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Prologue


24th December 1932


There was not a sound to be heard, nor a creature abroad to hear it. The village lay still and cold in the moonlight, the long street a pale ribbon, the cottages on its either side no more than inky smudges, their windows set too deep to gleam. Only on the stained glass of the church did the moon’s reflection catch at the little panes and shatter into spangles. 


Inside, silently as midnight came, the villagers bent their heads and clasped their hands. Some were praying, some merely waiting; but others, struck by awe, let their thoughts drift up and out into the moonlight, over the quiet countryside to other churches where other heads were bent in silence, to stables where donkeys might kneel if the legends were true, across the seas to distant lands where prayers were said in strange tongues and people quite unlike themselves were awestruck too.


Peace on earth, they told themselves, thinking of those faraway places. Joy to the world, they thought; the words lately sung, still resounding. Silent night, holy night. If only they had known.


For at that moment, not five miles away, klaxons shrieked and guards bellowed, their boots ringing out on the iron-hard ground as they gave chase. Out upon the hills, hunched shapes flitted and darted between the shadows, each one cursing the moonlight. 


Later that same night, not five miles away, a bell would toll and women’s screams peal out as flames leapt merrily higher and higher. Black smoke rising in billows from a chapel roof would hide the moon. 


And before the morning came, not five miles away, alone in his bed, a man would quietly die.
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February 1933


Gilverton, my husband’s home, where I have lived for more than half my life now, is not a bower at the best of times, and the dregs of winter in early 1933 were amongst the worst of times I could remember. There had been a perfect Christmas, with just enough sharpness in the air to feel seasonal and just enough frost underfoot to give some sparkle to one’s daily walk, but it was followed by gales and torrents throughout January which had gradually chilled until the downpours of freezing rain became, by degrees, deluges of thick, wet snow. Then, as February neared, the temperature plummeted, the head-high snowdrifts solidified into impenetrable barriers, the roadside puddles and rills froze to make treacherous patches of black ice lurking around every corner, and the coke boiler, which had squatted in the lower regions of the house like a troll under a bridge for sixty years, finally gave one last smoky cough and died.


Disaster, and the more chastening for our knowing it was disaster courted, for we had been leaning heavily on the coke boiler trying to save firewood, since the woodpile was under a cap of frozen snow three feet deep and the yard around it had been turned into a curling rink by a burst downpipe.


Hugh was bereft; the coke boiler was a good friend of his childhood. Advancing maturity had been marked by his father allowing him first to rake, then to stoke, then finally, when he was twelve, to lay and light and regulate the thing. Still one sometimes found him down there leaning on the open firebox door and jabbing a poker lazily into the pulsing orange heap of coke, the way that other men lean over gates and use a switch to scratch the back of a sow.


So I could not, in all conscience, give vent to the many thoughts arising in me while I stood in the boiler room with a sable stole over my mink coat and an India-rubber hot-water bottle tucked into my belt. These were thoughts about my suggestion – not three years before – regarding central heating, gas-fired and reliable, sending piping hot water coursing around the house to pulsate in the coils of radiators and come pouring and steaming out of taps and shower baths in all of our old dressing rooms. I had imagined lying in a gleaming new bath, my hair springing into curls, and looking forward to padding across a warm bathroom to my warm bedroom and, if I realised I had left my book downstairs, slipping along a warm corridor to a warm stairway to cross a warm hall to fetch it.


I stamped my feet, encased in wool socks and alpine bootees, on the stone floor of the boiler room and rummaged about until my hands, in gloves shoved into the pockets of my mink, found the bottom edge of the hot-water bottle hanging from my waistband.


Hugh hit the glass face of the boiler gauge with a spanner and sighed. I could see the sigh in a long white jet of steam.


‘Alec rang again,’ I said. Hugh grunted. ‘He’s got lots of room and the road’s not bad between us and there.’ Another grunt. ‘And it would let the servants get a terrific head start on the spring cleaning. We could probably start fishing parties in March in that case.’ Hugh cocked his head, mildly interested. ‘Also,’ I went on, hoping I was not too transparent; Hugh loathes to be managed, ‘I don’t think Alec’s new boiler is that wonderful from what he’s said. It would be useful to see where he went wrong … Before you start deciding what to do here.’ There was a silence. Of course, Hugh would love to discover that ‘young Osborne’ had wasted his money on an inferior system and nothing would give him more pleasure than to point out its deficiencies. Also, and in direct contradiction, he would find it easier to repair to Dunelgar, Alec’s house, if it were only a little more comfortable, a little warmer, and not an utter collapse into Sybaritism.


‘It’s a sad state of affairs,’ Hugh said at last, ‘when you can’t get a tradesman to pop along the road in a spot of frost to take on an honest job of work. Makes you ask why we fought the war.’


Sensing imminent capitulation, I said nothing. It was eighty miles from Edinburgh where the plumber had his shop and Hugh’s ‘spot of frost’ had just the previous day turned a milk cart over into a snow bank so deep that one of the churns sank and was assumed lost until springtime. Fighting wars, for any reason, seemed something of a red herring, frankly.


Hugh sighed again, hit the gauge one last mournful little blow and turned to face me.


‘Very well then, Dandy,’ he said. ‘Ring him and tell him we’ll be there for tea.’ He looked me up and down. ‘But you might need to do something,’ he added, gesturing vaguely. ‘You look rather peculiar.’


I was wearing one of his dressing gowns over my clothes under my mink and I daresay that, added to the hot-water bottle, it had bestowed an unusual silhouette upon me. I smiled tightly and again said nothing, knowing that at Alec’s I would not need so much as an angora cardigan around my shoulders. I was lying about his heating system to Hugh.


So that – the demise of the coke boiler – is why, on the Monday the post finally restarted, when the roads were open again, when the unstoppable chain of events began, we were at the breakfast table at Dunelgar: Alec, Hugh and me. We each had an enormous budget of letters after the hiatus at the Dunkeld sorting office and set to with our paper knives and an extra cup of coffee to sort the inevitable bills from the unwanted invitations and, in Alec’s and my case, to truffle out the hoped-for pleas from clients who might furnish us with work.


Not that life at Dunelgar hung heavy. Far from it. Alec might be finding it a trial to be all things to all men when he was used to living quietly alone but he was managing it splendidly: entering into Hugh’s deliberations over boilers like a master plumber every morning and then turning on a sixpence to sit with me after luncheon talking piffle and throwing bone rings for our dogs along the gallery. 


Hugh was greatly pleased by having a man at his disposal. Alec was superior to his usual male companions – the tenants, the factor and our sons – because he was an equal and almost a contemporary who had fought in the same wars at the same rank and smoked the same tobacco. In addition, he was unmarried and unencumbered, not always pleading a wife’s case for repairs to the farmhouses and not – I quote Hugh directly – turned silly by his mother. Donald and Teddy do tend to catch my eye and snort when their father gets deep into the breeding of Ayrshire cattle or the relative merits of gravel ditches and pipes for field drains. He had high hopes that, when Teddy came down from Oxford and Donald came back from Europe, they would both have shaken the last of me from their coat-tails. But Teddy spent most of his time with chaps and girls who counted it an evening wasted if everyone came home with both shoes and no piglet, and Donald had got Grant, my maid, to sew a pink silk lining into his dinner jacket to ready him for Italian nightclubs. I had made sure to protect Hugh from most of his sons’ news, sharing snippets rather than handing letters over for him to read through.


As for me, I could have lived at Dunelgar forever and not given Gilverton a single thought again. Grant was taken up with the entertainments offered by a new servants’ hall and so left me blissfully alone apart from whisking away my linens each night and returning fresh ones. Alec’s cook, who was English, did not hold with porridge or barley or Swedish turnips, even in a cold snap. And best of all my puppy, Bunty the second, who was eight months old and as wild as a drunk monkey, was loved by Alec, accepted by Barrow, his valet-cum-butler, who admired her markings and forgave her her occasional puddles, and soothed and calmed by Millie, Alec’s spaniel, who was getting staid now at almost ten, waddling up and down the gallery with her bone ring and only growling when Bunty tried to take it from her. 


Hugh, predictably, loathed the puppy with all of his loathing. He had taken against all Dalmatians as soon as he clapped eyes on the first Bunty, lying wriggling on her back in a knitting bag by the fire in my sitting room with a cluster of maids exclaiming about her chocolate-drop eyes and the lines of white velvet between the spots of pink satin on her waving paws.


‘A dog who lives outside where dogs belong shouldn’t have fur growing in its pads,’ he announced. ‘None of mine do.’ This was true: Hugh’s ragged pack of terriers, collies and hounds had nothing but dried mud, burrs and rabbit droppings clinging to their feet and they were the reason that the door between the library, billiards room, gun room and business room and the hallway leading to the dining room, morning room, breakfast room and sitting room – the door, as it were, between his quarters and mine – was kept firmly shut. For it was pure nonsense that Hugh’s dogs lived outside. They slept outside, on straw, but could be found in a reeking heap in front of the office fire whenever Hugh was at his desk and the carpet was, as a result, liberally strewn with wisps of their bed. ‘Better off with a pitchfork,’ I had heard Becky muttering once as she came back into my part of the house with a dustpan full.


Still, this time as last, I was trying to prevent a self-fulfilling prophecy from scuppering Hugh and Bunty’s friendship beyond all hope.


‘If only you wouldn’t bark at her, she mightn’t bark at you,’ I told him. ‘Same with growling.’


‘I’ve never cooed at a dog and I’m not about to start,’ Hugh growled. Little Bunty lowered her eyebrows and growled back.


So Dunelgar, where Hugh was diluted by many others, who all talked to the puppy in the sweetest of tones – asking her if she was a good girl and a beautiful baby and telling her not to worry about the silly carpet – was heaven for Bunty. She responded with grace and charm. At the very moment Barrow brought in the post that morning she was under the table, lying across my feet with her tail thumping, barely chewing my shoelaces at all.


There were three hopeful-looking letters, addressed to me at Gilver and Osborne, amongst the demands for subscriptions and announcements of spring weddings. I saved them for last. Alec had set aside two of his own, I noticed, but he became absorbed in one of the personal letters, pushing his plate away and letting his coffee get cold.


My first two were something of a let-down. The wife of a town councillor in Dundee wanted someone discreetly to prove that her husband was embezzling council funds and spending them on a shop girl. I could hardly think of a job I should enjoy less. Then a retired train driver from Saltcoats was after a disinterested outsider to attend the vegetable show at his allotments and ensure fair play. He could not pay any cash, he regretted to inform us, but we could have our pick of his onions. The third letter, however, was something else again. It came addressed to me alone from the Senior Sister of the Order of the Little Sisters of St Ultan – she signed herself simply ‘Mary’ – and already faint bells were ringing. 


‘If you read the newspapers or listen to the wireless,’ Sister Mary began, ‘you might remember the trouble we had here at Christmas time. The newspapermen have tired of it now and turned their attentions elsewhere but our troubles are far from over. The great harm done to our house has weakened us and we are not equal to dealing with mischief as well as recovering and carrying out our duties. We are in sore need of a woman such as yourself and can offer you a measure of comfort here if you should choose to help us.’ It sounded almost as though she wanted me to profess a vocation. I read on. ‘It cannot take much longer. The moor has been aswarm with policemen for a month now and in the end they shall surely prevail.’


Of course I remembered the events at which she was hinting. Either a breakout from an insane asylum or a fire at a convent that killed a nun would be memorable each on its own. Both together, a few miles apart and on Christmas Eve besides, had given the headline writers almost more than they could handle. Still, a little more detail in Sister Mary’s letter would have been welcome. I read it over again to see what I might have missed and found myself tutting.


I had long suspected that women who go in for nunnery had some melodrama about them. The early rising, the lying prostrate on stone floors, not to mention the glamorous costume – for who would not look dashing swathed in snowy white and with her neck hidden? – and this letter did nothing to change my mind. The great harm, the fickle newsmen, the troubles far from over. ‘Aswarm indeed!’ I muttered to myself. Then, finally, I caught the meaning. If policemen were swarming over the moor even now, that meant that the breakout was still in business. There were inmates at large. Did I really want to go and stay in a house full of women then?


‘What’s that?’ said Alec, looking up at my muttering. Hugh was behind The Times.


‘Interesting case,’ I said. ‘Although interesting isn’t perhaps the word, exactly.’


‘Same here,’ said Alec. ‘Interesting, but “case” isn’t perhaps the word, exactly. I’ve been asked to help a friend.’


‘Do it,’ said Hugh suddenly, letting the paper drop. ‘If you’ve the chance to help a friend, Osborne, do it.’ He had a peculiar look upon his face, strained about the eye, and not quite steady about the jaw.


‘What is it?’ I asked him.


‘Friend of mine in the obituaries,’ he said. ‘Sooty Asher.’


‘Oh, Hugh!’ I said. ‘I am sor—’


Hugh shook his head as though to get rid of a fly and went on, sounding angry now rather than stricken. ‘He killed himself. Shot his own head off. Got past the Boers, got past the Hun, settled himself in a good job, rising through the ranks, and then bang!’


‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘Well, you must try to get to the funeral, no matter how the roads are. Where is it?’


‘God knows,’ said Hugh. ‘He lived in Hyderabad. So they’ll probably have it there and send a tin pot of clinker back on a ship. You know what Indians are like. Poor old Sooty Asher.’


‘What was his Christian name?’ I asked. ‘Where are his family? I shall write to them and you can sign it, if you like. But I can’t call him Sooty.’


‘No family,’ said Hugh. ‘At least … I think there was a sister, but it was all rather under wraps. He had a patron, you know. We never asked and never cared.’ He glared at me as though I had been unfeeling. ‘So there’s no one to write to,’ he concluded, sounding bleak. Then he rose and left the room.


‘You didn’t deserve a scrap of that,’ said Alec.


‘I don’t mind,’ I replied. ‘Gosh, if one can’t snarl at one’s wife when an old pal blows his head off.’


‘Well, at any rate, I think I shall take Hugh’s advice and help my old pal Tony Gourlay,’ Alec said, but he looked over the letter with no great enthusiasm as he spoke.


‘Help him do what?’ I asked.


‘Keep his neck out of the noose,’ said Alec. ‘His mother writes to tell me I’m their last hope.’


‘What’s he done?’ I said. ‘Wouldn’t a lawyer be better?’


‘If I know Tony, he hasn’t done anything,’ said Alec. ‘He couldn’t, even if he wanted to. There was this one time in— And Tony didn’t even— Just stood there and waited for— If I hadn’t—’


I had grown used to the way Alec spoke of the trenches and was able, just about, to fill in the dreadful words for myself.


‘But what has he been accused of?’ I said.


‘Murder,’ said Alec. 


‘And he protests his innocence?’


‘He protests nothing,’ Alec said. ‘He hasn’t spoken for fifteen years. He’s got the worst case of shell shock I’ve ever seen, and that’s saying something. He’s been mute since before the Armistice, living in a mad house out on the Lanark Moor, that goes by the jaw-dropping title of Hopekist Head. Hardly! Anyway, he lives there, carving wood and digging flowerbeds – rotting in other words. And then suddenly this Christmas he’s supposed to have broken out, set fire to a chapel and killed a nun! What is it, Dandy? You’ve gone paler than Hugh.’
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We were still arguing about it the next afternoon on the slow train from Waverley to Carstairs Stop.


‘Nonsense!’ I said, as the ticket collector rattled the door closed behind him and left us alone. There were understandably few travellers making for Lanarkshire this February afternoon and we had the compartment to ourselves. ‘If this isn’t a remarkable coincidence, then I don’t know what is! Elyot and Amanda on adjoining balconies is nothing.’


‘Nonsense yourself,’ said Alec. ‘Nothing remarkable about it. For a start, we had more than a week’s worth of post. The letters weren’t supposed to arrive on the same day at all. And if they weren’t nuns, they’d be happy to have a burly policeman come and protect them and wouldn’t have turned to you.’


‘Hmm,’ I said. ‘They could have a burly police matron just as easily. And I still don’t agree. When they turned to me they got you into the bargain. You, who was a Dorset man when you knew Tony Gourlay. And yet now when he’s in trouble in Scotland, here you are in Scotland and my partner to boot. Coincidence.’


Alec’s face clouded and he turned to look out of the window. There was nothing to see but a line wavering in the distance, showing where the unbroken brown land met the unbroken grey sky. I could have kicked myself. Alec landed up in Scotland during what became our first case when his fiancée, Scotch herself, was killed and her father left him Dunelgar in gratitude for solving the murder.


‘Sorry,’ I murmured.


‘Not at all,’ he replied, turning back with a smile. He is the kindest of men. ‘I don’t think you ever knew that I met Cara when I was up here visiting Tony. I left him there in that hellhol— Well, I shouldn’t be unkind. The nurses do their best and he seemed quite peaceful. But I left him there, took the train to Edinburgh, and there at a party in Queen Street was a pretty little thing with golden curls and a laugh like a silver bell.’


I said nothing. Alec never spoke of the late Cara Duffy and certainly had not touched on what drew them together all those years ago. The pity of it was enough to make one weep. For him to turn from sorrow and madness and memories of war, embrace light and laughter and a merry future in Cara’s arms and then, before the wedding, to be standing at her grave and contemplating a story more wretched than shellshock any day … I began to see, at last, why he might be quite as hesitant as he seemed about trying again with another. 


‘That’s a remarkably soupy look you’re giving me, Dan,’ he said. ‘I’d rather have an admission that you’re quite wrong and I’m right, as usual.’


‘Not as usual,’ I said, relenting. ‘But in this one instance, possibly. Now, if that was the third of the Calders we went through the next stop’s ours. And I think I feel it slowing.’


‘West Calder,’ said Alec nodding. ‘Yes, here we go.’


I missed Grant, as we stepped down. Ordinarily she would be on the platform, hectoring the porter. She had taken it very hard to be left in Perthshire to help with the spring cleaning. It had been confirmation of my view of a nunnery that her eyes lit up at the word and she immediately started applying a constant gentle pressure to be included in the expedition. I explained I would not be changing to an evening gown for supper in the refectory and bed after Vespers and so did not need her. I had not foreseen that without her, and without Bunty, I would feel quite so bereft. I did not even have the familiar comfort of my little Morris Cowley nor even the second-best of the hired motorcar we had arranged to have left at the station for us, there being no taxi at Carstairs Stop, for we had agreed that Alec would take it to the hospital and leave me abandoned at the convent with no escape. To be fair, we had agreed it was less likely I should suddenly need to escape my billet than he his, even though he was to put up at the doctor’s house in the grounds and not within the actual walls.


The motorcar was there, just as the Lanark garage had assured us it would be, but it seemed to be attracting some attention. Two housewives, complete with babies on their hips, were standing gawping at it and a policeman was walking around it with his hand on his truncheon as though he expected it to bite. As we trudged towards the tableau, following the porter, we were accosted. There is no other word for the way the policeman spoke to us. ‘Is this you leaving this lying here?’ he shouted, fixing us with a glare.


‘I’ll just eh …’ said the porter, putting down our bags and skipping off back to the ticket office.


‘What’s that, my man?’ said Alec, employing the affability which regularly serves him quite nicely.


‘I’m my own man, thank you,’ said the policeman. ‘Is this your car?’


‘We’ve hired it for our use,’ I said. ‘Is something the matter?’


‘So you knew it was going to be left just sitting for anyone to hop in and drive away?’ the man went on. The two housewives tutted and clucked and one of them gave me a look of pity and disdain that would have done Pallister proud. ‘Do you not know there’s inmates burst out of the asylum and still not caught yet?’ 


‘We did, in fact,’ I said. ‘Up on the moor, aren’t they?’


The policeman narrowed his eyes at me and shook his head. ‘A moor, madam,’ he said, ‘doesn’t have a railing round it like Hyde Park.’ He turned back to Alec. ‘Don’t go leaving this lying out, if you don’t mind. I daresay they’re both long gone by now but better safe than sorry.’


‘Indeed,’ Alec said. ‘Just the two of them then, eh?’


‘It only takes one,’ the policeman said darkly and with a final glower he was on his way.


Somewhat chastened then, we chugged along the single street of the village, past a run of little shops, a clutch of low cottages, a forbidding church, and finally an open gate affording us just a glimpse of one of those startlingly modern white cubes with metal windows, before we crossed a bridge and were on our way. I returned to our argument, hoping to end it.


‘Well, I daresay if the Gourlays hadn’t written to you, I’d soon have had to call you in to help. I could hardly go poking about a home for shell-shocked soldiers to see which one of them put a match to the nunnery, could I?’


Alec spluttered, causing his lit pipe to drop from his mouth. There was a lively moment while he took both hands off the wheel to retrieve it then, when the car had been brought back on course, he turned and glared at me.


‘Even if the sisters hadn’t written to you,’ he said, ‘you’d have had to help me with my case. I couldn’t go poking about this nunnery Tony’s supposed to have been burning down even if I wanted to. And the cold remains of an old fire do seem rather beside the point, frankly.’


Then, into my affronted silence, he went on: ‘Sorry, Dan. It’s seeing Tony again, I suppose. I haven’t been back for ten years and he’d have every right to give me the bum’s rush for neglecting him.’ I could not help but giggle at his inelegant phrase – truly, the silliness was back and forth between my boys and me like a shuttlecock – and the atmosphere warmed again as we left the very last cottage behind us and began to climb.


Someone with a great deal of money and a great desire for even more had done his pitted best to conquer this landscape, I thought, peering out at it. A mine had been dug – we passed its locked gates with their faded warning signs. Timber had been grown – we drove along a black tunnel through a pine plantation. Rock had been blasted from the very ground, leaving dramatic cliffs and craters by the roadside. 


But the land had won hands down. The pale stone buildings, the mine gates, the black quarry scars, the inkblots of trees, were all such tiny patches and the moor was so very nearly endless, a sea of dun-coloured winter grass, rippled by the wind sweeping down from where the hills lay in quiet folds in the far distance. 


As we pressed on into the dying light, it was hard not to imagine that even those distant hills were receding and a fancy grew in me that the moor, from cold malevolence, might be stretching out ever further as we travelled, unrolling before us, drawing us on into emptiness. I shivered. 


‘The heater’s on at full tilt already,’ said Alec, noticing. ‘But it can’t be far.’


‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘It’s just … you will be careful, Alec, won’t you?’


‘Tony Gourlay wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ he said. ‘Don’t make me tell you how I know, Dan. It would only upset you.’


‘But if the others are still around here somewhere,’ I said, and shivered again. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about. I mean, where are they sleeping? What are they eating?’ The third shiver was deliberate; I shook the unwelcome idea off me like a dog emerging from water. ‘That policeman must be right. They are surely long gone. Away to Glasgow or beyond.’


‘But then who’s pestering the nuns?’ said Alec. ‘If you’re right in assuming that’s why they need you.’ 


‘Not your friend Tony, at least,’ I said. ‘I wonder if his family knows about the nunnery’s continuing difficulties. This “mischief” I’ve been summoned to deal with is surely the work of those same rascals from Christmas Eve, wouldn’t you say?’


‘That’s the spirit,’ said Alec. ‘A quick recce each, overnight, pool our knowledge tomorrow and we might be on our way home in time for tea.’


I tried and failed to match his sprightly confidence but, even had I managed it, it should not have been for long. Shortly after Alec and I parted, I had the worst case of the willies I can remember. It was partly the moor, partly the month, partly Scotland itself, still after all these years. But also it was secrets and sadness and what, if one were not English, one would call evil. ‘Nastiness’, Nanny Palmer used to say through pursed lips and over lowered spectacles, but nastiness was a matter of error and outrage. The kind of evil I was about to delve into upon the Lanark Moor came from cold inhumanity and made one too bleak and hopeless even to weep.


We had arranged my arrival by telephone the night before and it had sounded perfectly acceptable: one of the sisters would wait by the gates for me and Alec would drop me off and be on his way. I sat forward when the convent wall rose up, unmistakable, on our right-hand side. It was six feet tall, roughcast stone with spikes along the top, and nothing visible beyond.


‘Why on earth,’ Alec said, craning up at it, ‘would anyone break out of a bin only to break into another one? Especially one working so hard to keep you out.’


‘There are probably easier ways than over the front wall,’ I said. In fact, I had seen a little gap in the overgrown grass of the verge, a path leading to something that could have been a lych-gate.


‘It looks pretty unyielding to me,’ Alec said. ‘And blimey! Look at that.’ Fifty yards further on the spiked top of the wall rose and formed an arch over a pair of extremely solid iron gates, the individual poles so close together that surely barely a hand could reach through. 


Behind them, we could see a small dark smudge with an even smaller white smudge contained in it, standing statue still. Alec drew to the side of the road and stopped, then hopped out to retrieve my suitcase and hat box from the boot. The small figure moved forward and the gate swung noiselessly open. Either she was very strong or the hinges were good ones.


‘Mrs Gilver?’ She had a clear high voice with a trace of a west coast lilt in it and a mild smiling face. ‘I’m Sister Monica. Welcome to St Ultan’s. Thank you for coming to our aid this way.’ She turned to Alec and her smile dimmed a little. ‘I’ll take the bags,’ she said. ‘I’m sturdier than I look.’ 


‘If you’re sure,’ said Alec. ‘I could drop them at the door for you.’


‘Ocht, no,’ said Sister Monica. ‘It’s hardly a step.’ Again she spoke brightly and her smile had widened but I was sure she wanted rid of him.


‘Until tomorrow then,’ Alec said and climbed back behind the wheel. He drove off and disappeared. I could not quite understand why; perhaps there was a dip in the lane or perhaps a fog had descended, invisible against the moor but effective just the same. Perhaps just the fading light hid him from me. The day was certainly giving up. The afternoon had reached that moment of perfect balance when the land and sky are the same shade of bruised grey, like cold ash. For whatever reason, as Sister Monica clanged the gate shut again, he was gone and I felt myself swallowing hard. 


‘They’ll just be finishing None,’ Monica said. ‘Sister Mary will give you tea in her study.’ Then she seized the bags and beetled off, soon lost beyond a bend in the drive, or into that mist, or under the twilight, or whatever it was. Like Alec, she was gone.


‘Thank you,’ I called. ‘And thank you for coming down to wait for me. It’s not much of a …’ – I felt very foolish shouting into emptiness – ‘day,’ I finished, quietly. There was a fog, rolling down from the high ground, held back by the convent wall but seeping in fingers through the gates. I turned away and looked along the drive. With Sister Monica’s footsteps faded and the sound of Alec’s engine gone there was silence. I could not account for the soundlessness, could not for a moment tell what was missing. Then it struck me. It was twilight without birdsong. 


The last of the pine plantation had been miles back. Outside the wall there was not a single tree or bush. Just miles of nothing. I could see bare branches inside the walls, though, the ordered ranks of an orchard, and did not understand why there were no nests there. I hurried up the drive, trying to enjoy the homely sound of my heels on the gravel and to ignore the creeping notion that I was suddenly and utterly alone.


My mother once got through a punishing Atlantic crossing by loathing and composing critiques of the blameless Constable prints on her cabin walls. And church services in my childhood were passed pleasurably in the study of stone masonry and the search for the green man we knew was somewhere among the carving. So it was a lifelong habit, further honed during a long year of galleries and chateaux at finishing school, to attend to art and architecture, identifying, cataloguing and judging its merits, whenever one came upon a new example. Thus it was less remarkable than it might seem that when St Ultan’s hove out of the mist, despite my disquiet of minutes before, I appraised it with a practised eye. 


I could not say what I had been expecting and yet it surprised me. A convent, in my imagining, was either Gothic or austere, but here before me was a rather good, solid, Queen Anne house only somewhat spoiled by an addition just visible behind the stable wall that had the air of a barracks about it. It was well kept, the window frames bright with new paint and the roof neat with slates still where the roofers had nailed them. (Scotch houses do have a tendency to let their slates slip, like the unravelling curls of a lady, sans maid, towards the end of a warm evening.)


Sister Monica was waiting on the step by the open door, her breath pluming out into the chill as she recovered from the trot up the drive with my bags.


‘They’re still at prayer as I said, and I need to get to my work.’ She smiled at me. ‘Can I show you to Mother Mary’s study and have you wait for her there?’


‘She’s been promoted,’ I said, thinking to make a joke, but Sister Monica’s face fell and she clapped a hand across her mouth, her eyes filling and horrified. Without another word she ushered me in, across an oak-floored and oak-panelled hall that smelled of strong soap and through a door at the back into a dark room, where she left me.


The study, which must surely have started life as a dining room, was quite twenty-five feet long and perhaps only fifteen wide with fruit and fowl carved on the oak panel above the fireplace. It had the same strong smell of plain soap as the hall and, looking around with the benefit of long experience – for Gilverton has a great deal of carved panelling, I suspected that they washed the floor and walls with it, drying out the oak to a nasty yellowish grey. It needed a vat of beeswax soon or it would start to crack. 


The rest of the place suggested that waxing wood to bring out its beauty was not a pressing concern. The brass elephants that marched in a line along the chimneypiece were cloudy from lack of polish and a little green in the corners. The curtains were slub repp and hung to six inches above the skirtings, clearly handed down to this room from elsewhere. The furniture was a mixture of cumbersome stained pine, neither old enough to be quaint nor new enough to be convenient, and some modern cellulosed enamel. I deduced that the nuns had accepted any gifts offered and had spared all expense when shopping. 


Hugh would have approved. A good roof and frequent painting of the outside of window frames, combined with not even a whiff of interior comfort, was housekeeping as he understood it. The bed in his dressing room had a horsehair mattress and an army blanket and both facts made him happy.


There was one exception to the general drabness in Sister Mary’s study, though, and it would have made Hugh more unhappy than anything else I could fairly imagine. An enormous crucifix was hung high upon the narrow, end wall. I ignored the chair set in front of the paper-strewn desk – a penitent’s chair, if ever I saw one, for what was a Mother Superior if not a headmistress really? – and went to look at it more closely.


It was plaster, I rather thought, or at least majolica, with here and there little chips through the paint into its crumbling whiteness. They did not affect the look of the thing much overall, though, for the majority of the surface was white anyway, the same white used for the flesh of the long and twisted body, the cloth about the hips, and the cross itself. There were only three colours: the hair and crown were painted brown, the eyes drooping half-closed from exhaustion were painted blue and then there was the blood. Three dark blooms of blood at hands and crossed feet, and thin trickles down either side of his weary face, from the bite of the thorns. I looked back at the desk, appalled at the thought of spending one’s days paying milk bills and ordering kerosene while that plaster figure, frozen in eternal agony, looked on.


‘I know. I agree,’ said a voice and I spun round on my heels. She stood in the doorway, dressed from neck to ankle in the same black garment as Sister Monica. Her face was almost as white as her wimple but she did not look ill or wan, simply pale. Her eyes, small and very blue, like speedwell, were twinkling at me, and the shine on the apples of her pale cheeks showed as two dots when she smiled.


‘Agree with what?’ I said.


‘That it’s odd to sit at my desk and tend to my daily tasks with such a thing glowering down.’ I must have looked startled. ‘But He would be here watching over me anyway. And it does stop me from complaining. Our Mother always said He helped her remember that her woes were few, her sorrows light and her debt impossible to repay.’ I tried to look equal to such talk but evidently did not succeed, because she went on: ‘Now I’ve discomfited you. I’m sorry. Sit, Mrs Gilver. Someone will be bringing you tea. And welcome to St Ultan’s. We’ve just been saying a special prayer of thanks for your intention and another prayer of good hope for your work here.’ She was mistaken if she thought this discomfited me any less.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Sister Mary, is it?’


She nodded and, gesturing to the penitent’s chair, she walked around the desk and let herself drop with a puffed-out sigh. She moved a stack of paper to one side and clasped her hands on the cleared wood.


‘Sister Monica called you Mother Mary and then seemed upset,’ I said.


She nodded, heaved another sigh, and passed a hand over her eyes before she answered. I had taken her to be a young woman but as she lowered the hand again I rather thought she was my age, over forty and perhaps close to fifty. Tired with it too.


‘Our Mother’s name was Mary,’ she said. ‘Strictly, I should have taken a different name when we were here together. Mary Agnes or Mary Theresa. Somehow I came not to. And now I regret it.’


‘Are there rules about such things?’ I said, intrigued. But she did not answer, her mind setting off along a different path.


‘Poor Sister Monica,’ she said. ‘I do it myself ten times a day. Six weeks she’s been gone and I’m still saving up funny little things to tell her and wondering if the mutton is cut too thick for her teeth. She had terrible teeth, Mrs Gilver, and wouldn’t see a dentist. She said it was a waste of money but I think she was scared of the pain. Doctors, too.’


‘Six weeks,’ I said. ‘So it was your Mother Superior who died in the fire? The newspapers didn’t say. At least the ones we take didn’t.’


‘So I hear,’ said Sister Mary. ‘We get our news second hand from Sister Jude and Sister Francis at the village school. Of course, it’ll all come out when the diocese delivers its guiding words on the succession – if any of them are still paying attention. But they were remarkably restrained at the time. The bishop said “a sister of the order” and the gentlemen of the press left it at that.’


‘I’m glad they didn’t pry,’ I said. ‘And a little surprised, I have to say.’


‘It’s sad how surprised you can be to find kindness, isn’t it?’ said Mary. Then she laughed. ‘See now, if Our Mother was still here she’d call me gloomy for that.’ For a moment she let her memories carry her away and when she came back she looked older still. Definitely fifty. ‘And here comes your tea,’ she said, taking her hands off the desk, although I had heard nothing.


The woman who carried the tray was taking a risk being so close to a milk jug; she had the sourest face I had ever seen. Her wimple cinched her tight under the jaw and behind her cheeks, making the most of her pouched wrinkles. Her mouth was a grim and lipless line, like the line which cut down between her brows, and her eyes were sharp, narrowed as she darted a glance at me.


‘Ah, Sister Steven,’ said Sister Mary and I forgave the woman some of it, for that was a burden. ‘Thank you. This is Mrs Gilver, come to help us.’


‘We have the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit helping us,’ said Sister Steven, banging down the tray. ‘And now Mrs Gilver too, eh?’ Then she turned without another word and stumped out. 


I was well brought up in the best Victorian style, by my mother and Nanny Palmer and Mlle Toulemonde and a bevy of finishing-school-mistresses, and while I curse them at times I thank them much more often, for few are the moments when I am startled beyond the reach of a conventional remark. Sister Steven, though, had bowled me for a boundary.


‘Ahh,’ I said, and stopped; all possible continuings were either lies or blasphemy.


To my surprise and relief Sister Mary, when I looked at her, was biting her lip and holding back giggles. I lifted my eyebrows and let my breath go and something about my face set the giggles free. She had an infectious laugh, as innocent as a girl, and I joined her.


‘Oh, poor Sister Steven,’ she said. ‘She’s grief-stricken and frightened and furious with herself for both, of course, so it’s turned her even more stern than usual.’


‘Why shouldn’t she be?’ I said. ‘Why the fury?’ 


‘Our Mother has gone to her rest, by God’s grace,’ Mary said. ‘And we submit with obedience to God’s will. We should be letting her go and praying for her soul. A fractious nun is disobeying one of her vows.’


‘But then why am I here?’ I asked.


‘Because Our Mother’s death was the devil’s work. I was telling you what Sister Steven thinks, Mrs Gilver, not me. I think we must pray hard, certainly, but also work with all the wit God has given us to see that the devil is done down.’


‘The devil,’ I said, hoping she spoke figuratively.


‘Working through the hand of some poor misguided soul. Just as He works through ours.’ 


I bit into the biscuit as I nodded. It was warm and buttery and studded with bits of candied ginger. The first scrap of comfort I had seen at St Ultan’s.


‘So,’ I said. ‘You’re ready to row for shore.’


‘Just show me the oars,’ Sister Mary said grimly.
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I learned a great deal sitting there in the study on that first day, not only about the dreadful night that had brought me there but about St Ultan’s and about Mother Mary too.


‘She founded the convent,’ Sister Mary said. ‘In the 1880s when she was quite a young woman. The house belongs to the Church strictly, but she was accepted into holy orders and sent enough helpers to get things up and running.’


‘Was it her family home?’ I said, wondering how such an extraordinary thing had come about.


‘Nothing like that,’ said Mary. ‘She was here alone for a while, on a kind of retreat, I suppose you would say, and during it she received her calling.’


‘Quite unusual in those days for a young woman to live alone,’ I said. ‘Was her family Bohemian that way?’


Sister Mary laughed. ‘Not at all. Grocers. She was a housekeeper before she was a nun.’ 


‘She sounds remarkable,’ I said.


‘She was a saint,’ said Mary. ‘I loved her. We all did. We are lost without her, Mrs Gilver.’


I nodded, although I found it strange. I had always thought of the religious life as bent on breaking earthly bonds like love but I supposed if one lived in close quarters for long enough one’s human nature would prevail.


‘How long have you been here, Sister Mary?’ I said.


‘I’ve always been here,’ she replied. ‘I’m fifty and I’ve never been anywhere else.’


That would do it, I thought to myself. If she had entered the novitiate at fifteen and graduated to her black veil in the normal length of time, then for thirty years she must truly have thought of the late Mary as her mother. Thinking it over, I was glad the conversation had taken that turn; it helped me, where I was going, to go gently.


‘Can I turn to the events of Christmas Eve?’ I said. ‘Do you have time just now? And would you like someone with you? One of your sisters, to hold your hand?’


‘Oh surely not,’ Sister Mary said. ‘You need to interview us all quite separately, don’t you? To make sure our stories tally?’ She noticed my look, which was not a feat of observation, for I am sure my mouth had dropped open.


She gave a sheepish smile. ‘I played up the notion of the stranger without when I wrote to you, of course, because I wanted to read the letter aloud at supper before I sent it. But now that you’re here I can tell you about the—’


‘Stranger within?’


‘Something like that,’ she agreed. ‘Someone was not where she ought to have been that night. Someone is not telling the truth about where she was and so who knows what else she might be hiding? I can’t get to the bottom of it at all.’


‘Tell me the whole story from the beginning,’ I said. 


She nodded, drew a deep breath and began. ‘We were in the chapel, of course, although it wasn’t a Mass. We had no priest, so it was only prayers. But it was perfect, just us waiting quietly. It was a perfect night, too. A full moon, as bright as the eastern star must have been, and the moor as cold as the hillsides of Judea. A more perfect Christmas Eve could never have been. We were at silent prayer, it was the very moment of midnight striking, and the first thing I knew was Sister Anne sniffing. I thought she was weeping – she’s a romantic sort of woman – but she smelled smoke, you see. Next Mother Mary herself was sniffing and she got to her feet. “Something’s burning,” she said. Then we were all at sixes and sevens, rushing about, getting in each other’s way, trying to get out of the chapel.’


‘You left the chapel?’


‘We had left the candles burning on the Christmas tree.’


‘Christmas tree?’ I knew I sounded startled, but Christmas trees were still rather exotic in northern parts, and one might have expected them to be renounced upon entering the cloister.


‘In the hall out there. We were holding a children’s party the next day.’ 


They did not seem to have renounced much at all.


She dipped her head. ‘But I daresay we would have had one even without the children’s party. So beautiful with its star and the little candles. We had a sand bucket and of course we should have snuffed them when we all went over to prayers, but Sister Anne pleaded with Our Mother to leave them lit. “Think of coming back and finding them twinkling,” she said. “We can have our cocoa and open our gifts by the light of the Christmas tree. Think how beautiful it’ll be.” And so, since the candles had never caused us any trouble before, and since our prayers without a full Mass are short …’


‘But I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘If a Christmas-tree candle fell over, why is a man accused?’


‘I’m explaining why we thought what we did,’ said Sister Mary. ‘It’s the only way I can tell it, in order. We all smelled smoke, over in the chapel, and we all thought the same thing and rushed across here to check on the tree.’ I groaned, beginning to understand. ‘But when we got here all was well. We snuffed the candles then – Sister Anne did it herself; too rattled by the scare to let them carry on burning – and the rest of us went to look for the fire. The kitchen was fine. The quiet room and refectory, recreation room and library – all the rooms with fires were fine. None of our cells have fires but still we checked them and there was nothing to be found. By then we couldn’t smell the smoke anymore and we began to wonder if perhaps the gamekeepers had started burning off the heather out there for the Boxing Day shoot.’ I nodded. Many a Christmas at Gilverton has been spent coughing and spluttering if a sudden change in the wind brought the smoke from a heather fire down off the grouse moor and in at our windows. For the maids would not countenance leaving windows shut even in the depths of midwinter; rooms must be aired after breakfast or we would all be dead by luncheon.


‘And then Our Mother unlocked the door to go to the other side and check with them – although we knew better than to worry, because the nurses sleep over there and they would have raised the alarm.’ 


‘The other side?’


‘The orphanage,’ said Sister Mary. I must have looked surprised for she smiled at me. ‘Didn’t you realise when you heard our name?’ I shook my head. ‘St Ultan is the patron saint of orphans.’


‘So you went to check on the orphans,’ I said, trying to coax her back to her story. ‘And I take it they were fine?’


At last there was a faint flush of colour upon those pure white cheeks. ‘They were, as it turned out,’ Sister Mary said, ‘although we didn’t know that until later. We never got as far as the other side that night. The quickest way through is from this study and— Look, let me show you.’


She stood and lit an oil lamp that sat on her desk, her touch quick and sure, clearly someone who carried out the task every day. I had been just as dexterous before electric lights took over at Gilverton, but I would fumble if I attempted it now. 


Taking the lamp with her, she glided over to a door in the corner, unbolted it, unlocked it and stepped through, beckoning me.


I followed and found that we were in a tiny room with a door in each wall. Sister Mary gestured around, causing the lamp shadows to sail and wheel about. 


‘That’s the covered way to the chapel,’ she said. ‘And that way goes through to the children’s side. This leads to … Well, it used to be a little storage room but now it’s … Well, now it’s this.’ She unlocked the door and stood on the threshold, holding the lamp up high. 


‘Oh my God!’ I said. Then: ‘Forgive me, Sister. I couldn’t help it.’


‘Our Mother said the same,’ she told me. The light was shimmering as her hand shook. I was not surprised, even though she must have seen this numerous times since the night it was first discovered, for the words that had been daubed all over the walls in red paint were beyond brutish. ‘Witches’ was the mildest of them. Its rhyming partner was there too in letters a foot high, but others were words I had never seen written and rarely heard spoken, the worst only once by a young captain I accompanied on a hospital visit from the convalescent home, when he was having his leg re-broken to set it straight. He had never looked at me again without blushing.


‘When did this happen?’ I said, wondering if this was the “mischief” she had written of in her letter to me.


‘That night,’ said Sister Mary. ‘Christmas Eve. While we were all at supper. Our Mother was in here tidying away a few papers at sundown and all was well. Then, by the small hours …’ She waved the lamp and I caught another few gems from the words daubed around the walls.


‘Can’t you paint it over?’ I asked.


‘Sergeant Gibb is very forceful and very convincing,’ she said.


‘I think I’ve met him and I agree. What has he convinced you of?’


‘He says it’s evidence,’ she replied in a strange, hard voice. ‘He told us to leave it and so we’re leaving it.’


It was evidence of great wickedness in my view. Sister Mary in her letter had talked of mischief, but this was a far cry from it. It was not even the formless and faceless evil I felt threaten out on the moor; it was particular and personal and gleeful somehow.


‘We’ve moved our papers out, what’s left of them,’ said Sister Mary, and for the first time I paid attention to what the room might have been before it became an outrage. It was not even ten feet square, windowless, and lined with shelves and drawers. The storage room, Sister Mary had called it and I had imagined trunks and cases, old bicycles and the like. Of course, nuns had little need for any of these.


‘Were some of your papers taken?’ I asked.


She shook her head and I noticed that once that movement was over, the lamplight was steady; she had gathered herself. ‘They were strewn all around and crumpled into balls,’ she said. ‘Paint poured over them.’ 
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