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			Fax from neurologist Dr James Halliwell to Dr George Fisher Thursday, 1st November 1984, 1 p.m.

			Police still at the school, though so far they haven’t actually managed to arrest anyone, to their obvious disappointment (there are moments when I think they’d quite like to arrest me, if only to get me out from under their feet). Men from Environmental Health still here too. Remaining girls terrified of catching ‘it’, whatever it is. Teachers & parents panicking. And here I am in the middle of it all, making as little progress as the rest of them.

			Can you come, George? & how soon can you get here?

		

	
		
			

			1

			September 1984

			She had never been a particularly punctual person, but even to Ida, being late by a week seemed to be stretching the bounds of good manners. She had phoned the school to explain, but it was a bad line and, although the woman on the other end had sounded friendly in between all the crackling and static, Ida doubted that her explanation about the storm and the ferries had been absorbed.

			All in all, it had been a difficult journey. Though Ida eventually made the crossing, in the absence of any ferries, on her neighbour’s alarmingly rusty fishing boat, her train from Oban had been delayed by heavy rain. Then at the hostel in Glasgow there was the man who said he wanted to show her a card trick but had in fact tried to show her something quite different, until the woman from Dumfries had chased him out of the room yelling, ‘Ya think you’ve got something there to write home about, do ya?’

			And even now, as her train finally pulled into the station, all the way down in the south of England, Ida came a cropper. When she leaned out of the window to open the carriage door, the handle stuck so that she nearly remained trapped on the train as it departed. During those panicked moments as she wrenched at the handle, she might almost have been willing to admit that her mother and sister were right, that she was making a terrible mistake (this, at least, was her mother’s view; Charlotte had suggested the mistake was on the part of the school).

			

			Then, at the last moment, a man seemed to appear out of nowhere, leaping forward and yanking the door open. Ida tumbled out of the train, turning just in time to snatch out her holdall and rucksack as the train moved away, the door still gaping open. It was late afternoon, and the small rural station seemed to be entirely deserted except for Ida and her rescuer.

			Ida looked at him. Middle-­aged, dressed shabbily in cords and a green anorak. She wondered if this could be the teacher they said would come to meet her. She had expected a woman.

			He looked back at her.

			‘I’m a new pupil at St Anne’s,’ Ida volunteered.

			‘Are you, love? You look a bit old to be a new pupil.’

			‘I’m joining the Sixth Form. I’m sixteen,’ she added, sounding more defensive than she’d intended.

			‘Ah, is that right? Good for you.’

			There was a silence. It had dawned on Ida that this man had no affiliation with the school at all, was in fact just an unsuspecting passer-­by who must think she loved to share information about herself with strangers. She gave him a polite smile, and then took her luggage over to the single bench on the platform. The man stayed where he was, scribbling something in a small notebook he carried. After a while, he wandered towards the exit and disappeared from view. Ida sat on the bench with her rucksack on her knees. Her plan was to wait a while to see if anyone did show up to collect her. In the meantime, she’d try to come up with a contingency plan. Her whole life sometimes felt like one long contingency plan.

			‘Are you sure you want to leave the Western Isles?’ the headmistress, Miss Christie, had asked her during their original phone call, the one where she’d offered Ida the scholarship. ‘You’ll be fairly safe there, at least.’

			

			‘Safe from what?’ Ida had said.

			‘The bomb. Things seem to be hotting up again at the moment. Or cooling down, perhaps I should say. You know the doomsday clock is set at three minutes to midnight?’

			Ida had no idea what the doomsday clock was, and didn’t dare ask. She couldn’t quite tell if Miss Christie was being serious. There didn’t seem to be any humour in her voice, but it was difficult to work these things out on the phone.

			‘I’m sure,’ she said.

			‘There’s a programme on the radio this evening that you should listen to,’ Miss Christie said. ‘Radio 4, seven p.m. It’s about Britain’s nuclear preparations. You ought to hear it before you make a final decision.’

			Ida had taped the programme so she could listen to it back on her Walkman. She was worried there would be some kind of test on it. The information had been alarming, but it hadn’t changed her mind. She was already faced with the ongoing fallout from what her mother had done; she simply didn’t have the capacity to worry about what the Soviets might do.

			Now, sitting on the bench at the train station, she tried for a while to enjoy the peace. At least here nobody knew who she was, nobody had heard even the faintest rumour of her mother’s disgrace. No one would insult Ida, or cast aspersions (a figure of speech she had recently discovered from her friend Mrs Kelly at the Oban public library), or piss in her bag (unfortunately not a figure of speech), or, worst of all, look at her with that cold expression that Ida initially interpreted as disappointment and later realized was contempt. Because of course they all believed she’d been in on it. They believed it with such conviction that some days Ida even believed it herself.

			

			When she looked at her watch, twenty minutes had passed, and still no one had come to collect her. Ida didn’t feel especially surprised to find herself abandoned again.

			‘All right?’ The man in the green anorak had reappeared. ‘Thought I’d come and see if you were still here. I mentioned meeting you to the wife, and she told me to pop back to see if you’d gone.’

			‘Do you know if there’s a bus I can get to St Anne’s?’ Ida said. ‘Or a taxi?’ She knew she didn’t have enough money left for a taxi, but perhaps someone at the school could lend her the money when she arrived.

			The question seemed to amuse him. ‘A bus or a taxi? Not round here, love. But listen, I can’t leave you sitting here on your own. The wife was quite insistent about that. I’ll drive you there. The wife suggested it. And she said to mention her a few times, so you don’t think I’m an oddball.’

			‘It’s very kind of you,’ Ida said. She hoped he wouldn’t offer to show her a card trick on the way.

			‘It’s no trouble,’ he said, reaching for her holdall. ‘The wife’s idea, as I said. “But make sure you mention you have a wife,” she told me, “so she knows you’re not just wanting to murder her.”’

			Ida felt she would have been more reassured without any mention of murder.

			‘Though I suppose,’ the man added as they left the platform, ‘a woman can’t always be counted on.’

			‘No, I suppose not,’ Ida said.

			‘Just look at Myra Hindley.’

			He led her to an elderly-looking red car parked on the grass verge of the narrow road outside the station.

			

			As they set off: ‘There’s also the fact that you haven’t seen my wife.’

			‘That’s true,’ Ida said.

			‘She is real, though.’

			‘I’m sure she is,’ Ida said. She left her seat belt off so she could open the door and roll out at short notice.

			It was a scenic drive, along roads squeezed between hedgerows, and then up higher on to the cliffs so the sea stretched out below them on one side, fields on the other.

			‘St Anne’s, eh?’ the man said after a while. ‘Interesting place.’

			‘Aye, it sounds like it,’ Ida said.

			‘You see the girls in the village every now and then. At the end of term and so on.’ He swung the car round a particularly tight bend. ‘They all seem absolutely crackers. If you don’t mind me saying.’

			This worried Ida. ‘Do they?’

			‘It’s not healthy, if you ask me. Locking all those young girls up together, up there on a cliff, away from everything.’

			‘But that’s what all boarding schools are like, isn’t it?’ Ida said anxiously.

			‘There’s boarding schools,’ the man said, ‘and there’s boarding schools.’

			Ida couldn’t think how to reply, and they lapsed into silence again.

			‘I hope you brought plenty of warm clothes,’ the man said eventually. ‘Gets chilly round here, especially when the wind’s coming in off the sea.’

			‘I’m from Scotland,’ Ida said. ‘I only have warm clothes.’

			‘That’s good, love. I dare say you’ll be fine. Well, here we are,’ he added, as they passed by a high stone wall and turned through the gate pillars on to a wide gravel driveway. He brought the car to a stop. There, loomingly, was the Victorian frontage of Ida’s new school.

			The location could hardly be less hospitable, set high on a cliff, whipped by cold winds coming off the English Channel. But Ida wasn’t sure the school buildings would have been appealing in any setting. Before her was a large manor house that looked as if it had been caught in the act of falling down, and was now doing its best to hold itself together until you looked away again. The roof of the main house seemed to have lost a fair few tiles, and the buttresses that propped it up were all cracked or missing chunks. Pointed rooftop windows were set at intervals, with a turret at either end of the building. A couple of the windows were cracked, and one of them was actually broken.

			

			‘A sight for sore eyes, isn’t it?’ the man said.

			‘It looked different in the prospectus,’ Ida said faintly.

			‘There was a photo, was there?’

			‘It was a painting,’ Ida admitted.

			The man gave a shout of laughter. ‘A painting? That was canny of them.’

			The watercolour on the front of the prospectus had shown a pretty country manor house bathed in golden, late-­afternoon light. That building had been in immaculate condition, windows uncracked, stonework complete and roof tiles in place. At the time, it hadn’t occurred to Ida to wonder why they’d opted for a painting instead of a photograph; she’d assumed it was all in keeping with the general sophistication of the place.

			‘Used to be a convent, didn’t it?’ the man said.

			‘I didn’t know that.’ Ida’s prior research was coming to seem more inadequate by the second.

			‘There was some kind of scandal with the nuns, so it had to close. I can’t remember the full story. Somebody died, I think. There was a fire. There’s always a fire, isn’t there? Anyway, the details escape me.’

			Ida reached for the door handle. ‘Thanks ever so much for the lift,’ she said. She was aware, now she no longer feared for her life, of how kind he had been.

			

			‘That’s all right, love. And good luck to you!’ he added, somewhat disconcertingly.

			He drove off with a final cheery wave, and Ida was left standing alone in the drizzle with her rucksack and her holdall.

			She smelled the salt in the air and briefly felt at home, and then, conversely, very homesick – though for what she couldn’t say. Certainly not for the island, certainly not for her mother.

			She only allowed herself to hesitate for a few moments longer before climbing the steps with her bags and ringing the doorbell.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Ida had never met her father (so far as she was aware), but her mother always insisted she wasn’t missing much. Charlotte’s father, on the other hand, was worth talking about, even after they’d fled back to Glasgow to escape him.

			‘Say what you like about him,’ their mother said. ‘He had presence.’

			He was English, but he’d met Ida’s mother while he was working in Glasgow. Apparently, they’d met on a bus – he wasn’t Charlotte’s father then, he was still just Peter – and Ida’s mother had neglected to mention for quite some time that she already had a child, so perhaps Peter could be forgiven for feeling ambushed by Ida when she was finally produced.

			Peter had a nasal voice and sucked air in through his teeth every time he finished speaking, as if for emphasis. He had strong views on many things, but especially on women’s lib, the Welsh, and the growing popu­lation of urban foxes. ‘The thing is, they don’t know what’s good for them.’ (Teeth suck.) ‘They force themselves in where they aren’t wanted.’ (Teeth suck.) He had a tendency to move rapidly between subjects within the same conversation, so his listener would sometimes be surprised to discover that the Welsh had been going through his bins at night, or that a pair of women’s libbers had been mating loudly outside his window.

			His other passion was sending faxes. By the time Ida and Charlotte and their mother were living with him, he had a fax machine of his own – an old model salvaged from his workplace. He set it up in the front room on a small table, which slightly resembled a shrine, and forbade anyone else from touching it. He sent faxes to The Times whenever he spotted in their pages a stray comma or a split infinitive, and he sent faxes to his local MP with updates and complaints about his most recent fox sightings. He also had his own meteorological equipment and began each day by using his barometer to measure the air pressure and checking his rain gauge, which recorded overnight precipitation, faxing his latest findings to the Met Office. He was undeterred by the lack of any faxes in response. (His boss had, in fact, neglected to mention that the reason they were getting rid of the machine in the first place was that it was malfunctioning, and was able to send but not to receive faxes. Otherwise it’s possible that Peter would have received several cease and desist faxes.)

			

			 

			Charlotte, four years younger than Ida, must have got her presence from her father, just as Ida got whatever its opposite was – absence, presumably – from her own, nondescript father. Whoever he was.

			Peter, a man of action (albeit chiefly through the medium of faxes), was annoyed by Ida’s wishy-­washiness.

			‘Why is she so quiet?’ he would ask Ida’s mother. ‘It’s strange.’

			‘It’s not strange,’ Ida’s mother said. ‘It’s just the way she is.’

			‘Why does she look so miserable? Is she not grateful to be in my house, eating my food?’

			He made it sound as if Ida were helping herself directly from his plate.

			‘She is grateful,’ Ida’s mother said. ‘Leave her be. She’s shy.’

			This was the first time Ida learned that she was shy, but it came as a relief to discover it. After that, whenever she found herself being awkward or strange, she would remember that she was shy, and that explained it.

			

			For the first few years of her life, she hadn’t needed to be shy because she had her grandparents. Her mother always said that Ida couldn’t remember living with them, but Ida was nearly four when she and her mother left, just before Charlotte was born, and she did remember. Her mother hadn’t been around much by the end of that period, because by then she’d met Peter, so it was mostly Ida’s grandparents who looked after her. Ida had her own bedroom at her grandparents’ house, a little room at the back that looked out over their overgrown garden. She spent hours in the garden with her grandparents. She remembered picking strawberries round the side of the house with her grandad, and learning the names her granny taught her: hawthorn, dog rose, blackthorn, laburnum. Even many years later, when she had almost forgotten what her grandparents looked like, Ida would find herself chanting the names of their trees and hedges to herself like a prayer.

			She had to leave the house on the edge of Glasgow with its wild garden after Peter got his new job. She went with her mother and Peter all the way to Preston, which was nearly 200 miles away, across the border in England, where they lived in a small house that had thin walls and felt cold and damp all the time. Not long afterwards, Ida’s mother went into hospital and Ida had to stay in the new house with Peter for two days. He gave her cheese sandwiches for every meal, without any butter on the bread, and didn’t tell her when she was supposed to go to bed, so Ida had to work it out on her own. Then Ida’s mother came home with the new baby.

			It was around this time that Ida began to be hungry all the time, even when she’d just eaten. She could be on the point of being sick because she’d eaten so much, and she’d still want to eat more. She was so ravenous that she ate anything she could find between meals, any food in the lower cupboards she could reach, or on the bottom shelves of the fridge, or left out on the side. Still, though, she felt hollow.

			

			‘There’s something wrong with that kid,’ Peter said. ‘Take her to the doctor’s, get her dewormed. I’m not paying extra for her.’ He sucked the air in through his teeth to underline this last point.

			Fortunately he wasn’t around much while Charlotte was little. Charlotte was an angry, dissatisfied baby, just as she would later be an angry, dissatisfied child (and when she hit puberty, God help them all). Nothing could soothe her. She screamed and screamed, and slept for no more than half an hour at a time. Ida’s mother paced around the house, her hair wild and her clothes stained, holding Charlotte and going, ‘Shhh, shhh, shhh, please shhh.’ And then sometimes she’d just sit on the sofa with the screaming baby, rocking and crying herself.

			Peter would often stay late at work during this time, and when he was at home, he would be shut away in the front room mounting his fax campaigns. And since Ida’s mother was always dealing with Charlotte, or trying to clean the house up because otherwise Peter would be angry, Ida was free to eat whatever she could forage. She would only get in trouble later, when her mother discovered the food was gone. Then her mother would hit the roof. Peter gave her housekeeping money, but there wasn’t enough to be replacing food all the time.

			‘But why are you doing this?’ Ida’s mother said, when she caught Ida red-­handed one day, cramming a slice of dry bread into her mouth. ‘I gave you lunch, didn’t I? What am I doing wrong?’ And at this last part, her voice rose to a shout, and Ida, cheeks bulging with the bread, burst into tears. And because her mouth was so full, it was difficult to cry properly, and she started coughing, and then gagging, and out came the nasty half-­swallowed mess and Ida continued to sob. Her mother started crying too, and put her arms round Ida.

			‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Never mind, hen. I’m very tired. It’s all right. Hush, you’ll wake the baby. Come and lie down with me.’

			

			Ida stopped crying. Her mother smelled of herself – a fetid, milky, unwashed scent that Ida breathed in deeply.

			And they went into the bedroom her mother shared with Peter, and lay down together in the bed, even though it was the middle of the day. They went to sleep holding on to each other, until the baby cried out a while later and her mother jerked awake and stumbled from the bed.

			 

			Ida discovered when she was older that her grandparents had said she could stay behind and live with them instead of going to Preston with her mother and Peter. Ida learned this from her mother.

			‘They wanted me to leave you with them. They really thought I’d just abandon you. That’s what they think of me. But I wasn’t being parted from my own child. I would never leave you.’

			Ida felt the anguish of her own disloyalty in her immediate knowledge that she would rather have been left.

			They hadn’t visited Glasgow much after the move. Peter said it was too far, and that anyway, Ida’s grandparents didn’t like him, so they could fuck off. Ida’s mother wasn’t allowed to use the car without Peter because she wasn’t a good driver, and she didn’t show much interest in seeing her parents anyway.

			‘I could never do anything right in their eyes,’ she told Ida once. ‘I was never good enough. They were disgusted after I got pregnant with you. Disgusted.’

			But her grandparents had never found Ida disgusting. Ida knew this, in the way you knew these things. She used to fantasize about running away back to them, back to her old bedroom with the robin on the wall. Her grandparents sent her and Charlotte presents and cards for their birthdays and at Christmas, and they always wrote God bless at the end of the cards, before they added their love, which comforted Ida. Sometimes they rang Ida up to speak to her on the phone, and they said ‘God bless’ at the end of the calls too, and told Ida to be a good girl, and Ida said she would be. She liked the way they said it, as if they already knew she would be good.

			

			Ida’s grandfather died when she was eleven, and then her grandmother when she was thirteen, so that was that. Still, it was the money that came to her mother after this that allowed her to leave Peter. They’d been living in Manchester by then, in a larger house, but with the money from the will their mother took them back to Glasgow. They went on the train in the night, with only one bag each, and after that they lived for a few weeks in a hostel, and then in a rented flat. But when Peter discovered their whereabouts and started sending vengeful faxes to the office where Ida’s mother worked as a receptionist, they moved again. He wouldn’t rest until he’d killed her, Ida’s mother said, so they were going somewhere he’d never find them.

			This turned out to be a small, windswept island forty miles off the mainland.

			Charlotte, ten now, was appalled. ‘It’s in the middle of nowhere!’

			Ida said, ‘It might not be so bad.’

			‘It’s all right for you,’ Charlotte said. ‘You don’t have any friends. You won’t notice the difference.’

			It might have been all right, anyway. The island was beautiful, and Peter did not find them – or if he did, he couldn’t be bothered to get the ferry all that way just to murder them. There was a good while on the island, before things started to go wrong, when Ida thought life wasn’t too bad. She was temperamentally suited to living on a remote island. Her shyness didn’t seem like such a problem here, as there weren’t many people to be shy around, and those there were didn’t seem to mind if she was sometimes awkward. Nobody seemed to expect much from each other in the way of social graces, but they were kind, and later, very kind. And then, finally, not kind at all.

			

			 

			After it all came out, what her mother had done, no one would speak to them anymore, except occasionally to express their disgust. Most of the islanders simply avoided them. It gave Ida the bewildering sense that she was fading away, little by little, until one day she might disappear altogether. When she ran into someone in the shop now, they wouldn’t meet her eye, even nice old Mrs Paterson, who’d used to drop a cake round for Ida and Charlotte from time to time. Ida wished she could avoid the shop, but since her mother would no longer leave the house – would often not even leave her bedroom – it was Ida who had to get the messages. She was nearly sixteen by that point, which was old enough, her mother said, to take some responsibility.

			‘Why should I have to do everything?’ she said. ‘Look what it’s done to me. Worn me down. Worn me out.’

			Ida said nothing.

			‘Stop standing there silently,’ her mother said, her voice suddenly rising. ‘Fucking say something.’

			Ida said, ‘I hope you feel better soon.’

			 

			Like many of the kids from the smaller islands, Ida – and Charlotte, once she finished at the tiny primary school on the island – attended high school on the mainland and lodged in the school hostel during the week. Ida might have hoped this would provide some relief, but the school community was a patchwork of the island communities and of course word travelled fast, especially as there wasn’t much else to talk about.

			

			‘It’s sick, what you and your mam did,’ a girl said to Ida as she was walking into school on her first day back. The girl said it very seriously, without evident malice, which made Ida feel worse than if it had been intended to hurt her. Then, in the corridor, a gang of younger boys shoved into her so she dropped her backpack, and another one kicked it across the floor before they all scattered, whooping.

			Ida hoped that after the first couple of days the hostility might subside, but instead everything got worse. Since as far as the other kids were concerned Ida had been in on it, they felt that everything that happened to her she had coming. One day, going back to collect her bag after lunch, Ida found it soaking wet. The smell of urine was overpowering, and she retched as she carried the bag to the toilets to wash it in the sink. Her books within the bag were damp too, and though she did her best to wipe them down before drying them out, her history and maths textbooks always carried a faint, queasy smell of stale pee after that.

			Charlotte fared better. Most kids were too scared to say anything to her face in case she decked them (though she was only in S1, she was big for her age, and more than willing to use her teeth). And Charlotte wasn’t the type to care what people said when they weren’t right in front of her, so whisper campaigns were wasted on her. Still, she didn’t escape completely. Ida heard on the grapevine that one day some boys in Charlotte’s form group had tied fishing line to one of her chair legs. When Charlotte returned to her classroom and went to sit down, the boy holding the end of the fishing line tugged it, jerking the chair out from under her so that she toppled backwards on to the floor, to the loud amusement of the boys. Charlotte had got up off the floor and picked up the chair. Then she went for the culprits, wielding her chair like a Viking warrior. It was partly her self-­control that made people afraid of her. If she had been shouting or crying, the boys would only have laughed more. As it was, Charlotte attacked with cool, vicious resolve. The boys tried to get away from her, to put desks and other students between them, shielding their heads with their arms, until a male teacher finally came in, wrestled the chair off Charlotte, and sent her to the head teacher. It was a miracle no one was seriously hurt. Ida didn’t find out what happened next, except that, somewhat surprisingly, Charlotte wasn’t suspended.

			

			More cowardly than Charlotte, Ida took to hiding in the toilets during lunchtimes, though this carried the risk of running into some of her persecutors in an enclosed space where there was no hope of a teacher coming to her aid. Sometimes she would slip out of school and spend her lunchtimes walking round town in the drizzle. The afternoons and evenings were more of a problem, since she was in a shared dormitory at the hostel. Usually she would go to the public library straight after school and stay there until it closed, then go for one of her long walks, only returning to the hostel in time for the evening register. Charlotte avoided her in the evenings, as if their contamination would increase exponentially with greater proximity. Ida ate her supper as quickly as possible, and then read in the corner of the dorm until lights out, ignoring any comments that came her way, her air of determined withdrawal repelling even the nicer girls, who might have wanted to help her.

			During this time, the library was the only place Ida felt happy – or at least not quite so unhappy. The librarian was an energetic, middle-­aged woman called Mrs Kelly. She was kind to Ida, in her brisk way, and took to recommending books she thought Ida might enjoy. This is how Ida came to be working her way through all the novels of Agatha Christie.

			‘It’s not high art,’ Mrs Kelly told Ida as she handed her a rather battered copy of Death on the Nile one day. ‘But it’s very good escapism.’ And noting the serious look Mrs Kelly gave her, Ida realized that news of her family’s disgrace had spread even as far as Oban public library.

			

			In the space of a few weeks, she had finished all the Agatha Christies in the library’s catalogue. Mrs Kelly ordered in more for her, without Ida even needing to ask. And it was while reading Cat Among the Pigeons, a bizarre mystery set in a girls’ boarding school, involving stolen jewels and an enigmatic sheikh, that Ida had her idea.

			She boarded during the week already, of course, like the other island kids. But what if she could board further away, where no one knew her – and for a whole term at a time? What boarding schools might be like in real life did not concern her; anywhere would be preferable to here. Worse than the constant fear of ambush from her peers was her awareness of what everyone now believed about her – that she was wicked, that she was as bad as her mother. And worst of all was the knowledge that her mother had lied: not just to everyone else, but to Ida. And she had made Ida guilty alongside her. Ida was old enough to know that you would not do that to your own child unless you did not love them, had never loved them at all.

			 

			After some careful thought, she used the library’s copy of the Yellow Pages to look up the correspondence address of the Independent Schools Joint Council. Then, feeling very bold, she wrote a letter requesting a list of all girls’ boarding schools in the UK that offered full scholarships at Sixth Form.

			The list she received in response was not extensive, but Ida felt encouraged by the progress she’d made already. She drafted a letter to each of the schools, requesting details of their scholarship applications, labouring over every sentence; she had little idea of how to write a formal letter, and she didn’t want to make a bad impression. She took her stack of letters across to the mainland to post, feeling hopeful for the first time in ages.

			

			After a couple of weeks, the replies began to arrive. Ida had already taken precautions to ensure Charlotte or her mother didn’t get to her letters before her. She’d asked Mrs Anderson, the island’s post mistress, to hold on to anything addressed to her, so she could pick them up at the weekend from the post office. Ida had been anxious about making this request. Mrs Anderson had never been especially friendly; even when they first came to the island, she had been terse when cashing the giro cheques for Ida’s mother. And now she had a reason to hate them.

			But Mrs Anderson had only given Ida a long look and said, ‘Something you don’t want your mam to know?’ Then, when Ida didn’t answer, she had shrugged and said, ‘Aye, I’ll try to remember.’

			And, to Ida’s surprise, she had. Whenever Ida stopped by, Mrs Anderson would hand the letters over without a word, usually without bothering to look at her. Ida wasn’t sure why Mrs Anderson would help her at all, unless she saw it as a way of slighting Ida’s mother.

			But the responses from the schools were disheartening: as well as requiring evidence of academic prowess beyond Ida’s reach (she had forgotten to factor in that she was at best an average student), most required an in-­person interview, and in some cases also provided the date on which she would be required to sit their scholarship exam. Ida had hoped it might simply be a case of sending off some of her best schoolwork, and perhaps writing an effusive essay on why she wanted to attend the school. She knew that even if by some miracle she managed to do well enough in an exam, there was no way she would impress at interview. For one thing, there was her shyness, and, for another, there was her unappealing appearance. She was small and pale, and her posture was bad. Her mother, clearly in a charitable mood that day, had once described Ida’s hair as ‘dirty blonde’, but Charlotte said, more accurately, that it was the colour of a dead rat’s fur and had a similar texture. (How was the fur of a dead rat any different from that of a living rat? Ida wondered, though did not ask.)

			

			Besides, even if she weren’t going to repel an interviewer, there was also the logistical issue: it would be too difficult to travel all the way from the island to undertake interviews and exams. Ida felt absurd not to have realized any of this in advance.

			‘What’s that?’ Charlotte said, entering Ida’s room without knocking while Ida was disconsolately reading one of these letters.

			Ida said quickly, ‘It’s a letter from my French pen pal. From France.’ She was impressed with her own improvisational skills.

			‘Oh yeah?’ Charlotte said. ‘What’s her name, then?’

			Ida managed, after only the briefest of hesitations: ‘Marie-­Claire.’

			‘What are her hobbies?’ Charlotte said.

			‘Cinema,’ Ida said. ‘Ice skating. Jouer au foot.’

			‘Parents’ names?’

			‘Ah . . . Louis and . . . Marie-­Antoinette.’

			Charlotte paused for a moment, giving Ida a quizzical look. ‘Surname?’ she said.

			‘Um . . .’ Ida’s mind went blank. ‘Croissant,’ she said.

			Charlotte frowned. ‘Your pen pal is called Marie-­Claire Croissant?’ she said. ‘Daughter of Louis and Marie-­Antoinette Croissant?’

			‘Yes,’ Ida said.

			‘Hmm,’ Charlotte said, and left the room.

			Ida breathed out slowly. She put the letter away, resolving to take the whole lot with her to the beach later, to burn. She knew Charlotte would have no qualms about ransacking her room in search of information.

			 

			

			One Saturday almost a fortnight after Ida had given up on the boarding-­school plan, she was trudging past the post office when Mrs Anderson stuck her head out of the door and said, ‘Ida, another one for you.’ She disappeared for a moment, and then returned to hand Ida a slim package.

			Not wanting to risk Charlotte’s suspicious eyes at home, Ida headed off the road and across the moorland. She scrambled up a rocky outcrop, sat down amid the heather and opened her package, watched only by a couple of wild goats.

			It contained a letter and the prospectus for a school called St Anne’s. Ida stared at the image on the front of the prospectus: a watercolour reproduction of a handsome Victorian manor house with sweeping lawns.

			The accompanying letter was very brief. It ran:

			 

			Dear Miss Campbell,

			Thank you for your enquiry. We are able to offer a full scholarship to the right candidate, with a start date of 1st September 1984. Please write a letter in response telling me about yourself, and I will consider your application.

			 

			It was signed Miss Elizabeth Christie, Headmistress. There was a slightly puzzling P.S. added below the signature: It would be helpful if you could read Z for Zachariah by Robert C. O’Brien, if you have not done so already.

			The letter made no mention of academic references, nor of an exam or interview, though Ida hardly dared get her hopes up. These impassable obstacles would surely materialize in due course.

			The prospectus, which was rather slim, described the school’s location on the south coast of England as ‘peaceful and picturesque’, which sounded very nice to Ida. She scanned the rest of the pages, learning that the school was founded in 1901 by a philanthropist called Reginald Carey, who had intended it as a ‘shelter from worldliness’ for young ladies, whatever that meant. The school’s values and aims were expressed in similar terms to those in the other prospectuses Ida had seen, words like ‘diligence’, ‘integrity’ and ‘team spirit’ recurring. The only thing that perplexed Ida was the passing but frequent reference to something called ‘Roedean’. Embedded in the preamble on the first page about the school’s founder was the observation in parentheses: ‘which makes this school older than Roedean’, and throughout the subsequent pages St Anne’s was described in turn as ‘more affordable than Roedean’, ‘better value than Roedean’ and ‘in possession of better sea views than Roedean’. Ida wondered if it was some kind of fancy southern expression she’d never come across before, just as when they were living in Lancashire she’d been regularly mystified by allusions to ‘soft Mick’. She’d managed to live in Preston for almost a decade without ever discovering who soft Mick was, or why he seemed to have so much of everything. Roedean, she concluded, might be a sort of reverse soft Mick. Soft Mick’s pauper cousin.

			

			 

			She took her time drafting her letter in response to Miss Christie. She described in detail the beauty of the island, while also expressing – trying not to sound suspiciously eager – a desire to see a different part of the world and to expand her horizons. With the help of Mrs Kelly at Oban public library, she also procured a copy of Z for Zachariah, which turned out to be a terrifying novel about a girl surviving alone in the aftermath of a nuclear war. Ida read it in a single afternoon, utterly gripped, and included her thoughts on the book in her reply to Miss Christie: I have read Z for Zachariah, and I thought it was very good but also very frightening. Ann was very brave and resourceful, and had integrity. I didn’t trust Loomis from the start, but I can see why Ann was keen for a bit of company and the opportunity to work with somebody else. (She added this last part because she thought it would make her sound like she had team spirit; but actually she imagined it would be quite nice to be the sole survivor of a nuclear attack and not to have to endure human company ever again.) I am glad he got his comeuppance, she added, then crossed out this line in case it made her sound vengeful. She wrote instead, Things would probably have gone better if Loomis had been a girl.

			

			When she was finally happy with her draft, she copied out a neat version, posted it, and held her breath for two weeks until the reply came.

			 

			‘You’ve done what?’ her mother said.

			‘Why would anyone give you a scholarship?’ Charlotte said.

			‘Why are you doing this to me?’ her mother said.

			‘You know they’ll all be lesbians,’ Charlotte said.

			Their mother began to cry.

			‘Though I dare say you’ll be safe,’ Charlotte added, looking Ida up and down.

			Their mother said, ‘Hen, you haven’t thought this through. You can’t be serious.’

			Ida was serious. ‘I have to get away,’ she said again. She’d dreaded this moment of revelation so much that now it was upon her she had a strange feeling of detachment, as if the conversation were unfolding without her influence: the cold paralysis of a nightmare.

			Charlotte said, ‘They’ll probably send you straight back once they get to know you.’

			Ida was somewhat concerned about this herself.

			

			‘I need a change,’ she said, repeating the statement she’d begun with.

			Her mother said, ‘Have you always hated me?’

			And Ida looked at her and realized that no, she had not always hated her mother, but in fact she did hate her now, and probably had for some time.

			And although her mother wept, she did not try to stop Ida from going. It was perhaps the first victory of Ida’s life.

			So there it was: she was away to England to escape, to get an education, to reinvent herself; or at the very least to replace her current situation with a different, more bearable kind of misery.

		

	
		
			

			3

			Ida had to wait outside the school’s front door for some minutes before anyone answered. She was just starting to wonder if she should ring the bell again when the wooden door was heaved open and a square-­faced young woman appeared, wearing slacks and a double-­breasted blazer in a very bright blue. Her hair was teased up into voluminous waves of the kind that always made Ida conscious of the dispiriting flatness of her own (dead rat) hair.

			The young woman seemed perplexed to see Ida and simply stared at her for a few moments.

			Ida introduced herself.

			The woman said, ‘Who?’

			‘I’m a new Sixth Form student,’ Ida said.

			The woman was still looking blank. ‘Term started last week,’ she said. ‘And we don’t have any new students.’ Then, in an apparent flash of inspiration: ‘Have you confused us with Roedean? That’s further along the coast. Don’t worry, you can call them and they’ll send someone to get you. This happens from time to time.’

			Ida reassured her that she hadn’t arrived by accident.

			‘You intended to come?’

			‘I did.’ Awkwardly, Ida added, ‘I got the Sixth Form scholarship.’

			‘You’re the scholarship girl?’ The woman looked astonished at this. ‘Oh, but we weren’t expecting you to actually come.’ When Ida didn’t immediately reply to this (she didn’t know what to say), the woman went on, ‘You said you’d changed your mind.’

			

			‘No, I didn’t,’ Ida said.

			‘You didn’t change your mind, or you didn’t say you’d changed your mind?’

			‘Both,’ Ida said. ‘Neither.’ She was flustered. ‘I got delayed. But I did ring up to say I was still coming.’

			‘You spoke to someone?’

			‘Yes. Um . . .’ She realized now that she hadn’t caught the name of the woman on the phone. ‘She sounded Irish?’

			‘Oh goodness, but she isn’t allowed to use the telephone. We usually manage to intercept her before she gets to it, but she can be quite determined.’ There was a pause, then the blue-­blazered woman said cautiously, ‘I’m going to have to consult on this. You’d better come in.’ She ushered Ida through into a reception area: wood-­panelled walls, a black-and-white tiled floor like a chessboard, cracked in places as though there had been a recent earthquake. The centrepiece of the room was a grand staircase in dark wood, which turned twice in its ascent to the landing above.

			‘Have a seat,’ the young woman said, gesturing at a pair of sagging green armchairs that had been placed side by side against the wall, with the appearance of a pair of malefactors sent there in disgrace. Then she disappeared through a wooden door.

			Ida sat down and waited. The reception area was quiet and echoey, and the door had not fully closed behind the woman, so although the conversation behind it was taking place in hushed tones, Ida was able to hear most of it.

			‘The scholarship girl? She’s come?’ a new voice, also female but deeper, was saying. Ida thought it sounded like Miss Christie, but couldn’t be certain.

			

			‘Yes,’ the original woman replied. ‘She’s here.’

			‘I was told she rang up to say she’d changed her mind.’

			‘Apparently she rang up to say she hadn’t changed her mind.’

			‘Why would she ring up to say she hadn’t changed her mind?’

			‘I’ve no idea.’

			‘Maura Doyle must not be allowed to answer the telephone.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry, Miss Christie. I was in the toilet at the time.’

			‘Lavatory, please, Miss Morton,’ the deeper voice, which it seemed did belong to Miss Christie, said.

			‘Sorry. But what shall I tell her? There was the leak in 1B, so we’ve nowhere to put her.’

			‘There’s the Adler girl,’ Miss Christie said.

			‘Surely we can’t do that—’

			‘Situations evolve, Miss Morton. It behoves us to remain limber.’

			Just as Ida thought she might actually burst into flames of mortification, the young woman in the blazer re-­emerged through the wooden door, accompanied by a second woman in a tweed suit, who Ida assumed was Miss Christie. She was older, grey-haired, very upright in her bearing.

			‘There seems to have been a bit of a miscommunication,’ Miss Christie said to Ida, not unkindly. ‘Wires have been crossed.’

			‘I’m sorry I’m so late,’ Ida began. ‘The ferries weren’t running—’

			‘It’s quite all right. I’m Miss Christie. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.’

			Her gracious tone, combined with her regal bearing, made Ida want to curtsey. The stress of the day must be getting to her, she thought.

			Miss Christie turned to the woman in the blue blazer. ‘Miss Morton, please go and fetch the key for the annexe, and collect Sophie Merritt from outside my office. She’s waiting there for a chit. Write her up for silliness in Home Economics and bring her here.’

			

			The younger woman headed up the staircase, leaving Ida alone with Miss Christie.

			‘Here you are, then,’ Miss Christie said.

			‘Here I am,’ Ida agreed. And, seeking again to exonerate herself for her lateness, she added, ‘There was a storm last week, and they always cancel the ferries when the sea’s rough. I got stranded.’

			‘Marooned,’ Miss Christie said.

			‘Yes, exactly.’

			‘I imagine you’ll be wanting to let your parents know you’ve arrived safely.’

			‘Oh,’ Ida said. ‘Yes, I suppose I will.’

			‘Would you like to use the telephone on the desk?’

			There seemed no way to avoid this. Ida went over to the desk and, self-­conscious under Miss Christie’s gaze, dialled her home number. She waited nervously as it rang. And rang.

			Ida felt tremendous relief when she realized the phone wasn’t going to be answered. But as she began to move the receiver away from her ear, there was a small click and she heard her mother’s voice say, ‘Hello?’

			Ida contemplated simply putting the phone down, but couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. Instead she said, ‘Hi, Mam. It’s me.’

			‘Ida.’ Her mother’s voice was flat.

			Conscious of Miss Christie’s presence, Ida said with forced heartiness, ‘Just letting you know I’ve arrived safely.’

			A pause. Then her mother said, ‘Good.’

			‘Everything all right at home?’ Ida said, when her mother didn’t speak again.

			‘Not really. You know what it’s like here. But you left me anyway.’

			Ida didn’t know what to say to this. It was excruciating conducting her side of the conversation within earshot of Miss Christie. She said, ‘Is Charlotte all right?’

			

			‘Charlotte is Charlotte.’

			Another silence. Ida said, ‘Well, I’d better go. Got to unpack and so on.’

			‘All right,’ her mother said. ‘You do that.’

			‘I’ll write soon,’ Ida said. Then, when her mother didn’t reply, she said as brightly as she could, ‘Yes, love you too!’ and put the phone down.

			‘Well, that’s that,’ Miss Christie said. ‘Good.’

			Miss Morton was coming back down the stairs. This time she was accompanied by a girl about Ida’s age, with a lot of very wild brown curls. This girl was wearing school uniform: a pleated grey skirt that stopped just below her knees and a white shirt with a maroon V-­neck jumper over the top. Ida became conscious for the first time of her own jeans and sweatshirt, neither of which was in the first flush of youth, and wished she’d put on something smarter for her arrival at school.

			‘You have the key?’ Miss Christie said as Miss Morton rejoined them, followed by the pupil.

			‘Yes,’ Miss Morton said. She handed a key on a wooden key ring to Ida. ‘And this is Sophie Merritt, who will show you where to go. You’ve made it just in time for supper,’ she added, delivering this last comment rather suspiciously, as though Ida’s sudden arrival had been driven by greed alone.

			‘This is Ida,’ Miss Christie said to the pupil. ‘And Sophie, your hair should be up.’

			‘Sorry, Miss Christie!’ Hurriedly, the girl pulled a scrunchie off her wrist and bundled her hair up into a ponytail. ‘It was up earlier,’ she explained as she completed this process. ‘But although it’s not very heavy in itself, it seems to experience the pull of gravity very powerfully, so it sort of makes its way down throughout the day.’

			

			‘Hairspray,’ Miss Christie said. ‘Or else cut it off.’

			Sophie blanched at this idea. ‘I don’t think short hair would become me, Miss Christie. But perhaps we could compromise and I could wear my swimming cap to lessons. May I?’

			‘You may not.’

			Her hair temporarily subdued by the scrunchie, Sophie gave Ida a smile that revealed large, crooked teeth, and then grabbed Ida’s holdall and rucksack off her with such alacrity that Ida felt as if she were being mugged.

			‘It’s OK,’ she said to Sophie. ‘I can carry them.’

			‘Oh my goodness!’ Sophie said in astonishment, dropping the holdall. ‘You’re Scottish!’

			‘I am,’ Ida said.

			‘I’ve never met a Scotswoman before,’ Sophie said. ‘Or a Scotsman. Or a Scotschild. Is Ida a Scottish name? Is it short for anything?’

			‘No,’ Ida said, retrieving the holdall. ‘Just Ida.’

			‘I’ve never met an Ida before, either,’ Sophie said. ‘What an exciting day.’

			‘Off you go, girls,’ Miss Christie said pointedly.

			‘Right, yes, we’d better get our skates on,’ Sophie said. And she set off at speed, still holding on to Ida’s rucksack, which she’d refused to relinquish. ‘The reason I’m rushing,’ she added over her shoulder as she led Ida out through a side door, ‘is that we don’t have much time before supper. You need to get there early on a Thursday, because it’s chips day, but inexplicably they only ever cook enough chips for about half of us. So the queue becomes quite lawless.’ She seemed to do everything at speed; she spoke so quickly that Ida had the impression of a cassette tape on fast-­forward.

			They passed down a narrow stone alley, out into a small courtyard, and into another alley. ‘But be careful,’ Sophie went on, ‘because one thing they never run out of is rhubarb crumble, and you can get caught out that way. It’s basically cement. Barbara Bridges in Fifth Form has special bags she’ll sell you for 10p. You line your pockets with them and then transfer the crumble, bit by bit. Oh, and watch out for the chicken as well. There was a mass poisoning last term and April Stephens went round saying it was the Soviets, but we’re almost certain it was the chicken.’

			

			They emerged from the second alley, and a large stone courtyard opened out before them.

			‘This is Yard,’ Sophie announced, bouncing along with Ida’s rucksack on her shoulders.

			Ida looked across the stone courtyard. Over the far wall, she could see a laburnum tree, no longer flowering, its branches drooping instead with browning seed pods. She experienced a pang as it took her back to her grandparents’ garden, a strange homesickness for a home she hadn’t seen in many years and could barely even picture.

			‘I should warn you,’ Sophie said as they crossed the courtyard, ‘the layout here is dead confusing. The main house looks regular from the outside, but then there are all these extra parts sort of scattered about, and it ends up being a bit of a maze.’

			‘I suppose you must get used to it,’ Ida said, still thinking of her grandparents.

			‘Oh, not at all!’ Sophie said. ‘Mary Hughes, who’s been at the school for five years, got lost on her way to Geography last term. We still ­haven’t found her. Apparently the house and outbuildings were the grand project of some rich aristocrat in the eighteenth century, only then he got committed to an asylum before it was all finished, because it turned out he thought he was Julius Caesar. Do you like history?’

			‘Yes,’ Ida said. ‘I’m doing it as one of my A-­levels.’

			

			‘Well, good, because there’s lots of history here. Wait till you hear what the nuns used to get up to.’

			‘What did they get up to?’ Ida said.

			‘Oh, we’re not allowed to talk about it.’

			They had crossed Yard now and turned into another stone passageway, emerging into another, smaller courtyard. Ida was still hoping for more information about the nuns, but Sophie instead began a running commentary on the different buildings.

			‘So that’s Burnham’s, one of the houses, and that one over there with the red door is Swift’s, but before it was Swift’s it was Wolsey, which was the Home Ec building, but that’s now off Yard. And down that passageway is College, which is for scholars only, but only scholars elected during Lower School, not Sixth Form scholars like you, because we never have any of those.’

			‘But Miss Christie told me they offer a Sixth Form scholarship every year,’ Ida said.

			‘Well, apparently it’s a condition of the endowment that the school offers one Sixth Form scholarship each year. It’s meant to go to either an orphan or a young lady at risk of falling into moral disrepute. Which are you?’

			Ida said, ‘Well, I’m not an orphan. Though I don’t have a dad.’

			‘Oh, don’t you? Bad luck. Did they only give you half the scholarship, then?’

			‘No, I think they gave me all of it,’ Ida said.

			‘Right, well, that’s good,’ Sophie said. Now they passed through another side door into a building, where Sophie led Ida down a long, linoleum-­tiled corridor that had a stale, damp smell. ‘Maybe the thing about orphans and fallen women is more advisory than compulsory, then,’ she continued. ‘The Sixth Form scholars never seem to end up coming, so we don’t usually get to find out. I’ve been here since First Year, and you’re the first one I’ve met.’

			

			‘Why don’t they come?’ Ida said, more dismayed by the second.

			‘Oh, well, I’m not sure. I think sometimes they get a better offer, and sometimes they learn a bit more about St Anne’s and decide their old school isn’t so bad after all.’

			‘Do you like it here?’ Ida said, as they exited the corridor through another side door and found themselves outside again.

			Sophie looked amazed at the question.

			‘Do I like it here?’ she repeated.

			‘Yes.’

			‘I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it. I’m just here, aren’t I? If I weren’t here, I’d just be somewhere else.’

			Hard to argue with this.

			Finally, they came to a stop at a green door set within a relatively unassuming red-­brick building.

			‘Well, this is Wroth’s,’ Sophie said. ‘I’m in Burnham’s, but Wroth’s is all right, as houses go.’ She pushed open the door, revealing a corridor with a worn carpet and a series of blue doors. ‘What’s your room number? It’ll say on your key ring.’

			Ida got it out of her pocket and looked at it. ‘Seven,’ she said.

			Sophie shook her head. ‘No, you must have read it upside down. Does it say four?’

			‘I don’t think so,’ Ida said. She held out the key for Sophie to inspect.

			‘It does say seven,’ Sophie conceded, frowning. ‘But I can’t believe they’d do that. Especially to a half-­orphan.’

			Ida stared at her.

			‘Come on,’ Sophie said. ‘You’d better follow me.’

			She led Ida to a door at the end of the corridor and up a staircase. At the top of the stairs was a door, and beyond that, another door, this time with a number seven on it.

			

			‘They put her out of the way up here,’ Sophie whispered. ‘In the annexe.’

			‘Who?’ Ida whispered back.

			‘Louise Adler,’ Sophie hissed, raising her eyebrows significantly, as if the name alone were explanation enough. Tentatively, she raised her hand and gave a small knock at the door.

			They waited. Ida discovered after a moment that she was holding her breath.

			When no answer came, Sophie said, with visible relief, ‘I don’t think she’s in. Try your key.’

			Ida put her key in the lock and pushed the door open. The room before her was small, with two single beds against opposite walls, a chest of drawers at the foot of each bed and a small sink in the corner. It showed signs of occupation: crumpled clothes spread across one bed, a pot of face cream on one of the bedside tables, books stacked on the windowsill. There was a book face-­up on the pillow of the bed with clothes on, too, and Ida was struck by the disturbing cover illustration: a human head, the space where the mouth should be sealed over with pale, wrinkled skin and one ear deformed to resemble the conical end of a trumpet. Tiny, squatting limbs protruded grotesquely from where its body should be. Ida read the title: I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream.

			‘If you just drop your things off now,’ Sophie said, ‘we can go straight to supper. You can unpack afterwards. Do you need the loo? It’s downstairs. We can stop on the way.’ Then, when Ida hesitated – she was still staring at the unsettling book cover – Sophie said, ‘The thing is, if we hurry, we can avoid seeing Louise Adler at all, and that’s probably safest.’

			

			‘But surely I’ll have to see her eventually,’ Ida said. ‘Since I’m sharing a room with her.’

			‘Yes, I suppose you will,’ Sophie said. ‘Though I won’t.’ There was a pause, then she added encouragingly, ‘Maybe you can find some ways around it. You could pretend to be asleep every time she comes in, and get up really early in the mornings, so you’ve left before she wakes up. You could probably go weeks without having to introduce yourself.’

			‘What’s wrong with her?’ Ida said, following Sophie as she hastily made her way back down the stairs.

			‘Oh, well, there’s quite a long story there . . .’ Sophie began. ‘But, look, we’d better hurry or we’ll miss our chips.’

		

	
		
			

			Fax from Dr James Halliwell to Dr George Fisher Thursday, 1st November 1984, 10 p.m.

			Chances of a psychopathic poisoner on the loose at a minor girls’ boarding school seem fairly slim, don’t they? Police absolutely determined to discover one, but, as you used to tell me, one can’t just light upon the most abstruse scenario in order to make one’s own job more interesting.

			Tried to suggest this, tactfully, to detective sergeant, but he wasn’t very receptive.

			On the other hand, though no doubt police will be disappointed not to find their poisoner, from my point of view this case is shaping up to be very interesting indeed.

			George, would it be too much to ask for you to answer the bloody phone?
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