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Prologue

It was three o’clock in the morning and the moon was a sliver of ice in an ink-blue sky; not a stroke of light in the west to show that the sun had ever set there, nor a hint of dawn in the east where a bank of clouds was gathering, so the darkness was as perfect as midwinter.

The sea had come in silently, waves unrolling like bolts of silk across the sands, and now it was still and full, waiting for the turn, lapping only a little as it slid gently up and down against the base of the cliffs. And so when she reached the break in the rock, a natural cove where men had built a harbour, there was no current to wash her into the welcome of its broad stone arms.

She had always loved the water; a quick swimmer, strong and sure in the warm salty tides, quick and supple like a fish escaping a net. So when she had entered the sea for the last time in her life – when, hours ago now, she had plummeted off the crumbling edge of the headland and come up choking – she had simply flicked her hair out of her eyes, kicked off her shoes and trodden water, looking around, sweeping her arms wide, letting the shock pass through her and her breaths grow calm again. When she was steady, she shrugged out of her jacket and let it float away. She tried for a moment to open her buttons, hoping to get her corset untied and let her lungs fill to the top before she started swimming, but the water was cold and, as she fumbled, twice she felt her chin sink under the surface and had to paddle her arms again.

That was the first fearful moment – as late as that. That was the first time she thought to use her lungs to cry for help and not to power her strong swim back to the shore. Two sheep at the edge of a field raised their bony heads and stared down at her, still chewing, then turned away. She scanned the line where the rock-face met the green pasture and could see nothing, not a house, not a track, not even a gate in the fence to show that the shepherd might pass by, going home at the end of his day.

Then she raised her legs in front of her and let her head drop back, feeling the coldness fill her ears. Perhaps she would find, if she let herself, that she would float to the shore, to the narrow band of boulders at the bottom of the drop, the boulders she might have fallen onto were not God Himself trying so hard to save her that He put His hand under her tumbling body and laid her gently down into His safe blue sea.

But she was floating away. Those sheep were smaller now. So she drove her legs downwards and lifted them behind her, feeling the second flutter of panic at the weight of her skirts and petticoats against the backs of her calves. Then she breathed in hard, the bones of her corset creaking against her ribs, picked a dark patch of gorse on the face of the cliff to fix her gaze upon and set off with a long, sculling stroke which seemed to push five yards of cold water behind her.

A hundred strokes later, when she took a rest, she knew the patch of gorse was no closer, but could not bear to believe it was further away.

A thousand strokes later, when she had stopped looking for the gorse, had stopped looking at the shore at all, terrified to see how distant it had become, she rested again and then turned outwards, thinking about the fishing boats, the way they fanned out of the harbour mouth each morning, blossoming over the sea, and the way they gathered homewards each evening, from every corner of the horizon, as if the boats themselves were drawing the night in after them. One of them would pass her, close enough to hear her cries.

She practised calling, and that was the third pulse of fear. Her voice was ragged, the croak of a crow; it barely reached her own ears even in the stillness this evening. She told herself that if she trod water she would not need to breathe so hard. If she breathed through her nose and kept her mouth closed her throat would soften again and her voice would be clear and loud when she used it, when the fishing boat came.

But waiting was lonely and she was cold, and so later when her mother called out to her and told her to come home, to eat her broth and bread, to take off her wet clothes, get into her warm bed and sleep, she wanted to call back that she was coming, that she would be there soon, but she kept treading water and looking for boats and she saved her voice for the fishermen.

And when her mother scolded her and told her not to shout out to strange men like a gypsy girl, told her to come home this instant, that the broth was hot and the bread was fresh, and there was an extra blanket on her bed and she could sleep until noon, could sleep the clock round, could sleep for ever if she would only come home, at last she answered – just a whisper – that she was coming. She turned her shoulder into the black cradle of the sea and rested and she felt no pain as the water covered her.
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Hearing her name down the telephone line twitched me away into the past as swiftly as the hook in the cheek of a trout will pluck it out of water into air and leave it gasping. Fleur Lipscott, sweet little Fleur. Husband, children, decades of humdrum adult life were quite gone and there I was again in that first golden summer at Pereford where for ten long lazy weeks the sun rose over the hills, smiled down upon us all day and then sank with a sigh into the warm sea each evening. We paddled and bathed at the little cove, drifted around the lake in a little boat, meandered the cloistered Somerset lanes behind a slow, clopping pony of gentle nature in a cart full of cushions. I could smell the lavender scent of the linen cushion-slips still.


There were three sweet golden Lipscott girls – Pearl, Aurora and little Fleur – each with a silky mass of flaxen curls and a pink rose in each cheek, and had Pereford been a house full of men or of mirrors I might have resented my straight black hair and sallow complexion, being just old enough at eighteen to know that flax and roses were better currency in the business for which we girls had been trained. But ‘the Major’ as his wife and daughters always called him (with inverted commas and capital letter clearly pronounced) had died when Fleur was a baby; and Mamma-dearest (with no inverted commas at all; the endearment was unselfconscious), Batty Aunt Lilah (often addressed just like that, in full) and the three girls themselves lived with a kind of gentle delight in their home and each other, which spread over all their friends. It was most effective at stopping such churlish feelings as envy taking hold, and was not even half as annoying as it sounds.


The Major had spent a great deal of time at his Highland lodge, even when alive, and so was not much missed when he died. His death was one of glory at Spion Kop, on that fatal night of pass the parcel, gamely taking command for half an hour or so after the last available colonel perished before handing on to the next major in line; but from the easy circumstances of his widow and orphans, tucked up in that cosy old house of theirs with loyal servants all around, one would have thought he had expired at eighty after six months’ advice from good lawyers about his arrangements. Of course, none of this occurred to me that summer, not at eighteen; it was my husband Hugh – much later, when George at the club had regaled him with news of Aurora’s engagement – who spent a bitter evening mulling over the settlements of these three girls and lamenting that not even Fleur was young enough ever to make a lucrative wife for one of our sons.


‘Oh Hugh, for goodness’ sake!’ I said at last. ‘The boys are two and one. They’re babies!’


‘And she’s fourteen,’ said Hugh, misunderstanding completely. ‘I know. By the time Donald is twenty-one she’ll be thirty-three. It would cause comment. No, I’m afraid I can’t see my way clear, Dandy. You shall just have to put it out of your mind.’


‘I give up,’ I said. ‘I really do.’


‘Although if this Aurora one is your sort of age, they obviously don’t marry young.’


For a moment, I almost wished that I had taken Nanny’s gentle hints about how nice it would be for Mother to have nursery tea with the boys now they were sitting up in high chairs and using spoons since, although they were noisy and messy as dining companions go, they had not yet developed a capacity for active rudeness. I glared at Hugh and consoled myself with a sip of wine and a mouthful of devilled mushroom (Nanny would never admit either of these treats to her nursery, I knew).


He had, however, made a point worth making. Aurora, newly betrothed to Drew Forrester, was twenty-nine, and even Pearl had held out much longer than I should have dared, only succumbing at almost twenty-five, and what with their dowries and their beauty, the world at large was puzzled by the delay. I was not, knowing that had I lived in that house with Mamma-dearest and Batty Aunt Lilah I should have been in no hurry to leave it either.


For it was a house without horsehair, without porridge, a house where carbolic soap was unknown and dinner gongs went unstruck. At Pereford, we slept on featherbeds and breakfasted on peaches. The maids scooped great handfuls of pink salts into our bathwater and dinner was heralded with a carillon upon a little glockenspiel of the sweetest tone.


Furthermore, Mamma-dearest’s greatest delight was to lie in a hammock strung between two plum trees and spin tales for her girls, never forgetting me, and so a good part of what I remembered of Pereford was not Pereford at all but pictures from my mind’s eye of her girlhood in Haryana where her hammock was hung from banyan trees and her linen was scented with patchouli mint; pictures of the endless fairy tale she wove of our delightful futures, of heroic suitors and the balls at which they would sweep us up in their arms and tell of their love, and all with the dappled sunlight winking through the leaves of the plum tree and the hammock strings creaking like the rigging of a clipper as she rocked to and fro.


I was only ever there in the summertime, starting with that first summer on the way home from Paris where I had met Pearl and made friends with her. In winter it might have been different, I suppose, but I doubt it, for the fireplaces – filled with flowers in July – were enormous and the white muslin curtains which billowed at the open windows, wafting the scent of roses into the rooms, were hung from mahogany curtain rods as thick as telegraph poles which hinted at a high measure of velvety sumptuousness in the colder months of the year. Then, in an attic where we went to play hide-and-seek (humouring Fleur, although we were much too old for it), there was the clincher: great squashy bales of calico – the sumptuous curtains stitched up tight for the summer against the moth – stacked on top of log-piles of rolled Turkey carpets and, all around, a veritable souk of coal scuttles, log baskets and peat barrels.


‘Heavens, what a lot you’ve got,’ I said to Pearl.


‘One for each fireplace,’ she said, and began counting: ‘The outside hall, the inside hall, the upstairs landing. The far end of the drawing room, the near end of the drawing room. This little one is for Mamma-dear’s bathroom and isn’t it lovely. She always has cherry logs in there and the time it took her to teach the fire boy to tell the difference!’


‘You have a boy just for that?’ I could not help boggling, having been brought up in a house where the maids set the fires in the morning and one held off and held off lighting them since to ring for more coal was such extravagance that we often found ourselves going to bed just to avoid it, cursing that reckless moment at seven o’clock when we had thought we were cold, which we now knew was nothing compared to the shivering that set in at eleven when the embers were growing grey.


‘Mahmout,’ Pearl said. ‘Dearest Mamma-darling brought him home with her. He was the son of her ayah and she says he’s the perfect fire boy because he’s always trying to get Pereford as warm as Haryana.’


‘He’ll set the place alight or die trying,’ said Batty Aunt Lilah, who was playing with us, or at any rate was pattering around in nearby rooms while we played, not ever getting quite to grips with the rules.


‘I haven’t noticed him about,’ I said, feeling sure that an Indian in a white loincloth (for thus I had imagined him) would have stuck out enough to be noticed in Somerset.


‘Oh, no, he’s not here now,’ Aurora said. ‘He’s on his summer holidays. Mamma-dearest sends him to London every year where he has some family connections. She says he’d go into a decline if he didn’t get to speak Hindustani and eat spices for a while.’


Mrs Lipscott, it will be understood, was never likely to suffer from ‘the servant problem’. My own mother did not even allow her daughter to go to London every year, never mind her servant boys.


‘He sits in the palm house at Kew,’ said Lilah. ‘Warming his bones.’ Then she let herself fall backwards onto one of the stitched-up calico bundles of winter curtains, landing with a pouf! and lying there staring up at the joists of the ceiling.


‘You’ll have to find a better hiding place than that, Batty Aunt,’ said Aurora. ‘I can hear Fleur coming already.’


‘Throw a sheet over me and if she looks my way I’ll freeze,’ said Lilah. Then the rest of us huddled behind the enormous log boxes, breathing in quietly the scent of cherry wood and that of the resinous green pine branches used for kindling.


‘Once upon a time,’ Fleur said, opening the attic door and coming inside, ‘there was a beautiful little girl named Flower or Flora or Fleur. And she lived in a fairy castle with her two beautiful sisters, Aurora or Sunrise or Dawn and Pearl . . .’ The three of us held our breaths, trying not to giggle. Fleur’s Fairy Tales were held in high regard in the Lipscott family, even against the general background of delighted appreciation of absolutely anything, and they were the reason we all hid together (lest one of us miss something).


‘. . . Pearl,’ Fleur said again, ‘or Grit or Dirty Oyster.’ At this Batty Aunt Lilah snorted and Fleur lifted the sheet and pounced on her.


‘You forgot all about me, you little brigand,’ Lilah said, tickling Fleur. ‘What about the beautiful aunt?’


‘There isn’t an aunt,’ Fleur said. ‘But help me look for the others and I might add you in.’


‘And what about that other girl?’ said Lilah. She always referred to me this way.


‘Oh, she’s in it,’ said Fleur. She was unbuckling the straps of a wicker hamper to look inside. ‘She’s the dark queen. Dandy or . . . Actually, she can’t be called Dandy if she’s a dark queen.’


Crouched there behind my log basket I could only agree: Pearl, Fleur and Aurora seemed the most elegant, graceful names imaginable to me (until years later when Hugh cut through my enthralment by saying it sounded as though their parents did not have full use of their tongues and wanted to make life easy).


The thought of Hugh now cut just as decisively through my reverie and I returned, blinking, to the present, with the telephone chattering in my hand.


‘So on three counts, Dandy,’ Pearl was saying as I put the telephone to my ear again, ‘you are an angel sent from heaven for me. Well, four, if we’re to count how much I adore you and always have and always shall.’


‘And the other three?’ I asked. Either the Lipscott Delight had increased in intensity in the two decades since that summer or my nature had soured, because what had enchanted me then was pretty sickening now.


‘Well, first, of course, Fleur always loved you like a sister.’


‘Hm,’ I said. This might well have been true but Fleur Lipscott had two real sisters whom she presumably loved like sisters too, and I could not see why I should be at the head of the queue.


‘And then there’s the fact that you’re up there. Right on the spot.’


‘I am?’ I said. ‘Where is she?’


‘Scotland,’ said Pearl with all the complacency of one who has seldom been there and has no conception of the vast empty stretches of it nor the scarcity and inadequacy of the roads. She, no doubt, thought of Scotland as a dark blur outside a sleeper carriage, which revealed itself to be a grouse moor in the morning.


‘Whereabouts in “Scotland”?’ I asked her.


‘Place called Portpatrick,’ Pearl supplied. ‘Or was it St Patrick? It sounded wonderful, that I do know.’


‘Hm,’ I said again. With a name like that it had to be somewhere round the western edges and getting to it might be nasty.


‘So I rang up Daisy Esslemont and she said your name straight away.’


‘No doubt,’ I replied. ‘Despite the fact that Daisy is “up here” too and she and Fleur know one another rather well, don’t they?’ I was sure they did and, although I could not quite reach the memory, something about it troubled me; no more than a whisper of unease like a strand of hair on one’s face that one can blow away with a breath, but still it was there.


‘And she told me your marvellous news. You are brave and clever and wonderful and—’


‘What news?’ I asked, cutting in. One of my sons’ most revolting habits (from a very strong field) was the making of sick-noises in response to uncalled-for sentiment but I felt a quick tug just then towards making some of my own.


‘Gilver and Osborne!’ said Pearl. ‘A detective agency! I could hardly believe my ears. I always thought of you as such a placid soul. So unconcerned and untroubled by life’s slings and brickbats.’


‘Arrows,’ I said. ‘And you make me sound positively bovine.’


‘Exactly!’ said Pearl. ‘Now, if any of us were going to be a detective, I’d have thought Aurora was the one. So foxy and quick and such a spark of intelligence.’


At this, I took the earpiece away from my head and stared at it. Aurora Lipscott had spent that entire Pereford summer wearing daisy chains in her hair and was famous in the family for her inability to swim underwater, being so plump that even with Pearl and me pushing her down and little Fleur actually sitting on top of her she would bob to the surface in seconds like a doughnut in hot oil. Foxy was not a word one would ever have used of the girl. Of course, I had not seen much of the woman she had become, but I would have bet my own money that nothing much had changed and it was the Lipscott Delight that was behind her sister’s testimonial.


‘Intelligent or not,’ I said, but provoked no murmur, ‘I have somehow managed to carve out a place for myself in the field, it’s true.’


‘And with a very dashing business partner too,’ Pearl went on. ‘“Leonine and glowing”, Daisy said. “Roseate, aflame”.’


‘She never did, you big fibber,’ I said.


‘She did!’ said Pearl. ‘“A red-haired young man who worships the ground you walk upon”. I’m quoting her directly.’


I rolled my eyes at Bunty, who was lying stretched on the hearthrug of my sitting room and staring at me with wrinkled brow. Dalmatians are not known for their foxiness either and at thirteen years old she was past new tricks, so I had abandoned hope that she would ever understand telephones and stop assuming that each time I started talking in a room where she and I were alone I must be addressing her. It induced great guilt in me that I must appear to be speaking to her in such an un-doggy monotone and using not a one of her favourite words.


‘We get along very well as colleagues,’ I said to Pearl, squashing any notions of adoration. Bunty groaned and resettled herself facing away from me, just one ear still cocked my way.


‘And it’s marvellous of darling Hugh to embrace his horizons expanding into such lightness and . . .’ Here Pearl lost hold of the metaphor and let it float away. ‘Daisy said he and the young golden god are true friends, that the three of you together are—’


‘No, Pearl, she didn’t,’ I said. ‘Hugh and Alec get along perfectly nicely. And Hugh is quite happy about my detecting because I’ve made a lot of money at it. I keep a fair bit of this place going these days.’


‘Oh Dandy,’ Pearl said. ‘You poor thing. You never used to let such dull thoughts darken your heart.’


Now this was beyond cheek, because when Pearl had ‘finally married at almost twenty-five’ it was to a man many years older than her who spoke of nothing but golf and the gold standard, but was as rich as a sheik from refrigerated shipping.


‘Well, nothing darkens the heart like the dull thought of selling up and moving to a bungalow, so I’ll just struggle on,’ I said. ‘Am I to understand then that you’re telling me about Fleur in my professional capacity?’


‘Sort of,’ said Pearl. ‘Not exactly. Yes and no. I mean, a detective is practically legal. I’m appealing to you as a . . . wise woman.’ I forbore from telling her that I had a flat rate, never mind whether she wanted wisdom or the law. ‘It’s just that something’s wrong with Fleur and I’m terribly worried about her. She’s made such gargantuan strides – Amazonian really – since that dreadful time but now, from her letters, I find myself wondering if some sort of the old trouble might not be rearing its head again.’


‘What time?’ I said. ‘What trouble?’


‘Ah, well,’ said Pearl. ‘Much better to lift our eyes to the hills and look forward to a better future.’ I said nothing. ‘But I suppose, to give you an idea . . . Fleur did have a rather unsettled patch, at the end of the war and just after.’


That was it! The hook twitched in my cheek once more and I was gone. Not so far this time; only to 1918 and Daisy and Silas’s first Armistice Ball, which was repeated year after year on its anniversary (and which started my detecting career, in a roundabout sort of way). Fleur, Pearl and Aurora were all there, of course, Aurora sitting out the dances in a loose-fitting gown. Even at that her mother-in-law sniped the evening away about the scandal of her appearing at all in her condition, until at last Pearl and I took pity and made up a bridge four with both of them. Pearl was more than happy not to be on the floor since a life of refrigerated shipping (she had found) makes for a wonderful provider but a poor dancing partner. Hugh of course was delighted at my taking myself away. He bowed, looked at his pocket watch and headed off towards the billiards room like a dog who smelled a bone.


And so, because I was at a card table with her sisters, I saw quite a bit of Fleur that night. Otherwise I should not have had more than a glimpse: a glittering figure dancing like a dervish; a tinkling laugh on the terrace after supper when we all trooped out to watch fireworks (an ill-advised form of celebration, which left more than one young officer white and sweating). I might not even have recognised her in the crowd. For the sweet girl of my remembered perfect summer was grown up now, her straggling ringlets coiled flat against her head, her freckles gone or at least hidden by face powder of a deathly white, like chalk dust, and as well as these inevitable if unfortunate badges of womanhood – such were the fashions of the time – changes had been wrought in Fleur that might have seen me pass her on the street without blinking.


‘She got in with a bad lot,’ Pearl was saying down the telephone line. ‘Too wild for a girl like Fleur, and whenever they were all together she became just like them.’


Only that was not quite the whole story, because that night, Armistice night, Fleur was at a party in the house of a family friend and she had come with her sisters and their husbands, yet she was the wildest thing in the room, a sparkling little tornado of kisses and giggles, sweeping up a tail of enchanted men around her as she spun. I noticed, however, that quite a few of them made the effort to break away, shaking their heads and laughing, ignoring the piping voice that pleaded with them to come back. In fact, I witnessed two getting free of her pull at once and saw the look they shared, of amusement and scorn. It made me hurt for her, with her ringlets, sitting on her sister’s broad back in the shallow salt water of the cove.


And when she visited our table as the rubber wore its weary path to the final tally (Aurora’s mother-in-law, Mrs Forrester, was the very worst kind of bridge player, both impetuous and deadly slow), as well as hanging over her sisters, wrapping her arms around their necks and swapping the endless Lipscott endearments, she also offered up a series of sharp little digs about the house and the other guests which I had to work at not countering with digs of my own.


Aurora and Pearl only tittered.


‘Now really, Floribunda,’ Pearl said. ‘Play prettily with the other children or Nanny will take you home.’


‘But honestly, Oysie,’ Fleur was saying (this nickname had stuck, as one of the many), ‘what a place. It’s like a barracks. Not right for a party at all.’


‘It’s a tower house,’ I said. Fleur turned dreamily towards me, blinking as though the movement of her head had made her dizzy. ‘A fort, rather than a barracks, actually.’


‘Although,’ she said, ‘come to think of it, I’ve been to some marvellous parties in barracks and at least tonight I won’t have to depart over the wall.’


Mrs Forrester was a woman mixed together from a bloodline reaching back to the time of the Danish kings along with a good shovelful of the Yorkshire soil where the family had always been planted, which mixture had produced a character of pure flint. She froze with a card halfway to the table.


‘She’s teasing, Fenella,’ Aurora said calmly and wagged her finger at Fleur. ‘Straight to bed with no supper unless you stop being naughty.’


‘I don’t want any supper,’ said Fleur. ‘Have you seen it? Great slices of ham as though we were ploughmen! I’m going to dance again.’ She dropped a kiss on all four of our heads and ran on light tiptoes out of the card room with the floating chiffon panels of her party frock streaming out behind her.


‘Doesn’t she look adorable?’ Pearl said, gazing after her.


‘Truly like a little flower,’ said Aurora. ‘That frock makes her look as though she’s dressed in petals.’


‘Three spades,’ said Mrs Forrester, but they were too busy gazing.


‘Mamma-dearest and the Major must have seen her whole pretty life ahead of her the day she was born to have given her that name,’ said Pearl.


‘And yours, Pearl darling,’ said Aurora. ‘You are the pearl of us all.’


‘And you were the dawn of us all, my angel,’ said Pearl. ‘What does Fenella mean, Fenella?’


‘It means my grandmother’s name was Fenella and she had her own fortune to leave as she chose,’ said Mrs Forrester, making me laugh even though I am not sure she meant to be funny.


I laughed again now, remembering.


‘Dandy?’ said Pearl down the line.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Do go on. I was just thinking about Mrs Forrester on Armistice night.’


‘I must have forgotten,’ said Pearl. ‘So, dearest darlingest Dandiest, will you help?’


‘I will,’ I said, interrupting the endearments firmly. ‘Of course I will. But you’ll have to tell me a lot more about what’s wrong. Love or money? It’s usually one of the two.’


‘Not this time,’ said Pearl. ‘It’s remorse. Black engulfing guilt. I thought Fleur had put it quite out of her mind but, as I say, from her letters I think it’s taken hold of her again.’


‘Guilt over what?’


‘Nothing!’ said Pearl. ‘How could little Floramundi have anything to be guilty of? And besides, she’s done everything she can to live a different life, a glorious, selfless, saintly life.’


‘You make it sound as though she’d taken the veil,’ I said. Pearl said nothing. ‘She hasn’t, has she?’ I was not entirely joking now. ‘She’s not in a convent? Pearl?’


‘Not quite,’ said Pearl. ‘She’s in a school.’


‘What do you mean? Studying to join a convent?’


‘No, I mean, she’s teaching in a girls’ school. A boarding school. In Portpatrick, in Scotland.’ Now, I was speechless. Sweet little Fleur, pretty and rich, had become a schoolmistress? ‘St Columba’s College for Young Ladies,’ said Pearl miserably. ‘And it’s worse than it sounds. It’s run according to a nasty German theory of education – the Foible Method, or something – and the girls all go on to universities and oh . . . poor little Fleur.’


‘It does sound pretty ghastly,’ I agreed. ‘And so you want me to winkle her out of there? Persuade her to resign? I’m not sure I could—’


‘No!’ said Pearl. ‘She’s been there eight years and for all that time she’s been almost happy. I want you to find out what’s gone wrong with her now. I want you to stop her running away even from St Columba’s. If we lose her completely again we’ll all die of grief. Mamma-dearest, Sunny and me.’


‘There, there,’ I said. ‘Pearl, please. Of course I will, darling. Only why don’t you and Aurora hop on a train and—’


‘Banished,’ said Pearl. ‘Forbidden the house. Kept at the gates. “Miss Lipscott is not at home to callers.”’


‘Miss Lipscott,’ I echoed. Of course I should have realised that a schoolmistress could not be a married woman, but to think of that faerie-child, that glittering chiffoned girl, still Miss Lipscott at thirty gave me a pang. Add the fact of her fortune, I thought to myself, and the news would kill Hugh.
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Of course, Alec Osborne was furious.


‘A school?’ he said. ‘A girls’ school? I thought we had decided, Dandy.’ He spiked his fork into his beefsteak and attacked it with his knife as though he were sawing through a plank. (And since the beef from the Mains is excellent, the butcher at Dunkeld a stickler for hanging and Mrs Tilling, my cook, a fiend with a tenderiser, he got clean through it in a second and the blade made a painful screeching sound against the porcelain below.)


‘How could we decide such a thing?’ I asked him. ‘We agreed that it would be fun for you if a case came in that was a little more . . . rugged, but we didn’t entertain the idea of turning business away. I didn’t anyway.’


‘What next?’ Alec cried. ‘A lying-in hospital? An harem?’


‘Trouble?’ asked Hugh. He had retired into his own thoughts while I was speaking, naturally, but Alec’s distress had roused him.


‘The curse strikes again,’ Alec said. ‘Gilver and Osborne are engaged to infiltrate a dormitory full of schoolgirls. Or in other words, Dandy is in business and I am to stand and hold her coat.’


‘No one mentioned dorms, darling,’ I murmured.


‘Ah,’ said Hugh, but his interest had already waned. As far as my husband is concerned any man who mixes himself up with such nonsense as detecting has only himself to blame if his path leads to boudoirs, servants’ halls, dress departments or even boarding schools for young ladies.


‘Dear Alec,’ I said, ‘if I could order you up a murder aboard a merchant sea-vessel with a crew of forty bearded sailors in ganseys, I wouldn’t hesitate to do so.’ Alec regarded me coldly. ‘A stolen medicine ball from a boxing gymnasium?’ His lips twitched. ‘Death and dismemberment in a troop of morris dancers?’ Now he really did smile.


‘I’m coming to the town with you,’ he said. ‘Even if I can only press my face against the railings and pine. Where is it, exactly?’


‘Miles away,’ I said. ‘Practically Ireland, and we don’t have any friends anywhere about so it’s the village inn for you. And me too unless I can wangle an invitation to the staffroom sofa.’ Neither of us looked at Hugh. Alec practically strained his neck not doing so.


My husband’s opinion of my new life had been through several shades: blissful ignorance, suspicion of something at once both worse than the truth in its betrayal but miles less troubling by virtue of its being so unexceptional (this when all he knew was that Alec and I were spending more time together than he could properly account for), relief on that score swiftly followed by a bewildered huff about why I should do such an unearthly thing, delight in the money, another bewildered huff lest he was being duped in some twisty double-crossing way by Alec and me, wheels within wheels, treachery inside innocence wrapped in treachery, until we had finally arrived at this uneasy three-legged balancing act. Dinner together discussing a case was fine but one arch comment at a party and Hugh was wont to grow mulish again. I tended just to look the other way and whistle since, while nothing is a greater bore than Hugh in a fully fledged sulk, the thought of losing Gilver and Osborne (especially of losing Osborne, if I am honest) was not to be borne.


‘And it’s not death and dismemberment, is it?’ Alec said. ‘What is it?


‘Her sisters—’


‘Whose sisters?’


‘The schoolmistress. Her sisters fear she’s going to bolt but they don’t know why and they’re not allowed to visit her. She’s obviously in some kind of trouble and they want us – well, me – to find out what kind, fix it and resettle her.’


‘Sounds thrilling,’ said Alec.


‘And I want to find out what she’s doing there in the first place,’ I said. ‘This girl, Alec, was an absolute darling – pretty, lively, clever, adored and indulged, free to live any life she chose . . . that’s the puzzle I want to solve: how on earth she ended up an old maid teaching in a girls’ school.’


‘I take it back then,’ said Alec. ‘Sounds a bit too exciting when you put it that way.’


‘No, but really,’ I said. ‘Hugh, you remember Fleur Lipscott, don’t you?’ I had been looking forward, rather meanly, to regaling him.


Hugh considered the name and then shook his head. ‘Never heard of her. Lipscott?’


I suppressed a sigh. ‘There were three sisters: Fleur, Pearl and Aurora. They were at our wedding. You danced with Pearl at a ball at the Esslemonts’.’ Hugh was shaking his head as slowly and steadily as the pendulum in a long-case clock. ‘The two elder married rather late on.’ More shaking and at last I relented. ‘They’re all very rich. Left well off by their father, Maj—’


‘Johnny Lipscott’s girls?’ said Hugh. ‘Why didn’t you just say that? Yes, of course I remember them. One of the Forrester boys got one and some magnate no one knows nabbed another. I don’t know who snapped up number three.’


‘No one did,’ I told him patiently. ‘She never married and she’s working as a schoolmistress in Wigtownshire.’


‘Really?’ said Hugh. ‘Now, that is interesting. Is she merely employed there or has she invested in the place? These single women are notorious for sinking funds into tea shops and dress shops.’


‘Hugh, you can’t be serious,’ I said. ‘She’s thirty and she’s got some dark and dreadful secret in her past, probably a child or an elopement or something.’


‘I’m lost,’ Alec said.


‘It could be anything,’ Hugh retorted.


‘A spell in burlesque, gambling debts, opium . . .’


‘What are you talking about?’ said Alec looking between the two of us.


‘Hugh – it’s too revolting – thinks she might do for Donald, don’t you, darling?’ I said, expecting to shrivel him. He was unrepentant.


‘He’s eighteen,’ he said.


‘Yes, but we’re not living in eighteen hundred and eighteen.’


‘Osborne?’ said Hugh, fixing Alec with a stare. Even a man as lost to silliness as this one, it was to be understood, would side with him when it came to the hard matter of a dowry.


‘I wouldn’t have thanked my father for a thirty-year-old bride when I was eighteen,’ Alec said. ‘But of course, I’m thirty-seven now. If she’s really so very rich and so very pretty, maybe I can steal her away to Dunelgar. Her sisters can always come and visit her there.’


Hugh cannot tell when Alec is joking and got a look upon his face reminiscent of mild toothache at the thought that he had shown his hand and alerted another to the prize. He fell silent, we arranged to set off on what passed for a fast train the following morning and Alec left early to supervise his packing (Barrow, his valet, is a man of decided opinion and forceful nature, but Alec always tries to have some say) and pow-wow with his estate manager about the many jobs which May inevitably brings. I spent a rueful moment reflecting on how deeply entrenched Alec had become in his pasture and crops and his timber holdings since he arrived at Dunelgar five years before. He sometimes seemed as happy discussing barley or pheasant chicks with Hugh as discussing suspects and alibis with me, and it often made me wonder which was the real Alec Osborne, if either.


I was sitting on my bed describing the little I knew about the case to Grant, my maid, to allow her to choose my wardrobe for me (I, unlike Alec, gave up all thoughts of influence over my outfits long ago) when a knock came at the door.


Grant and I stared at one another and ran through all possibilities swiftly. My sons were at school; we had no guests staying in the house; none of the other maids would dare risk Grant’s wrath by attempting to breach the sanctum and if Alec had forgotten to tell me something he would have rung at the front doorbell and sent a message to me. He makes quite free with the downstairs of Gilverton in the hours of daylight but he would never come a-knocking at my bedroom door at night.


‘Come in?’ I said and Grant nodded, approving my handling of this unheard-of development in our lives.


The door opened, revealing Hugh.


‘Ah, good,’ he said. ‘You’re still up, Dandy. Well, I just wanted to say this: Donald is coming down at the end of this term – in a few short weeks, actually. He has no interest whatsoever in university, thank goodness since he has no aptitude for it either, and unless he comes home and takes over Benachally he’s only going to racket about and ruin us. Living at Benachally alone would be rather dull and so why not? I wouldn’t have ordered her off a menu with that size of an age difference, but you yourself said you like the girl and so . . . a word to the wise. Don’t let Osborne have it all his own way.’


I was speechless, and so said nothing.


‘Different if it were Teddy,’ Hugh said, ‘but Donald has had a ribbon in his pocket since he was ten.’


‘They don’t carry ribbons in their pockets any more, Hugh,’ I said. ‘Even you didn’t carry rib—’


‘Just a figure of speech,’ said Hugh. ‘Don’t quibble. He has had a caravan of village girls following him around since he was old enough to wink at them and if we don’t get him married off in short order I can quite imagine that someday it will be a caravan of village fathers, with shotguns. Which would you rather?’


Grant was rolling stockings in a kind of paroxysm of embarrassment of which Hugh was sublimely unaware.


‘He is too young,’ I said. ‘And she is too old. If you’re worried about shotguns’ – I glanced at Grant but Hugh did not so much as follow my eyes – ‘then threaten him with your own. Oh, how I wish he would just join the army and get rid of his high jinks with his brother officers where he can do no harm.’


‘He’s not joining the army,’ said Hugh, rather shortly. ‘Not now. Not soon and I fervently hope not ever.’


I frowned at him. ‘Why not? One would have thought you’d more quickly shove him into your old regiment than up the aisle with a fading beauty of questionable past.’


Grant was now, frankly, loitering. My case was packed and the drawer she was tidying out was perfectly tidy already.


‘If it comes to conscription then of course he shall go. They shall both go. But I will not encourage them into the vanguard.’


I shook my head at him. Hugh is a doom-monger of the very highest order. He was convinced that a nine-day strike a year or two ago was the coming of the revolutionary hordes and managed to get me thoroughly rattled despite my long experience of his dramatic premonitions (not to mention my long experience of my country not going in for revolutions much these days). His latest conviction, a mere ten years after the Great War ended, was that more of the same was on its way and from the very Hun that we had so thoroughly squashed. I do not pretend to follow the domestic politics of Bavaria with the interest my husband manages to muster, but I knew enough to be sure that this was his hobby-horse and nothing more sinister than that; more akin to campfire tales of ghosts when everyone is safe and cosy than a cool appraisal of the state of the world.


‘Goodnight, Hugh,’ I said.


‘Something to consider,’ he answered, making no move to leave my open doorway.


I stood and put my hand to the back of my neck as though to unfasten a button there, which did the trick. With a curt goodnight he left me.


‘Master’s right, you know,’ said Grant. ‘Madam.’


‘About the gathering clouds of war?’ I said, unfastening my dress buttons since I had all but started anyway.


‘About Young Master Donald,’ she replied. ‘I caught him up a tree with Eliza McManus once, gazing at her like the crown jewels.’


‘Eliza McManus!’ I shuddered. She was the daughter of a blacksmith, as broad as she was tall, with a red face and gaps between all of her front teeth. ‘How did Eliza McManus get up a tree?’


‘This was years ago, before she got so . . . sturdy.’


‘So they were children,’ I said. ‘Stop scare-mongering.’


‘Nanny said to me once that Donald said to her – in his bath – that when he grew up he wanted to be a daddy.’


‘How sweet. This correspondence is now closed,’ I said. ‘What am I wearing tomorrow?’


‘Leave off wrenching at those buttons and I’ll tell you,’ said Grant. ‘Madam. Turn around and let me at them before they all end up on the floor.’


It was a bright grey day when we arrived at Portpatrick the following afternoon (in Scotland, one must learn to make these distinctions), with a great deal of massing and thinning cloud scudding across the sky on a stiff breeze and, although the sun did not actually break through at all and there was no hint of blue from hilltop to horizon, every so often one could tell that it was getting towards evening from a patch of diffuse light gleaming far out to sea. The station was at the top of the hill and did not run to a taxi, so we descended to the village proper in a cart driven by the porter, a man of dour mien who kept up a droning monologue all the way, in such an impenetrable Wigtownshire brogue that it might as well have been the rumble of thunder.


At the bottom, the cart swung round onto the main (practically the only) street, a straggle of cottages, shops and one or two grander captains’ houses snaking along, all facing the harbour. A fleet of small fishing craft were moored for the night, tied together and jostling as they bobbed in the high water, looking like a flock of chickens settling on their perches, with a little squawking and a little shoving but cosy enough and used to the proximity. A few of the men were still at work on their nets in the lee of the far harbour wall and some of their wives were scrubbing out crates beside them, bent double, shoving their brushes back and forth with a steady rhythm. The sound of the clogs on the cobbled ground as the women rocked back and forth, back and forth, seemed to keep time with the clink of the painters, and the soft knock-knock of the boats themselves, making one great percussion section out of the whole scene.


‘Delightful,’ I said, standing up in the cart as it drew to a stop and spreading my arms to encompass all of the view. It was not in my nature to be so expansive but the last fifty miles from Dumfries to here had been spent on a tiny ancient train with very dark upholstery and very very small windows from which the view was of bleak high moors and glowering valleys, so this sight of the sea was as welcome as a toddy.


I breathed deeply in hopes of ozone, but was met instead with the sharp rich smell of fried fish and vinegar from somewhere nearby.


‘Fish on Friday,’ said Alec. ‘I’m ready for my dinner, Dan; I don’t know about you.’


At this the dour porter let fly a stream of bitter invective, no more decipherable than his previous offerings in its detail but crystal clear as to its broad intent. Alec and I hurriedly descended and stood on the pavement while he tugged our suitcases out of the back of the cart and dumped them onto the ground.


‘Let’s go in and try for a cup of tea at least,’ I said, nodding at the hotel – not much more than an inn really – where we had alighted. ‘Then I think I’ll set off and try to find this school. Eh-hem, I say, Porter? Do you know where St Columba’s is?’


This innocent question set him off worse than ever, a torrent delivered at top speed and high volume of which I understood not a word, but since he was no longer holding the pony’s reins and had finished unloading, this time the words he spat out were accompanied by wild gestures. He shook his fists and jabbed the air with his fingers and, as our gaze followed the way he was so emphatically pointing, up above the roofs of the cottages, up the face of the cliff, all the way up to the headland, we saw a squat grey building, hunched above the village, glaring down. I could not believe – once it was noticed – that it had gone unnoticed before. Almost it seemed to be looming, although in fact it was set back safely with a terrace and a narrow strip of garden, but I wondered if I was alone in wanting to retreat lest it topple from its perch and flatten me.


‘I take it they don’t start with a kindergarten,’ Alec said. ‘I shouldn’t want my precious tot running around up there.’


‘Eleven and up,’ I said. ‘What a supremely unwelcoming facade. Or maybe it’s very different when approached from the carriage drive. One can only hope so.’


But when I came at it after tea – leaving Alec to stroll the harbour and the single street or so of the town – it was up the cliff path under its cold grey gaze after all, since it appeared that to make a more conventional entrance would involve me in a tiresome round trip, much longer but somehow just as steep-looking. I was wearing stout shoes, for Grant has got into the spirit of my new venture rather splendidly, even sewing extra pockets in my new tweed coats ‘for clues and what have you’ as she informed me (although none of our cases has yet produced the traditional cigar butt, scrap of unusual cloth, or hair ribbon snagged on a bush and wound around with one long red waving hair, a perfect match for the crowning glory of our chief suspect and therefore her swift undoing under our scrutiny). Stout shoes notwithstanding, though, it was a scramble and I was panting when I gained the terrace. I stopped, meaning to catch my breath, and was still looking down at the rooftops and watching Alec, ant-like, making his way round the harbour, when a voice behind me made me jump.


‘This is private property.’


‘Oh!’ I wheeled round.


‘Unless you’re Miss . . .?’


‘Gilver,’ I said. ‘Miss—’ I was going to say ‘missus’ but the woman I found myself addressing was such a very miss-ish miss that it died on my lips and she took it to be my matching curt demand for her name, since I had given mine.


‘Shanks,’ she supplied. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Um,’ I said, only now seeing the foolishness of (practically) climbing in over the back fence if I wanted to make sure of a ready welcome. Miss Shanks waited, regarding me stolidly. She was a high-coloured woman, hair so yellow there was almost an orange tint to it and face ruddy enough to clash with the hair. I thought again of Eliza McManus. Miss Shanks was similarly robust in her construction, with short thick arms, short thick legs and a middle like Humpty Dumpty. And she did not dress her frame well. She was wearing a capacious pleated frock, which made her look like a lamp.


‘I’m the headmistress,’ she said, but thankfully it sounded more like an assurance than a threat. Whatever my business was it was also hers, she seemed to say.


‘I’m here . . . um . . . I know Miss Lipscott . . .’ I said, thinking this was good and neutral.


‘Ah-ha!’ said Miss Shanks. ‘For Mademoiselle Beauclerc?’


‘Ah . . .’ I said.


‘From the agency?’


‘Yes,’ I said, although surprised at its mention. ‘Yes indeed. Gilver and Osborne.’


‘Bon,’ said Miss Shanks. ‘Très bon. We’ve been expecting you. Well, come in, Miss Gilver, come in. We’re just about to start din-dins.’ She turned and stumped off towards a half-open door leading from the terrace into the school.


For some reason, probably since Pearl and Aurora were not welcome here, I had taken it quite for granted that Fleur’s difficulties – whatever they might prove to be – were secret and I was more than a little nonplussed to be welcomed into the very bosom of the school this way. With one look behind me, I followed her.


Inside the door, which was half-glass, one of many half-glass doors set in pairs along the terrace, I found myself in a long plain dining room, with whitewashed walls and an oak floor washed with soap and left unwaxed so that it was pale and dry-looking. Stretching the length of the room were two narrow tables, set for dinner but with yellow cotton cloths instead of white, jugs of water and cups instead of wine glasses and bottles.


‘Sit here,’ said Miss Shanks, leading me to a seat halfway up one of the tables, facing the glass doors. ‘You can have a nice view of the sea tonight since you’re new. Sehr gut. If only it were German . . . but there isn’t the appetite for German these days and it’s not as though I haven’t tried.’


I said nothing.


‘Sit! Sit!’ said Miss Shanks, summoning a maid to squeeze in an extra place for me.


Once the maid had returned I sat, noticing that she had brought bone-handled silver where all around was Sheffield plate, and a crystal water glass in place of a cup.


‘Where are your things?’ said Miss Shanks. ‘At the front door? Still at the station?’


‘My things are down in the village at the pub,’ I said. ‘I was planning to sleep there tonight.’


‘In the pub?’ said Miss Shanks, rearing backwards a little. ‘Dearie me no, Miss Gilver, that won’t do. We’re quite ready for you. More than ready. After din-dins I’ll let one of the big-uns off prayers and she can show you to your cell.’ Here she let out a peal of laughter and poked my shoulder. ‘I’m joking,’ she said. ‘I meant your room. Here they come.’


Indeed there was a faint babbling like water just released from a far-off dam. It grew louder and louder and was joined by the tramp of feet, and then two sets of doors burst open at the back of the room and a rabble – there is no other word – of girls, big and small, all dressed in yellow shirts and grey gymslips, spread like a flood through the room and threw themselves into seats at the tables.


‘Up, up, upsie-daisies!’ shouted Miss Shanks, powerfully enough to be heard above the din. ‘If you had a sea view at muncheon you have a wall view tonight. Sort yourselves out, girlsies. Chop-chop. Hurry now.’ None of the girls moved but they did stop talking and many of them sat up straight and clasped their hands together. The crowd around me, amongst the tallest, possibly seventeen or so, went as far as to bow their heads, letting the points of their bobs droop almost to the tablecloth.


‘Grace!’ shouted Miss Shanks. ‘Here we go. With a one and a two and a—’


‘Dear Lord Above!’ Their timing was immaculate but the sound of a hundred girls all droning the words together was not devotional. ‘Some hae meat and canna eat and some wad eat that want it. We hae meat and we can eat, sae let the Lord be thankit. Amen.’ And the babble began again as maids began to hand round plates of thick soup and baskets of rolls.


The girl who served me spoke very slowly and rather loud, welcoming me to St Columba’s, and she called me, to my astonishment, ‘mademoiselle’. I blinked and stared after her, feeling realisation begin to creep up on me from far away.


Of course, the misunderstanding had the usual cause. When I did not understand what Miss Shanks meant – spouting French and lamenting German that way – I assumed she meant nothing, and she took the same view of my mentioning Gilver and Osborne. And then what with us both latching on to the shared notion of Miss Lipscott, and our determination not to challenge one another lest we appear to be fusspots, the whole conversation was a failure from start to end. Or rather, it was a failure as far as communication went; from my point of view it was a rousing success for here I was, in the school, sitting drinking soup with half of the sixth form, and if I had the nerve and could remember enough verb conjugations it appeared I was free to stay.


Of course, I did not have the nerve. Not that ‘going undercover’ was unknown to me, but here at St Columba’s there would be a race between the real new mistress turning up, Miss Shanks deciding she had better ask who Gilver and Osborne were when they were at home, and (most likely of all) the paucity of my French vocabulary and the haphazard mess of my grammar undoing my ruse before the first lesson was hardly begun.


I was going to spin it out through this evening, though, since here was a lucky chance to do some detecting, just when I needed all the luck I could find. I was too late, clearly: Fleur had bolted and gone, long enough ago for Miss Shanks to have rung the agency for her successor, but I surmised that the girls must know something and was pondering how much I could ask them. I wondered too if the mistresses – who were dispersed up and down the tables with a view to discipline – would retire to a common room afterwards for coffee and bluestocking chatter; there were certainly no coffee cups to be seen in the dining room anywhere.


For the present, I decided to plunge in with the girls, who had been shooting me little glances and would be more suspicious, surely, if I did not start talking soon, about something, instead of just sitting here.


‘Hello,’ I said. ‘My name is Miss Gilver. I’m the new French mistress. Thank you for not falling on me, but do let’s chat now.’


‘Welcome to St Cucumber’s,’ said one of the nearest girls.


‘Spring!’ said another. I took this to be a Christian name.


‘It’s affectionately meant,’ said Spring. She was an attractive girl of honey-coloured skin and thick honey-coloured hair, with a broad grin revealing a zigzag of pure-white bottom teeth. ‘On account of how the late and otherwise lamented Fräulein Fielding was such a one for salad. I’m surprised we don’t all have twitching noses.’


‘German mistress?’ I hazarded.


‘Head,’ said Spring. ‘Well, joint head. And Latin.’


‘She wasn’t really a Fräulein at all,’ said the other girl, a dashing beauty of statuesque proportions with ruddy cheeks and striking pale blue eyes. ‘I’m Eileen, by the way. It’s just that her name was Fielding and what with the Froebel method and all that . . .’


‘One must give one’s mistresses nicknames,’ I said, ‘I quite understand.’


‘Miss Gilver . . .?’ said a third. ‘What did your last girls call you?’


‘Katie!’ said Eileen. Katie flashed a devilish smile with a dip in the middle and gave a throaty laugh. If I really were the French mistress I should have to watch out for this one.


‘They called me Goody Gilver,’ I said, ‘because I hardly ever give out prep and I very often give out chocolates.’


‘Really?’ said a fourth girl, with a sweet heart-shaped face and a dark red bob.


‘No, of course not, Sally,’ said Katie. ‘She’s teasing us.’ And the look she gave me showed that she was thinking exactly what I had been thinking: need to watch this one.


‘What a pity,’ said a rather sophisticated-looking girl at the end of our little group. She had the poise of an artist’s model and a profile any artist would kill to sketch. ‘Stella,’ she said, indicating herself with a curl of her hand. ‘If you could have substituted cigarettes for the chocolates we might have been great friends.’ Her cut-glass voice swooped dramatically down on the word ‘great’ in a way that snagged on my memory and something too about the way she looked was familiar.


‘Stella . . .?’ I said.


‘Rowe-Issing,’ she drawled.


‘Oh, right,’ said Eileen. ‘Rendall.’


‘Warren,’ said Spring.


‘Madden,’ said Sally. ‘Sally Madden. And Katie Howard.’


I was barely listening as the introductions went on, so surprised was I. The Rowe-Issings were friends of ours, or acquaintances anyway – some of our very grandest connections, in fact, always invited to everything and seldom accepting – and it was the echo of her mother Candide’s face in her own which had made young Stella so familiar to me. I looked around the dining hall again. If Basil and Candide were sending their girls here it must be quite an outfit – the odd little headmistress notwithstanding.
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