wanted to weep at this – at the childish trust that holding back her words might keep her safe. The weeks had passed and she had held on to her silence and then I had come and begun to ask questions and Mary had found a note on her pillow.


William died because he could not keep his tongue still. If you speak of what you know I shall still not only yours but Elspeth’s too.



The weight of her burden was so heavy on my heart that I thought it would break. She threw herself into my arms and wept, and in her tears I felt the grief and fear that had haunted her since the day of my arrival.

When she had finished, the silence grew around us. ‘What will you do, Elspeth?’ she whispered.

I did not know what I could do. But I looked down and stroked her cheek. ‘I will think of something. And your voice, it is a lovely thing, Mary. So many would be pleased to hear it.’

‘I’m afraid,’ she said again. ‘I am too afraid to speak to anyone but you.’

I understood.

‘Will you stay here tonight?’

I climbed in beside her. No more questions remained and it did not matter whether or not she knew who wrote the note; what mattered was they believed that she did. I thought of Greer’s pen inscribing the paper – printing in ink a threat to the child who had once been in her care – and was disgusted.

As I held her warm body to mine, I felt the slipping of hope. I nearly gathered up all the evidence that I held to take to Miss Gillies, but she would not want to believe Greer responsible, and what would she do?

As if sensing my thoughts, Mary pulled away. ‘You must not say anything.’

She was right, I must not. So I lay next to her and watched the shadows play against the walls and listened to the endless exhalation of the sea.

The next day the cold settled damply on everything it touched.

Soon the rain began, slipping on the windows and clinking into a pail by the door, keeping myself and Mary in. When the time came for her lessons, although it was too wet to leave, that is what I did, needing to feel the fresh air on my skin. I must think.

My feet slipped constantly on the wet pebbles and soon my face and coat were slick with moisture. In contrast to my usual experience, the further I walked from Iskar, the greater my anxiety grew. I tried to think of all the ways we might escape together, but it seemed like an impossible thing. Droplets stung my eyes and seeped into my cuffs and collar. All the while my heart was tight in my chest. Fear had found again all those places I thought had been closed after the banishing of ghosts.

I had walked nearly as far as Gulls Cry when I heard it – a high, childish scream ringing out over the wind. Terror gripped me. I imagined Mary dragged across the shingle to the water’s edge, imagined her in Greer’s clasp. Even as the scream died on the air, I was racing back across the shingle, a pain in my chest, my legs straining and feet bruised by the pressure of stones. And then I was in Iskar’s hall, panic making me shout Mary’s name.

Miss Gillies came out of the schoolroom. ‘What on earth is this? What’s the matter, Elspeth?’

I could not speak because my breath was trapped in my lungs. Behind her stood Mary, her eyes wide with surprise and alarm as I dripped water on to the tiles. She had not screamed at all, and if she had, I could not have heard her from the beach. It must have been the call of a bird – or something terror had pulled from my imagination.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘sorry, it’s nothing. Forgive me.’ Miss Gillies’ expression grew icy and Greer came into the hall and watched me with a smile.

Without even removing my coat, I ran up to my room. The rest of the afternoon passed with a strange unreality as if I had left my own skin, and my limbs walked and mouth talked but I was no longer their master and I watched myself unpinning and brushing out the tangle of hair, grains of sand falling with a scuttle of sound upon the dressing table.

When lessons came the next day, I made my way along the valley, my steps laboured. I had no desire to visit Bridget but I had promised; what I knew sat too stone-like on my chest.

She beckoned me in and bade me sit in the familiar chair and organized tea.

I answered her questions and all the time the secrets pressed.

Soon, she put down her cup, her face grave.

‘My friend, something troubles you. I can see. I have watched you, seen at times that you are unhappy or concerned, but I do not think that I have ever seen you cast down to this level. You are pale and there is fear in your eyes – fear and pain.’ She reached both hands across and clasped mine. ‘Let me help you. Tell me what has happened.’

‘I hardly dare say,’ I said finally.

‘You must. I will not think you silly and I will not take what you say back to Miss Gillies. Is it Mary?’

I shook my head, the burden of knowledge swollen in my throat, and I could not stop myself; the barrier broke and I began to weep. Once I had begun, I did not cease until the tears had run their course and all the time Bridget held me. I remembered then my mother’s arms, my cheek against her chest. Those days had been too few. She had died giving life to Clara. One heart for another.

‘Listen to me. You cannot keep whatever this is to yourself; it is clearly something of importance.’ She took my wet face in her palms and I lifted my eyes to hers. ‘I could never think you foolish and I promise that whatever you tell me, whatever I feel about it, I shall keep in confidence.’

I believed her and, as Mary had done not two days past, I told her everything.

When I had finished, shock rendered her cheeks pale. We sat in silence as she absorbed what she had learned.

Her eyes were pained. ‘It was well known that Hettie and Paterson were lovers. They hardly hid it. Stupid girl. And Greer,’ she looked at me with concern, ‘her feelings for Paterson were gossiped about long before he took Hettie. It had not occurred to me how that might have affected how she felt about her friend.’ She frowned. ‘Elspeth, it is not good that you have crossed her. I believe her capable of anything. As for Paterson,’ she almost spat on his name, ‘he is a bad creature if there ever was one. That wife and those children see his fists more often than they go to church. Perhaps he too had a hand in it. He would not have liked her to be with his child. We must notify the Edinburgh police. Justice must be served.’

‘It’s too late for police. If it becomes known, do you suppose that Mary will make it alive?’

‘You must tell Miss Gillies.’

I shook my head. ‘Miss Gillies will not want to listen. You know too well that she does not care for Mary and she owes a debt to Greer because of her mother. In a few weeks she may well have Mary committed to an asylum, anyway.’

‘And she would be safer there,’ Bridget said. ‘Dear God. You must leave, then, my friend. You must not risk yourself. Go on the next boat. It would be madness to stay.’

‘I cannot leave Mary.’

Tears sprang to her eyes, ‘You are a better soul than Mary could ever have wished for.’

‘I have thought of little else but leaving with Mary, yet how can it be achieved without someone knowing?’

She was silent for some time then she turned to me. ‘It has to be possible. It must be, Elspeth. My sister lives on one of the neighbouring islands and could secure passage to the mainland. I will give you a letter. And there is a fisherman here who owes me a favour. He would not break his silence if I asked him to take you. I believe that he would. He could.’ She clutched my palm.

‘Are you certain?’

‘It’s dangerous but you have no other choice. You have money? I have spare if you need it.’

‘I have enough and sufficient to start again somewhere. We could go to London. I would find work.’

‘But if you were caught, you could go to prison,’ she said.

I smiled because I knew by then, without a doubt, that I would risk my life or imprisonment many times over to save Mary’s.

Finally, she said, ‘You’re a good girl, Elspeth. I shall miss you.’ Her composure broke and I thought she might cry.

‘I shall take everything I have of evidence to support my case should I be caught.’

‘I will do my part and let you know as soon as I have news.’

I rose. ‘I must get back. I don’t know how to thank you, Bridget.’

But she seemed lost in reflection and gave me only a small smile. I reached out and took her hand. ‘You have been a good friend to me. The best,’ I said.

Her eyes were sad. ‘I believe, in time, we would have become great companions, but it was not to be. I will miss you so much, dearest Elspeth.’
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Outside, I paused. The valley was sculpted with the evening’s soft light. Iskar rose into the sky and I regarded it as if it were an enemy already vanquished. As clouds shifted and the setting sun glanced along its roofs and windows, I was aware of it as an entity, as if it were part of the island itself, a growth from the soil. Below it lay the sea, a silver ribbon cut with rock.

The house was still when I entered; the clock in the hall turned gratingly on the hour, as it had from that first day, and the portrait of the twins dulled in the lamplight. I stepped closer and searched William’s face. Whatever his sins, he had not deserved the fate that had awaited him.

I tried to imagine what it would be like once Mary and I had gone. I could see Miss Gillies ordering Angus to take the portrait down, and later, clearing out the playroom and bedrooms. Before long nothing would be left of them and Iskar would return to its ticking loneliness – the wind and the soft creak of wood breaking upon its silences and Miss Gillies sitting alone in the drawing room by the heat of the fire, a whisky in her hands, growing older as Iskar grew older about her.

That evening, we dined with Miss Gillies.

We ate mostly in silence, the cold curling on our ankles, but I was transfixed with Miss Gillies as she drank her wine, the way the dent at the base of her throat moved when she swallowed, how her fingers curved on the glass and how, every now and then, her gaze slid to Mary and dislike came down upon her eye like the third membrane over the cornea of a bird.

And I knew that I had been right – that Mary’s aunt, had I told her what I knew, would not have troubled herself to listen or pay heed.

In the silences, I tried to imagine London, the sound of carriage wheels and the call of flower girls. In my head I calculated my funds, mapped our journey, and I think part of me had already left Skelthsea.

In bed, my thoughts drifted back to Swan House, a place that seemed so distant now as to be a dream. I remembered the smell of the meadow clotted with buttercup and cuckoo flower, and heard the saw of crickets in the grass.

It hurt, but I did not resist and allowed the memories to roam as they pleased. I recalled the minutiae then – the chip in the sideboard where Barbara had dropped a jug, the photograph of my parents on a punt in Cambridge, and I knew that if I did not keep remembering, the day would come when I would forget. Already, it seemed that those easy days had slipped behind a door that could never be re-opened. My heart was here, with Mary who lived and breathed.

The morning brought the beginning of strong weather; wind buffeted the panes and beyond the glass the sea tore at the edges of the island. After a brief walk that left us shivering, we returned to an empty house. The servants were helping Miss Gillies with her quarterly tenant visits, armed with food parcels, and I was grateful not to have the scrutiny of others – surely my nervous excitement would be there for all to see. I suggested a game of hide-and-seek.

Mary went off first and I sat in the hall chair, remembering Miss Gillies’ story, and reaching down, found the loose thread and pulled at it with my fingers as she had done. I tried to imagine Miss Gillies as a child, her face unmarred, her future unspoiled. With my ear I traced Mary’s step and when I had reflected enough, I went to find her.

When we had finished playing, we raced through the corridors, uncaring for once of decorum and noise, and ended up at the kitchen table where I made tea and found cake and meat that Mrs Lenister had left. The room was warm and sweet and I felt such regret that we had to leave; I could have found a home here, amongst the decaying grandeur, and I recalled that first day as I stood atop the ridge with all the beauty of Skelthsea falling before me.

‘What now?’ I asked and Mary grinned, keen for another game of high activity, but I became aware of the lightness at my neck and realized, with dismay, that my locket was no longer there.

‘My locket. I’ve lost it.’

Mary looked at me with such alarm that I would have laughed had I not felt so near to crying, and I tried to think of all the places we had hidden and all the dusty corners in which I had crouched.

‘Mary, if I take the upstairs, would you check the ground floor?’ She nodded, running off without hesitation, and I retraced my steps, scouring the carpets with growing distress. So many rooms, so many places. Eventually I descended the stairs and found Mary coming in from the scullery corridor.

‘I cannot find it,’ I said, and she gave me an anxious look but was not quick enough to hide the nervous clutching of her fingers as she put one arm behind her back.

‘What have you there?’

She did not answer.

‘What is it?’

And slowly, she brought her hand round and opened it. There on her palm lay the locket. Jubilation was quickly followed by confusion at her apparent reluctance to show me.

‘Why didn’t you find me right away?’ I took it and peered down. Mud was engrained in the silverwork and in the chain as though it had been trodden into dirt. I looked at Mary with wonder and took in for the first time the wet tendrils of her hair and the cold flush on her skin. She had not found this in the house. I realized then that I could have as easily dropped it outside Iskar as in. But that was not where I had suggested she look.

‘This was outside, Mary,’ I said. ‘You found this outside.’ I gazed at her with wonder. Her expression was too guarded. What had I missed? When understanding came to me it left me breathless. She had known by some strange talent. And I recalled what Miss Gillies had said of Hettie’s ability to find lost things. Perhaps it had never been Hettie’s gift at all but had always been Mary’s. I remembered Mary’s curious skill in reading my thoughts. Mary – it had never been otherwise. I was sure of it. But before I could say anything her feet were thumping up the stairs followed by the distant banging of a door.
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I stood for a moment, shock pinning me to the tiles, and then I ran after her. It did not take long to find her: she was sitting on her bed, her back to me.

I sat beside her with a sort of horrified awe. ‘It was always you, wasn’t it? It was never Hettie that had the gift?’

She did not reply.

‘Hettie covered for you. Why did she do that? Were you with Hettie the day Greer’s necklace was found? Was it you that found it?’

Her look was half sad, half angry. She opened her mouth, checked around to make sure no one was there to hear. ‘Yes, it was me. William said I should not tell, and Hettie liked what people thought of her. She did not care if they said she was strange.’

We sat for a while with only the sound of the wind and the lap of the tide from beyond the windows. As I scoured her face, it seemed to me to be one of someone many years beyond her age. I had underestimated her. The evening that she had begged me not to leave her – I had been so distracted that I had misunderstood her and replied that I had not been planning to leave Skelthsea – that was not what she had been asking. She had been asking me to stay that night with her, in her room. She knew that something would happen. And then Hettie had taken her to the Fiaclach. Finally, I recalled the time she told me that she was to die.

‘Are they always true?’ I asked. ‘Your predictions?’

Her eyes were as clear as glass: the answer was there.

‘Can things be changed?’

She picked at Bobbity’s hair. ‘I don’t know.’

A sudden squall of rain snapped at the panes and somewhere far off a tile rattled. Her fingers tightened on the doll. Below us, the hall clock chimed the hour and then, as though spent, the house fell again to silence, but some sense of safety and confidence that I had been clinging to slipped a little away.

I got up and went to her basin and rinsed the locket, drying it on the hand towel, and then I clipped it once again around my neck. I saw my face in the mirror but did not want to meet my own thoughts. Behind me, Mary looked up and caught my eye and I could not, as hard as I tried, read her.

The remainder of the afternoon we spent quietly, but she was unhappy. She had not wanted me to know. Was she afraid that I would be disappointed? Did she think that I would tell someone? Why would she not trust me if she trusted Hettie?

Slowly, the wind rose around the house and the trees shook, making shadows on the faded wallpaper. Miss Gillies returned, weary and pale, and fell asleep with a whisky on the tray before her. Mrs Lenister brought broth and oat cakes to the playroom but I could not eat, and although I tried for conversation, it seemed that every word I uttered cut deeper into the silence between us.

Bed could not come too soon and I lay listening to the wind pulling at the island. Wrong, wrong, wrong. I sensed it again, something bent in my logic, something I had missed, and I felt as if I were falling – falling through water, through the unseeing cold, and missing some truth that would not show itself. I had lost the voice tinged with pipe smoke, lost the sound of Clara’s laugh. All I had left was the fragile stem of my own bones and my love for Mary. But that too left me cold with doubt.

The storm came and left in its wake a sort of unearthly stillness, as if the tide itself was holding its breath before breaking loose again upon the shore.

The following morning, the fires burned downstairs and the scents of Iskar seemed new – the breath of paraffin and wax, of peat and cooking, and behind that, always, always the smell of the sea and its clinging brine. It was absorbed in everything – in the fabric of tree and grass and rock. To live here was always to be somehow part of it.

At breakfast, Miss Gillies chatted inconsequentially, her mood lifted by an onerous task discharged, and Mary sat more quietly than ever, although we caught each other once in a sidelong glance and her eyes found my locket.

It was a strange walk that we took that morning, across a beach littered with broken branches, pieces of fence, a twisted lobster pot. The sun was hidden, leaving no shadows on the sand. Later we made our procession to church, Miss Gillies in front, Mary at her side, and I could not take my eyes from their stiff figures: aunt and niece, the last of the Gillies line. Halfway up the path, Mary turned and regarded me with a flat look.

At the village, there was a pause and the usual flurry of conversation, but instead I turned and viewed Iskar: its gabled roof, arabesque arches and then higher up the tiny panes of the attics. I felt like a giant then – as if my fingers had prised open the house to examine the contents, to move furniture from this room to that and to pick up the people – Hettie, Greer and Mary – as if they were dolls.

I heard nothing of the service or the echoing hymn and earnest sermon. Afterwards, I waited in line behind Miss Gillies as she made her goodbyes to the Argylles with the half-light of dusk beyond the doors. Even before Miss Gillies had finished, I felt Bridget’s eyes upon me and I pricked awake. Mary turned and watched me with such intensity that I believed she knew what was in my thoughts.

As Argylle clasped my hand and muttered pleasant good wishes, I could feel the urgency of Bridget’s mood, and when she took my palm the quickest of glances showed me that she had passed a folded note into my fingers and I closed my glove around it and slipped it into my pocket. Beyond the clatter of voices the island was still. The weather vane barely turned. My heart began to beat hard in my chest.

Back at the house, I made my excuses and took the stairs to my room and pulled out the note with trembling fingers:


Be at the North Beach tonight at 11. Bring only what you cannot leave and money for the boat. Dress warm and take care.

Your friend



Tears pricked my eyes and I tried to envisage our escape and the London I had been imagining with its boarding house. I pictured the plump-breasted owner and narrow rooms – a press with a faulty hinge – tables laid for breakfast and dull polished silver, cheap candlesticks and outside the rattle of wheels on the cobbled streets. I saw us in twin beds in a whitewashed room. Saw Mary’s open expression, free finally of the ghosts and fear that had followed her on Skelthsea. I would teach her all she needed to know to lead a useful life. I would be the sister I had been to Clara. I would be all those things.

My mind turned over what could be kept and what could be left: I had to consider Mary too, but I was not so poor that I could not buy what we needed in London, and had enough for some months in cheap lodgings until I found a position. Yes, it was all possible.

And once free, Mary would have the confidence to speak to all who addressed her, and as for her abilities, hadn’t I heard that children grew out of their peculiar sensitivities with age? This strange gift that she had, might she not leave it behind with the years? And would Miss Gillies even seek for her?

Dinner was taken with Miss Gillies but my mind was so busy that I was hardly aware of that final meal until Mrs Lenister came in with her smile and placed a bowl upon the sideboard. The candle flames bowed to her movement. She smelt of herbs and something sweet. Miss Gillies turned her cuff and looked up. ‘Is that the last of the plums?’

‘Good crop, but that’s the lot until next year.’

‘How quickly winter always comes,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘Before you realize.’

‘Aye, that’s the truth, but spring arrives as quickly too. I made the sponge you like for the fruit.’ A warmth passed between them, so fast it could easily have taken place unnoticed, and I realized then all the kinder notes inside the phrases that I had missed.

When I put Mary to bed, the words about our escape were on my tongue but I found that I could not utter them. I would wait until the moment we left. And if she already knew, then she could ask me, I reasoned.

As I sat later with Miss Gillies, I allowed myself to drift in the quiet of the room, in the fire’s flickering shadow and the tick of the clock. I found myself looking with a different eye upon the birds in their case and the porcelain vases, and I realized that I was committing them to memory and that one day, long into the future and with enough distance, I might relive the time that I had spent here, might even dream that I was sitting upon this very chair with this very book I had with me now.

It grew late and I stood; Miss Gillies had fallen asleep. I walked to the door, but as I touched the handle she stirred and woke, and I turned.

She tried to mask a yawn. ‘Is that the time already? I must go to bed too. Goodnight, Elspeth,’ and there was a pause behind her words and my thoughts softened. It was a final goodbye.
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Upstairs, there was no time to ponder my decision. It was too late now and I must see it to the very end. I pulled out a chair and took a case from the top of the press and laid it on the bed. It did not take me long to pack – I had so little that could not be easily replaced. I waited, listening, and then I crept to Mary’s room and took the clothes and the toys that she most valued. And even when I had finished, the case was but three-quarters full.

The air smelt of damp satin and leather and I closed the clasp and waited, reminded of that day that I had stood on the pier at Mallaig and watched the boat slice the waters. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I was not the person I had been then. I was finally fully grown.

I recalled that last morning with Clara, how the wind had carried the spring’s scents through the open window and into the parlour. How we had planned our new dresses and counted how many coins we would have spare for some good meat. I had turned to pick up my pencil and continue my list when Clara had placed her hand over mine.

‘Thank you,’ she said and there had been a look of such earnest gratitude that my eyes had filled.

‘Don’t be silly, Clara, it is only what you would do for me.’

‘I would do anything for you, Elspeth, if I could,’ and she reached into her pocket and passed me something, clumsily swaddled in brown paper.

‘What is this?’ I said.

Her love laid itself over my heart and my eyes burned as I fumbled with the wrapping.

‘So that we shall always be together.’

I opened the locket and there, forever held in silver, were our two images.

When it was time, I tiptoed into the hall where the dusky smell of lamps bloomed on the air and I woke Mary from her bed. She asked no questions but let me help her dress and it was only as I handed her Bobbity and she noticed my case by the door that I told her of what was planned.

Our feet were loud on the pebbles, and as we rounded the bay the smell of pine hung in the air like a final song. Somewhere above us an owl’s call shivered through the night. As we approached the north beaches, cloud began to pass across the moon and I crouched in the shadow of the cliffs and lit our lantern. The tide was coming up and licking at the silty sand, but there was little noise save our boots and laboured breath. Mary, who had hold of my hand, stopped, pulling me sharply to a halt.

‘Hurry,’ I said, ‘we don’t have time.’

‘I’m scared,’ she said.

I put down my case and bent and kissed her forehead. ‘I’m scared too.’

We had reached the end of the strand and were climbing on the rocky plateau towards the caves. Above us, gulls fluttered and cawed gently from their roosts. My arm grew sore and I swapped the case for the other hand. Finally, we were on shingle once more and Bridget was ahead, wrapped in a scarf and heavy coat. My heart let go of its fears and I ran to her.

‘Quick,’ she said. ‘Hurry,’ and I followed her to the little boat pulled half up on the sand.

‘Take care here, take care. I had to row it round, so as not to be seen. The bigger boat is behind the point.’

I glanced at Mary, at her liquid eyes. ‘It’ll be all right, Mary. Soon we’ll be safe.’

Bridget took my case and helped Mary into the boat and then together we pushed it into the waves and waded in until it was afloat. I gasped as the water found my skin and my skirts billowed up like an umbrella.

‘Quickly,’ Bridget said. The vessel tipped a little but Bridget steadied us with the paddles.

I looked to Mary, clutched her hand and gazed up at the stars, scattered like white dust across the heavens. My feet and hands were numb but excitement took away the feeling of cold. Bridget began to row and I turned to watch the beach retreating.

We did not speak. I was aware of the steady cut and splash of the oars as they cleaved the waves. The air grew wetter. The boat swung, leaving a white rip upon the ocean. My feelings were so bright and highly charged that I could not separate apprehension from hope, excitement from fear. We were heading towards the open ocean now where a sea fret began to creep in low over the water.

‘The mist,’ I said. ‘Will we be all right to get to the other island?’

She gave a low chuckle. ‘You’re still a city girl, Elspeth. That’s nothing.’

‘How will we get on the other boat?’

‘He’s anchored off the water yonder. He’ll throw me a line and you and Mary will have to ladder it up the side.’

I thought incongruously of the civilized afternoon teas at Swan House: I could never have imagined such adventures would be ahead. But suddenly, something in the air changed, an alteration in energy. Bridget’s scrutiny was fixed seawards but Mary had gone still. She took my gaze and dragged it to a little panel on the boat’s inside and my heart fluttered.

The Dolphin. The boat was named ‘The Dolphin’. I looked at Mary again. It meant nothing, a coincidence, but Mary’s eyes held a knowledge that I was not party to. Mary, with her gift. Don’t go near the dolphin, she had written. All this time I had been fixed on the brooch, but what if that was not what she had been talking of? Mary’s eyes slid to Bridget. Was I to believe that Bridget, my friend, my one companion on Skelthsea, was the person pitched against us? Not her. I sought out Mary’s look and she answered it. And with the dawning of horror, I knew that Bridget had always been the one of whom I should be afraid.

I turned slowly to her, the comprehension chilling, but it was too late. She had observed what I had been too late to hide. She stilled her oars, leaving just a splash at the bow.

Silence, not even the wind, only a yawning quiet.

‘You,’ my voice was ragged.

‘I killed Hettie, yes.’

I twisted to look at the shore but it was too far away. I did not even know if Mary could swim.

‘Why?’

‘I would have put up with an affair, but she was going to give Robert what he most wanted – a child.’ And behind the kindly lines of her face, another showed, cut with grief and bitterness.

‘I thought it was Paterson,’ I said.

‘She could have had any man she wanted – she may have slept with Paterson but it was Robert who lost his heart and gave her what I wanted with all mine.’

‘And William saw you?’

‘They were evil. Skelthsea was better without them.’ She took up the oars again.

‘Let us go,’ I said. ‘Take us to the boat. I won’t tell. I’ll never tell.’

The slip of the wood through the water was her only answer and a new terror clutched at me.

‘Tell me that there is a boat,’ I said.

‘No boat. This is it.’

‘I cannot believe this of you. Please.’

But suddenly Mary stood, rocking the vessel, her face creased with fury.

‘They were never evil. He was not bad. She’s lying, Elspeth. Hettie was good and William was good. Hettie protected us. She made it up.’

Bridget’s lips tightened. ‘Hettie was a whore!’

‘You made them look bad. William never hurt a creature – never in his life. He loved them. And Hettie, Hettie was kind.’ Tears began to fill her eyes and I turned to Bridget in horror and disgust.

‘You did those things? You made it so that everyone thought it was William and Hettie.’ And I was assailed with a sudden hopelessness. I thought of all the conversations she had fed with lies until I was so full of them it left no space for truth. If Bridget was capable of that then there could surely be no part of her that I could reach. I pulled Mary to my side.

Bridget shrugged and I was mesmerized by the strong rhythm of her shoulders and how the boat went relentlessly on.

‘I thought,’ she said finally, ‘if I made it so that she was wicked, that Robert would leave her alone. Although his flesh is weak his moral spirit is strong. He could not have bedded a witch.’

I felt sick. ‘Stop now,’ I pleaded. ‘Take us back. Haven’t you caused enough pain, Bridget? I thought you were my friend.’

‘And so I am.’

But the blank stare she returned showed me the truth. She did not care. And then behind us there was a shout. I turned. A figure scrambled across the rocks, hair loosed down her back. ‘Stop,’ she yelled, ‘I won’t lie for you any longer.’

And I realized, with shock, that it was Greer.

She stood, her face white in the semi-darkness, clutching her hands as if in despair and a spark of hope lit my chest.

But in that second, with my back to Bridget, there was a push and I pitched forward and was in the water, the cold a bolt to my heart. I reached up for the boat to cling to but only for a moment was I on the surface. Mary’s scream tore at the air and then I was dragged under, sinking through the blackness, my body weighted like stone.
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Time slowed and I was bound by the water – a blind creature in an icy womb. And the world paused. The drag from the bottom pulled at me and I imagined the dolls in their coffins, imagined Hettie – her hair waving in the water. I had been wrong; Hettie had never been bad, and in that moment with my life shrinking I understood. Hettie had not taken Mary to the Fiaclach to harm her but led me there to save her. In everything, she sought only to protect. And I had sent her away.

The silence was as deep and still as distant galaxies. Every piece of my life came polished to diamond sharpness, fragments hurled at me with the speed of comets: the coiling smoke of Swan House, my mother’s face with death upon it, the warmth of Clara’s hand – no regret: my heart was as flat as paper.

And then, through the darkness, through the myriad of images, I heard her. ‘Elspeth,’ she said, and the letters were not jumbled as they had been in life. Her voice was as clear as birdsong. For an instant, she was there – her beautiful, imperfect face – Clara. I not only heard and saw her but I felt her, once again, like a piece of my soul and I came awake and began to struggle – a slow, weightless dance that dragged me from death, while above, the moon pierced the dark like a silver shilling. I fought until I came gasping and coughing to the surface. The beach was too far but there was Greer, on a lip of rock that jutted into the sea.

‘This way,’ she screamed.

I whipped my head round and saw in alarm that the boat was turning behind the cliffs, Mary’s ashen face frozen in horror. I pushed through the waves, my arms aching, to where Greer lay on her belly with her hands outstretched. The tide pushed me closer and finally, I felt the grip of her palm. For a moment, our eyes met, then she dragged me from the water, ripping my stockings and skirts.

I had hardly stood when Greer was running ahead along the narrow ledge that abutted the cliffs and I followed, pulling off my sodden boots and skirts as I went.

And then we were high up, above a sheer drop where the boat below was as insubstantial as a toy. The mist was taking hold, thickening like a web around them. Wind tore at my hair and whipped through the crags.

‘Bridget,’ I screamed, but Greer turned to me and shook her head. Her hand went to mine and passed something. Looking down, I saw in my palm what she had given me and I gazed at her wonderingly.

Above us the grasses whistled and the moon dipped out of cloud and I was aware of a strange, other-worldly certainty about what I was to do. Slowly, I lifted it to my lips. Its texture was soft, and as it lay upon my mouth, seemed to adjust to my own skin. For a pause, the edges of the world’s limits stretched and shivered on the night’s breath.

I blew.

The sound was familiar, thin and reedy, but this time, seemed to come from deep inside me as if the widows’ whistle were a mere appendage and the calling back of Hettie was a plea from my own soul. I felt the essence of her on my flesh, the scent of her in my nostrils, and the imprint of her heart laid itself over mine. In that moment, I saw her inside out – the flaws and the strengths. I experienced the tearing of her loss and the burning of her love. She had not been wicked, only human. Only human. Like me.

Greer began to scramble down the rocks.

I followed her down. We were near the water now and the boat, disrobed momentarily from the fog, was revealed – Bridget at the bow, Mary at the other end.

‘Mary,’ I made to jump but Greer gripped me hard and pulled me back.

‘Don’t be a fool. You’ll drown. Look –’

And as I watched, the mist swelled again and rolled like smoke until the boat was hidden.

‘Mary,’ I tried to launch myself once more.

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ she spat. ‘You’ll die on the rocks first and it will all be for nothing.’ She grasped my arm and we clambered further along.

Lower down, the silence deepened and I recalled the strange quietness of Hettie’s lullaby, the sense of the physical world being twisted slightly out of kilter, the instinct that other forces had taken a hand. I felt it again.

There was a splash and my heart froze, and then the sound of the boat returning, but mist hugged the vessel and there was nothing to see.

‘It’s coming back,’ Greer said, and we were running along the rocks and to the beach, the sound of oars growing louder. I dreaded what I might witness and I stood, terrified that only Bridget would return.

The shreds of cloud parted and for an instant, I believed there was a pair of slim arms upon the oars, but the sea fret fell again and then the vessel hit the lip of sand and we were wading in to drag it on to the beach. Mary sat alone.

She flung herself into me and buried her damp head to my chest. Wordless, I sank to my knees and held her until the fear had passed. I was too empty for talk, too shocked to speak, and when we rose, I could only put one foot in front of the other. Greer had already gone.
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The hall at Iskar was still – peat smoke and dust. I was shivering. I sent Mary upstairs to change but I could not move. Greer came through from the scullery and placed my case upon the tiles. I had not seen her take it from the boat.

‘I thought you hated me,’ I said.

‘Perhaps I do.’

Her face was waxy, her eyes masked, and she shrugged her shoulders and left. I climbed the stairs to get out of my wet things. Afterwards, I crept into Mary’s room where she sat, draped in her counterpane.

‘Are you cold?’ I asked.

‘A little.’ Her cheeks were very pink.

‘What happened?’

‘Hettie came, Elspeth. She took Bridget into the water.’ Her eyes were bright with shock.

‘You loved Hettie.’

She nodded. ‘But I love you better.’

‘Let me get you something hot from the kitchen.’

She looked at me shyly. ‘I’d rather you sat here.’ So I sat beside her and put my hands over hers.

‘Shall we tell Miss Gillies what happened?’

She shook her head.

‘Did you make any of the pebbles?’ I asked, curiously.

‘Greer showed me. She told me they would help bring them back if I wanted them enough. They did come back, but then they left again and I did not use them after what you said.’

Mary believed that she had brought William and Hettie. At some point I would tell her the whole truth. Not now.

‘Where’s Bobbity?’

‘She fell in the water.’

‘I’m sorry.’

But she laid her head against me. ‘It’s all right, Elspeth.’

We sat for a while and then I stood. ‘There’s something I must do.’

In the kitchen, I heated water and found whisky and honey and made up a drink. The stairs to the servants’ quarters were narrow. My candle flickered on the crumbling plaster and cold blew in from beneath doors.

At the top, I paused. Mrs Lenister’s snoring drifted in the passageway. I tiptoed along the corridor to Greer, knocked and went in. She was sitting on the bed, the covers around her shoulders. Although she barely acknowledged me, she took the drink.

‘How did you know that we were planning to leave tonight?’

‘Mrs Argylle told me.’

I remembered what she had called from the rocks, that she would no longer lie. ‘What has been your part, Greer?’

She stared at me, half angry, half sad. Then she leaned her chin on her palms and sighed.

‘A long time ago, I took a confession to the minister, but Mrs Argylle heard all that I said to him.

‘When Hettie began her affair, Mrs Argylle threatened to tell Miss Gillies everything she knew about me if I did not help her. That would have been the end for me.’ She looked up with something like bitterness. ‘I’m not like you. I do not have money or education or good looks. I do not have skills that I can take elsewhere. This is the only home I have ever known and the only place that would ever feel so. Miss Gillies is the one person in the world who cares for me. And so I did what Mrs Argylle asked.’ Her voice fell to a whisper.

‘She made me take the animals up to the stones and she spread the word of Hettie and William’s wickedness. And when that failed she killed Hettie. I left the goodbye letter she wrote for Miss Gillies to find and hid Hettie’s things at Gulls Cry. I did as she asked. She told me that William had seen. I begged him to keep his mouth shut, but it was in his eye whenever she was there. He was not the sort of boy to keep a secret. Not one like that, and Mrs Argylle knew it.’ She gave something like a gasp. ‘I could not believe that she would kill a child, though; I did not dream that she could be that evil. But she was, and after she had done it I saw her face as she regarded Mary. She thought Mary knew as well and she would have got rid of her too, and so, yes, I called Hettie back because Hettie loved them and she would have stopped Mrs Argylle. Then you came and spoiled it.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘I knew that you would not leave well alone.’

‘I have learned something of what happened to you as a child, Greer,’ I said.

Looking down, she picked at a thread on her shawl.

‘I know about your mother and what happened to her, how they treated her. I know that the Gillies sisters made a pet of you but were unkind too.’

She sat so still, so heavy, but her sadness bruised the air.

‘I am sorry for how that must have been. I know what it is to lose a mother, Greer.’

She watched me sullenly.

‘Life was not easy for you. Will you tell me what happened all that time ago?’

She opened then closed her mouth, but her need to confess was too strong.

‘I hurt Miss Gillies and Evangeline. I’m the reason they fell out and the reason she got the burn.’

Her grey eyes barely moved. ‘There was a house of dolls.’ Her look was wistful. ‘I had never loved a thing so much as that. It was Iskar, and in my games the dolls were all those who lived here. I imagined that I were living here too, with all the warmth and riches. But at night my mother wept.’ She paused. ‘She was so unhappy. Then my mother killed herself, here at Iskar.’ The room seemed to breathe; the candle shivered on its wick. I could not take my gaze from her.

‘And I took the dolls and when I imagined they were Evangeline and Miss Gillies, I put all my rage into those tiny bodies.’ She stopped as though shocked by her own words. ‘And that rage somehow went into them, and things went bad – bad between them when they had been friends before.’ She paused. ‘But they were kinder to me than ever, all of them, all of the Gillieses, and they gave me a home and trained me up to be Miss Gillies’ own maid. They taught me my letters, and later I regretted it.’

‘You used the dolls again when I was here?’

She flushed. ‘It helped to bring them here.’

‘And the ones of Mary and me?’

‘Not to harm you. To do the opposite – I left you both safe beneath the bed in the doll’s house – only you took them.’

The boards creaked as she shifted her weight. ‘I did not like that I had had the power over the dolls. It was wrong, and that is the confession I took to the minister. I told him everything. Nearly everything.’

‘What didn’t you confess?’

‘The widows’ whistle.’

And I felt its weight in my pocket and recalled the way it had moulded to my desire and shuddered.

‘What did Argylle say?’

She shrugged. ‘He was kind. He told me to make amends as best I could and to pray for forgiveness. He told me to keep my silence.’ She looked up. ‘Perhaps that was wrong, but I believe that he wanted to protect me.’

‘How did you come to have a widows’ whistle?’

‘My grandmother had gifts.’ Her eyes dared me to challenge her. ‘She told me many things and once she showed me what she kept buried in a box beneath some rocks. She told me what it was for and showed me how to make one. I loved my mother.’ For the first time, there was a crack in her voice. ‘I found the box and took the widows’ whistle. I called my mother back.’ Her pale face whitened further. ‘But a ghost is not a person. They come back as only shadows and they are not happy. Not happy to be called from rest, and so I had her return.’ She stopped talking; the memories pressed into the air. ‘That was the secret that I dared not tell him. And that secret must stay so.’ She looked at me then, her expression opaque.

‘I took the whistle from the doll’s house. Did you make another?’

‘There was bone and skin that I hid in William’s room. It was not hard to fashion a new one.’

I recalled that moment in the graveyard just before I had been pushed, the sound of the footstep in the wet grasses, and knew it had been Bridget who caused me to fall. I remembered the lullaby coming through the mist. Hettie had come not to harm me but to save me.

In my mind’s eye I saw the photograph of them, the one Miss Gillies had sent; the way Hettie’s arm draped across the children’s shoulders. It had not been with possession, I realized now, but love.

‘And William? Did you call him too?’

She shook her head. ‘Perhaps they were bound together. I do not know. There is magic there I do not understand.’

‘I only ever wanted to help Mary,’ I said.

‘We did not need you here. I would have looked after her. I would have kept her safe.’

‘Did you take Mary to the Fiaclach the night before we both fell ill? Was that you?’

‘I had to continue to do Mrs Argylle’s bidding, but no, I would not have done that and she did not ask me. If someone took Mary there, it was her. It would not be the first time that she had gained access. The house is never locked.’

‘But how would she have got Mary away without Mary knowing her?’

She flushed. ‘Mrs Argylle gave me chocolate that I was to leave for Mary – those nights, she would have nightmares and sometimes fell so deeply into sleep that Mrs Argylle could have carried her anywhere without waking.’

I saw again Miss Gillies’ disgust and Mary trapped in the terror of her dreams. The nightmares had been Bridget’s doing too and I was repulsed to the core.

‘I believe Mrs Argylle wanted Miss Gillies to send her away,’ she continued. ‘Although she killed William, I believe it did not sit well with her. And if you had not interfered, it would have happened sooner and Mary would have been safe.’

‘Safe? Safe in an asylum? Condemned to a diagnosis of insanity? Miles from friend or family?’

She regarded me stonily.

‘You could have made a friend of me, Greer. I would have helped.’

‘Make a friend of you? I saw the way you looked at me, just like the rest with all your bookish ways. What would you have said if I told you about the widows’ whistle or murder?’

Shame seeped through me. She was right. The glass rattled in its frame as the wind rushed outside. She leaned forward and I caught some of her rage. ‘But you sent them away. It was you, wasn’t it? I saw your fear when my Hettie returned, and then I saw your triumph when she had gone.’ There was a rent in her voice and I glanced away.

‘And now?’ I said.

She stood and began to comb her hair. She moved slowly and without haste, as she might at the end of any day, her feet solid on the boards, her fingers measured.

‘I don’t intend to tell Miss Gillies of tonight’s events, or your part,’ I said. ‘What the island will surmise if Bridget’s body washes up, I do not know.’

‘It will not.’ And there was a certainty to her look. that I did not question I put my hand into my pocket and drew out the whistle. It lay light on my palm, innocuous. It was hard to imagine how much could be achieved by the mere blowing of it.

‘This belongs with you, Greer. I believe you would not use it ill.’

Her eyes widened and, slowly, she nodded.

I waited, but she began taking out her night things. She did not want me there.

‘Thank you, Greer,’ I said and went to the door.

But as I pushed it open, I hesitated and retraced my steps. She faced me then and stilled. I went up to her and put a hand on her arm. It was warm and smooth and I saw the darker flecks in her irises. ‘You’re too good for Paterson. We could be friends now, Greer, couldn’t we?’

She regarded me and some of her hostility came to rest in her eyes. ‘Goodnight, miss,’ she said.

And so I left her, closing the door behind me, and found my way back to the stale breath of the kitchen and to the hall where the fires were now cold, and I climbed the stairs. At the top, I steadied myself on the newel post. Above me, the lamps glowed, half asleep, their yellow light spilling dream-like on the corridor. I felt my skin as if it were new and marvelled at how it had held me through all that had been so dreadful but also all that had brought delight. I felt the impermanency of life and the steadfastness of love. I remembered those minutes in the water and the moment that I had heard Clara. I paused and re-imagined her, as she had been, my sister, my friend, my beloved.

The house was quiet now, returned to timbers and mossy tiles, to chimneys blackened by smoke and dust and faded carpets. A house where Mrs Lenister hummed cheerily in the great kitchen and Miss Gillies reigned in quiet but dignified disappointment. A house with generations of secrets and all the heart’s joys and sorrows held only by crumbling walls. I passed through the corridor as if in a dream and to my own room.

Mary was standing at the window waiting for me and I went and stood beside her and gazed out to where the moon cast the shadow of the church across the valley.

‘They are there,’ she whispered.

And finally I saw them, as clear as a reflection in glass: Hettie with her curled hair and pale cheeks, and a boy whose face I knew as well as I ever could without having seen it in the flesh.

Mary leaned into me. I could not draw my eyes from their figures. Occasionally a breeze caught Hettie’s dress, but there was a stillness about them so profound that it did not obey the normal laws of physics.

‘Hettie and William,’ Mary said, laying her cheek against me, and I slipped my arm around her.

‘Hettie and William,’ I repeated, but as I watched, their figures grew thinner, becoming more like the bending grass and wind, more like the shape of the sea behind, more like the tussocked ground, until finally, the ridge stood empty, but for the blazing wonder of the moon.
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