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This one is for the tearaways and the misfits.


You know who you are.









Chapter One


Truth lies beyond


Edinburgh, June 1959


Mirabelle didn’t see why it was necessary to be blindfolded but McGregor pulled the car over and insisted.


‘You’re enjoying this far too much,’ she said, as he removed the floral silk scarf that was loosely knotted around her shoulders and tied it round her eyes, before turning the car off the main road. She had been daydreaming as they passed the wheat fields in the sunshine. Now she found herself focusing on the sound of the engine, the sensation of the cool air through the rolled-down window and the fact that, when he turned left, the road wound in an arc and then twisted sharply. The technique felt familiar ‒ an old habit of hers to map a blind route through the movement of a vehicle.


‘I’ll help you get out,’ he said, when he stopped the engine.


It was odd how time elongated when your senses were deprived, she thought. It felt like it had been half an hour since he’d fixed the scarf over her eyes, but it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes, perhaps less.


He took her hand and helped her onto what felt like beaten track. As she took her first step onto the uneven surface she realised she shouldn’t have worn such heels.


‘Are you ready?’ he asked, after only a few steps, putting a hand on each arm to steady her.


‘This had better be good,’ she said, with a smile.


‘Well, tell me what you think.’ He fumbled with the knot. Mirabelle closed her eyes, waiting for him to unmask her completely before she opened them.


They were standing in front of a small stone house set in a copse of sycamore and pine trees. She blinked. Between the tree trunks water sparkled in the sunshine.


‘Are we visiting someone?’ she asked. ‘Are we staying here?’


He hadn’t told her to pack a bag. McGregor’s expression was quizzical.


‘Not today,’ he said. ‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s very pretty. Is that the Firth of Forth?’


‘It is. Down the track there’s a jetty and a small boathouse. They go with the house.’


‘It’s absolutely charming.’


‘Good. I’ve put in an offer on it. A successful offer, I might add.’


McGregor drew a key from his pocket and unlocked the front door. ‘I should carry you over the threshold.’


‘We’re not married yet,’ Mirabelle parried, curious, as she walked past him into a bright hallway with a flagstone floor. A crystal vase of blowsy garden roses on the oak table scented the air. Over them a mirror in a carved oak surround that had split with age reflected her image in a fitted, satin, orange and white dress, her hair swept into a chignon. She tied the patterned scarf back into place as McGregor appeared in the frame behind her.


‘Now I’ve sold my cousin’s estate, I thought it would be nice to have a weekend place and this is only twenty-five minutes from town. I know I should have asked, but I wanted to surprise you. It’s my gift. Your wedding present.’


Mirabelle was glad the old place was gone. She liked the Highlands but the estate was a lot of work to run and this was far less remote. Anyway, after the family tragedy it had felt impossible to settle there. Nonetheless, McGregor was jumping the gun. ‘But we haven’t decided where we want to live,’ she said.


‘Whether we’re here or there,’ he gestured, meaning Edinburgh or Brighton, ‘we’ll need somewhere for holidays or weekends. This is on the right side of town for Turnhouse.’


‘It sounds very glamorous, flying up to Scotland for a weekend.’


McGregor had made little secret of the fact he wanted to settle in Edinburgh now he had retired from the force. Mirabelle was, as yet, not opposed but also not completely convinced. She had spent a couple of months in the city during the winter, the memory of which, today in sunny June, seemed like an impossible dream of clouded breath, pink fingers and glowing windows too early in the afternoon. Could it ever have been so dark and so cold?


‘That’s what I love about you most. You’re always glamorous.’ He kissed her and her stomach fluttered, though she pushed him aside to explore. The house was Georgian by her reckoning, the proportions measured. In the sitting room there was an ornate pine fireplace, and the smell of woodsmoke lingered around the comfortable pale green three-piece suite.


‘Who lives here?’ she asked.


‘Nobody,’ McGregor said. ‘The last occupant was an old lady who’d lived here for decades. The place is being looked after by a housekeeper who walks over from South Queensferry. We’re lucky it’s come up – it hasn’t been on the market since it was built. Everything round here was developed at the same time – the 1750s, I think.’


Upstairs, Mirabelle peered out of the window. To the rear, running down to the water, the garden was well-tended. A small vegetable patch was planted down one side next to a lawn with two wicker chairs placed in the sunniest spot.


‘The furniture is lovely,’ she said.


‘We can buy that, too, if we want it.’


‘My, what a pretty bedroom.’


McGregor’s grin was wide as the Forth. ‘Climbing roses outside the window. I thought you’d like that. And that view is tantalising, isn’t it? The water looks inviting.’


‘It helps that it’s a sunny day.’


He nodded. ‘I’d say a storm here would be fun, though. We could stoke the fire. And when it snows, we’ll walk along the foreshore and watch it coming down. The light is quite extraordinary. Am I forgiven for not consulting you?’


‘It’s lovely.’


McGregor checked his watch. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you like it because it comes with an entail.’


‘A what?’


‘An entail.’


‘Like a curse?’


He laughed. ‘Well, sort of. We have to be approved.’


‘Approved? By whom?’


He took her hand, pulled her through the hallway and back down the stairs. ‘I’ll explain on the way.’


There was no blindfold this time as McGregor started the car and they wound further down the track. Mirabelle found herself fascinated by the movement of the water and a sailing boat making its way elegantly up the firth and under the huge girders of the rust-red rail bridge, which she could just glimpse, far off, in the rear-view mirror. ‘What is that?’ she asked, catching a flash of something else through the trees.


McGregor sighed. ‘It’s why I put the blindfold on. They’re building a new toll bridge just past the harbour. On this side of the village. For cars. The site is a mess, but it’ll be cleaned up when it’s finished in a couple of years. It’s quite impressive. The bridge will be over eight thousand feet long, though it’s all mud and scaffolding now. I didn’t want to put you off.’


Mirabelle turned in her seat and strained to make out the skeletal outline of the first sections of the bridge through the trees, the works starting on opposite banks. ‘It’ll be huge,’ she said, realising the scale of it.


‘They say there’ll be a hundred houses built at the access points on both sides of the water. When the bridge is finished the traffic will bypass the village. I can’t see that it will affect us in the longer term. The harbour is naval, these days – HMS Lochinvar. It’s a training facility – mine-sweepers or something. Anyway, none of it is too close to the house.’


‘Too close for what?’


‘To intrude, darling. Shore Cottage sits on the edge of the estate up the road. We’ll be closer to them than to the village and the family that lives there would block permission for anything that crowded their land. It’ll become an enclave here – close enough to the shops and the pub in South Queensferry but still isolated. I know you like to be near the shore. We’ll need to drive under a bridge to get here is all ‒ eventually. And it’s not even ten miles from Edinburgh ‒ twenty-five minutes in the car.’


‘So you said,’ she replied quizzically, noting that McGregor had still not explained this entail business.


* * *


He turned the car inland, down another track marked ‘Private Road’ and pulled up at a high, rough-hewn sandstone wall into which was set a huge wooden double door, studded with spikes. To one side a ten-foot-tall carved Celtic cross was mounted on a wide, granite plinth. This didn’t look like an estate. Mirabelle had visited a few now round Scotland and she’d never seen one that was walled in this way and without a gatehouse. ‘It doesn’t look as if they welcome visitors,’ she said.


McGregor got out of the car and opened the door for her. ‘Best behaviour,’ he said, with a wink, and tugged the iron bell-pull.


It took a while for anyone to answer. They were out of sight of the water and the air smelt strangely of old books and fresh herbs. She was curious but enjoying the mystery and, for once, she decided she didn’t want to ask too many questions. Eventually a smaller door, inset into the larger gate, opened with a creak and, to Mirabelle’s surprise, a nun stood in the void. Her face was lined, her cheeks pink as summer roses and her eyes a watery blue. Mirabelle thought she looked as if she had been painted onto delicate china. ‘Can I help you?’


‘We’re here to see Mother Superior,’ McGregor replied. ‘Alan McGregor and Mirabelle Bevan.’


The nun stepped back to let them onto a wide, cobbled pathway with lavender and roses on either side. Ahead an archway opened onto a complex of buildings. ‘This way,’ she said, striding ahead so that the hem of her robe lifted to reveal a pair of sturdy black boots with dried mud caked round the soles.


Under the arch the sound of women’s voices singing reached them from the other side of a quadrangle where the door lay open to a pretty chapel covered with Boston ivy. The nun led them past it, into the building and up a narrow stairway. At the top a hallway was fitted as some kind of waiting room. The nun knocked on a door marked ‘Prioress’ in gold lettering. ‘Come in,’ shouted a cheerful voice, and the old woman herded Mirabelle and McGregor through, as if they were errant children.


Inside, the room was sunny, with a view over a large kitchen garden behind the quad, with hens pecking in a run along one side. Behind an untidy, ancient mahogany desk another nun stood up to greet them. She was younger than the one who’d shown them the way.


‘Ah, Superintendent McGregor, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘And …’


‘This is my fiancée, Mirabelle Bevan.’


‘You’re getting married? How lovely. The solicitor didn’t tell me that. And you’re planning to settle here?’


‘Not exactly,’ McGregor admitted. ‘But we would like to spend some time at Shore Cottage. Weekends and holidays. It’s so peaceful.’


The nun cocked her head to one side. ‘Weekends? I see. Well, we’re not averse to that at the Little Sisters of Gethsemane.’


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ McGregor replied.


‘Please, take a seat.’


The chairs were carved from heavy dark wood. Mirabelle felt as if she was sitting on a throne. ‘It’s beautiful here,’ she commented. ‘How old is the convent?’


‘The current building is from the mid-Georgian period, as is the house you’re purchasing. The order, however, has been here since medieval times. The nunnery was built on the pilgrim route to St Andrews. We’re still on that route, of course, though the pilgrims are long gone and the train from Edinburgh takes visitors as far as Leuchars in an hour or so. The sisters are hospitallers.’


‘Like the Knights Templar?’


Mirabelle could swear Mother Superior blushed. ‘We’re not warriors, Miss Bevan. That would certainly not be fitting. We’re healers here – perhaps you have heard of our most famous medicine. Gethsemane Salve?’


Recognition lit Mirabelle’s eyes. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘For cuts and scratches?’


‘It also heals burns,’ Mother Superior added. ‘We’ve been manufacturing the salve for over eight hundred years. It was used during the Crusades.’


‘The tin has a cross on it, doesn’t it? Like the one outside, at the gate,’ Mirabelle said.


Mother Superior smiled. ‘Our cross dates to the medieval period and originally sat within our walls but when the nunnery was rebuilt in the 1750s it was re-sited at the entrance, to welcome those who visit us here. I understand you’re retired, Mr McGregor, but what do you do, Miss Bevan?’


‘I run a debt-collection agency,’ Mirabelle replied. It was rare anybody asked but, then, this interview was a test, she supposed, and by being here she had submitted to being judged. ‘Though now I oversee matters,’ she added. ‘I’m not in the office day-to-day.’


‘Mirabelle is also a bit of a sleuth,’ McGregor cut in. ‘That’s how we fell in love. She solved one of my cases.’


Mirabelle felt it would be showing off to point out that she had solved more than one. ‘We are both retired now, in effect,’ she said.


The nun took this in. ‘Tell me, when will you be married?’


‘The week after next,’ Mirabelle replied, with a smile. She had never expected to be so pleased about the wedding but she found she was excited at the prospect of being Mrs McGregor. Mirabelle McGregor. It had a nice ring to it. Her friend Vesta deemed it an improvement.


‘Which church?’ the nun continued smoothly.


‘We are to be married by the registrar in Edinburgh, Mother,’ McGregor said.


‘A registrar’s office?’ The nun sounded shocked.


‘Yes. We met in a church, actually. Well, in a graveyard. There was a funeral, you see. The thing is neither Mirabelle nor I … after the war … We both had a rough time of it …’


Mother Superior got to her feet. ‘I have to be frank. In that case, we cannot have you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. But you must be married in the eyes of God. In a church. Otherwise you would … well, you’d simply be fornicators, Mr McGregor.’


Mirabelle did not trust herself to speak immediately. Especially not to point out that in this woman’s view they were fornicators already and, which she would probably find worse, unrepentant ones.


‘We can help,’ the nun continued earnestly. ‘We could organise a wedding service for you here. In the chapel. As our new neighbours. It would be my pleasure. But I cannot approve you, I’m afraid, if you are intending to live in sin. Perhaps you would like to reconsider.’


‘Yes,’ said McGregor, though his tone was far from positive.


The nun paused. ‘You will need time to think about it, I should imagine,’ she said, as she moved towards the door, the interview clearly over. She opened it. Outside, the old nun was waiting. ‘See Mr McGregor and Miss Bevan out, would you, Sister Mary?’


Sister Mary smiled.


‘I’m really very sorry,’ Mother Superior added. ‘Do let me know.’


* * *


Walking back downstairs, Mirabelle was surprised by how much she felt like a naughty schoolgirl. McGregor squeezed her hand.


‘Have you been with the order long?’ He tried to make conversation with Sister Mary.


‘It is forty-one years since I took my vows,’ the nun said.


‘Do you help with the production of the salve?’


She nodded. ‘We all do.’


‘I wonder,’ Mirabelle said, ‘could we peep inside the chapel?’


The singing had stopped now – the rehearsal was over. Sister Mary looked dubious. ‘I’m not sure that it’s appropriate,’ she said.


‘It’s only,’ Mirabelle added, ‘that Mother Superior suggested we get married there.’


‘Ah.’ This reassured the nun. ‘Yes, of course. We have several weddings ‒ over the summer especially.’


‘Really?’


‘It pays for our keep and couples seem to like the chapel – it’s more private than a parish church.’


Inside, the air smelt of dusty prayer books and beeswax. Behind the altar a long stained-glass window portrayed a woman in a purple wimple and robe embroidered with flowers, a baby in her arms.


‘That’s St Enoch,’ Sister Mary explained. ‘She was expelled by her father after she was raped. A visiting prince came to her chambers against her will and forced himself upon her. She is the mother of St Mungo – that’s the baby. He in his turn is patron saint of Glasgow.’


‘Expelled?’ McGregor repeated. ‘If I remember correctly she was thrown into the Forth, was she not?’


‘Indeed.’


‘So he tried to murder her?’


‘It’s a very pretty church,’ Mirabelle said quickly, not wanting to get caught up in the rights and wrongs of what had happened to a medieval saint. ‘I can see why couples choose to marry here. The flowers are lovely.’


‘We have a flower garden,’ Sister Mary elaborated, with enthusiasm. ‘Most of it is given over to growing lavender for the salve, but these sullivantii are extremely hardy and we like them for the chapel.’


‘Are they daisies?’


‘Of a sort. They remind me of the sun.’


Mirabelle nodded. The nun was right.


‘And what is this?’ McGregor asked, pointing to a short sword mounted on the wall, to the right of the altar.


‘Oh, that is the sword the order was named for. It is the blade that was used to cut off the ear of the high priest’s servant. In the Garden of Gethsemane. It is our most precious relic.’


McGregor’s mouth opened. ‘But that sword would be over two thousand years old.’


‘Yes. It’s Roman,’ Sister Mary confirmed. ‘A conservator from the National Museum comes every year to inspect it.’


‘And you are the Little Sisters of Gethsemane,’ Mirabelle said, making the connection.


‘We heal wounds. We make hurts better,’ Sister Mary said.


‘Gethsemane Salve,’ Mirabelle added. ‘I see.’


Outside the gates, McGregor apologised. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I thought it was only a formality. They’ve been here for centuries, I suppose, behind that wall. Welcoming visitors.’ He cast his eyes in the direction of the cross. ‘It seems so medieval, doesn’t it?’


‘So the entail was a curse of sorts.’


‘I suppose. We can find somewhere else. Once the new bridge is built Fife will be more accessible and there are some pretty cottages on the other side of the firth in the fishing villages along the East Neuk. Or at the other end of the village there’s a few places around Society House – the big estate past the rail bridge.’


Mirabelle smoothed her fiancé’s tie. ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘I like Shore Cottage. I don’t believe in a church wedding, but it is pretty in there. We could get married at the registry office and come here for a blessing afterwards. Do you think that would satisfy Mother Superior?’


‘Really?’


‘I’m not wearing white,’ Mirabelle added. ‘And I don’t regret the reason it would be inappropriate, though we had best not tell them about that.’ She had yet to buy her dress, but the day after next her friend Vesta was arriving from Brighton and the two of them were going shopping. Vesta’s wedding dress had been vibrant purple satin, like a film star’s. Mirabelle felt she was going to choose a more restrained tone – a dusty pink chiffon perhaps, or a cool blue marquisette.


‘Mother Superior didn’t say anything about what you were to wear,’ McGregor leaned in to kiss her. ‘You can have whatever colour you like, darling. She seemed rather young to be in charge, don’t you think? And quite inflexible.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Though she had the measure of you. You harlot,’ he said.


‘Fornicator,’ Mirabelle snapped back. But she kissed him.









Chapter Two


Come, pensive nun, devout and pure


McGregor’s flat on Heriot Row had no telephone. They kept discussing installing one but the truth was that Mirabelle preferred not to be disturbed by calls and, besides, there was a waiting list to get a trunk line and neither she nor McGregor wanted to make a party arrangement with one of the neighbours, which, they were both sure, would feel intrusive.


Mirabelle had taken to eating breakfast in front of the long windows that looked down on the private park that served the houses along Queen Street on one side and Heriot Row on the other. While McGregor rose early and drove to the golf course at Liberton to play a round with two old school friends and a retired superintendent from the Lothian force, Mirabelle indulged herself with a pot of inky coffee and a basket of warm rolls with apricot jam from the greengrocer’s on Dundas Street. A lady of leisure now, she read The Times from cover to cover, browsed the Scotsman and watched her neighbours walk their dogs in the garden – throwing sticks, stopping to greet each other as their pets scampered across the grass, or fumbling to find their keys as they went in and out. People were good-humoured here early in the morning. In Brighton dog-walkers ignored each other on the pebble beach until at least ten o’clock.


When she had finished eating, she usually walked up the hill to George Street and rang her office from the phone box on the corner. It had been almost a year now – her agreement with Vesta was that Mirabelle would stay on as managing director for eighteen months. But day-to-day Vesta was enjoying being in charge. The talk over the last several phone calls, however, had not been about debt collection, but Vesta’s trip north. She was coming almost a week before the wedding, to be followed by her husband, Charlie, and toddler, Noel, in time for the big day and a holiday. Mirabelle had taken a house for them at Portobello so Noel could play on the shore and paddle in the sea. ‘He’s in for a shock that not every beach is stony,’ Vesta had beamed. ‘I hope he likes sand. He’ll be able to build castles.’


Today, Vesta’s new secretary answered the telephone brightly. The office at McGuigan and McGuigan had been in a state of expansion since Mirabelle’s departure. Business in Brighton was booming, and Vesta had taken on a second debt collector as well as a red-haired glamourpuss called Marilyn, who had the knack of chiming the name of the company and asking if she could help in such a way that the caller felt they ought to unburden themselves immediately. This new professionalism surprised Mirabelle every morning. ‘Hello. Mirabelle Bevan here,’ she announced. ‘Is Vesta in?’


Marilyn put her through to the office next door, where Vesta now resided behind a modern glass-topped desk with comfortable leather chairs for visiting clients.


‘We have a job on,’ Mirabelle announced.


‘You haven’t changed your mind?’ Vesta ventured nervously. Even though Mirabelle had fully committed to Alan a year ago, she had been admittedly skittish in their relationship up to that point.


‘We’re going to have a church blessing.’


‘Really? I thought you didn’t believe in that kind of thing.’


‘It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when you get here. But it occurred to me that if we’re going to do it in a church, my outfit might merit a veil. Only a small one!’


Vesta chuckled. The first thing Mirabelle had said to her when they originally discussed her wedding outfit was that she did not want to dress up like some kind of doll. She wanted something she could wear again. ‘You will look beautiful, whatever you choose,’ Vesta cooed. ‘I can’t wait to get up there.’


‘Also, I have a house to show you.’


‘A house?’


‘A weekend place.’


‘You’re not coming back, are you?’


It was beginning to feel that way. Mirabelle had always assumed she would never leave Brighton but last night they had discussed selling her apartment on the front. She’d always be able to visit the south coast, she told herself. McGregor still owned a guesthouse near the pier, after all. Their very own hotel.


‘How are the figures?’ She changed the subject.


‘Up,’ Vesta announced proudly. ‘Though I must say, there was a lot of trouble over the weekend with fighting in the streets. A policeman was injured.’


‘I saw that in the paper.’ Mirabelle had recognised the officer’s name. McGregor had been a superintendent at Bartholomew Square station for years.


‘There were crowds of them, Mirabelle,’ Vesta complained. ‘Tearaways! Those Harrington jackets make the men look aggressive before they even get started on the beer. The minute the sun comes out, mods and rockers pour off the trains from London ready for a barney, and swarms more arrive on motorbikes. The main road into town is a nightmare. I wouldn’t blame you not wanting to come back. It’s fine where we live, but along the front it’s mayhem. And the women look like criminals. People are staying away from the centre at the weekends. Brighton is changing.’


Mirabelle peeked at George Street through the glass of the phone box. The haar made it seem like a sepia photograph. Three cars were parked outside a cashmere shop where a mother and daughter were staring at the window display, discussing ply widths. On the next block she could just make out two advocates turning the corner towards Princes Street, their robes swishing as they hurried across town to the High Court up The Mound. One of the neighbours had complained recently, when she ran into him on the stairs, about the upcoming Edinburgh festival. ‘The town goes into uproar every summer,’ he said. ‘It’s been thirteen years. You’d think they’d have had enough but they’re staging a parade along Princes Street this year and there’s the Highland Games at Murrayfield, which would be enough on its own but now all of a sudden there are plays in every theatre in the city. And the church halls. No single person could get round it all. The whole thing’s got out of hand.’


Mirabelle had smiled politely and did not tell him she had booked tickets to see the Military Tattoo at Edinburgh Castle and a Shakespeare play at the Royal Lyceum Theatre. Still, it was hardly mods and rockers. She made a mental note of how calm Edinburgh seemed compared to what Vesta was describing. Another reason, perhaps, to move north. ‘We’re looking forward to you coming,’ she said.


‘I’ve started to pack. Maybe I should bring some paint samples, if you’re shopping for the new house.’


‘What would I do without you?’ Vesta had helped Mirabelle to refurbish her flat after there had been a fire some years ago and had made the process much easier. She had a way with fabrics and seemed to understand what Mirabelle wanted.


After she had hung up, Mirabelle picked up a packet of coffee on her way back down the hill and was surprised, turning the corner, to see an old nun emerging from a small pale blue car parked at her front door. The vehicle was so boxy it looked like a child’s toy.


‘Hello,’ Mirabelle greeted her.


‘Good morning, Miss Bevan,’ the nun said.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.’


‘I’m Sister Triduana. Named for the saint.’ She smiled. ‘She put her eyes out rather than succumb to marriage,’ she added. ‘Mother sent me.’


Mirabelle decided not to comment upon the saint, which left her options limited. ‘I’ve never seen one of these on the road before.’ She gestured towards the car.


‘My cousin sent it for the convent. Our old Crossley packed up in the spring so I wrote to ask for help. The Mini’s the latest thing apparently. She’s jolly good, actually. She gets fifty miles to the gallon.’


Mirabelle’s surprise must have shown because the nun’s expression softened. ‘I drove ambulances during the first war,’ she explained. ‘When my brother died in the fighting, I signed up. They posted me to Serbia. I found my vocation afterwards. It seemed to marry the things I was interested in – faith and medicine. Mother mentioned that you lost your belief in the last war.’


‘I suppose I did,’ Mirabelle said. ‘I was never terribly devout.’


‘Oh, neither was I.’ Sister Triduana grinned. ‘When I think back on it – the parties! Now it feels quite wicked.’ She waved her hand in the air to waft away her past self, as if the memory was comprised of cigarette smoke. ‘I was a flapper,’ she whispered conspiratorially.


Mirabelle grinned. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Ah. Yes. He doesn’t have a telephone but Mother got Mr McGregor’s address from his solicitor. She asked me to fetch him. She’d like a word.’


Mirabelle decided to come clean. ‘Alan and I discussed it last night and we’d like to take up Mother’s kind offer to get married in the chapel. We like the house greatly and, well, it’s very pretty at the convent and you’ll be our new neighbours. Who better to help us celebrate?’ She worried momentarily that the nun would realise she and McGregor were living together here and resolved not to call the flat on Heriot Row ‘home’, though that was what it had become.


Sister Triduana’s expression flickered. ‘A wedding. Yes. Lovely,’ she said. ‘But that’s not why Mother sent me. It’s because Mr McGregor used to be a policeman. We need his help. It’s somewhat delicate …’


‘He’s playing golf this morning, I’m afraid. I can have him ring the convent when he’s finished. He usually takes lunch in the clubhouse and gets back here around two o’clock. He’s retired, you see.’


Distress showed on the old nun’s face. ‘Two o’clock,’ she repeated. Three hours, it seemed, was too long.


‘Is there something I can help with?’


Sister Triduana shook her head. ‘I fear we need a detective. Somebody we can trust.’


‘I’ve often helped Alan with cases,’ Mirabelle offered. ‘Why don’t I nip up and leave him a note, and I’ll come back with you?’


Sister Triduana acquiesced and Mirabelle disappeared through the main door. When she came out again, the nun started the car and Mirabelle ceased to wonder what had happened at the convent and concentrated on the roaring of the Mini’s engine as Sister Triduana took off. As a wartime ambulance driver, the old woman’s grasp of road safety had clearly been sketchy and she accelerated at quite a pace, which increased when she hit the straight run of Queensferry Road. Mirabelle found herself gripping the edge of her seat. ‘I did some rally driving in 1919,’ Sister Triduana shouted over the engine. ‘After the war. My cousin, Leda, and I were a team. In France. We drove the Grand Prix.’


‘The cousin who bought this car?’


‘We were partners in crime in those days.’ The nun beamed, the tyres screeching as she turned off towards South Queensferry. ‘I have a dispensation to write to her. She’s Lady Leda now – married Sir Edmund Ferrier. They live near Nottingham.’


‘Did she find her faith too?’


‘Oh, Leda had faith all along and a strong urge towards motherhood. She and Edmund have six children. We joke that we make up for each other in the grand scheme of things.’


Mirabelle thought she might find her faith again if she had to sit in a car driven by Sister Triduana for much longer. ‘Do you get out a lot?’ she asked.


Sister Triduana nodded. without taking her eyes off the road. ‘I visit a poor old soul in South Queensferry from time to time,’ she said.


Mirabelle did not reply that whoever the nun was visiting could hardly be older than she was, though Sister Triduana’s reactions were clearly those of someone half her age.


‘We know all our neighbours,’ Sister Triduana continued. ‘We have a duty to them. The Little Sisters of Gethsemane is not a retreat. We are connected to the world.’


As they whizzed past the naval base and the works for the Forth Road Bridge Mirabelle caught a glimpse of the shanty town built around the site, workers living on top of what must be, even in this warm weather, a great deal of mud. A ragged group of children were paddling in the shallow water of the firth. No wonder McGregor hadn’t wanted her to see it before she viewed the house, she thought. The sheer mess of the place would have put her off – washing hanging up to dry among the trees and a ragtag of open-doored caravans and poorly erected army-surplus tents. She felt almost shell-shocked as the old nun passed at speed.


After another minute of driving through the woods, she cornered sharply and pulled into what must have been an old stable block behind the convent, where an elderly Crossley motor was parked, its radiator cover showing beneath a patched tarpaulin. Sister Triduana clearly thought nothing of the speed at which she had travelled and Mirabelle noted drily that the new house wasn’t necessarily twenty-five minutes from town as McGregor had said. With a nun at the wheel it could easily take only ten to drive the ten miles.


Entering the compound through a wooden side gate, Mirabelle followed the nun past the flower garden Sister Mary had mentioned the day before, awash with bees. Beyond this a series of khaki Nissen huts stretched in a row. ‘What’s in there?’ she asked.


Unsurprisingly, Sister Triduana didn’t slow her pace. ‘We moved the manufactory into those. The old building needed repairs and it was more cost-effective,’ she said. ‘They’re well placed for loading out of the back gate.’


‘So this is where you make the Gethsemane Salve?’


The nun nodded. ‘People often think it’s made somewhere else, but we produce everything in the convent – the tins as well as the salve. We have taken a vow to heal people, you see. To look after those around us.’


Mirabelle raised an eyebrow. ‘How many nuns live here?’ she asked.


‘We’re seventy now. In the old days there were at least a hundred sisters, but these days younger nuns go into nursing or teaching. The contemplative life is less popular for novices. I can’t blame them. I had my stint, helping out in the world. I was almost forty when I came here.’


Mirabelle calculated that that put Sister Triduana at around eighty years of age. She looked well for that. Sprightly, even. It seemed strange to think that the nuns had had lives before they had retreated. That they had had homes and families and friends. Where had they all come from? Had they been teachers and nurses? Or were they all daredevils like Sister Triduana? She didn’t like to ask. ‘That seems like a lot of work. How many tins do you produce?’ she asked.


Sister Triduana turned down a path onto the other side of the kitchen garden, which Mirabelle recognised as the view from Mother Superior’s office.


‘A thousand a week,’ she replied blithely. ‘Gethsemane Salve sells all over the world. It’s particularly popular in South America. I organise the shipments. I don’t work in the factory any more. Not with my old bones.’


‘I see.’ Mirabelle made a quick calculation – the nuns must be well in profit, yet both yesterday and today they had talked of making money. Perhaps they had charitable commitments.


Sister Triduana led Mirabelle up the stairs to Mother Superior’s room where she knocked briskly and opened the door. ‘Mother,’ she said.


The younger nun looked up.


‘I’m afraid Superintendent McGregor is out,’ Mirabelle explained, as she saw Mother Superior had been crying: her eyes were pink. She removed a large white handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose.


‘What has happened? Are you all right?’ Mirabelle asked.


‘Quite all right,’ Mother Superior said. ‘You may leave us.’ She dismissed Sister Triduana promptly and gestured for Mirabelle to sit down.


Through the open window onto the quad, Mirabelle could hear singing. Chanting, almost. It came, she supposed, from the chapel.


‘Perhaps it’s for the best,’ Mother Superior said. ‘You are a woman, after all. Yes, I can see you’re a person who might take a sidestep as well as one forward, and we certainly need one of those. I’m afraid we require your absolute discretion, Miss Bevan. I felt as if the superintendent had been sent, but perhaps it was you.’


‘Sent?’


Mother Superior raised her eyes. ‘By Him.’


Mirabelle sank onto the large mahogany seat and wondered what she was hoping she would sidestep. ‘Whatever has happened?’ she asked.


‘There has been an accident …’ the nun started. ‘One of our sisters has been gathered to God.’


‘Do you mean someone is dead?’


Mother Superior looked tearful. Mirabelle waited as she took a moment to compose herself.


‘She was a novice. Our only novice, in fact. Sister Monica. Newly arrived five months ago. She was working at the vats where we make the salve and she appears to have fallen in and not been able to recover her footing. She drowned. But when we came to lay out her body …’


‘Yes?’


The nun got up and went to close the window. ‘We can’t have the police here, Miss Bevan,’ she said. ‘It isn’t appropriate. And that’s when I thought of Superintendent McGregor. I mean, you will be neighbours ‒ that’s what you want, isn’t it?’


Mirabelle agreed.


‘And we would always expect to be able to trust our neighbours. That is, to count on their discretion.’


Mother Superior appeared unable to continue.


‘It must be such a shock,’ Mirabelle encouraged her. ‘Please, when you laid out Sister Monica’s body, what upset you? What did you find?’


Mother Superior shuddered. ‘I’ll show you,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’


Mirabelle fell into step. Mother Superior, she thought, could not be much past forty: a very young woman during the war, only a few years older than Vesta. Inside the nunnery, the passageways were austere, painted white with dark wooden skirtings and framed prints on the wall, faded with age and depicting crosses on hillsides or saints shown with different sizes of halo. They passed through a well-supplied kitchen, where a huge pot of green soup bubbled on an old range and two nuns, their sleeves rolled up as they worked over the sink, were peeling carrots with vicious-looking kitchen knives clasped in their cold pink fingers. Mirabelle felt acutely aware of her high heels on the flagstones and was glad that today she had chosen a deep red wool jersey dress, its bateau neckline and soft lines more demure than that of the figure-hugging, slinky burnt-orange sheath she had worn the day before.


The sound of singing was close now and she calculated they were in a room beyond the chapel, which they seemed to have reached without going outdoors. The nunnery was a labyrinth, with haphazard passages connecting all its functions. Mother Superior made the sign of the cross and motioned Mirabelle ahead into a room lit with candles. On a long, high table, a body was laid out with one of the sisters sitting at its head, praying as she fingered a rosary. Mother Superior motioned for the nun to leave. Mirabelle’s eyes were drawn to the dead novice, whose starched white robes and pristine wimple made her look angelic. Usually a young girl like this would be laid out in a simple linen shift, she thought. Perhaps nuns did things differently.


‘Poor thing,’ she said. ‘When would she have taken her vows?’


Mother Superior’s lips tightened. ‘We are fortunate that she did not do so.’


Mirabelle’s brow creased. ‘What do you mean?’


The nun did not reply, only reached out and picked up the novice’s robes by the hem, pulling them upwards. She met Mirabelle’s eye. ‘I have no idea how this happened,’ she said.


Mirabelle brought a hand to her mouth. Beneath the novice’s robe the body was that of a young man.









Chapter Three


Opinions are made to be changed


Mother Superior had a tray of tea sent to her study but neither she nor Mirabelle touched it. They sat in silence before the nun spoke.


‘I do not know if we have been harbouring an invert, Miss Bevan,’ Mother Superior said eventually. ‘I do not know what this person wanted with us. It could have been anything. What I do know is that the story can go no further. And for that reason, I cannot call the police, but I thought of you and the superintendent. It is imperative we find out what they were doing here. Who on earth they were.’


Mirabelle sighed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I see.’


‘In return, I will approve your purchase of Shore Cottage,’ Mother Superior continued. ‘And we will happily pay your expenses. A fee, perhaps?’


‘Don’t you have to report a death? Surely it would be normal for a post-mortem examination to be undertaken.’


‘The convent’s doctor will complete a death certificate. We are subject to certain exemptions here – a laxity of which, in this case, we will take advantage. We have our own graveyard, down by the water.’


‘I see. Well, it would be helpful to know how he … she … that is to say …’ Mirabelle faltered.


‘I think we should continue to call Sister Monica by the name she used here. I have been struggling with that myself but it seems the most discreet course of action.’


‘Yes.’ Mirabelle gathered her thoughts. ‘It would be helpful to know exactly how Sister Monica died. You said she was found in a vat of salve, but a post-mortem examination would ascertain whether she was dead before she fell in, which is a possibility. Perhaps she had a heart attack or a stroke. She was young, but nonetheless … And, of course, it’s possible that she was pushed.’


‘There is no sign of that,’ the nun said quickly. ‘Why would you think such a thing?’


Mirabelle was not entirely sure how to put it. ‘When one is accustomed to investigating murders, one suspends assumption where one can,’ she said, weighing her words. ‘We must be open to all possibilities and discount them according to the evidence. If there is bruising on Sister Monica’s skin, for example, it might indicate that force was used. She was here under a false pretence, after all. Perhaps somebody found out.’


Mother Superior nodded slowly. ‘Dr Alexander will be able to tell us, I’m sure. I telephoned her. She will be here shortly. I also called the bishop.’


‘What did he say?’


‘He concurred with me that we must keep this secret but that we are bound to find out what we can. He is concerned it may be a matter of industrial espionage.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The recipe of the salve is secret and would be valuable to other manufacturers. Companies that work for profit and not necessarily for good.’


‘Who here knows the recipe?’


‘It is passed from Mother Superior to Mother Superior,’ she said. ‘When I am close to death, my sisters will choose my replacement and I will entrust the secret to the new Mother. It has been done in that way for over eight centuries, Miss Bevan.’


Mirabelle considered this. For a start, if she were a pharmaceutical company she would not send a young man to steal the convent’s secret. The war had endowed Civvy Street with a great deal of women who had skills suitable to do the job. ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she said. ‘I would like to speak to the doctor when she arrives. First, though, may I inspect Sister Monica’s room and the place her body was discovered – in the manufactory?’


‘Of course.’


‘It would also be helpful to know what she did here. I mean, her occupation.’


‘All novices work in the salve sheds,’ Mother Superior said. ‘It is the creed of the sisterhood. It is the first thing everyone learns. I did it myself. Eighteen months of tempering fat and bone into gelatin is an excellent test of faith. The salve smells floral but only after the base is made.’


‘When did you come to the nunnery?’ Mirabelle asked.


‘It seems a long time ago. I took my vows during the war. I had sat my university degree and a master’s but He called me, you see.’


‘During the war,’ Mirabelle repeated. This would make Mother Superior older than she had originally estimated. She tried not to peer across the desk. Mother Superior laughed.


‘The contemplative life has some advantages,’ she said. ‘Prayer and Gethsemane Salve are both excellent for the skin. As is the Scottish weather. We had an Italian nun visiting some weeks ago. She was the same age as I am and her skin was almost desiccated. I will be fifty years of age next spring.’


Mirabelle made a mental note to buy a large tin of Gethsemane Salve and use it daily. The prayer and contemplation would not be so easy.


Mother Superior rang a bell and Sister Mary was directed to show Mirabelle Sister Monica’s cell and the vat where the novice’s body had been discovered.


‘And anything else Miss Bevan requires, Sister,’ Mother directed airily.


They set off in silence, Sister Mary striding out. It struck Mirabelle that the old nun did not look as if she was hurrying though Mirabelle had to walk at double pace to keep up with her.


Sister Monica’s room was on the first floor of the accommodation block – a solid-looking, barn-like stone structure that ran parallel to the garden. ‘Our cells are all the same,’ the nun explained, as she opened the door. ‘We do not have possessions, apart from our robes.’


‘Not even a Bible?’


Mary shook her head. ‘If a sister wishes to read there’s a library,’ she added with enthusiasm.


In Sister Monica’s cell, the small casement window was open, a slice of bright sunshine falling onto the wooden floor the only decoration. The room could not have been more than eight feet wide by ten feet long and furnished solely with a single bed down one side and a washstand on the other, a sliver of soap resting on a terracotta tile. There wasn’t much that could harbour any indication of Sister Monica’s story.


‘Is there no fire? No heater?’


Sister Mary let a smile escape her. ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘You are wise to observe that. In winter the water freezes most mornings but the chill makes us hurry to the refectory and the chapel and get on with our duties.’


Mirabelle silently hoped that during the winter months each nun had more than the cotton sheet and thin brown woollen blanket that were tucked neatly in place around Sister Monica’s mattress.


‘Do you know where she came from?’ she asked.


‘We don’t talk about that kind of thing. Life before, I mean. Once a sister arrives, that she chose to join us is all that matters. We wash up like the tide on the shore – accepted as we are. You can talk about it if you want to, of course, but nobody would make a nun do so.’


Mirabelle considered Sister Triduana’s candour in the Mini. The conversation had been the nun’s choice and she seemed to have no regrets about her decision to come to the convent or, for that matter, about her life before. But others might have joined the Little Sisters of Gethsemane for more difficult personal reasons. She wondered what sorrows might have brought these seventy women together – faith, in her experience, being not only a matter of religion or philosophy, but also of comfort in the face of tragedy. Some might have served in either or both world wars.


‘Did Sister Monica have an accent?’ she asked.


‘I think she was English. She sounded quite like you, in fact.’


London, Mirabelle thought. Oxford, maybe. And more upper class than lower. ‘So she wasn’t local?’


Sister Mary shrugged. ‘When I was at school in Aberdeen they gave us three of the tawse if we didn’t speak English properly. She might have come from anywhere, really.’


Mirabelle looked out of the window. The nuns evidently grew their own food as well as medical ingredients, and a long bed of potato plants stretched as far as the Nissen huts from this side of the building. Two women, their dark robes hoisted above wellington boots, were digging a patch, shaking soil off the potatoes and placing them in a huge burlap sack.


‘What happens to your things?’ she asked.


‘Things?’ Sister Mary sounded mystified.


‘Everyone must arrive with … clothes. Money to pay for travel or food?’


‘Ah. Yes. We are robed here. I cannot recall meeting Sister Monica before she took her vestments. Her clothes would have been given to charity. Any money goes into the convent’s funds.’


Mirabelle nodded. She seemed to know this from somewhere, but could not recall how. ‘It must be recorded,’ she said.


‘Yes.’


‘I would like to see the record for Sister Monica, please.’


It made sense that the administration office for the nunnery was close to the front gate – the first door up the path that she and McGregor had used when they came in. A ginger cat lazed in the sunshine on the threshold.


‘He’s a mouser,’ Sister Mary explained. ‘You may as well have a lion as a pussy cat but then we’d have more mice.’


The office was unlocked and there was nobody inside.


‘In the old days,’ Sister Mary said wistfully, ‘the convent used to admit patients and receive tithes. Long before my time,’ she added. ‘These days, there are fewer comings and goings.’


‘Patients?’ Mirabelle repeated.


‘We had a hospital. People came to the sisters for help, you see, when no other help was available. Many centuries ago this place was on the pilgrim route.’


‘Mother told me about that.’


‘Where Sister Monica is laid out was part of the old hospital,’ Sister Mary added. ‘The mortuary. It is the only room still in use.’


She directed Mirabelle to a large leather-bound book propped on the desk’s slope. ‘That’s the register.’


Mirabelle opened the tome and the musty smell of infrequently turned pages rose towards her. Inside, the writing was in black ink, though leafing through the pages she realised the last few entries covered a good decade. Towards the beginning of the register, the ink was so old it had faded to a dark rust on the thick leaves. The book had been started in 1842.


Surveying it, Mirabelle could see that for most of the nuns a full name and contact address had been taken. Women arrived from across the country and often changed their names when they got here. Sister Mary, she noted, was from near Aberdeen, as she had said – a village called Strichen – and her name was not Mary, but Norma Flegg. Her endowment, although from 1918, was somewhat larger than Sister Monica’s – over two thousand pounds held in shares. Mary either did not realise Mirabelle was checking her record, or did not care. She stood impassively by the doorway, waiting, still as a statue.


Flicking forward, Mirabelle noted that the ink on the entry for Sister Monica was dark and fresh. Monica Smith, she read with a silent sigh. On 14 January, she had arrived in clothes that were donated to a charity in Edinburgh – a skirt and sweater, boots, handbag and coat all long gone and notated by item rather than by label so there was no record of any shop the girl might have patronised. She had had the sum of fifteen shillings and sixpence in cash in her purse, which had, as Sister Mary suggested, been donated to the nunnery’s funds.


‘Sister Monica did not give a next of kin or an address,’ Mirabelle pointed out. ‘I think she is the only woman not to do so, at least more recently.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Sister Mary replied drily. ‘I mean, given the circumstances. What we have … found.’


Mirabelle squinted. The writing was not entirely clear and she had some difficulty making out the words written in a spidery scrawl in the column reserved for observations. Mirabelle kept meaning to get her eyes tested but the idea of having to procure spectacles was not appealing. She was sure that Sister Mary would (rightly) disapprove of her reticence as a matter of vanity. ‘What do you suppose that says?’ she asked, pointing to the words.


Sister Mary approached the desk. She had no problem with her eyes. ‘I think it says, “She cried.”’


‘Ah.’ Mirabelle nodded, making it out. She wondered if someone sent to spy on the convent would display that kind of emotion and decided probably not. If Sister Monica’s tears had been genuine, that is. On balance, though, she reckoned, it was most likely that whoever the girl had been, she had come to the Little Sisters for personal reasons, which, once she had been identified, would narrow the focus of the investigation quite considerably.


‘I can imagine her crying,’ Mirabelle said. ‘Did you have any cause to doubt her? Did you suspect anything?’


Sister Mary’s face remained impassive. Was it the habit and the wimple that made nuns so difficult to read? Certainly it stopped a woman passing a hand over her hair or distracting attention by checking a watch or fiddling with an earring. Mirabelle did not like the idea that it was her hairstyle that made her most like herself, or the clothes she chose to wear. On the few occasions she had had to don a uniform she was sure she had still been recognisable.


‘We accept our sisters, Miss Bevan,’ Sister Mary said. ‘We are enjoined above everything to be kind to each other. And that is how we behaved towards Sister Monica. Wrongly, it seems,’ she added.


‘I’d like to speak to the nun who wrote this entry,’ Mirabelle said. ‘But perhaps first I could see the vat where the body was found.’


The manufactory yielded as little as Sister Monica’s cell. The vat was a wide, gleaming bronze cylinder seven feet across and four feet in depth. All anybody would have to do to avoid drowning would be to stand up, Mirabelle thought, though she recalled reading that it was possible to drown in eighteen inches of water. She decided she would check the cadaver’s head for bruising in case the nun had cracked her skull but, that aside, she could see no obvious reason for the accident.


‘We heat the salve,’ Sister Mary explained, showing Mirabelle a set of valves that required to be opened for gas flames to ignite beneath the vat’s metal base. ‘It used to be a wooden fire but the nunnery dispensed with that a long time ago. The gas makes the heat more regular, you see.’


It struck Mirabelle that the Victorian gas outlet was likely more dangerous than the vat itself, though that was not how matters transpired. To one side two wooden paddles were propped against the wall with two small wooden boxes for the nuns to stand on.


‘And you stir it by hand,’ she checked.


‘It takes two of us.’


‘But Sister Monica was alone when she died?’


‘When the vat is in use, the salve is stirred for an hour by two sisters. You have to keep it moving or it will congeal, making its texture inconsistent. We consider the duty a blessing. A meditation. Afterwards, it is left to cool.’


Mirabelle made a mental note to check the identity of the second sister who would have been the last person in all likelihood to see Monica alive. Either that, or the novice’s murderer.


Mirabelle imagined trying to recover her footing in a vat of warm, slippery gelatin. The panic. The heaviness of the nun’s robes as the thickening salve weighed her down. Yes, it might be more difficult than she had first imagined simply to stand up.


‘Do you know what Sister Monica wore on her feet?’ she asked.


Sister Mary shrugged. ‘We wear flat shoes,’ she said, her eye on Mirabelle’s blade-thin heels, ‘but there are boots and shoes, even clogs and sandals in the store. Sisters choose for themselves.’


‘This vat is clearly not in use today.’


‘No,’ the old nun said reverently. ‘The bishop will bless it before we use it again.’


‘When will he come?’


‘As soon as he can.’


‘But normally it would be in use?’


‘Certainly,’ Sister Mary confirmed. ‘Every day except Sunday.’


Mirabelle did not like to point out that Sister Monica’s death had held up production. She wanted to ask if they would manage their thousand tins of salve this week. Sister Mary did not elaborate, and when a bell tolled in what sounded like the distance, the nun motioned Mirabelle towards the door.


‘That’s lunch,’ she announced. ‘You wanted to speak to the sister who admitted Monica, did you not?’


The refectory was busy. The large pot of green soup that Mirabelle had seen bubbling earlier in the kitchen had been brought through, carried on two squared wooden poles. Three nuns were putting out stacks of wooden bowls as the women filed in and took their places in silence at the long tables. It was strange to see so many nuns together. Mirabelle wondered what the collective term might be for such a gathering. A flock? No – she recalled – a superfluity. Yes, that was it. Too many nuns.


‘Will you join us, Miss Bevan?’ Mother Superior asked, motioning towards one of the benches.


‘I’m not hungry. Thank you,’ Mirabelle replied.


Sister Mary’s eyebrows rose. ‘Hungry,’ she repeated, as if the notion was entirely foreign.


‘The Little Sisters of Gethsemane eschew all worldly appetites, Miss Bevan,’ Mother Superior explained. ‘We eat only to fuel our endeavours. However, we do not judge those who are led by their desires. The cloistered life is not for everybody.’


This last comment was directed at Sister Mary – a barb against her judgement of the convent’s guest. ‘Forgive me,’ the nun apologised.


‘Not at all,’ said Mirabelle.


As the soup was ladled out, the nuns waited patiently. It looked like slop, Mirabelle thought, and felt glad she wasn’t to have any. Sister Mary led her to one of the benches in the middle of the room.


‘This is Sister Catherine.’ She introduced a nun with startling blue eyes and thick dark brows over a heavily lined face. ‘She admitted Sister Monica to the order.’


‘Hello, Sister,’ Mirabelle said.


‘Saint Catherine died on the wheel for her faith,’ the nun replied, and Mirabelle had to stifle a smile that each nun felt compelled to recite the story of the woman whose name she had taken.


‘When Sister Monica arrived, you noted she cried.’


Sister Catherine nodded. ‘She did, poor soul.’


‘Do you know why?’


‘Many of us are here because we lost somebody or because we were put in an impossible position,’ she said. ‘Because it is not always possible to continue in the world. I assumed that was the case for Sister Monica. It is not the first time I have admitted somebody who was upset.’


‘What was she wearing? Can you remember?’


Sister Catherine considered this question. ‘Her skirt was on the short side, I recall, but that has become the fashion.’


‘Do you know where she came from?’


The nun shook her head. ‘I asked in order to write it in the register but she simply burst into tears so violently she was unable to catch her breath. She kept saying, “Please let me in. I have to be with my sisters.” It took a long time to calm her down. I took pity on her. I will do my penance now.’


‘Penance?’


‘For my error.’


‘Your kindness, you mean?’


‘I was not kind to the rest of my sisters.’


‘You had no idea, then?’


‘None. Though that is not to say Sister Monica’s soul was profane. That she meant us harm. Perhaps an angel has visited us,’ Sister Catherine added.


Mirabelle tried to ignore the smell of the soup, which was not pleasant. It did not surprise her that both Sister Catherine and Sister Mary were completely disinterested in eating. Questioning them was more trying than the cryptic crossword. She appeared either to be dealing with people who had an overabundance of judgement or none at all. ‘Do you know how Sister Monica got to the nunnery that day?’


Sister Catherine’s brow furrowed. ‘It was cold,’ she said. ‘Though at the end of January this year there was a good deal of sunshine. Our cherry trees flowered out of the blue. But Sister Monica arrived before that. There had been snow – yes, it must have been after New Year. The second week of January, perhaps. She had a train ticket in her possession. She got off at Dalmeny station, I imagine, and walked. She arrived in the afternoon. I think it was two or three o’clock. Lunch was over but I made her a cup of tea. Her nose was pink with the cold and she didn’t have gloves. I recall I found that strange – she was well dressed otherwise, you see.’


‘Do you remember if the ticket showed where she had come from?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Sister Catherine said. ‘It would have gone to be burned with the rubbish, but the child must have come through Edinburgh if she came from the south. All the trains do. From the north there are more options – any of the Fife stations or Aberdeen perhaps. Inverness, even. She was so upset it wasn’t possible to make conversation.’


The nuns became suddenly still as Mother Superior rose and gave a benediction. They intoned the Amen together. Mirabelle motioned for Sister Catherine to eat with the others. It was, she noted, the most silent canteen she had ever been in – even the sombre staff facilities during the Battle of Britain had had more life.
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