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      Dedicated to the nurses who served during WW2. 

      Your bravery humbles me.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

         

         

         

         

        Do not stand at my grave and weep

        I am not there; I do not sleep.

        I am a thousand winds that blow,

        I am the diamond glints on snow,

        I am the sunlight on ripened grain,

        I am the gentle autumn rain.

        When you awake in the morning’s hush

        I am the swift uplifting rush

        Of quiet birds in circled flight.

        I am the soft star-shine at night.

        Do not stand at my grave and cry;

        I am not there; I did not die.

        
          MARY ELIZABETH FRYE, 1932, BALTIMORE, USA
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Charlotte

      
October 1984

      The house looms behind me, grey and forbidding in the moonlight. From the turret window a light flickers so briefly I can’t be sure I saw it. Ever since I arrived on the island I have had the sensation I am being watched, that someone wants me gone. But I no longer trust my senses. There is so much that is strange about Greyfriars.

      It is very still. As if the island is holding its breath. I move towards the shore. What my great-aunt has told me so far has shaken me. And there is more to come. More secrets to be revealed. I am not sure I can bear to hear them.

      As I pick my way along the rough path I think regretfully of the torch left behind in the porch. But I persevere, wanting to put distance between me and the house. The moon and stars provide just enough light although every now and again scudding clouds obscure them and I am momentarily plunged into darkness.

      I continue through the trees, innocuous in the daytime, but in the shifting darkness as sinister as watching sentinels. Then at last I am in the open again, the sea, glittering in the moonlight, stretching in front of me. I suck in lungfuls of salty air and my pulse slows.

      A rustle comes from the copse behind me and my heart kicks as I whirl around. Something has moved within the shadows. I think of the ghostly presences my mother told me about, then immediately dismiss the thought with an impatient click of my tongue. The only ghosts are the ones in my head. Some placed there by Georgina, others of my own making.

      Tiger has run off and I can hear the cracking of branches as she sniffs amongst the piles of rotting leaves. A shape swoops over my head and I smother a cry. A flutter and a flash. It is just the owl that roosts in the eaves, returning with a mouse trapped in its beak.

       

      It isn’t just the house that unsettles me, or the two women within, it is me, the way I feel inside. Untethered and adrift. A boat without an anchor at the mercy of the wind and tide.

      I’d told myself I’d come here to find answers although I knew, deep down, I was fleeing from the world, my grief, my guilt, from having to make a decision about the rest of my life.

      Tiger growls. She has emerged from the bushes and is standing in front of the copse of trees, her ears up, her tail rigid behind her. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. I know she is there before I see her. The figure emerges from the shadows, her face hidden. I have seen her before. Edith sleepwalking, I’ve been told. I no longer believe it.
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Charlotte

      
Eight weeks earlier

      I stood on the narrow pavement in front of the Old Bailey as cameras pointed in my direction, their flashes almost blinding me. The questions came thick and fast.

      ‘Miss Friel, how does it feel to have won your first murder trial?’

      ‘Look this way, Miss Friel, and smile!’

      ‘Did you know you’d be creating a precedent when you agreed to take on this case?’

      ‘I didn’t win on my own, gentlemen,’ I said with a nod in the direction of Giles who was standing next to me, his hand on my back, uncomfortably close to my backside. I shifted slightly, not enough so anyone would notice, but enough to ensure Giles had to remove his hand.

      But the win was truly all mine. Even if I was only junior counsel, it was me who’d established Mrs Curtis had called 999 no fewer than thirty-four times, not one call of which resulted in any action by the police. Not even so much as a caution. It was me who harassed the hospitals, ferreting out each report of Susan Curtis’s repeated attendances. It was me who presented the jury with enough evidence to bring in a not-guilty verdict.

      Giles hadn’t wanted to take the case. Not just because he didn’t care about the Mrs Curtises of this world and it was pro bono, but also because he was sure we would lose and he didn’t like to lose.

      Neither did I.

      But the moment I’d met Susan Curtis, and seen how downtrodden and defeated she was, I’d cared. And when I’d heard her story, I’d seen a chink – a possible line of defence – and I had known I could get Susan off.

      ‘Miss Friel, how does it feel to know that someone is guilty but yet do everything in your power to have them released back into society? Do you not think people should pay for their crimes?’

      All eyes turned towards the speaker of the last question; a journalist from the News of the World whom I loathed. As soon as the trial was over we’d hustled Susan into a taxi – understandably she’d no desire to face the journalists – and now thwarted of their prey they were determined to get their tuppence worth from me.

      ‘Happily the jury agreed with me that if Mrs Curtis hadn’t defended herself with the only means available to her, her husband would have almost certainly killed her and quite possibly their son.’

      But the journalist wasn’t finished. ‘Don’t you think you might have just given any woman unhappy with her marital situation carte blanche to do away with her husband, knowing that she has every chance of walking away scot-free?’

      I held his gaze, trying not to reveal my contempt. ‘I hardly think Mrs Curtis has walked away scot-free, as you put it. She’s spent over a year in prison, separated from her son. And I doubt the events of that night – or the months and years before, when she was beaten on a regular basis, terrified every time she wouldn’t survive – will ever leave her.’

      ‘Now, gentlemen,’ Giles said, stepping forward before I could say any more, and he knew me well enough to know I had a great deal more to say. Furthermore, he had let me have the limelight long enough. ‘This, as you know, was an unusual case…’

      As the reporters turned their attention to the great Giles Hardy, I slipped back inside and went to the robing room where I removed my robe and wig. Despite eyes gritty from lack of sleep after weeks of poring over evidence and witness statements into the early hours, I was still buzzing. When I was confident that the reporters had gone I left the Old Bailey and headed back to Chambers.

      I hurried along Fleet Street passing the offices of the major newspapers, weaving my way through the tourists irritatingly blocking the pavement as they stopped to take photographs of the Old Cock Tavern, before turning right into Chancery Lane.

      Even after ten years I still got a thrill walking through the Inns of Court. Off the main tourist route it was a rarefied, separate part of London – almost a little village in itself. I loved the sense of history in each stone, knowing I was walking in the footsteps of the Knights Templar, Oliver Cromwell and Thomas More. I had worked hard to earn the right to be part of it, and now, with the success of the Curtis trial, everything I had ever wanted was within my grasp.

      I was smiling to myself as I crossed the quad in front of the offices of Lambert and Lambert. A man stepped in front of me, blocking my path. There was only time for the briefest moment of recognition, the tiniest shiver of fear, before he pulled back his fist and slammed it into my face. My spine jolted as I hit the pavement.

      My head spinning, I scrambled to my feet. All I could think of was that no one must see me. But it was too late. A crowd had already gathered, a barrister I knew restraining the man who’d hit me. A woman clutched my arm.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked. ‘Shall I call an ambulance?’

      I raised my hand to my cheek and winced. To my relief it didn’t seem to be bleeding. ‘No. I’ll be okay.’

      ‘How can you do what you do and still live with yourself?’ My attacker was struggling to release himself from the grip in which he was held. I recognised him now. It was Alfred Corrigle. He’d been in court all through Simon’s trial. Simon had been accused of raping Alfred Corrigle’s daughter, Lucy, and against my better judgement I had defended him. Successfully.

      ‘Do you know my daughter tried to kill herself?’ Alfred’s face was contorted, droplets of spittle flying from his mouth. He looked a far cry from the neatly dressed man who’d been in court. He lunged towards me. Instinctively I stepped back.

      ‘Is she okay?’

      ‘No thanks to you, you bitch! How would you like it if it had been your sister or your daughter on the stand?’

      ‘I was only doing my job.’ Even to my own ears, my words sounded feeble.

      ‘Your job! Letting people go free so that they can rape again. I don’t know who is worse – the monster who raped my daughter or you for what you did to her on the stand. He did it to someone else, you know. She told Lucy. She was trying to decide whether to take it to court but there isn’t a chance in hell of that now. Not after what you did to my Lucy.’ His voice caught and he began to sob, awful wrenching heaves that shook his shoulders. It was one of the most terrible sounds I’d ever heard.

      ‘I think I should call the police,’ someone said from the crowd that had gathered.

      ‘No. Please. Let him go.’ All I wanted to do was get away. Besides, I could see he was no longer a threat. He was a broken man. Moreover, he had a point. I’d gone after Lucy with a ruthlessness that had surprised even me.

      As Alfred Corrigle stumbled away I lifted my briefcase from the ground, gave the crowd a weak smile and with as much dignity as I could muster, headed towards Bloomsbury.

       

      I had never been so glad to close the door of my small flat behind me. I was still shaking so badly it had taken me several attempts to fit my key into the lock. Not bothering for once to remove my shoes so they wouldn’t spoil the cream carpet, I collapsed into an armchair.

      I sat for a while thinking about what Lucy’s father had said. Had Simon really raped before? There had been no mention of it in the evidence the Crown had passed to me before the trial. But then if the woman had withdrawn her complaint, it could easily have slipped them by. Or the woman had been lying. Although I couldn’t think of a reason why.

      I stood to get myself a glass of water and noticed the red light on the answerphone was blinking, telling me I had a message. It was probably Giles or John checking I was all right. No doubt they’d heard. News travelled fast around the Inns of Court. Although I had no wish to speak to anyone I pressed play. But it was Mum who’d left a message.

      ‘Charlotte. It’s me, Mum. You were on the television. Well done, darling! I’m so glad you managed to get Mrs Curtis off.’ There was a long pause and I thought she’d rung off but just as I was about to put the phone down, she spoke again. Her voice more hesitant now. ‘Charlotte, could you come home? As soon as you can? There is something I need to tell you.’

      There was nothing more. I stared stupidly at the receiver in my hand. Mum had never asked me to come home – let alone as soon as I could. Something was clearly badly wrong. But what? I took a deep breath to slow my pounding heart. There was no point in speculating. I glanced at my watch. If I hurried I could make the last flight from Heathrow to Scotland.

       

      It was after eight when, with a fist-sized bruise on my cheek and a tightness in my chest, the taxi dropped me outside Mum’s house in Edinburgh. I hadn’t phoned Mum to let her know I was coming. There had only been time to pack a suitcase, take a shower and change, before the taxi tooted to let me know it was waiting. As it was I’d only just made the flight to Edinburgh by the skin of my teeth.

      I let myself in and called out to Mum, but there was no reply. The house was eerily quiet. Mum usually kept the radio on.

      Tiger, Mum’s latest rescue dog – a mix of terrier and other unidentifiable breeds – flung herself at me, running around in circles, barking, her tail wagging so fiercely her whole body swayed from side to side. I went to the kitchen to look for Mum. It was the place she spent most of her time.

      Everything in the kitchen was as it had always been. The same grey flagstones on the floor, the same kitchen units, the same familiar blend of Handy Andy, lavender furniture polish, and tea. But there was no sign of Mum at her usual position at the kitchen table, a book or crossword in front of her.

      The band of tension around my chest tightened.

      I retraced my steps into the hall and to the sitting room. I opened the door. Mum was curled up on the sofa, fast asleep and covered by a throw. I sucked in a breath. She’d always been petite but now she looked tiny, child-sized in her make-shift bed. Her skin, almost ashen in colour, was stretched over her cheekbones, her hair sticking up in tufts. There was an unnatural flush on her cheeks and her breaths came in small, shallow, rapid puffs. Although it was the middle of summer, the gas fire was on and the room was suffocatingly hot. A carafe of water and a glass, together with a bottle of tablets, sat on the small table that had been moved from its usual position and placed within easy reach. A musty aroma – a mixture of perspiration, stale air, and alcohol rub, along with the dusty smell of pills, permeated the room. Despite the cloying heat, a chill swept across my skin. Mum had always been a fresh air fiend, so fastidious about her appearance.

      Tiger slipped in behind me and before I could stop her, jumped on top of Mum and lay down in the space behind her legs.

      Mum’s eyes flickered open. When they focused on me, the sweetest smile crossed her face.

      ‘Charlotte! I didn’t expect you to come tonight!’ She stretched as if nothing was wrong. ‘I must have nodded off. What time is it?’

      ‘Almost nine.’

      ‘That late!’ She tossed aside the throw covering her and pushed herself into a sitting position, not quite managing to hide a grimace of pain as she did. Very gingerly she lowered her legs to the ground and straightened her back.

      Tiger, roused from her position, rearranged herself on Mum’s lap. Mum rubbed her under the chin and took a sip of water from the glass on the table. She peered at me over the rim, her gaze sharpening. ‘What have you done to your cheek?’

      I had forgotten about the large bruise just below my eye. I’d thought I’d covered it with make-up but at some point I must have rubbed the foundation off.

      ‘I hit myself with my racquet playing tennis.’ Thinking on my feet came easily to me. Experience defending abused women had taught me the ‘walked into the door’ excuse was only ever believed by those who chose to believe it.

      Although Mum didn’t look convinced, she didn’t challenge me. ‘Have you had tea? Something to eat? You are much too thin…’

      ‘Never mind me. What’s wrong, Mum? I can see you’re not well. Why didn’t you tell me?’

      She had tried to, I realised. I thought of the blinking light of my answerphone, the missed calls from her I’d meant to get around to returning but hadn’t and a tsunami of guilt washed over me.

      ‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you were in the middle of an important case. But you’re here now and that’s all that matters.’

      ‘Have you seen a doctor?’

      Mum patted the sofa. ‘Come sit next to me, Charlotte.’

      I lifted the tossed aside throw from the sofa and folded it, placing it back within easy reach for her. Mum wasn’t quite quick enough to hide her smile. My obsession with tidiness had always bemused her. When I sat down next to her, Mum took my hand. ‘I have seen a doctor. Several actually.’ Her voice wobbled and she waited a beat or two. ‘You’re going to have to be brave, we both are.’

      The creeping dread I’d been feeling since I’d listened to her message on the answerphone solidified and the tight band across my chest became a physical pain. ‘How bad, Mum?’ I whispered, my mouth dry.

      Mum took a deep breath and tightened her grip on my fingers. ‘I’m dying, Charlotte. I wish I wasn’t but I am and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.’

      Mum had cancer. She’d found a lump in her breast months ago but had done nothing about it until Agnes, her old friend, alarmed at how much weight Mum was losing and how exhausted she seemed all the time, had insisted she go to the doctor. Even then it had taken Mum several more weeks to make an appointment. Tests had followed, taking more time, until, when finally a diagnosis of cancer had been made, it had already spread to Mum’s lungs and her bones. I knew enough to realise that when cancer had spread to other organs the prognosis wasn’t good.

      Even as I was trying to absorb what Mum was saying my mind had been racing ahead.

      ‘There must be something they can do. ‘

      ‘Oh, Charlotte! Believe me when I say there isn’t. ‘

      ‘Why didn’t you see a doctor earlier? What’s the name of the consultant you saw? Have you had a second opinion?’

      ‘Charlotte! I’m not a witness on a stand.’ For a moment, the Mum I knew was back. Her voice softened. ‘A second opinion would make no difference. No amount of treatment will change the outcome. You’re quite right. I should have seen a doctor earlier, but I didn’t.’ The pain in her eyes, I knew, was for me.

      ‘But enough about me. How are you?’ She folded her hands in her lap. ‘You must be thrilled with the result of the trial! I’m so proud of you.’

      Proud of me? Proud of her only child who didn’t return her calls, who hadn’t come to see her mother in months? If I’d visited more often I might have noticed she was unwell and forced her to go to the doctor sooner. Then there might have been no need for this conversation.

      ‘Mum, we haven’t finished talking about you…’

      ‘Not tonight, Charlotte. There are things we need to discuss, things I have to tell you, but that can wait until tomorrow. Tonight I want to enjoy having my daughter home.’

      ‘But…’

      She gave me a look, one I knew well. Once Mum had made up her mind there was no shifting her.

      ‘You look exhausted,’ she continued, frowning.

      ‘It’s just that I’ve been impossibly busy. Nothing a holiday won’t fix. Now that’s an idea! You and I could go to the coast for a couple of weeks – to a hotel – or a cottage if you prefer?’ As if taking her away for a few days could make up for all the times I hadn’t spend with her.

      ‘It’s a lovely thought, but if you don’t mind I’d rather stay here. I don’t have much energy these days.’

      ‘I’ll do everything. I’ll book us somewhere lovely, pack for you, I’ll even hire a more comfortable car.’ Mum disapproved of my BMW roadster. ‘We’ll take Tiger. You won’t have to do a thing. I’ll take care of it all.’

      Mum squeezed my hands. ‘Perhaps in a while, when I feel a little stronger. Now, please, just for tonight, let’s talk about other things.’

      Mum refused to say any more about her health. Instead she asked about my journey and whether I’d seen Princess Di and if I thought her second child would be a boy or a girl. Princess Diana dispensed with, she asked me about work.

      I lied and told her it was all good.

       

      Later, back in my old room which remained exactly the same as it had been the day I left for university, I lay awake, my thoughts whirling as I tried to absorb what Mum had told me. She was only fifty-four. It was impossible that she could be dying. Images spooled through my head; Mum and me in London, Mum applauding when I graduated, us in the library where Mum worked, me reading a book, looking up to find her eyes on me. Her quick smile, how she’d always put me first, made me the centre of her world.

      Another childhood memory popped into my mind. Mum reading to me from Winnie-the-Pooh, a favourite when I was very small. I couldn’t remember the title but I did remember one particular quote. Winnie asks Piglet what day it is and when Piglet replies, It’s today, Winnie!, Winnie-the-Pooh tells him today is his favourite day. I made her read that story to me over and over again. Then as I grew up, I forgot about it. Tomorrow became my mantra. I’d do it all tomorrow. See Mum, take a holiday, treat her.

      I had been too busy thinking about the next day to make the most of the one I was living, and along the way, I’d forgotten what was really important.

      Now there would be too few tomorrows. Not enough todays.

       

      The next morning, having barely slept, I was up as soon as it was light. I showered quickly, peeked in Mum’s bedroom to find her still sleeping so tiptoed downstairs. Tiger fetched her lead and looked at me imploringly. I took my Sony Walkman from my handbag, put my headphones on and took her out and into the grounds of the Astley Ainslie Hospital. When we returned I made some toast and spread it with marmalade before setting a tray with a china cup and saucer and a pot of Mum’s favourite Earl Grey.

      Mum was awake but still in bed when I entered her room. ‘I was just going to get up and dressed,’ she said when she saw I had brought her breakfast.

      ‘I thought I’d spoil you for a change.’ I set the tray on her dresser and moved to help her sit up, but she rebuffed me with an exasperated shake of her head. I waited until she’d settled herself against the pillows, before placing the tray on her lap.

      ‘But what about you, have you had breakfast, Charlotte?’

      ‘I’ll get mine in a little while.’ Not that I felt like eating.

      ‘In that case, why don’t you keep me company while I eat,’ she said as I hovered over her.

      ‘Will I open your curtains?’ I knew I was fussing, but couldn’t help myself.

      Mum nodded, popping a tiny morsel of toast into her mouth.

      ‘Right,’ she said briskly, pushing aside her tray. ‘I’ve made a start sorting out my affairs.’

      ‘Mum! That can wait.’

      ‘No, Charlotte. I have to do it while I still have the strength. I’ll feel better knowing everything is in order. Now sit down. Your pacing about is unnerving.’

      Obediently I perched on the end of her bed.

      ‘There is so much I need to tell you. I hardly know where to begin.’

      ‘What sort of things?’

      Mum sighed. ‘I received a letter. Perhaps that’s as good a place as any to start. Open the drawer in my bedside table and get it out for me. It’s right on top.’

      I did as she asked.

      ‘I think it’s best if you read it yourself,’ she said, when I held it out to her.

      Mum’s name and address was written in fountain pen in the sort of elegant writing that used to be taught in school. I smoothed out the good quality sheet of paper inside.

      It was headed Greyfriars House.

      
        
           

          Dear Olivia

          No doubt you will be surprised to hear from me after all these years. You may well be equally surprised to learn that I have thought of you often. As has Edith.

          We would like you to come to Greyfriars House as soon as you can. We have a great favour to ask of you. I shall explain everything when we see you as it is not something that can be put in a letter.

          I imagine that you will be reluctant to come and I should not blame you. But do. I beg of you. Before it is too late.

          We have no phone so telegram your reply. Greyfriars is still only accessible by boat therefore I shall have to arrange for someone to bring you across.

          Your aunt, 

          Georgina.

        

      

      I read it twice more before I looked up. ‘Aunt Georgina, Mum? You have an aunt?’ I’d always believed that I was Mum’s only living relative. Her parents had died during the war and Mum, like me, was an only child. ‘And who is Edith?’

      ‘Edith and Georgina were my mother’s sisters.’

      ‘How come you’ve never talked about them?’

      Her brow knotted and for a moment she seemed far away. ‘I’ve not seen or heard from them in years. Not since you were a baby.’

      ‘What do you think they want from you now?’

      Mum sank against the pillows and I was struck anew at how pale and thin she was. ‘That’s just it! I can’t imagine what they want, after all this time. It’s not as if either of them have ever shown any desire to have anything to do with me – or you. Although at one time I believed them fond of me… or at least I believed Georgina fond of me.’

      ‘I don’t understand, Mum. What is Greyfriars? A nursing home?’

      She shook her head. ‘Greyfriars House has been in our family for generations. My grandfather bought it as his hunting lodge.’ She closed her eyes and smiled. ‘We used to go there every summer when I was a child – right up until the war. I wish you could have seen Greyfriars and how it was back then.’ When her eyes flickered open, they were shining. ‘I’ve never forgotten a moment of that last summer, perhaps because it was the last time I remember being truly happy as a child.’ She took a shaky breath and the light in her eyes dimmed. ‘The war changed everything – people, places. Nothing, and no one, was ever the same afterwards.’ Mum looked so sad I ached for her.

      Although I had been born only a few years after the war had finished, it had always seemed so far away – almost inconceivable – and nothing to do with my generation. We were much more concerned with the cold war and the prospect of being nuked into oblivion by twitchy-fingered politicians. Mum had never spoken about her experience during the war, and to my shame, I had never asked.

      ‘We’ve never really talked about so many things, have we, Charlotte?’ Mum said, reading my mind. She sighed. ‘So much I never told you.’

      ‘Tell me now, Mum,’ I urged her.

      That was when I learned about Greyfriars.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two
          

          

        

      

      
Olivia

      
July 1939

      Olivia gave a loud whoop as she jumped from the boat and turned to take in her first sight of Greyfriars. It was every bit as wonderful as she remembered. Almost three times the size of their London house, and with a turret, which was to be her bedroom this summer, its pale sandstone glowed in the sunlight.

      Too excited to wait for Mother and Father, she ran through the arch in the rhododendrons that shielded the garden from the nearby mainland and across the springy, clover-scented manicured lawn, past the summer roses and towards the front door where the servants were waiting to greet them. Stopping just long enough to say a quick hello, she scampered past them, across the polished floorboards of the hall and up the wide jewel-blue-carpeted mahogany staircase. She couldn’t wait to see the turret room again and make it her own. They’d been coming for the summer for as long as she could remember, which, given she was only nine, wasn’t really that long when she thought about it. But she’d always loved the turret room and, finally, Mother had decided she was old enough to have it.

      She raced along the first-floor corridor to the end and then up the narrow windy steps to the turret room. Her room! For the whole summer!

      It was circular, with one half of the circle taken up by windows. Father had told her they’d once been tiny but his father had replaced them when he’d built the house, with these big ones that let the light in and allowed anyone looking out to see almost the entire front and side of the island. She gazed with delight around the room, noticing the pink-flowered quilt on the enormous four-poster bed and the tiny posy of pale pink peonies in a crystal vase on the dark wood bedside cabinet. Once she had her books and puzzles on the shelves, it would be truly perfect. Especially since she wouldn’t have Nanny breathing down her neck morning, noon and night telling her what a young lady could and couldn’t do.

      This year, Nanny wasn’t with them. Olivia was to go to school after the long holiday and Nanny had gone to another family to take care of their children. She was supposed to have come to Greyfriars before going to the other family but her mother had become unwell and Mother had given her some time off to visit her. It was difficult imagining that Nanny’s mother could still be alive – Nanny surely wasn’t that far off going to join God herself. Olivia couldn’t help but be glad Nanny wasn’t here – even if it wasn’t nice to wish someone’s mother unwell.

      She had a whole week before the first guests, Aunt Georgina and a few friends, were to arrive. Kerista might be an island but there was so much to do; miles and miles of it to explore, croquet on the lawn, or bathing on their private beach. There was even a yacht to take them to Oban or to the other islands and Mother had promised they would go for a sail on her once Aunt Georgina and the others arrived. Then, later on in the summer, more guests were expected and with everyone gathered, there was to be a party.

      Eager to re-explore the island, Olivia ran down the narrow, curling steps that led from the tower to the first floor, and along the corridor, passing her old nursery and the ballroom where the final dance of the summer would be held. She scooted down the next flight of stairs and into the morning room where Mother, Father and Edith were taking tea.

      ‘Might I go outside?’ she asked Mother.

      ‘As long as you are back in time for dinner.’ Mother barely glanced up from her conversation with Aunt Edith, but Father smiled at her and nodded. Mother and Father were different at Greyfriars. The London Father was usually sombre and distant but the Greyfriars Father laughed and swam with her and seemed to cast off his mournful air along with the smog they’d left behind in London, and usually, freed from her charitable obligations, Mother spent more time with Olivia.

      If only Aunt Edith hadn’t been there then Olivia would have had Mother and Father all to herself. Aunt Edith was nice enough, if a little bossy. She was always telling Olivia to tidy her hair or change her dress when it only had a tiny stain on it, but then Aunt Edith was a nurse and Mother said nurses had to be bossy.

      Grabbing a slice of cake, Olivia scooted back into the entrance hall, narrowly avoiding a servant carrying a tray, and let herself out into the bright sunshine – and freedom.

       

      Over the next few days, she would spring out of bed as soon as she heard the servants moving around the house, pull on her skirt and blouse, and, stopping just long enough to thrust her feet into wellington boots, would leave the house, returning only when she was hungry or when she’d had enough of her own company. But for most of the time the island was her kingdom.

      With no one else to play with she’d become adept at creating her own games. Last summer she’d imagined herself a member of the Jacobite army as they’d marched south towards England. Alternatively she’d been Flora MacDonald, hiding Prince Charles from would-be captors, at other times she was the Lady of the House, whose husband had gone off to fight alongside the Pretender and who would watch for him from her bedroom window. (The latter game had lasted only the tiniest part of an afternoon. There was little fun to be had staring out of a window, no matter how forlornly.)

      Today she’d gone down to the west side of the island. Here, although there were as many trees as on the other sides of the house, they grew oddly, not as strongly as the others and leaning in one direction as if they were a corps of ballet dancers bending at the waist. Donald, the ghillie, said they grew like that because of the prevailing wind coming from the direction of Balcreen, which was just across the water.

      On this side of the island, Kerista was quite wild; the sea always more turbulent and the shore barren, with fat, glistening rocks instead of sand. Olivia far preferred it to the other side.

      There was a small farm a little distance away, with a row of cottages where Donald lived with his wife. The other cottages were used by the extra staff who were employed for the summer. The miniature farm had a hen house and a couple of cows which one of the maids milked twice a day, sometimes letting Olivia help.

      The hens wandered freely down here and suddenly Olivia had an idea. What if she could teach them to swim? She caught one and waded out, laying her in the water. But she flapped her feathers in Olivia’s face and squawked back to the shore.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      Olivia looked up to find a girl, of about ten or eleven, with long curly hair and wide brown eyes looking down at her.

      ‘I’m teaching the hens to swim.’

      ‘Hens can’t swim,’ the girl scoffed. ‘Everyone knows that.’

      ‘Maybe because they haven’t been taught!’ Olivia fired back. She stood up. ‘I’m Olivia Friel. Who are you?’

      ‘Agnes MacKay. My mother’s your summer cook. Usually I stay with my grandmother in Balcreen when Mam’s working, but Granny’s not feeling well, so I’ve come here for the day.’

      ‘Do you want to play?’

      Agnes nodded.

      ‘Let’s pretend the hens are our navy. I’m the admiral and you are my sailor.’

      ‘I should be the admiral,’ Agnes protested. ‘I’m older than you.’

      Olivia thought about arguing but then Agnes might not play with her. ‘In that case,’ she said, ‘we’ll both be admirals.’

      They got to work. Agnes was quick on her feet, stronger than Olivia, and more used to catching hens. Agnes showed Olivia how to tuck her dress into her knickers and persuaded her to take off her shoes, telling Olivia that her bare feet would grip the rocks better. They did but not much. The girls kept slipping on the seaweed-covered rocks and soon they were both drenched. Neither of them cared. Olivia couldn’t remember the last time she’d had so much fun, although sadly Agnes was no more successful than Olivia at creating a navy out of the hens.

      They had been chasing after a hen that would not, no matter how hard they tried to persuade her, stay in the sea, when Olivia felt a shadow fall over her. She looked up, shading her eyes against the sun, to find Donald, his gun cracked open and over his arm, towering over her. Surprised, her grip on the hen slackened and her reluctant sailor flapped away, squawking with indignation.

      ‘What are you doing, miss? Agnes?’ The ghillie had a furrow between his brows Olivia could have slipped a pencil between.

      She stood up, and, although she only reached as far as his hip, decided to brazen it out. She stared up at him, doing her best to mimic the haughty look she imagined a lady would give her subject – the same one Mother gave her whenever she was in the wrong.

      ‘We are trying to teach the hens to swim, but they are being very disobedient.’

      His mouth turned up at the corners. ‘It’s clear you’ve spent too much time in the city, Miss Olivia. Hens can’t swim. Never have been able to and never will. It’s lucky for them you never drowned them. Best to leave them be.’

      ‘They are our subjects and our navy,’ Olivia insisted. ‘We are their commanders. How will they go into battle if they can’t swim?’

      Donald laughed and to her annoyance ruffled her hair. When he turned to Agnes he looked much more disapproving. ‘Agnes! You should know better. The last place the pair of you should be is down at the shore on this side. There is a nasty riptide and you could drown, just like the little girl, and then what will your mothers do? They’ll mourn you forever and into eternity. Is that what you want?’

      ‘What little girl?’ Olivia asked.

      ‘Why, the little girl who drowned in this very spot a good many years ago. Some folk believe that she’s lonely and wants company so whenever someone comes down to these rocks she reaches out her arms and tries to pull them in so they will stay with her. I imagine that the company she’d like best would be another little girl around her age. So, mark my words, stay away from this bit of the island. If you want to play in the water, go down to where the ladies and gents swim. There’s a nice slope to the shore there.’

      When he started back towards Greyfriars Olivia and Agnes scurried after him and fell into step beside him, Olivia doing a little hop skip and jump to keep up.

      ‘Tell me about the little girl,’ Olivia demanded. ‘What was her name? Did she live here all the time or did she only come in the summer like me? Does she come into the house? Her ghost, I mean? Or does she stay in the water? Is she a mermaid now?’

      Donald rubbed a hand across the greying stubble on his chin. ‘All right then, I’ll tell you, but don’t go repeating what I say to anyone else – especially the grown-ups.’

      Agnes nodded so energetically Olivia thought her head might come loose from her neck.

      ‘We promise.’ Olivia spoke for them both.

      Donald waited until they were all perched on rocks before he began.

      ‘It was many, many years ago, long before I was born or even my father or his grandfather. The house as you see it wasn’t built yet. There was only the tower. It was in 1745 – the family were supporters of Prince Charlie. Do you know who he was?’

      ‘Of course. He was the rightful King of Scotland – or so many people believed. My governess told me about him. She said he was called the Young Pretender because he had no right to the throne,’ Olivia said.

      ‘Aye, well, all that is in the past. All that matters is that the family who lived here supported him. But to do so was against the law. Even worse it was treason!’ He smacked his lips together as if the very thought of treason thrilled him. ‘Any how, that doesn’t have much to do with my story except to say, the family was hiding out here. The clan chief who owned Stryker Castle over on the mainland supported the Jacobite cause as did many of the highland Scots. Now Lord Farquhar’s estates were in the borders but Lord Farquhar thought it unwise to leave his wife, Lady Elizabeth, and their daughter, Lady Sarah – they only had one child – there alone while he went off to fight alongside Prince Charlie. All this happened just before the battle of Culloden.’

      In her head Olivia was conjuring up images of a lady dressed in plaid – her long hair which, when worn loose, would come almost to her bottom. Just like the lady she’d pretended to be!

      ‘Lady Elizabeth would have gone with him if she could,’ Donald continued, ‘but she knew if her husband was captured the King’s army would ransack their home in the borders – perhaps even torch it and burn it to the ground – and she loved her little girl more than her own life and didn’t want to take the chance anything might happen to her. And her husband, Lord Farquhar, loved Lady Elizabeth above all else. So he was happy that she agreed to stay here until the battle was won and Charles took his rightful place on the throne.’

      Olivia was scared to speak, or even to nod, in case she broke the spell. Agnes was quiet too, although, until now, she’d chatted all the time.

      ‘Lady Elizabeth used to stand on the ramparts, at the top of the tower and watch for him coming back. Some say she loved her lord too much. That she spent so much time watching and waiting for him to return, she forgot to take care of her little girl. However then, like now, she had many servants and there should have been plenty of folk to keep an eye on little Sarah. But it’s a fact of life, the more people there are to do a thing, the more people think that someone else is doing that thing.

      ‘And this Sarah was a very curious girl, like the pair of you. She became bored with being in the turret, waiting for her mother to come down to keep her company, so she decided to go and play outside. Now she knew she wasn’t supposed to, not on her own, so she waited until her governess was having tea with Cook – they were great friends – before she sneaked outside.’

      A sense of dread wrapped itself around Olivia like a thick morning mist. She knew what was going to happen, yet she still hoped that in the telling, something would change and that little girl would still be all right.

      ‘Anyways,’ Donald went on, ‘she got outside and she came to that same place where I just found you. She could probably see it from the nursery window as the trees and bushes hadn’t been planted back then. Maybe it was a particularly hot day like today and she thought she might paddle. Certainly she had taken off her stockings – they were found on the rock, all neatly rolled up.

      ‘It was almost lunch time before anyone realised she was missing. Naturally they searched the house from top to bottom first, including the servants’ rooms, the turret and the cellars. Lady Elizabeth was beside herself with terror, as was the governess who well knew it had been her fault. Only once they were certain that Lady Sarah wasn’t in the house did they search outside. When they found Lady Sarah’s stockings on the rock they knew they would never find her, at least not alive. Two hooded crows – bigger and blacker than anyone had seen before – were circling over the house and everyone knows that they are announcers of death.’

      Olivia did her best to hide a shudder, but couldn’t help an involuntary look up at the sky. To her relief there were no crows, only seagulls. But the sky had darkened and the breeze had picked up, brushing across her arms like a giant’s fingertips.

      ‘Two days later Lady Sarah’s little broken body was washed up on the rocks. They picked her up and wrapped her in plaid and brought her back to the house. They laid the poor wee mite’s body in her bedroom and Lady Elizabeth stayed with her for seven days and seven nights. She might never have let them bury her only child if Lord Farquhar hadn’t returned from battle.

      ‘He was, as you can imagine, heartbroken to learn of the death of his only child, his precious Sarah. But he knew she had to be buried. And eventually after pleading and going down on his knees to his wife, she agreed. You’ll know that Prince Charles was defeated – but Lord Farquhar was fortunate in that he didn’t lose his lands. They’d taken pity on him and left his estates in the borders intact. With their daughter buried, he wanted Lady Elizabeth to go back with him to their estate in the Borders where they would live out the rest of their lives as best they could, but Lady Elizabeth wouldn’t go. Her mind had turned. She wouldn’t accept that it was her daughter they had buried, choosing instead to believe that someone had taken Lady Sarah and that one day she’d find her again.’ Donald lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘They say that at night, Lady Elizabeth still walks Greyfriars and the grounds looking for her daughter. And that Sarah does come back for a week or two every year and that mother and daughter are happy for that short while, until it is time for Sarah to return to the other world again. Others say that Lady Elizabeth believes that if she can find another little girl and drown her by the rocks, then her daughter will be restored to her and they can be together all the time.’

      Olivia shivered. She exchanged a glance with Agnes who looked riveted and terrified in equal measure.

      Donald stood. ‘That’s why you must never play down at that shore. Not unless you want to join Lady Sarah’s ghost – or replace her. Now, Agnes, away you go back to the farm and dry off. I’ll be taking you back to Balcreen shortly. And, Miss Olivia, you’d better do the same.’

       

      That night alone in her room, her parents having kissed her goodnight and with the candle blown out, the story Donald had told her and Agnes played in Olivia’s mind. She imagined she could hear the doorknob turning, as Lady Elizabeth crept into her room to look for her daughter. No matter how hard she stared and tried to make out shapes in the darkness, or strained her ears for any sounds of ghostly footsteps, all she could hear was the sea and the wind. Did ghosts make a sound? Would the first she knew be when she felt an icy cold hand touch her face?

      Olivia burrowed deeper under the blankets, willing her eyes to stay open and alert but after a while her lids started getting heavier and heavier. And then she was wide awake, with the terrifying sensation she was not alone. She didn’t dare breathe, and her heart was hammering so loud she could no longer hear the sea. She tried to shout for her mother but no words would come.

      A woman stood only a couple of feet from her bed, her face, partly covered by the hood of her cloak, pale in the moonlight, her eyes two dark hollows. Behind her, Olivia’s rocking horse moved gently on its rockers.

      ‘Have you seen Lady Sarah?’ the woman asked.

      Olivia shook her head, too frightened to speak, knowing with a horrible but absolute certainty it was the ghost of Lady Elizabeth standing in front of her.

      ‘I don’t know where she can be! I heard her calling for me but I can’t find her!’ Lady Elizabeth held out a mottled blue hand. ‘Will you help me find her?’

      Olivia shook her head again. She didn’t want to go anywhere with Lady Elizabeth. But then – Olivia couldn’t think how – they were down at the shore, on the wild side where Donald had said they mustn’t play, surrounded by a thick mist that made the familiar unfamiliar. Lady Elizabeth was tugging at her hand, hauling her along, and Olivia was powerless to resist.

      When they reached the rocks Lady Elizabeth knelt by Olivia’s side, her dark eyes full of entreaty. ‘Lady Sarah will be so lonely. Won’t you play with her for a while? All you have to do is go into the water. She’ll come to you then.’

      ‘I don’t want to!’ Olivia finally found her voice but it sounded small in the darkness and mist. ‘Please don’t make me.’ She tried to pull away but Lady Elizabeth’s grip was too strong and she was being dragged ever closer to the water.

      Then a little girl with strands of seaweed caught in her long blonde hair rose from the sea and waded ashore. Olivia thought her heart would stop. ‘No, Mother,’ the girl said, coming to stand next to them. ‘Leave her…. her mother would be too sad. And I have you to play with.’

      Suddenly Olivia was back in her bed, her heart banging so hard she thought it might jump out of her chest. She lay in the semi-darkness too petrified to move. A bad dream, it had only been a bad dream, she told herself. But there was a faint smell of wax from a candle that had recently been extinguished and overlaying that, a tang of damp and seaweed and Olivia was convinced if she looked hard she would see wet footprints on the floor. For once she wished she was back in the nursery, Nanny in the room next door.

      She thought of running along the corridors to Mother’s room. But that would mean venturing into the dark and the possibility of coming across Lady Elizabeth. It was only a nightmare, she repeated to herself over and over. She huddled deeper under her blankets and squeezed her eyes shut. It took a long time, but eventually she did fall asleep and this time her sleep was dreamless.

       

      When she opened her eyes again sunshine was streaming in through her window and last night’s nightmare seemed exactly that. As she bounded out of bed, she told herself that even if Lady Elizabeth did walk Greyfriars, Lady Sarah would never allow her to hurt Olivia. Nevertheless, Olivia never played down at that part of the shore again and sadly neither did Agnes return to Kerista.
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      Even if Agnes had come back to Greyfriars, Olivia wouldn’t have been able to play with her. Her freedom was to be curtailed for a while. Today, the first guests were to arrive although there were to be only four: Mother’s friends, Agatha and her husband, Gordon, who were regular visitors to their house in London, Aunt Georgina and someone called Findlay.

      With their arrival, summer would start properly. There had been no activities so far. No croquet or board games, no trips to Oban. With Aunt Edith being there, most of the time Mother normally spent with Olivia when they were at Greyfriars had been taken up with her. Mother and Aunt Edith spent hours, just the two of them, their heads close together as they whispered and laughed, or studied pictures in magazines, or retreated to the morning room, only emerging for tea, or lunch on the lawn, or dinner. Whenever Mother found Olivia dawdling in the house, trying to listen to what they were talking about, she would shoo her outside and tell her to go and play. Olivia didn’t really mind. She would have liked a little more of Mother’s attention but there would be time for that once the guests had gone.

      Preparations for the guests’ arrival had been going on since the day the Friels had arrived and had become more frantic with every passing day. Cook had been in a frenzy all week, shooing Olivia from the kitchen whenever she went in search of something to eat, even snapping at her once ‘that didn’t she realise she was getting under everyone’s feet and couldn’t she wait until proper mealtimes?’

      Earlier she’d hung out of her bedroom window, watching Donald’s boat approach the small pier, squinting to catch her first sight of the new arrivals.

      Aunt Georgina had been in Paris, modelling, for the last couple of years so Olivia had only a distant, vague memory of her.

      Georgina stepped ashore first. She was dressed in wide, cream palazzo trousers and a silk blouse, her hair tied up in an emerald green bandana. Her laughter rippled across the still air as she used Donald’s outstretched hand to steady herself. ‘Really, one would have thought Peter would have built a bridge across by now. Already I feel like Robinson Crusoe.’

      Aunt Edith and Mother hurried down to greet the new arrivals, Father following at a more dignified pace behind.

      Agatha and Gordon joined Georgina on the pier. A tall, well-built man with short, dark hair, leapt out after them.

      Leaving her spot by the window, Olivia scurried downstairs and, almost bowling over a maid in her haste, hurtled towards the door, skidding to a halt just in time to compose herself. She might only be nine, but Mother would be livid if she didn’t greet their guests like a young lady.

      Checking no one was looking, she spat in her hand and smoothed down her hair, tucking a stray lock into the ribbon that held her hair back and flapped her hand in front of her face in an attempt to cool her flushed cheeks.

      They had started back towards the house by the time she stepped outside. Mother and Edith were on either side of Georgina, their arms tucked into hers, while Father walked with the stranger and Agatha and Gordon a few paces behind. Through the arch in the rhododendrons, Olivia saw the little boat was already heading back over to the mainland – no doubt to collect the luggage. It had taken Donald four trips to bring theirs across.

      Miss Chivers, the housekeeper, was waiting on the steps and she frowned down at Olivia, tucking a lock of hair Olivia had missed under her ribbon.

      Olivia ducked away from her reach and hurried towards the guests, meeting them on the other side of the rhododendrons.

      ‘You remember Olivia?’ Mother said to Georgina as they stopped to greet her.

      Georgina bent and placed the tip of her finger under Olivia’s chin. ‘I’m not going to say that you’ve grown or any of that nonsense,’ she said. ‘I am very pleased to see you again.’

      When her aunt smiled, Olivia was struck speechless by her beauty. All the sisters were beautiful but Georgina was especially so with her milk-white skin, lightly sprinkled with freckles, her thick, rich red hair and her lovely mouth shiny with lipstick. She had the same blue eyes as Mother and Aunt Edith, but where Aunt Edith’s were a pale blue, Georgina’s were almost indigo and twinkled, as if she had a secret she was just bursting to tell. Everything about her fizzed and bubbled. Like a light. Olivia just wanted to look and look at her. No wonder she was a model!

      ‘Mr Armstrong, this is my daughter, Olivia.’

      Olivia held out her hand and the stranger shook it. He wasn’t good-looking in the way that Olivia’s father was, his nose was too big, his mouth too wide, but he had the same buzzing energy as Georgina had.

      ‘I’ve brought something for you, Olivia. It’s in one of my cases. Why don’t you come up to my room after tea and I’ll see if I can find it?’ Georgina said. She took Mother’s and Edith’s arms again. ‘Come on, you two. I’m simply dying to hear your news!’

      The adults walked through the arch Donald had carved in the rhododendrons, appearing to have immediately forgotten about her. All except for Mr Armstrong. He held out his arm for her to take – just as if she were all grown up.

      She fell a little in love with him right at that moment.

       

      After tea, Olivia ran up to Georgina’s room and knocked on the door. Georgina opened the door and smiled.

      ‘Oh, there you are, Olivia! Come in! Come in! I’m still looking for your present, can you believe it?’

      Georgina opened the doors of her massive over-packed oak wardrobe and started sifting through the garments hanging on padded wooden hangers. ‘I can’t think where the maid has put it…’

      Georgina’s clothes were a riot of colours and textures: shiny silks in emerald, ruby, cream; muslins and lace in white; fine wool in forest green, diesel blue, peat brown; velvets; cotton in florals, polka dots and other patterns. Olivia wondered if her aunt wasn’t perhaps looking too quickly as the hangers were slammed impatiently against each other.

      Several hats lay on the bed, tossed there as if Georgina couldn’t decide which one she liked best. Olivia picked up one in forest green with a felt thistle on its side brim and tried it on.

      Georgina stopped what she was doing and studied Olivia, her head tipped to the side. ‘That colour is perfect on you.’ She lifted the hat from Olivia’s head and tossed it on the bed. ‘But we don’t wear hats on Greyfriars! Hats are for the city. Just wait until you see what I brought you all the way from Paris. Now where on earth could it be?’

      She started rummaging through her drawers; intimate undergarments, petticoats and camisoles in silk and lace spilled onto the floor or got caught in the drawers as they were hastily closed.

      ‘It wouldn’t be in here…’ Georgina murmured as her long fingers probed the back of the next drawer. She looked up and smiled. ‘It has to be somewhere.’

      ‘Could it be this?’ Olivia suggested, picking up a flimsy, tissue-wrapped package she found on the seat of the velvet-covered chaise longue beneath Georgina’s bedroom window.

      Georgina clapped her hands together. ‘Clever girl! You found it!’ As Olivia continued to hold it out to her, Georgina gleefully plonked herself onto the quilted covers of her four-poster bed and said, ‘Well then, open it!’

      Her hands trembling with excitement, Olivia peeled away the wrapping to reveal a thin-strapped silk camisole top in the palest shell pink. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she gasped, holding it up. Its hem was embedded with a row of tiny pink diamantés. She’d never owned anything so beautiful or so grown up; Mother insisted on cotton vests in the summer, itchy woollen ones in the winter.

      Georgina grinned. ‘Do you like it?’

      Olivia hugged it against her. ‘I love it. Thank you, Aunt Georgina.’

      ‘I’ve never understood why one can’t have beautiful things, regardless of how old one is. Even when I’m ancient, I’m going to buy all my clothes from Paris.’

      Just then there was a knock on the door and Aunt Edith stepped into the room.

      ‘Look what Aunt Georgina brought me.’ Olivia held out her new camisole top for Aunt Edith to inspect. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

      ‘That’s what you bought her, Georgina?’ Aunt Edith said lightly, but Olivia could tell she didn’t really approve. ‘I guess a boring old jigsaw puzzle could never compete.’

      ‘I did like it,’ Olivia protested. ‘But a hundred pieces is too easy.’

      ‘I’m just teasing,’ Edith said, ruffling her hair. ‘Now would you mind excusing us? Your Aunt Georgina and I have lots to chat about.’

       

      That evening Olivia was to join the guests for dinner, although as soon as it was over and the men and women separated – the men to the study and their cigars, the women to the smaller of the two sittings rooms – she was expected to excuse herself and go to her room.

      In years to come, what she remembered most about that evening was how everything and everyone glittered. Flowers had been sent up from London and placed in vases all over the house until it was impossible to be anywhere without their scent filling the air. The maids had been busy too, dusting and polishing until Greyfriars, that to Olivia’s eyes shone anyway, sparkled and reeked of beeswax as well as the scented flowers. Usually there was only a boat from the village across the water on a Monday and a Friday, but lately it had being coming with provisions every day.

      Olivia had changed quickly and run downstairs even before the first gong sounded. Although the day had been warm and the sun wasn’t due to go down for hours yet, the fire in the hall had been lit, candelabra placed on every available surface so that everything was bathed in a golden light and she sat on the fender to get the best view of the staircase.

      Mother and Father were first; Mother in blue taffeta and Father in evening dress. Next came Edith who was wearing a full-length, blue velvet dress with a thin belt and pearls at her throat. Then came Findlay, looking distinguished and handsome in his dinner jacket and bow tie. Agatha and Gordon followed a few minutes later. Agatha was wearing cream silk and wore a tiara in her hair. As each adult reached the foot of the stairs they took a drink from the tray the manservant held before disappearing into the drawing room. Finally, a good ten minutes after everyone else, came the person Olivia had been waiting for. When Georgina appeared at the top of the first flight of stairs, Olivia caught her breath. Her aunt’s hair had been waved and parted at the side, so it hung over one eye before falling to her shoulders like a sheet of molten fire. Georgina’s ruby red dress clung to her like a second skin, hugging her hips and flaring as it fell to the ground. It was cut low at the front, and with the tiniest of straps. As Georgina glided down the stairs, Olivia could clearly see the shape of her long legs through the thin material of her gown and when she passed by, Olivia saw it was cut even lower at the back. An inch or two more and surely her bottom would be exposed!

      She followed Georgina into the drawing room and immediately the chatter and laughter came to an abrupt stop. There was a collective gasp as everyone took in how beautiful Georgina looked. It was as if she was the sun, and everyone else, with the exception of Findlay, the planets revolving around her. He was the only one who hadn’t gasped when she’d come in. Instead he’d just looked at her with his dark eyes, his lips pressed into a hard line.

      Georgina walked over to the gramophone and put a record on. As the music swirled around the room, whatever spell she had cast was broken and the adults started talking again.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter Four
            

          

        

      

      Later that evening, banished to her room and just as Olivia was wondering whether she dare risk getting out of bed to sit on the stairs so she could at least listen to what the adults were saying even if she couldn’t see them, there was a soft tap on the door and Georgina came in. She was carrying a glass of champagne in one hand and holding a cigarette in the other. There were spots of colour on her pale, almost alabaster, cheeks and her eyes were glittering.

      ‘I thought I’d slip away for a bit,’ she said, ‘and come and see you.’ She looked around the room and smiled. ‘Do you know this used to be my bedroom when I was a child?’

      Olivia smiled back. Of course Aunt Georgina would have slept here!

      ‘None of the adults are ever given it because of the steps,’ Georgina continued. ‘If at all squiffy, we wouldn’t be able to manage.’

      The narrow, windy stone steps, hollowed at the centre by the thousands of feet that had trod them, was one of the things Olivia liked best about the turret.

      Georgina selected a book from one of the bookshelves, studied the spine and placed it back on the shelf. Yet, Olivia had the distinct impression that if she asked Georgina to tell her the title of the book she wouldn’t have been able to.

      ‘Edith and I used to share. You’d imagine with all these rooms that we would have had one each, but when we were girls we liked to be together all the time. Isn’t it wonderful when sisters are friends too?’

      Olivia wished she had a sister. If only Agnes had come back…

      ‘It’s not much fun on your own, is it?’ Georgina said, as if reading Olivia’s mind.

      ‘I wish Mother and Father would have a baby,’ Olivia blurted. There was something about Aunt Georgina that made a person feel they could confide in her.

      Georgina raised an eyebrow. ‘Did you tell your mother that?’

      ‘I did. She said she was happy just to have me. But she looked sad when she said it.’

      ‘Mmm.’ Georgina leaned over and ruffled her hair. ‘Then you should believe her.’ She stood and drifted around the room as if she were looking for something but didn’t know what.

      ‘What is Paris like? Have you been to the Eiffel Tower?’ Olivia asked. She was genuinely curious but more than that she wanted Georgina to stay and keep her company a little longer.

      ‘There and everywhere.’ Georgina sank down on the bed and propped herself up on her elbows. ‘Paris is the best city in the world. At least…’ Her face clouded. ‘It was until recently.’

      ‘Why? What do you mean?’

      But Georgina just shook her head and jumped to her feet again. ‘You simply must visit one day. When you are older. Take a boat down the Seine, visit all the galleries and museums. Do you know the French have cafes where you can sit outside and have your coffee while watching the world go by?’

      ‘Couldn’t I come and stay with you? Perhaps before the summer is over. Mother could come too.’

      ‘That would have been wonderful but I don’t live there any more. In a few weeks I’ll be in Singapore.’

      Olivia was dismayed. Singapore was thousands of miles away. It might be years before she saw Georgina again.

      ‘Why are you going to there?’ Olivia asked. ‘When you said you like Paris so much?’

      A shadow crossed Georgina’s face. ‘Sometimes one just has to move on. Nothing ever stays the same, no matter how much one wishes it could.’ She gave her head a tiny shake. ‘Singapore will be just as much fun as Paris, I’m sure.’

      ‘But it’s so far away!’

      ‘Yes it is. And that might not be a bad thing.’ The last was said almost to herself. Before Olivia could ask what she meant, Georgina’s expression brightened. ‘It will take almost six weeks to get there on a steamship! Can you imagine that? Perhaps when you are older you could come and visit me there? With your mother and father.’

      The prospect cheered Olivia enormously. As long as it wasn’t too long a wait.

      Georgina sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘Do you know that once this part of the house was a defensive tower? That’s why this room is shaped as it is and why the steps are so narrow and worn. The family of the people who owned the castle over on the mainland, the one that’s in ruins now, used this tower so they could hide if they had to. They were Jacobites. You have heard of the Jacobites, haven’t you?’

      Olivia nodded. ‘Donald said this bit was part of a castle a long, long time ago, back when Bonnie Prince Charlie was trying to get his crown back.’

      ‘That’s right. Before that, during the reformation in the sixteenth century, the room below this was the priest’s room, the one that’s the nursery now. I’m assuming you know where the secret staircase is?’

      ‘A secret staircase! Where?’ How could she not have known?

      Georgina walked across the room and pulled back a thick length of cloth to reveal a door. She tugged the wrought-iron handle but it wouldn’t budge. ‘Dash! It’s always kept locked. No one knows where the key is. I imagine Miss Chivers has it on her bunch if it hasn’t been lost. There’s a double wall all the way around the turret and that’s where the staircase runs. It goes from here up to the ramparts and down all the way to the outside – right past the nursery – there’s another secret door that leads into there.’

      ‘No, there isn’t! You’re teasing me. I would have seen it.’

      ‘Unless you knew it was there, you’d never find it. You know the cupboard in the nursery? Well right at the back is another door. It looks like part of the wall but there’s a hidden catch which opens it onto the outside stairs.’

      Olivia stared at the door with horrified fascination. If there were ghosts that was the way they’d come. Her skin prickled. What if Lady Elizabeth had been in her room? What if it hadn’t been a nightmare after all? What if she came back? But that was silly. Ghosts could walk through walls. They didn’t need doors. No. It had been a nightmare. That was all. She’d gone to sleep thinking of Lady Sarah and Elizabeth – no wonder she’d had a nightmare about them. But still…

      ‘Is that how Lady Sarah got outside without anyone seeing her? Is that why it’s kept locked? Because she escaped from the nursery and drowned?’

      Georgina came back to sit on her bed again. ‘So you know about Lady Elizabeth and Lady Sarah?’

      ‘Donald told me and Agnes about them.’

      ‘Who on earth is Agnes?’

      ‘She’s the summer cook’s daughter. She came to Kerista for the day when her grandmother was ill. We were down at the west shore trying to teach the hens to swim when Donald discovered us.’

      ‘You were trying to teach the hens to swim? My dear, how very imaginative.’

      ‘I know better now,’ Olivia mumbled. She wished she hadn’t mentioned the hens. It made her seem very silly.

      Georgina took a long sip of her champagne. ‘What did Donald tell you?’

      Georgina listened intently, her lips slightly parted as Olivia repeated what Donald had said, revelling in being the centre of Georgina’s attention. She didn’t tell Aunt Georgina that she might actually have been visited by Lady Elizabeth. The hen story had made her look enough of a baby.

      ‘Do you know he told Edith and me that exact same story when we were children? I’d forgotten until now. It’s why we call that bit of the island Sarah’s Rocks.’ She laughed. ‘For the longest time Edith believed Lady Sarah was real and used to insist she join in our games, much to the annoyance of your mother and I.’

      So Aunt Edith had seen Lady Sarah too? What about Lady Elizabeth? Had she also seen her? It was odd to have something in common with Aunt Edith.

      ‘So they do walk Greyfriars!’

      Aunt Georgina laughed. Then she must have seen that Olivia was serious and a small frown puckered her brow. ‘They did live here once but I imagine Donald told you that story for the same reason he told us – to keep children away from that part of the island. Even the adults don’t risk swimming there. Apart from the riptide, there are nasty sharp rocks so you really mustn’t paddle there again.’ She tilted her head. ‘Tell me, were you frightened when he told you the story?’

      ‘No!’ Olivia lied. She wanted Aunt Georgina to see her as too grown up to be frightened by stories of ghosts. ‘Besides, I don’t think ghosts can hurt you.’ Not child ghosts anyway. Lady Elizabeth she wasn’t so sure about.

      ‘You are so very like Edith! Nothing ever frightens her either.’

      Olivia didn’t want to be like Aunt Edith, she wanted to be like Aunt Georgina! She glanced over at the locked door. ‘Do you think it might be true? That Lady Elizabeth does walk the castle’s corridors looking for Lady Sarah and that Lady Sarah comes back once a year to be with her mother? Donald said Lady Elizabeth loved Lady Sarah too much and that’s why she can’t rest in peace. Do you think someone can love too much?’

      Georgina twirled the champagne glass between her fingers and the light from the paraffin lamps caught on the crystal, casting shards of light on the walls. ‘I imagine with its long history Greyfriars has seen its share of tragedy, but I don’t think it has any more ghosts than anywhere else.’

      Olivia held her breath. ‘You do believe in ghosts then?’

      Georgina was silent for a long moment as if giving Olivia’s question full and serious consideration. ‘I think the only ghosts that exist are those in our heads,’ she said eventually. ‘Our guilty conscience. I think when we put right any wrong we might have done those ghosts disappear. Perhaps Lady Elizabeth didn’t love Lady Sarah enough to take care of her properly. Maybe if she forgave herself for losing her child, she’d be able to stop looking for her and rest in peace.’

      Once more Olivia thought she saw a shadow cross Georgina’s face but when her aunt smiled again, Olivia knew she must have been mistaken. What did Aunt Georgina have to be sad about?

      Georgina gave her head a little shake. ‘Hark at me! All philosophical. I can’t imagine you have anything to fear from ghosts inside or outside your head. You’re a good girl – one who is much loved.’ She took another long sip of her champagne, stood and ruffled Olivia’s hair. ‘I suppose I should get back. They’ll have noticed I’m gone by now.’ A mischievous expression crossed her face. ‘On the other hand, perhaps I’ll take a turn in the garden. Don’t tell them you’ve seen me. Pity the door to the secret stairway won’t open or I could have snuck out that way. I’m going to make it my mission to find that key.’

      ‘Don’t!’ Olivia wanted to cry. She still hadn’t made up her mind about whether ghosts were real or not and didn’t want to take any chances. She’d much rather the door remained locked.

      When, with a last smile and a quick kiss on Olivia’s cheek, Georgina slipped away, Olivia felt as if she’d taken some of the light with her.

      Olivia checked the door Georgina had shown her again, just to make sure it was locked, which of course it was. Perhaps she should ask Mother whether she could sleep in another room. One without hidden doors and secret staircases? But she loved the turret! And although she didn’t care at all for Lady Elizabeth she wouldn’t mind if Lady Sarah came back looking to play. Lady Sarah wouldn’t hurt her regardless of what Donald said. As long as she kept away from her rocks. Furthermore, if Aunt Edith wasn’t scared of ghosts then neither would she be. Feeling much better for having decided that, Olivia took her atlas from her shelf, located the correct map and traced the outline of Singapore with her finger. Aunt Georgina had invited her to stay! She couldn’t wait to go.

      She sat in front of her dressing table and studied her reflection in the mirror, practising Georgina’s smile and the way she lifted one eyebrow.

      The tinkle of Georgina’s laugh drifted through her open window and Olivia hurried across to look out. On the far side of the lawn, almost hidden by the shadows, champagne glass in hand, Georgina was spinning around as if dancing to music no one else could hear.

      A flicker of movement from one of the windows on the ground floor caught Olivia’s attention. She wasn’t the only one watching Georgina. Standing at the library window, looking out, was Findlay.
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