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CHAPTER ONE











‘If you’re as broke as all that,’ said Gillian Campbell to her godmother, ‘why on earth don’t you sell Teind House?’




‘Oh, I couldn’t do that,’ said Selina at once.




‘Why not? You’d probably make enough on the sale to live anywhere you liked. You could leave Inchcape altogether if you wanted. Buy a little bungalow.’




‘Oh, no,’ said Selina, and instantly felt the words take on a menacing reality. Leave-Inchcape, leave-Inchcape…She shivered and said, ‘No, that’s out of the question.’




‘Why not?’ said Gillian again.




But it was impossible to explain to Gillian, who lived a crowded modern life in London, that there were things at Teind that strangers must never find: things that must be kept concealed from the prying outside world at all costs…No, she could never leave Inchcape.




And so she said, ‘You see, Gillian, I’ve always lived here. Since I was seven years old–dear goodness, forty-eight years ago! The aunts and Great-uncle Matthew left me Teind House. They wouldn’t like to think of it going out of the family. I wouldn’t like to think of it, either. I–I feel safe here.’




Gillian looked at Selina, for whom life seemed to have stopped somewhere in the 1940s, and about whom people smiled sadly and indulgently and said, Oh, she’s just like a Victorian pressed flower in somebody’s old album, and tried very hard not to feel exasperated. Selina was not Victorian, of course, she was nowhere near old enough, but she did seem to have been stuck in a past age–a dim, cobwebby past–ever since Gillian could remember. All the fault of those finicky old women who had brought her up, and the even more finicky old man who had been their brother. ‘OK, if you won’t sell up, why don’t you make the place work for you?’




‘How?’




‘Well, there’s only you rattling around here and you don’t use much more than a quarter of it. You could let the top floor–turn the attics into a flat. There’re always wildlife students at the bird sanctuary in Stornforth who want summer accommodation.’




‘Oh, not students. I couldn’t have students–so noisy, so irresponsible. Parties and drugs—’




Gillian pounced. ‘Then how about offering bed and breakfast?’




‘You mean–charge people for giving them hospitality?’




Dear, twittery Selina was plainly shocked to her toes. Gillian grinned and said, ‘Why not? It needn’t be anything high-powered; you’d get retired couples motoring through Scotland, or little groups of two or three ladies. Stop-over accommodation, that’s what they call it. The Black Boar does lunches and nice evening bar meals, so all you’d need provide would be tea or coffee and orange juice, with scrambled eggs and ham or kedgeree and toast.’




‘And a room.’




‘Selina, darling, even without the attics you’ve got four bedrooms you never use, and three sitting rooms!’




‘But there’d be laundry,’ said Selina, rather desperately. ‘Bathrooms–gentlemen using the lavatory—’




For pity’s sake! thought Gillian, but she said, ‘There’s a perfectly good second loo on the half-landing. And a wash basin in two of the bedrooms to my knowledge. There’s even a laundry in Stornforth who still collects and delivers. You could do it easily. Look on it as an adventure.’




‘But would people want to come?’




‘I don’t see why not. There’re always tourists driving through and stopping for lunch at the Black Boar. The bird sanctuary gets masses of visitors. And there’s a lot of history scattered about this part of Scotland. I bet you’d get loads of people wanting to stay. You could charge thirty or forty quid a night, and you wouldn’t need to take more than two couples at a time if you didn’t want to–in fact you’d probably only need to do it between April and October anyway. If you averaged two couples for two nights a week, that would bring in between a hundred and twenty and a hundred and sixty pounds each week.’ She grinned. ‘Truly, Selina darling, it’d be money for old rope.’




Gillian’s words reminded Selina sharply of her father, even after so many years. It was odd how an expression could trigger a memory.




Money for old rope, father used to say when Selina was small and somebody commissioned him to write an article about a politician or a statesman. He had said it when the family sailed for India all that time ago. After years of reporting about the warlords of Europe, he had said it would be money for jam to write about the birth-struggles of Indian independence, and to focus on Mr Nehru’s determination to modernise his country. Father always gave his articles what the newspapers called human interest, which was why he was commissioned to write so many things. And he liked travelling around and meeting people. (‘Nothing but a gypsy,’ Great-aunt Rosa had once said, lips pursed.)




Father had not been a gypsy, of course; it was just that he was good at making friends in new places, and at finding out what was going on and shaping it into the kind of story people liked to read. He would have discovered everything that went on in Inchcape, except that nothing much ever did, and father would probably have been bored very quickly.




Selina was not bored by Inchcape, and the tourists who drove through the place did not seem to be bored by it either. They were usually bound for the bird sanctuary at Stornforth, of course, but they often stopped to have lunch at the Black Boar, and they almost always walked up to see the eleventh-century church, and the remains of the monastery which had been abandoned somewhere around the ninth century when the monks of Columba decamped to Ireland.




Teind House itself had a history, as well: it took its name from the old Gael word teind meaning tithe, because the house had once been a tithe barn where the laird of Inchcape–when Inchcape had a laird–had gathered tithes from his tenants every quarter day. The whole village would come along and there would be a party in the evening after all the tithes had been paid.




Great-uncle Matthew had told Selina all this when she came to live with him and his two sisters, who were Great-aunt Flora and Great-aunt Rosa. It was nice to know about the place where you lived, wasn’t it? said Great-uncle Matthew, who studied local history, and always smelt of bay rum and ink. The aunts smelt of Yardley’s lavender water, and the little sachets Aunt Flora made to put in clothes cupboards.




Selina, considering Gillian’s wild suggestion from all angles, thought that the aunts and Great-uncle Matthew would have been horrified at the thought of their great-niece taking in paying guests; they would have seen it as a lowering of standards. Standards, they had always said, were very important. To be sure it was very sad that Selina’s mother and father had died–the implication was that John March ought not to have taken his wife and small daughter to such an outlandish country as India in the first place–but it was important not to make any scenes. Certainly not to sob and weep and make an exhibition of yourself. The good Lord had seen fit to take John and Poor Elspeth to His bosom–although it was a great pity He had done so in such a very unpleasant and unChristian fashion–but it was His will and Selina must accept it. There would be a memorial of some kind, naturally: a tablet in the church, perhaps–they would ask the vicar. Memorials were important. You had to honour the dead, said Great-aunt Rosa. Great-aunt Flora thought Selina might plant rosemary or a little lavender bush in a corner of the garden as a private little memorial, how would that be?




In Scotland, death and your parents’ memories apparently smelt of lavender and rosemary, but in India, where John and Elspeth March had died, they had smelt of sandalwood and frankincense, which the people burned to prevent the spread of disease from decaying flesh, and to help speed the departing soul on its way to heaven.




But on the day that Selina’s parents had died, there had been no sandalwood or burning oil. There had only been the dreadful stench of blood and fear, spilled entrails and burst eyes.




 




‘I’ve thought of a problem,’ said Selina.




‘Darling, there aren’t any problems. We’ve worked it all out—’




‘Moy,’ said Selina. ‘It’s one thing for tourists to drive through Inchcape and stop for lunch and walk round the church and so on. But they won’t want to stay in a place where there’s an asylum for the criminally insane on the doorstep.’




Gillian said, ‘Moy isn’t really on the doorstep. It’s four miles away. And I think you’re wrong, anyway. People go to Dartmoor in positive droves.’




‘Butterflies and Sherlock Holmes,’ said Selina.




‘Well, Inchcape’s got birds and monks–OK, the ghosts of monks and the remains of a monastery. But listen, Moy’s so high-security it squeaks. When was the last time the alarm bell was rung? 1920? 1910? The place is famous for only having had about one break-out in the last hundred years!’




And then Selina said, ‘There was a bulletin on the television news last evening. Moy’s head of psychiatry–Dr Irvine–made a statement. It’s been decided to transfer Mary Maskelyne to Moy.’




‘Oh,’ said Gillian rather blankly. ‘Oh, yes, I see what you mean.’




 




Opinions among the staff at Moy were divided as to whether Patrick Irvine had angled to get Mary Maskelyne here in order to help with his research into the criminal mind, or whether he had done everything he could to avoid it.




Donald Frost, who was D wing’s head, and would therefore be Maskelyne’s wing governor, God help him, said non-committally that Maskelyne was a very interesting case; Dr Irvine would find it very valuable to study the lady. In private, he reminded his team that observation of Maskelyne would need to be covert but extremely high. Dr Irvine might put her on suicide watch after he had carried out an initial assessment; they would have to wait to see about that.




The original case, in the mid Sixties, had been very high-profile indeed, of course, and most people remembered it, even those who had not been there at the time, in the way that people remembered things like President Kennedy’s assassination, or the day war broke out, even though those things might have happened before they were born. It was not surprising, of course; the tabloids had gone to town on the Maskelyne story and even the broadsheets had given a fair degree of coverage. The television stations had trampled over one another in the rush to get interviews and opinions, and court coverage. And the letters! Sackfuls of them Maskelyne had had, from all the usual weirdos who wrote to murderesses, including the customary sprinkling of peculiar men who wanted to marry her.




Over lunch in the mess room, somebody referred to that, and somebody else made a coarse prophecy as to the possible fate of any man foolhardy enough to get into bed with Maskelyne. The first speaker demanded to know if there was to be a free issue of jockstraps for that wing, which raised a rather uneasy chuckle because you had to keep hold of a sense of humour in this place–never mind how black it was–or you would not be able to cope with these shut-away, closed-minded people who were sometimes dangerous and frequently disgusting.




Mary Maskelyne had been fourteen at the time of the first murders. Fourteen, for God’s sake! The age at which most girls were thinking of nothing but pop music, make-up, clothes and boys, and, if you were lucky, their GCSEs. Don Frost, whose own daughter had just turned twenty-one, said with feeling that there was no doing anything with a fourteen-year-old, didn’t he just know it. They metamorphosed into some peculiar things at that age, although fortunately the metamorphosis was usually temporary, and, to be fair, did not normally include a spell as a serial killer.




One of the younger warders wanted to know about the letters: had they been hate mail?




‘There was a lot of hate mail,’ said Patrick Irvine, who had just come in. He sat down at the end of the table, next to Donald. ‘But they kept those letters from her. They let her have the mad ones–the sycophantic ones. I-hate-my-father, and I-would-like-to-kill-him-like you-killed-yours. In fact—Oh, thanks.’ He broke off as one of the waitresses handed him a plate of food. Several of the younger men noticed wistfully that bread rolls, butter, and a fresh carafe of water were all brought to the table without Dr Irvine’s having to ask for them. He fascinated the waitresses, of course, just as he fascinated most people.




‘Those kinds of letters die a death, though, don’t they?’ asked someone. ‘They trickle away after the first few months.’




‘They do, and that was Maskelyne’s trouble,’ said Patrick. ‘Once she had to shake down to a routine in that Young Offenders place, she missed the attention.’




‘And killed again,’ said Donald Frost, softly.






‘Yes. That was when they began to realise that she was genuinely psychotic.’




‘Mad,’ said somebody.




‘Oh, yes. Don’t be fooled by the doe eyes and the soft voice,’ said Patrick. ‘She’s very severely deranged indeed.’




There was a rather uncomfortable silence, and then the young warder who had asked about the hate mail, whose name was Robbie Glennon, said, ‘Are we in for trouble with her, sir?’ He had been carefully brought up to call older men ‘sir’, and he thought it polite to do so when it was Moy’s chief psychiatrist he was addressing.




‘She’ll most likely behave reasonably for a while because she’ll have been enjoying this new wave of attention after the transfer,’ said Irvine, and Robbie Glennon absorbed this fact solemnly because he tried to absorb most things Dr Irvine said. Dr Irvine was just about the most brilliant man he had ever encountered in his life. He was an absolutely dedicated doctor, although to look at him now, eating cottage pie with industrious enjoyment, you would never think it. Detachment, that was what it was. Detachment was very important in this job; it was something Robbie was still struggling to achieve. But Dr Irvine never seemed fazed by the behaviour of Moy’s inmates; he never seemed to mind about the vomit, the seizures, the blood-flecked foam or voided urine, and he was known to be carrying out privately funded research into the various treatments of the cracked or dislocated minds that made up Moy’s inmates.




Patrick poured himself a glass of water. ‘If I could tell you what Maskelyne would be likely to do next time she gets bored, or next time the psychosis kicks in,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t be slaving away out here with you lazy sods; I’d be making a million telling the fortunes of the rich and idle.’




The inevitable joke about crystal balls followed, lightening the atmosphere, as Patrick had intended. The most effective way of imparting unwelcome information was often to wrap it up inside a bit of a joke.




But he hoped that none of the men would forget Mary Maskelyne’s reputation. Or that her vicious intelligence had outwitted prison warders and killed four people.




 




As the years slid past, it had become easier for Mary to look back to the start: to see her life since she was fourteen, almost as if it were a tapestry she could unroll at will. For long stretches the pattern was plain and dull and flat, but here and there were sudden exciting splashes of life and colour.




One of the earliest splashes of colour, one of the milestones, had been the juvenile court, of course. Mary could see it as a vivid jigsawing of colours on the tapestry, and she could remember it very clearly indeed. She could remember how a distant aunt had come to be with her, and how there had been a social worker, and she could remember how she had deliberately chosen to wear her most grown-up clothes. Dress young, the aunt and the social worker had said beforehand. As young as possible. Wear your school uniform. The younger you look, the more sympathy you’ll get from the court. But Mary had worn the tangerine mini-skirt and the dark brown figure-hugging sweater that went with it. Clumpy-heeled ‘moddy’ shoes and diamond-patterned tights. She had washed her hair the night before the trial started and smoothed it into two shining wings on each side of her face, and she had applied black eye-liner in the Cleopatra fashion of the day. This was going to be pretty boring; she knew what the verdict would be before it was given, which meant it would be utterly tedious to have to sit through days of people talking and giving evidence and arguing as to whether she was sane or mad, and whether she understood what she had done or not. At least if she could dress up, people would look at her, and there might be articles in the newspapers and bits on TV.




She was not mad, she was completely sane, and she understood perfectly well what she had done. Her parents had deserved to die, and when they had heard the evidence the judge and the people on the jury would think so as well.




When the jury foreman had given the verdict Mary had not believed it. At first she had thought she must have heard wrongly, and then that they were playing a sick joke on her. After all the attention they had accorded her, all those letters sent to her–twenty-seven men wanted to marry her the minute she reached sixteen, and at least as many girls had written asking her to tell them how she got her hair to look like that–after all that, the single, cold word Guilty had been like a blow across the eyes, and she had had to put up a hand to shield her face.




And then, almost instantly, she had understood that this had been the only possible verdict. You had to see the thing in a broader context: you had to understand about sending out signals, warning evil people who could have seen an acquittal as a sign that murder was permissible. Yes, it was right that the jury should give a guilty verdict.




But she had known, with absolute conviction, that when the judge pronounced sentence it would be the very lightest of punishments. They would not send her to prison, she knew that, because girls of fourteen did not go to prison. It would most probably be probation. The judge would say that what Mary had done was justifiable and understandable, and he would set her free, just as a judge last year had set free a woman who, having endured years of cruelty and sexual abuse from an alcoholic father, had eventually lost control and killed him.




Waiting for the judge’s sentencing, the courtroom hushed and solemn, she had stared disdainfully over the heads of the people in the court. She had known that they were all watching her, and she had known they were awed at what she had done. She had ignored them, fixing her eyes on the judge, her face already half-arranged in a gracious little smile of acceptance. He would understand, this wise old man, about dispensing justice and about vindication of wrongs. He would know that only the strong and the honourable dared take the law into their own hands, as Mary had done. He would admire her, so young, so brave, so cruelly treated by the world.




The courtroom was charged with anticipation. They were all waiting to hear that she was to be set free–Mary could feel it.




The judge laid his hands, palms downwards, on the polished surface of the bench, and said that after consideration and after studying the psychiatric reports he could reach only one decision.




Mary Maskelyne was to be incarcerated at Her Majesty’s pleasure in an institution for young offenders. After four years she was to be reassessed, and, if thought appropriate, transferred to an institution for the criminally insane.




It had taken three prison officers to restrain Mary and carry her back to the cells below the court.






















CHAPTER TWO











Gillian had meant well, talking about buying a little bungalow if Teind House were sold, but Selina did not actually want to live in a little bungalow; she did not want to live anywhere that might mean neighbours and people calling on her to borrow lawn-mowers or invite her to coffee mornings or Tupperware parties.




(‘Selina, darling, people don’t have Tupperware parties any more,’ Gillian had said, and Selina had said, well, she knew that of course, but still.)




She liked the remoteness of Teind, and she liked living with the bricks and timbers and windows that had belonged to her mother’s family for so many generations. As a child she had helped the aunts to look after the house, because that was what girls did. Some people went away to school, and for a long time after she came to Scotland this had worried Selina quite a lot, because she had not known if she might have to go away, but Aunt Rosa had said, and Aunt Flora had agreed, that going away to school was not necessary. Boys had to go away to school–Matthew had done so–but that was because boys had to work. They had to support wives and families–although Matthew had not, in the event, done either–but girls did not have to worry about that. Girls got married and became housewives and mothers.




Selina would attend the village school each day, which was just a few minutes’ walk from Teind House, they said. She could learn all she needed there, and be home in time for tea. After the first few days, Selina discovered that most of the other pupils took a packed lunch; they all sat together in the gymnasium and ate their sandwiches and in the winter they took a flask of hot soup. It was rather friendly and nice, and in the half-hour before afternoon classes started all kinds of things went on. Little unofficial clubs and groups to which you belonged depending on the kind of thing you found interesting. There were domino tournaments and hopscotch contests. There was much scoffing by the boys at the girls, and much head-tossing by the girls towards the boys.




The older girls talked about clothes, which came off rationing that spring, and giggled over furtive copies of Forever Amber. Transistor radios were still a thing of the future, but somebody smuggled in a portable gramophone so that everyone could listen to Johnnie Ray singing about Hernando’s Hideaway, and Frankie Laine and the Mule Train. Frankie Laine was a dreamboat, all the older girls said so.






In the aunts’ youth people had liked songs from musicals: Rosemarie and The Desert Song, or sentimental ballads like ‘Night and Day’. Great-uncle Matthew had once shocked their parents by singing ‘Minnie the Moocher’ at a Christmas party, but that had been when he was much younger of course.




Aunt Flora and Aunt Rosa did not approve of domino tournaments at lunchtime or of dreamboats who sang the blues. They did not approve of sandwiches and flasks of soup either, most unwholesome, said Aunt Flora. Selina would do better to come home each day and have a proper nourishing meal.




At weekends and holidays there were always things to be done in the house. There was furniture to polish and flowers to arrange, and there was a proper routine. Friday was polishing day, just as Monday was wash day when Jeannie from the village came up to deal with the laundry, and the wash-house behind Teind smelt of steam and soap. Tuesday was ironing day and Thursday was baking day. You had to have orderliness, the aunts said firmly. And baking on Thursday and polishing on Friday meant that the house smelt of lavender and beeswax for the weekend and there were cakes in the tin for visitors. The vicar sometimes called on Saturday, and there might be guests to afternoon tea on Sunday before evensong. If it was after evensong or before Sunday lunch, it had to be sherry or Madeira and wine biscuits.




Great-uncle Matthew never helped with the polishing or the baking, of course. He made notes about local history and wrote letters to people, and had a stamp collection. He saw to incomprehensible things called annuities and insurances and had luncheon in Stornforth with the hospital governors on the third Wednesday of every month. He enjoyed these meetings: he always came back looking quite spry, although it did not take him long to sink back into his usual disapproving humourlessness.




Once, when Aunt Flora had to have a thyroid operation and Aunt Rosa sprained her ankle the very same week, there had been a great to-do over the preparing of Matthew’s meals. Somebody had asked why Matthew could not prepare his own meals, which Aunt Rosa said just went to show. In the end Aunt Rosa had managed to hire a temporary cook from an agency in Stornforth, but it had not been very successful. The woman had not known how to make egg sauce for the baked ham that was Great-uncle Matthew’s favourite Saturday evening supper, and after she left Aunt Rosa had had to hobble into the scullery to put everything back in the right place, and discovered that garlic had been used in the omelette pan.




‘Nasty foreign stuff,’ said Aunt Rosa and Aunt Flora shuddered, and they went on a shopping trip to Stornforth to buy a new omelette pan and to replace all the tea towels.




 




Gillian had suggested that a suitable letter be sent to Stornforth Bird Sanctuary and to the nearest Tourist Information offices, advertising the bed-and-breakfast facility at Teind House, and had even discovered someone in Inchcape who would come to help with the extra housework and cooking when people were staying.




‘She doesn’t need much in the way of cash,’ said Gillian. ‘It’s one of the warder’s daughters at Moy. Lorna Laughlin from the school suggested her. She’s only about twenty–I think she dropped out of university last summer, and she just wants something to do. Her name’s Emily Frost.’




‘Shouldn’t I see her–interview her or something?’ Selina knew people did this. The aunts had always interviewed the daily cleaners who came to Teind House, even though it was generally somebody from the village whose family they had known all their lives. And in India, before Selina and mother went to live in the Alwar village which father thought was safer for them than Delhi, they had had houseboys and Selina had had an ayah, but mother had always interviewed them before agreeing to give them work. You could not be too careful, she had said. There were such dreadful stories these days and India was a simmering cauldron, father had said so only that week, and then had jotted the expression down in his notebook to use in an article sometime or other.




But the little English settlement just outside Alwar, with its wonderful smudgy purple backdrop of hills in the distance, was perfectly safe. ‘Your father would not have sent us here if it had not been,’ mother had said, patting her hair complacently.




But John March, writing of India’s unrestful state, writing of Gandhi’s hunger strikes, and of the dark cloud of partition that was to hover for years in the aftermath of India’s independence, had not known that in sending his wife and his small daughter into the little colony at Alwar–consisting mostly of English wives and families of the doctors and teachers and lawyers who had come out here in the aftermath of World War II–he was sending the one to her death, the other to a nightmare from which she was never fully to emerge.




 




It had been the end of the afternoon when it happened: the time when people had got up from after-lunch naps, and the scents of sandalwood and jasmine lay drowsily on the country air. Servants and houseboys had begun preparing their employers’ evening meals, and there was a faint drift of the spices the Indian people used for their cooking–tamarind and cumin and ginger.




‘But the spices,’ Selina’s mother always said unhappily, ‘are too often used to conceal the fact that the meat is not as fresh as one would like.’




But on that afternoon, playing in a group of children–five English, one Canadian–Selina had cared nothing for her mother’s fastidious discontent. She had been absorbed in that day’s game, which was a new one called the Maiden Tower. Christabel Maskelyne’s father had told them the tale of the princess who had been imprisoned in the doorless tower in a place called Baku because she would not marry her father. This had been interesting, although nobody had properly understood the bit about marrying her father, because everyone knew you did not marry your father. Still, it was a good story, and it was going to make a good game. Christabel had thought they could pretend that a maharajah, which meant a prince, came to rescue the princess, and so there was going to be a journey through the mountains, with the maharajah riding on an elephant, and servants bearing gifts of gold and ivory.




Selina was the princess, in one of mother’s evening scarves and a dab of Max Factor lipstick on her forehead, and Douglas, the boy from Toronto, was the maharajah because his Canadian accent made him sound a bit foreign. Christabel, wearing a discarded curtain for a cloak, with a kitchen knife for a sword, was the princess’s wicked father, and everybody else was a servant. They had put a ladder against a tree for the doorless tower, and Selina was going to look down and say, ‘Oh, who is this handsome prince,’ and then Douglas had to climb up the ladder for the rescue while Christabel waved her arms in the air to indicate impotent fury. After this everybody would say things like, ‘We bring you gold from the east, princess,’ and, ‘Let us flee to the shining palace in the mountains.’




They had just reached the part where Selina was saying, ‘Oh, who is this—’ when somebody said, ‘What’s that?’




This was not in the script, but Christabel thought you should improvise in games, and so Selina said, ‘Oh, do you hear my father’s men coming?’ And then stopped and looked across the gardens, because she had heard it as well.




The sound of something clanging and banging–something that went on and on clanging, and made your heart jump in fear, because you knew deep inside that something bad was going to happen, and something very fearsome indeed was coming to get you.




And then one of the others said, ‘It’s a bell,’ and another said, ‘It’s the alarm bell in the old tower. It means there’s a raid or something—’




For a moment they had stood looking at one another, none of them quite knowing what to do, the smallest ones not even sure what a raid was. Then Douglas said, ‘Listen–I can hear horses coming. And men shouting,’ and Selina, who was still in the tree and therefore higher up than the others, saw a group of men running towards them, shouting as they came. The shouts echoed through the sleepy squares, and the men’s feet churned up the dust as they ran, so that they seemed to be coming out of a vast whirling cloud of smoke. They were wearing turbans and raggedy cotton gowns, and brandishing knives, and as they came hurtling across the quiet English garden she saw that the ones at the front had guns and she clutched at a branch of the tree, because her legs had suddenly gone trembly. Something bad was about to happen–the alarm bell was still ringing, on and on, and that meant something frightening and terrible was going on…




Other people were screaming by now, and several of the children’s mothers were running towards the March house. Selina could hear her own mother and she could hear Christabel’s mother as well. Somebody was shouting something about Sikh dissidents, and somebody else was shouting about Muslim spies, and the garden with its pleasing scents of jasmine and spices, and the huge splashes of colour from the rhododendrons, was suddenly becoming a place filled with anger and fear; it was turning into a dust-storm because the rioters were beating huge whirling clouds out of the hot, dry ground. And all the while came the insistent clamour of the alarm, and you felt that if it did not stop you would go mad or your ears would burst from it…




Selina half fell, half slid down from the tree, dry-burning her hands on the ladder’s frame because she came down too fast, landing on the ground with a thump. The others were clustering together, no one quite knowing what they should do, the two smallest children beginning to cry.




The dust-shrouded, knife-wielding men erupted into the garden, and surrounded the little group of children. Selina saw Christabel kick out at one of the men who snatched her up in his arms and Douglas swing a punch at another. Yes, they must fight these men, they must be very brave and beat them off until their parents reached them—The rest of the thought was cut abruptly off as Selina was grabbed from behind and swung into the fierce grip of a dark-eyed man, his cotton garments streaked with dirt and caked in mud, his teeth showing in a grin so frightening that Selina forgot about being brave and fighting, and squealed with panic and terror.




‘Quiet, little girl! You stay quiet and no one hurt, understand?’




But no one else was being quiet; everyone else was screaming, and people were stampeding everywhere, trampling over the jasmine and the leopard lilies and crushing them underfoot–mother was going to be furious about that when all this was over…




Selina was yelling and crying with the rest by this time, her face half jammed against the man’s shoulder, so that the smell of his body was thrust into her nose. It was a horrid smell–unwashed skin and stale sweat–and his breath was horrid as well: sour and clotted with the spicy food he ate. Selina started to feel sick, but she tried to take in deep breaths because she absolutely must not be sick all over him.




By the time she had taken enough deep breaths, and had managed to wriggle around a bit so that the man was not huffing his smelly breath all over her, the other men had carried the children out of the trampled-on garden and were running along the road. Several of them were screeching in triumph, but the children were screaming just as loudly. Douglas was yelling at the men to set them free, and Christabel–dear brave Christy–was hammering with her little fists on the shoulders of the man who was carrying her. Selina felt better just seeing Christy do that; it encouraged her to inflict a few blows on her own account, but her captor instantly said, ‘You not do that. You not strike me. You keep quiet or we kill.’




And then they were all being tumbled into a kind of cart drawn by a small pony. Before they could even think about scrambling out and running off, two of the men climbed in after them, and the pony started off at a smart trot, jolting them out of Alwar, and along the bare, dusty road that wound up to the northern hills.




The children clung to the sides of the horrid bouncing cart, watching not the road ahead but the road behind, because surely they would see people coming after them at any minute. But there was only the long dusty road unwinding behind them like a dry, dark-brown ribbon, and there was no welcome sight of cars racing after them, or even of people running to catch them up. For what felt like miles upon miles they saw only thin starveling dogs and no people at all, except two or three pitiful little groups of beggars by the roadside, ragged and bony, their eyes looking as if they were filled with milk. Selina thought it was this kind of thing her father might be trying to write about, but Douglas said he had heard his father say you would never cure the poverty in India, not if you tried for a thousand years.




The cart took them towards the huge sweep of the mountains. India was bakingly hot almost everywhere, but as they got closer to the mountains it was starting to be dark, and it felt very nearly cold. Selina had on a cardigan, but most of the others had only been wearing cotton sundresses or thin shirts and shorts for playing in the garden.




And then they were being thrust into a horrid little stone hut-place on the side of the road; there were more men with guns waiting, and they were all grinning, displaying brown-stained teeth, and nodding at Selina and the other children, and looking as if something very clever indeed had been done.




Inside the hut there was an overpowering smell that made you think of lavatories that nobody had cleaned for years, and there was nowhere to sit except on the floor which was hard, dry, red earth, and when the door was slammed it was horridly dark. Selina felt sick again. She was more frightened than she could ever remember being in her whole life.




The smaller ones were still crying, and Douglas was saying loudly that his father would get them out, because he worked at the embassy in Delhi, and he would not stand for Douglas and his friends being dragged out of their homes and shut into a bad old hut like this. Selina felt a bit better then; she remembered that her own father worked for newspapers and that people did not like bad things written about them in newspapers. She added this to what Douglas had said, and the children began to look more hopeful.




But it was Christy who said, ‘Shush–we ought to try hearing what the men are saying. Then we’ll know what they’re going to do to us.’




So everybody was quiet, and Douglas crawled across to the door and pressed his ear against it to listen. The men talked in their own language, but Douglas and one of the other boys had been here since they were very small, and they knew some of the words the Indian people used. After a moment Douglas crawled back, looking white and a bit sick.




Hostages, that was the word being used by the men, he said. They had marked out six men who had influential jobs and positions, and they had made a plot to kidnap those six men’s children and hold them to ransom.




The plot had been thought up a long time ago; all the kidnappers had had to do was wait until the six children were together in one garden.




 




There was a garden at Teind House, of course: Selina had been pleased about that when she came to live with the aunts and Great-uncle Matthew. It was quite large and there were nice things in it.




‘It’s an English garden,’ said Aunt Rosa firmly. ‘So it will be very different from what you have been used to. There are lawns and herbaceous borders and an orchard and a rockery. You must learn the names of the flowers and the plants.’




Aunt Flora wanted to give Selina a corner of the garden for her own. ‘A distraction from her bereavement,’ she said in the kind of voice grown-ups used when they did not mean you to hear. Aunt Rosa had frowned and said in a loud, clear voice that of course Selina should have a little patch of the garden. She could plant snapdragons and sunflowers, and they must not forget the idea of a memorial for John and Poor Elspeth. In the normal way there would have been graves: bodies could be brought back to England in lead-lined caskets, and proper Christian burials arranged. But in this case…




And lavender, said Aunt Flora, a bit hastily. Selina should grow a little lavender bush so that muslin sachets could be made for wardrobes and dressing-table drawers. They would go outside now to choose where it should be. ‘Gumboots and a woollen scarf first, though,’ said Aunt Rosa. ‘For you aren’t in that heathen place now, Selina, and September can be quite chilly.’






The garden felt very chilly indeed. There was a faint scent of bonfires and of apples from the orchard which Selina quite liked, and there were crisp golden leaves on the ground between the trees: you could stomp on them and hear them crackle under your gumboots. It had not been possible to stomp on things in India like that.




It had been while they were plodding round the garden that Selina had looked between the laden apple trees, and the damson trees with their clusters of velvet-skinned fruit, and seen, just beyond Teind’s grounds, the towering structure like a huge brick chimney against the sky.




‘Aunt Rosa, what is that?’




‘Don’t point,’ said Aunt Rosa automatically. ‘It’s rude to point. Oh, you mean the Round Tower. That is one of Inchcape’s little pieces of history, Selina. Once there were monks here and a monastery, and the monks built the tower so that they could watch for enemies. Or perhaps so that they could hide valuable possessions that people wanted to steal.’ Her tone said that if you must needs be a monk, you must expect to encounter problems like that.




It was stupid to suddenly think that the apple-scented garden was dissolving in places, like when you held a candle to thin fabric and the fabric shrivelled, and that the hot, blood-smelling nightmare was showing through the shrivelled bits. Selina listened to what Aunt Rosa was saying, because it was very interesting: all about how people in Inchcape were quite proud of the Round Tower, especially since there were very few such structures left in Scotland, and those that were left were mostly so tumbledown as to be dangerous. But Inchcape’s tower was in very good condition, said Aunt Rosa; students of archaeology and early Christian customs frequently came here especially to see it.




‘Forty feet high,’ added Aunt Flora. ‘And with a staircase inside going all the way up to the top.’




Aunt Rosa pointed out to Selina the tiny slit-like windows set high up in the circular brick structure–twenty or thirty feet from the ground at least, could Selina see them clearly?–and Aunt Flora described how the monks would have used the windows to look out for foes creeping towards them.




Selina said, How interesting, and, Thank you for telling me, and tried not to look at the parts of the garden that had dissolved. By this time if you looked directly at them–only Selina was trying not to–you could see through them quite clearly. You could see into the trampled jasmine of mother’s garden, and you could see Christy and the others scratching and kicking to escape from the men who had snatched them up…




‘Once there would have been a conical roof on the tower’s very top,’ Aunt Rosa was saying. ‘It would have looked like a little pointy hat, but it crumbled away years ago, so now there is just a layer of lead to keep the inside weatherproof.’




The hut in Alwar had not been weatherproof; the thick choking dust had blown in from outside, making their throats raw and dry. Selina’s eyes had stung and watered a lot.




‘You must never go inside the tower, Selina.’ This was Aunt Flora. ‘You might fall over and hurt yourself, and in any case the stairs aren’t likely to be very safe.’




Selina was staring up at the top of the tower. She said, in a strained little voice, ‘There’re birds on the top, aren’t there? Large birds,’ and Aunt Rosa said briskly that certainly there were large birds; they would be from the bird sanctuary at Stornforth where all kinds of different birds were kept. A very interesting place, the bird sanctuary: they would go along there one day soon, would Selina like that?




Selina said politely, ‘Oh yes, thank you very much,’ but as she watched the birds soaring up to the tip of the sinister tower the nightmare, which had gradually been receding since she left India and came to Inchcape, was trickling back through the shrivelled fabric of Teind House’s garden.




 




They had been kept in the bad-smelling hut for nearly two days. Christy and Selina had marked the hours off carefully, not because it made a lot of difference to the situation, but because it was something to do. Douglas said that when this was all over they would have a good tale to tell, and so it was important that they knew how long they were kept prisoners.




The men brought them some food: cornmeal mush and dry bread, and a pitcher of water. It was not very nice, but Christy said they should eat it because of keeping up their strength. It was what you had to do in an adventure, Christy said, her eyes glowing. You had to keep up your strength, so that when you saw a way of outwitting your captors you were strong enough to take the chance.




Most of the children found the cornmeal mush horrid. Selina managed to choke down a few mouthfuls, but it made Douglas sick. He did it in the corner, but it splashed onto his shoes, and the smell of it in the hot enclosed space made two of the smallest girls sick as well. Christy and Selina cleaned them up with the water from the jug as well as they could, but it was not very good really.




There was no lavatory in the hut, and after a while they had to use the corner farthest from the door. Normally Selina would have found this embarrassing beyond belief, but that kind of thing had stopped mattering by then.




It was not money that the men wanted from the children’s parents; it was free pardons for some of their number who were in gaol. The children understood this after a while–Douglas had tried to overhear as much as he could, but in the end the man who was in charge of the plot told them about it. His English was not very good, and they had not understood very much of what he said about Hindus fighting Muslims–they had not actually been very sure which their captors were–but they had understood enough.




It did not matter whether these men were Hindus or Muslims, because the outcome was going to be the same as far as the children were concerned. If the free pardons were not given by sunset that day the children were going to be taken out of the hut and shot.






















CHAPTER THREE











Sunset came gradually into the room Mary had been given at Moy, and she hated it, because it was not the gentle beautiful thing that people painted or wrote poems about: it was a slow, inexorable clotting of daylight, the dying sun smearing the sky with blood, and the blood oozing down onto the world and dripping into this cell…




‘It’s a nice room,’ the stupid young warder had said when he brought her here. He was baby-faced and earnest. He looked about sixteen, although he must be older, and his name badge said he was called Robert Glennon. Robbie. Mary had thought, Well, Master Robert or Robbie Glennon, if you like it so much, you live in it, but she had not said it because it was better to seem submissive and quiet until she had these people’s measure.






In the house where she had lived until she was fourteen, sunset had been gentle and warm, creeping softly over the garden, turning the windows to melted gold. It ought to have been lovely, but in that house sunset was not something to admire or enjoy.




‘I hate sunset,’ Mary’s mother always said, not once, but over and over again.




‘Sunset is the hour your sister was taken from us,’ Mary’s father always added, regarding his wife anxiously.




‘Sunset on the twelfth of September 1948,’ said Mary’s mother, her face taking on the remote pinched look. Stupid, thought Mary. She looks so stupid. ‘Seven years old and three months, she was on that day, your lovely sister.’




There was always a memorial service at the local church on 12 September, and then there was another one on 8 June. ‘Her birthday,’ said Mary’s mother reverently, counting off the years. In 1957, when Mary was six, and old enough to understand, her sister would have been coming up to her sixteenth birthday.




‘Sixteen,’ said Mary’s mother wistfully. ‘Just starting to go to dances.’




‘The belle of the ball she would have been as well.’




They talked like this, even though the era of Rock Around the Clock and Blue Suede Shoes had started, and people of sixteen were jiving and rocking and rolling, wearing flirtily wide skirts, or tight jeans with ballet-pump shoes for bopping.




‘Show Mary the photographs, William. You see, Mary, what a very beautiful sister you had.’






‘Beautiful,’ said Mary obediently, although the black-and-white photograph really showed a bunchy-faced child with her hair tied up in silly spanielly ringlets on each side of her head.




When Mary was six she was allowed to accompany her parents to the memorial service, and afterwards they walked around the garden, hand-in-hand, talking quietly just as they always did. Mary had thought she would walk with them this year: she thought she could walk in the middle holding her father’s hand on the left and her mother’s on the right. She thought that even though she had not been born until two years after this wonderful sister died, she could join in the If-she-had-lived game, because she had listened to her parents and she knew all the things that had to be said. Things like, If she had lived, she would have been learning to play the piano now. If she had lived, she would have been a wonderful musician.




‘She loved music,’ said Leila Maskelyne.




‘I like music as well.’ Surely mother knew this from school concerts, when Mary sang in the junior school choir?




‘Yes, dear.’




And English. If Mary’s sister had lived she would have been studying at the grammar school by now. She might even have been clever enough to go on to university.




‘I’m clever,’ said Mary. ‘Miss Finch thinks I’m very good at sums and writing. I could go to grammar school if I pass the eleven plus.’




‘That will be very nice, dear.’






A year later, 8 June fell on a Sunday, and Mary’s mother started to say ‘Seventeen come Sunday’ months ahead, and arranged for that year’s memorial service to include the Vaughan Williams arrangement of the old English folk song.




‘A very nice sentiment, Mrs Maskelyne,’ said the vicar. ‘Yes, the organist can certainly play that for the service. My word, you do keep your girl’s memory green, don’t you?’




Mother said, ‘She is never out of my thoughts for a moment. Not for one moment.’ After supper that evening she said, ‘Seventeen, William, only think of it. If she had lived she’d have been seventeen. We’d have had a party. There’d have been young men taking her out, by now.’




Mary was almost eight and it was half-term so she was allowed to stay up a little later. She listened to the conversation, wondering what year her parents thought they were living in, because life seemed to have stopped for them in 1948.




‘That child who escaped,’ said Leila Maskelyne, and Mary heard with a shock that her mother’s voice was different as well. It was harder, colder. ‘She is so much in my thoughts lately. I hate that child, William.’




Mary’s father said, ‘Hush now, my dear, no good ever came of hating anyone.’




‘I can’t help it. I hate her so much.’ Mary had always thought of her mother as very pretty, but now, for the first time, she saw how the prettiness could change, and become thin and cruel and spiteful. ‘She is enjoying the life that our dear girl should have enjoyed,’ said Leila. ‘Seventeen this year. I know how old she is, that girl, I marked her age at the time, William. She is our dear one’s age almost exactly, and so today, this summer, all these lovely sunny afternoons, she will be doing all the things that girls of seventeen do. Out there in the world. Alive! Living! Walking and breathing and laughing and buying new clothes and listening to music…’ The pretty hands that sometimes played the piano in the front sitting room–hands that must have taught that other child how to pick out some of the notes–and were always protected from gardening and cooking by household gloves, curled into claws–there was no other word for it. Mary watched. ‘If there was to be one who escaped,’ said Leila, ‘why couldn’t it have been our dear, lovely girl?’




Mary had wanted to say, But you’ve got me now, but mother was already starting the harsh dry sobbing that made her feel so uncomfortable, and father was kneeling in front of her chair, giving her his handkerchief, saying, There, there, my poor dear, you always feel like this after the birthday memorial, and putting his arms round her and saying she would soon pluck up.




Plucking up meant that father would lead mother up to bed and bring her a cup of tea and her supper on a tray. Mary and father would have their supper together, and later on when mother had stopped crying into the pillow, after Mary was in bed herself, mother would say the thing she almost always said, and Mary almost always heard through the wall: ‘Come into the bed with me, William.’




Mother and father slept in two beds, side by side in the same room, with a little cabinet between them, but when mother said, Come into the bed with me, there was the creak of bedsprings, and the sound of father getting into mother’s bed with her. Then the bedsprings bounced for quite a long time in a kind of rhythm, and father panted as if he had been running very fast. Then he groaned, and said, ‘Better stop for a moment–better let me get something–I’m very near to—’




‘No, don’t use those horrid things, William! I want another child! Tonight we could make one!’




There was the sound of father going h’rm, h’rm, in the way he sometimes did when he felt embarrassed.




‘Yes, please, William. Because supposing she’s waiting to be re-born to us. Only think of it! Our lovely girl!’




The bedsprings bounced more violently, and then father gave another long groan, and the sounds stopped. There was the creak of a floorboard as father got out of the bed, and then a chink as he poured himself a glass of water from the washstand. He said, in a sad, rather defeated kind of voice, ‘You believed she would come back when Mary was born.’




‘Mary could never replace Christabel. Oh, William, I miss her so much…’




Some nights Mary put her hands over her ears so that she would not hear, but after a while she stopped doing that because it was far more interesting to listen–to spy on mother and father and know their secrets, even though some of the secrets were not very easy to understand. One day I will understand, though. One day I’ll understand what it is that father does, and all that thing about babies.






There was no need to feel in the least guilty about listening through the wall, because Mary’s parents deserved to be spied on. It served them right for always wanting Mary’s sister to come back, and for not letting Mary take her sister’s place.




 




In the event, having people staying overnight at Teind House in twos and threes was not as bad as Selina had feared. In the main they were nice, usually retired couples who were touring Scotland. Once or twice there were groups of three or four ladies who had been widowed or divorced, and who had got together to share little holidays. They did not in the least mind doubling up in the two big twin-bedded rooms at the front of the house.




And it was rather pleasant to serve dainty little breakfasts in the square morning room at the back of the house. Selina wore a crisp white apron over a navy frock, and always spoke softly because the aunts had considered that hearty breakfast conversation was slightly ill-mannered. Gentlemen especially did not like loud voices at the breakfast table.




Gillian had helped Selina to find and buy two large coffee pots with matching cups and sugar bowls. They were rejects, but they were rejects from a good pottery manufacturer, and they looked nice. Selina had also hunted out some of Great-aunt Rosa’s cut-glass jam dishes, and always put the marmalade and the honey on the end of the table that caught the morning sun so that the honey turned transparent. She had found Great-aunt Flora’s recipe for Orkney pancakes as well, and offered them to guests as an alternative to toast. It was unexpectedly gratifying when some of the ladies asked for the recipe for the pancakes.




‘You ought to bake a large batch and freeze them,’ said Emily Frost, who came down from the warders’ little community at Moy each morning to help cook breakfasts when there were people staying. ‘If you got a microwave you could have them ready in minutes.’




But Selina was not sure about freezers and microwave ovens, which she found bewildering. She was not actually sure about Emily, either. Emily had come as a shock that first day. She had a face that reminded Selina of a wayward pixie, and hair so red it was practically crimson, four earrings in each ear, and probably a tongue stud as well if you looked closely. Surely Gillian had not considered that a child with crimson hair and eight earrings would be suitable to help with the guests?




‘Don’t underestimate her,’ said Gillian.




And in fact Emily was cheerful and willing, and except when she made suggestions that frightened Selina to death, like this newest one about a microwave, she was quite easy to have in the house. Neither of the great-aunts would have countenanced her clothes or her hair, of course, and they would have thrown up their hands in horror at her method of transport, which was a huge black motorbike, surely the noisiest machine ever invented. Emily wore a shiny black crash helmet whilst riding the motorbike, but once inside Teind House the helmet was left in the scullery, and her hair subjected to a variety of arrangements. At the moment she was gluing it into spikes all over her head, which made her look like a modern-day elf.




 




‘I’ve had a request from someone who wants to stay here for a couple of weeks,’ said Selina to Gillian on the phone.




‘Well, that’s great, isn’t it? What’s the problem?’




The problem was that Selina had not really visualised long stays when she had embarked on this project.




‘But think of the dosh,’ said Gillian promptly. ‘Three or four hundred pounds in the bank, just for cooking an extra breakfast each morning.’




‘But–she’s a writer,’ said Selina worriedly.




‘So? What kind of writer is she? Because unless she writes hardcore porn or something—’




‘Novels,’ said Selina hastily. ‘She writes novels. And she said she wants a bit of solitude to assemble some research.’




‘Well, she’ll certainly get solitude at Inchcape.’




‘Oh, yes. She says she’ll be quite happy to have her lunch and supper at the pub. So I suppose,’ said Selina doubtfully, ‘it would be all right.’




‘Of course it would be all right. What’s her name?’




‘Joanna Savile.’




‘I think I’ve heard of her,’ said Gillian. ‘She’s not a bestseller, but she’s quite well known. She writes modern whodunnits, I think–very pure and moral.’




‘Yes, that’s what she said. And she wants to gather some background about institutions for the criminally insane, which is why she thought of Inchcape. Because of Moy, you know. She’s trying to set up interviews with the governor and the doctors there.’




‘Sounds fine to me. What is it that’s really worrying you?’




‘Well, noise for one thing.’




‘Oh, she’ll probably bring a laptop,’ said Gillian. ‘So you needn’t be worrying about typewriters being bashed into the small hours. In any case, if you give her that big L-shaped attic on the second floor you’ll hardly know she’s there.’




Selina supposed this would be a reasonable arrangement.




‘Perfectly reasonable,’ said Gillian.




‘I’d better get a couple of her books to read beforehand,’ said Selina.




 




Contrary to all her expectations, Selina liked Joanna Savile.




She arrived more or less when she had said she would, which was at around seven o’clock in the evening, driving a big estate car with careless expertise. She had long, rather untidy, hair the colour of autumn leaves, and hazel eyes and a skin that reminded Selina of buttermilk. She wore an ordinary tweedy-looking jacket, a silk shirt and dark trousers, and she had brought Selina a huge bunch of the most beautiful bronze chrysanthemums.




‘There was a farm a few miles back selling them on a roadside stall, and I couldn’t resist them. You said that Teind House was very old, so I thought they’d be bound to look good somewhere. They smell wonderful, don’t they?’




She carried her suitcases cheerfully up to the second floor, refusing offers of help, and Selina, rather anxiously leading the way, noticed that both the cases were very good ones. Great-aunt Rosa had always said you could tell a lady by her accessories, and Joanna Savile’s suitcases and also her handbag and shoes were leather and expensive-looking.




The second-floor room was not really much more than a half-attic, with sloping ceilings and casement windows, but Gillian, who presumably knew about these things, had told Selina at the start of this bed-and-breakfast project that it could be made very comfortable. When Selina said there was not really any money to be doing rooms over, Gillian had said, ‘Oh, phooey, all it needs are some new curtains and a new cover on the window seat. Chintz, or something William Morrisy. I’ll splash some paint around while I’m here–that’ll freshen it up no end. And aren’t there some odds and ends of furniture in the junk room? I’ll help you sort a few pieces out and we’ll polish them up and move them in.’




The room, its walls and ceiling newly emulsioned by Gillian, was, Selina had to admit, now rather charming. The glazed chintz for the curtains and chair covers had been bought in Stornforth market–‘for a fraction of the price you’d pay in a shop’, Gillian had pointed out, and Selina had not dared say she had never been to a market stall in her life.




There was a wash hand basin in the corner, and Gillian had unearthed a porcelain soap dish that matched it, and also a huge blue and white Chinese bowl for the dried lavender that Selina still collected and scattered about the house. In the junk room they had found a small gateleg table, too narrow to use as a dining table, too large for what Aunt Rosa had termed an occasional table, but which Gillian, appealed to for guidance by phone, said would be just right for a laptop.




‘I’ve put it under the windows so that there’s a view over the orchard.’




‘And straight across to the Round Tower,’ said Gillian. And then, because Selina was clearly in a bit of a stew, she said, ‘That’ll be fine. If this Joanna Savile is any kind of writer, she’ll probably see the place as the inspiration for a plot. Murder in the Tower, or something.’




‘It’s been done,’ said Selina with one of her rare flashes of dry humour, and Gillian had laughed and said, Nothing new under the sun, and the view from up there was great anyway, because you could not see the ramshackle little road that hardly anyone ever used and Matthew McAvoy had tried to have closed.




And now, here was Joanna Savile looking delightedly around the room, admiring the gateleg table and the little Victorian bookshelf in one corner, and the Victorian patchwork quilt that had been made by Selina’s great-grandmother, and whose colours had faded to gentle muted blues and lilacs. And the view was simply so beautiful, said Joanna, standing at the window looking out, and how clever it had been of Miss March to give her a room high up; it meant she would be able to work up here quietly without disturbing anyone.




Selina, who had decided on a rule of non-involvement with everyone who came to Teind House, and had vowed to keep firmly to serving breakfast only, heard herself saying, ‘Would you like a cup of tea after your long drive? And I don’t suppose you’ve had supper yet?’




 




Over one of the curious, unfamiliar meals that Emily Frost had prepared and left in the freezer (‘because you don’t know when you might find yourself caught out with a guest wanting an evening meal’) Joanna said, ‘I’ve managed to fix a visit to Moy for tomorrow.’




Selina had been worrying about whether the food was properly thawed and heated. You could not really go by taste because Emily seemed to have added some rather fierce seasoning. Now she hesitated, and then said, ‘For–for research, is it?’




‘Yes. I’ve been in touch with Patrick Irvine–the head of the psychiatric wing. He thinks he can probably arrange for me to talk to some of the inmates.’




‘Won’t that–forgive me, Miss Savile–won’t you find that distressing?’




‘Yes, possibly. But I’ll have to try to switch off afterwards. Listen, do call me Joanna. Actually, to be absolutely correct, it’s Mrs Kent not Miss Savile.’




‘Oh—’




‘It doesn’t matter at all. It’s easier to keep being known as Savile because of the books, and my husband’s working abroad at the moment, so I feel more like “Miss” again anyway.’ She smiled. Her upper lip creased when she smiled, so that it was as if a mischievous schoolboy invited you to share an amusing secret. She had taken off her travelling things to eat the hastily prepared supper, and she was wearing an ankle-length skirt and what Selina thought was a chenille jacket, the colour of horse chestnuts. The aunts used to have a tablecloth of the exact same material, only in crimson with bobbles round the edges. It seemed odd to see someone wearing the material as a jacket. Joanna said, ‘Krzystof–my husband–is due back in three weeks’ time. If I’m still here it would be all right if he joined me for a night or two, wouldn’t it? We’d eat at the pub, so you wouldn’t be put out at all. And he could share my room.’




Selina was instantly thrown into confusion at the thought of this lovely girl’s husband sharing a room with her after several weeks’ absence. The bed was quite large enough for two to sleep in, but there was the thing. Beds and married people, and a reunion…And she had called him Krzystof, which meant he was foreign–middle-European from the sound of it. Hungarian or Romanian or something.




And they would have sex, of course, there in the second-floor room that used to be the cook’s when the aunts had a live-in cook; there in the bed that had been in the guest room; there between the sheets that went religiously to the Stornforth laundry after each guest. Selina might even find she was lying in her own room, wondering about them–perhaps hearing them…




Joanna said, ‘I did think it might not be possible, of course. For Krzystof to stay here, I mean. I thought you might have other bookings…’




Other bookings. I’m being given a polite way out, thought Selina. Is she seeing me as a prim old maid who can’t cope with married people in bed together? This was so unpleasant a thought that she said firmly, ‘I don’t believe there are any other bookings that would cause a problem. I’ll need to look in the diary, but I’m sure it will be quite all right.’




There was the curved smile again. ‘I’m so glad,’ said Joanna. ‘It would have meant going back to London just for a couple of nights to see him before he sets off again.’ She speared another forkful of Emily’s peculiar dish, whatever it was, and said, ‘He works for the Rosendale Institute in London; he’s one of their translators. They specialise in religious artefacts, so he has a terrific life swanning around the globe, negotiating with archivists and curators while the field workers scrabble around trying to find Tibetan prayer wheels and Russian icons and pagan masks.’




‘How very interesting. Have you been married long?’ She’ll say, oh ages, thought Selina. She’s easily twenty-eight and probably a bit more than that, so they could have been married for quite a few years, and surely that means they aren’t likely to be quite so passionate about being reunited—




Joanna said, ‘Eight months. I do miss him.’ And then, as if pushing away an unwanted emotion, ‘This chili con carne is absolutely delicious, Miss March. I’d love a spoonful more if it wouldn’t be greedy.’






‘But of course,’ said Selina, thankful that she had apparently done the thawing and reheating properly, and relieved to find out what Emily’s peculiar concoction was called.






















CHAPTER FOUR











Emily Frost was coming to the conclusion that Selina March–Miss March she preferred to be called, wouldn’t you just know she would?–was a bit of a weirdo.




Emily had not much wanted to come to Inchcape at all, but dad had said it was a good posting for him as well as a promotion. He would be third-in-command: a wing governor in his own right, so it was not to be sneezed at. Still, if Emily absolutely hated it after–well–say three months, they would see about her setting up somewhere on her own. Providing, he said sternly, that she got a job at least for the duration. Stornforth was not very far, and there was a cottage hospital there and a bird sanctuary; she might find something quite interesting. Or there might even be something at Moy itself. Something in one of the offices, maybe.




There had not been anything at Stornforth, but after they had been at Inchcape for a few weeks Emily had begun helping out at the village school. Two afternoons a week it was, and only helping to supervise the tinies, the five-and six-year-olds, painting and playdough and things, but Lorna Laughlin was pleased with what Emily was doing and the kids were great. Lorna was the schoolmistress. Anywhere else she would have been called head teacher or something, but in Inchcape she was the schoolmistress, as if she was something out of Dickens for heaven’s sake!




But Inchcape itself was like something out of Dickens–Emily had never been to such a backwater in her life. It was a good thing that there were staff cottages, all of them about ten minutes’ walk from the main prison buildings, because otherwise they would never have found anywhere to live, because it did not look as if anyone had moved from Inchcape for about a hundred years.




Selina March did not look as if she had moved for about a hundred years, either. She looked as if she had been born here in Queen Victoria’s time, and had stayed here getting more and more twittery and faded every year. When Emily first went to help at Teind House she had avoided looking in any of the mirrors, because she had a horrid suspicion that, if she did, there would not be a reflection of Selina in any of them.




Patrick Irvine said he would like to study Selina March sometime. He said she sounded like something that had reached the chrysalis stage, died, and become fossilised, like a fly in amber. Emily thought she would not be at all surprised if that were the case because living at Inchcape was like living inside a time-warp. If she stayed here for any length of time she would probably become fossilised herself.




Teind House was very old indeed. The downstairs rooms had thick oak beams and on warm days there was a dry powdery scent of old timbers and woodsmoke. The furniture shone with age and beeswax but it was dark and gloomy; it seemed to watch you all the time. In the hall was a large grandfather clock with a face that looked as if it disapproved of just about everything. It ticked crossly to itself and just before it was going to strike the hour it wheezed and creaked, like an old man with lung disease clearing his throat before a revolting coughing spasm.




Emily hated the clock, which Miss March reverently said had been Great-uncle Matthew’s. It had to be wound every Saturday night at exactly six o’clock–Emily had not liked to question this practice in case there turned out to be a ghost story attached. Like Great-uncle Matthew rising up from the churchyard and tottering into Teind House in his shroud, and winding the clock with his fleshless fingers, and then stumping sulkily back to his grave. Selina March did not seem the kind of person who would tell a story like that, never mind believe in it, but you never knew. From what Emily could make out, Great-uncle Matthew had been a selfish, finnicky old fart whose ghost would enjoy haunting poor old Selina, and making her feel guilty about forgetting to wind up a creaky old clock for God’s sake!
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