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Dedication

For my daughters, 

Melody, 

Summer,

and Willow

and for all the women and children

who passed through

Scotland’s mother and baby homes
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Epigraph

In a minute or two the Caterpillar […] crawled away into the grass, merely remarking as it went, ‘One side will make you grow taller, and the other side will make you grow shorter.’

‘One side of WHAT? The other side of WHAT?’ thought Alice to herself.

‘Of the mushroom,’ said the Caterpillar.

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865)

He wha tills the fairies’ green

Nah luck again shal hae;

And he wha spills the fairies’ ring

Betide him want and wae.

Traditional Scottish Rhyme




 

 

 

‘You’re going to kill me,’ he says with a whimper. ‘You want me to burn in the fire.’

His words land like blows. I look over his sweet face, at his soft brown eyes that hold no guile. Why would he say such a thing?

‘Do you know why?’ I whisper. The words are hard to say.

‘Because of what I am.’

I reach out and take his hand in mine. ‘I would never, ever hurt you,’ I say gently.

A shadow falls across his face.

‘But you will.’

Just five years old, filled with such terrible knowledge.

My son.




 

 

 


It is said the daughter of the richest hall in the Scottish Borders liked to read in the ancient wood nearby, where the trees were so old their trunks had whitened and their branches were gnarled and crooked.

One day, the girl fell asleep on the forest floor, and as she slept, she dreamt she was visited by a malign and hideous creature, old as time and twisted as a vine, dripping in thick black slime. This was the witch, Nicnevin, Scotland’s Hecate, in one of her many forms.

When the girl woke, she raced home and dared not visit the forest for many months.

Nine moons later the girl delivered a baby, despite swearing she had lain with no man. The doctor who attended took one look at the child and fled. While the child had a cherubic human face, long fibrous roots extended from its fingers, toes, and navel, its ears were budding twigs, and the crown of its head was what appeared to be the spongy cap of a mushroom.

The parents would not allow such a creature to live, and it is said that Nicnevin cast a spell on each of them, possessing their minds until they hated each other, or took their own lives out of confusion and misery. The family was forever cursed for their cruel act.

But the witch would not let the hall go to waste. The hall, Nicnevin decided, would be reclaimed as her kingdom, a palace of rot and ruin.

Hence the name, Lichen Hall.

‘The History of Lichen Hall’, footnote xi, The Magical World of Fungi, A.E. Llewellyn (1937)




Then

Mabel

Dundee, Scotland, May 1959

I have a ghost in my knee. There’s a small pocket just behind the kneecap and she’s hiding in there, all tucked up in the soft mattress of cartilage. She’s very small and terrified, so I’m sitting with that leg slightly straightened so I don’t disturb her. I’ve not said a word about this to anyone. They’d think I’m mad.

‘Mabel? Are you listening?’

Ma’s eyes are wide, as if she’s trying to wake herself up, but her hands tell a different story. She’s holding on to the strap of her handbag, knuckles white, as though we’re on a fair-ground ride.

‘Did you hear what Dr McCann just said?’

I nod, but I didn’t hear, not really. I’m always doing this – sliding off into a daydream. I look over the file on the desk beside us. I can see my name. Mabel Anne Haggith. Date of birth 12 March 1942, ninety-eight pounds, five foot two. Dr McCann peers down his spectacles, his fat red fingers laced together like a sea creature. The air in the room pulses with the sense that I’ve done something wrong.

‘When was the date of your last menstrual period, Miss Haggith?’ he asks.

‘I’m not sure.’ Embarrassment hits me like a slap. Nobody has ever asked me that before. It’s a private thing.

‘Do try and recall,’ he says wearily. Ma nudges me as though I’m being rude.

‘My … my monthlies have always been irregular,’ I stammer.

‘I only need to know about one menses, Miss Haggith.’ Mr McCann sighs. ‘The last one.’

‘Just before Christmas,’ I say, remembering how the ground seemed to tilt that morning in the bakery when I was putting in the first batch of mince pies. A strong twist in my groin, and I knew what was happening. Unlike now.

Dr McCann scribbles something down before flipping through the calendar on his desk. More scribbling, and muttering. The ghost in my knee gives a cough.

‘Five months,’ Dr McCann announces suddenly. ‘Which suggests a due date around the end of September.’ He licks his finger and thumb and plucks a leaflet from a pile on his desk. ‘Here,’ he says, passing it to Ma. ‘I expect you’ll wish to make enquiries as soon as you can.’

Ma takes the leaflet with a sob. The ghost is restless, unable to sleep now. I rub my kneecap furiously until Ma pulls my hand away, irritated.

‘Who was it?’ she snaps, her eyes flashing. ‘Was it that awful boy, Jack?’

‘Jack?’ I say, frowning. ‘I don’t understand. What’s wrong with me? Am I dying?’

‘Dying?’ Dr McCann starts to laugh. ‘Come on, Mabel. You’re seventeen. You’re not a child.’

‘… would have thought you’d keep your legs crossed,’ Ma hisses, angry tears wobbling in her eyes. ‘And that dirty, disgusting boy. I knew it would come to this. I knew it.’

It’s only when I see the title of the leaflet that it dawns on me, a slow realization like creeping fingers along my neck. St Luke’s mother and baby home. The front of the leaflet bears a picture of a woman sitting in bed, a man and woman beside her. They’re all smiling, and she’s handing a baby to them. A subheading reads, Adoption is the best option for unwed mothers.

They think I’m expecting a baby. That’s what this is.

‘I’m not having a baby,’ I protest loudly, and I almost go to tell them about the ghosts that sometimes sleep in my lungs or hide in my gums, and that maybe there’s a ghost in my womb and they’ve mistaken it for a baby. But instead, I say, ‘I’m a virgin,’ which causes Dr McCann to splutter into a laugh. But it’s true – I am a virgin. I’ve never had sex, not even the type you do with your hands.

Dr McCann looks at Ma, whose face is tight, lips pursed. A fact I heard once drifts into my mind – the average person tells one or two lies a day, but is lied to up to two hundred times a day. I know I’ve told the truth. So is Dr McCann lying?

My stepdad Richard is waiting for us in the car when we go outside. ‘Everything OK?’ he asks Ma, and she presses her face into his chest as though we’ve just fled a war.

He narrows his eyes and looks from her to me. ‘What did you do?’ he says.

I keep my knee straight for the ghost, but she’s moved. I can feel her in my tummy now, dancing.

‘It’s that Jack,’ Ma whispers, stricken. ‘He’s got Mabel in trouble.’

Jack’s my friend from two doors down. We’ve been seeing each other, but we’ve never gone further than kissing. ‘It’s not Jack!’ I say, afraid that she’s going to pin blame on him when he’s innocent.

‘Mother of God,’ she hisses, crossing herself. ‘There’s a squadron of potential fathers.’

Richard stares at me, his face darkening. My heart flutters in my chest. I don’t know what I’ve done wrong.

We pull off for home. Our house is a four-storey terrace on Rotten Row. There are nine bedrooms, seven of which are usually occupied by strangers. We’ve lived there my whole life, but it’s only been a guest house since Da died ten years ago. It’s how Ma met Richard. He came to stay six years ago and never left.

We stop outside Mr McGregor’s butcher’s shop. Richard winds down the window and the smell wafting from the shop door is like an open crypt. I scramble for the door handle, certain I’m about to be sick.

Adoption is the best option for unwed mothers.

‘You can go for the mince, Mabel,’ Ma says, handing me some coins. ‘A quarter pound and not half an ounce more, do you hear? On you go.’

I press the lapel of my coat to my nose and walk into the butcher’s. An inch of sawdust carpets the floor, plucked chickens are strung up by their necks, and a row of dead pigs hang upside down along the back wall.

Mr McGregor’s son Rory is working today. He’s a little older than me, and he’s deaf. When Rory’s working, they use a notepad and a pencil for the customers to write down what they want. Sometimes Rory writes back little messages, like ‘nice day for a BBQ!’ or ‘you’re looking well today, Mrs Haggith!’

What was I to order again? A dead chicken? When I reach the top of the queue, Rory has been replaced by an older man I’ve never seen before. He must work for Mr McGregor because he’s wearing a bloodstained striped apron and he’s wiping his hands on a towel and staring at me. He has a tattoo on the side of his face. A spider’s web.

‘What’ll it be?’ he says. ‘Got a great deal on pork sausages today. A pound for ten pence.’

I’m still too deep in my body to speak to him. I pick up the notepad and pencil.

Chicken, was it?

I take a fresh page on the notepad and write, but the words don’t make sense. They say:

There’s a man in the car with a knife to my ma’s neck. He’ll kill her if you don’t give me everything in the till.

I hand the note to the man with the spider’s web tattoo. He looks up at me with a look of wild confusion, and suddenly I’m relieved because he’s every bit as green about the gills as I feel after what happened in Dr McCann’s office. Why did I write that? One of the ghosts must have written it. I can feel one of them lengthening along the bone of my index finger, fidgeting.

The shop is empty. The man glances again at Richard’s car parked outside, and whatever he sees must convince him because he makes a quick dash for the till and starts stuffing handfuls of money into a plastic bag. He hands it to me with a grim nod, the bag full of coins and notes swinging in the foul stench of the dead things. I find my arm lifting, my fingers unfolding from my palm, the bag jangling in my hand, my feet turning and cutting a fresh path through the sawdust. And then I’m outside, and I get into the car and hold on to the bag of money. I’m not sure what’s going on.

‘Pass me the mince,’ Ma says, snapping her fingers at me. ‘And the receipt. He better not have overcharged you. Always adding on a few more ounces than I asked for, that McGregor.’

I hand her the bag. She opens it and stares down at the cash. There’s a moment of complete silence, when all the ghosts inside me are still and Ma’s too bewildered to say anything at all. But it doesn’t last. She turns sharply and stares at me in alarm.

‘Mabel?’ she says.
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Now

Pearl

Scottish Borders, Scotland, September 1965

1

This place is in the middle of goddam bloody nowhere. It’s getting dark, and I swear my bladder is going to explode if I don’t pee in the next two minutes.

‘Do you think we could pull over?’ I ask Mr Peterson. He’s the Church of England’s Moral Welfare Officer.

‘Oh no, is it that time?’ he says, tearing his eyes from the road to glance at me with horror. ‘Do we need to find you a hospital?’

‘What? No!’ I say. ‘I’m not in labour. I just need to empty my bladder.’

The car wobbles slightly as Mr Peterson decides what to do with this information. He flicks the indicator – a pointless act, given that we’re the only car for miles – and slams the brakes on, pulling to the side of the road in a cloud of gravel dust.

I burst out of the car and scramble through the bushes at the roadside, arranging my heavily pregnant body before squatting down with relief. It’s only when I’m finished that I realize I’m ankle-deep in a bog, and my attempts to yank my feet free of the sucking mud flicks up enough of it to ruin the expensive dress my mother bought for me to impress the Whitlocks. Fat chance they’ll be anything but disgusted now.

‘Oh dear. Did you have a fall?’ Mr Peterson asks when I return to the car. I had to reach into the bog to retrieve one of my shoes, so am now sleeved and socked in black slime. He produces a handkerchief from his breast pocket, and I use it to scrub off the worst of it, but the smell makes me gag.

‘Let’s go, shall we?’ I say.

‘Right.’ He clears his throat and turns the radio on before heading back to the road. The Beatles’ ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’ comes on, and he moves a hand from the wheel to change the station.

‘Oh, can you not?’ I say. ‘I love the Beatles.’

He’s miffed, but leaves the radio as it is.

‘I went to see them, you know,’ I tell him. ‘Last April. When they came to Edinburgh.’

‘Did they?’ he says, and I laugh. As if anyone on the planet didn’t know this.

‘I signed the original petition to get them to come to Scotland.’

‘You must be quite the fan,’ he says.

I tell him how Lucy, Sebastian, and I camped out for two nights on Bread Street to get tickets. It was freezing cold, a long row of sleeping bags huddled together on the pavements, but I never laughed so much in my life. And then, the night of the concert, the sight of the four of them on the small stage of the ABC Cinema, all in grey suits. When they played ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’, you could barely hear them for the hysteria. Everyone around us immediately burst into tears, even Sebastian. It feels like a hundred years ago that we did that.

‘I’m more of a Glen Miller man myself,’ Mr Peterson says, and he gives into the urge to flip the station to the eight o’clock BBC News.

I wonder how often he makes this trip, driving knocked-up girls to mother and baby homes – although the place we’re headed to isn’t a mother and baby home, per se. It’s a residential home. Lichen Hall, a sprawling sixteenth-century manor house owned by the Whitlock family, who lovingly take in girls like me on occasion to spare them the indignity of entering an institution. I’m grateful for this, really I am. But I’m so anxious I’ve broken out in hives. Lichen Hall is situated on the Scottish Borders, half an hour from the little fishing village of St Abbs – or, like I said, in the middle of goddam nowhere. What am I going to do all day? I should have asked if they have a record player, or, at the very least, a television. I’m used to being busy, up at five to start my shift at the hospital, then straight out to dinner or a nightclub with friends.

‘I don’t suppose you know if this place has a television?’ I ask Mr Peterson.

‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘They’ll have a phone, won’t they? I’ll be able to ring my family?’

‘You didn’t find that out before you agreed to stay?’

Truth be told, I was too ashamed to do anything other than resign myself to whatever fate my parents planned out for me. Pregnant and unmarried at twenty-two. I’m such a disappointment.

‘It’s not too late to apply for a place at an institutional mother and baby home,’ he says, hearing the fear in my silence. ‘They’ve changed, you know. Not as Dickensian as they used to be.’

I don’t believe this for a moment. I visited a mother and baby home last month. It was one of the smaller ones, in a terraced house on Corstorphine Road, run by the Salvation Army. The atmosphere inside chilled me. The matron was charming, but the walls were cold and bare, and from the pale, fearful expressions of the girls there I suspected she ruled the place with an iron fist.

‘Mum says she knows the owners of Lichen Hall,’ I tell him. ‘She says they’re my kind of people. Mr Whitlock’s retired. He was a scientist. A pioneering microbiologist, if I’m correct.’

‘A microbiologist? And they own a mansion?’

‘He held professorships at Edinburgh University and Yale. Mrs Whitlock’s father bought Lichen Hall, back in the day. I’m sure they’ll have a telephone.’ I say this more for myself than for Mr Peterson. ‘And anyway, how would it look if I cancelled so late in the day?’

He arches an eyebrow. ‘Your mother is a friend of the Whitlocks?’

‘Well, friends of friends.’ I try to read his look. ‘Why? And don’t even think about telling me the place is haunted. My brother’s already tried that one.’

Charlie kindly cooked up an elaborate tale last night and decided to regale me with it while I was packing. Something about a fairy queen who took issue with the original owners after they killed a fairy baby. According to my brother, she haunts the place and curses everyone who steps inside it. Such a bastard, is Charlie. He knew full well how anxious I was about coming.

We take a right turn and park outside tall black gates, two gold ‘W’s pronged at the top. This must be it, though it’s quite a concealed entrance for what I imagine to be a large estate, just a wee nook on the bend of the road clutched by trees.

Mr Peterson turns off the car engine and pulls a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket. ‘Instructions for the key,’ he says. I watch as he steps out and roots around for a while in the dim light, bending over a bush and then heading back to the gates with what I assume to be the discovered key. He opens the gates and returns to the car to drive us through.

‘I think you were about to tell me Lichen Hall is cursed,’ I say. ‘Or that the Whitlocks are murderers.’

‘I’m not at liberty to say …’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, spit it out,’ I laugh. ‘You can’t build me up like that and then clam up.’

‘It’s just a rumour,’ he says, braking too hard at a bend and throwing us both forward in our seats.

‘What’s just a rumour?’

He scratches the bald spot on the crown of his head. ‘Well, it was a while ago now. ’57 or ’58, I can’t remember when … An awful car accident just past Berwick. Smoke for miles. Neither of the Whitlocks was involved, but their son was.’

‘My God,’ I say. ‘Their son?’

‘Their only son, only child. Rumour goes that once word of the crash reached the Whitlocks, they went straight to the morgue and insisted the body be given over to them.’

I wait for him to tell me he’s joking, but he doesn’t. ‘That’s … unusual.’

‘Well, that’s not the worst of it. About a week later, their son – his name escapes me – was spotted in the village, right as rain, apparently. No sign of injury.’

I digest that for a moment, then shake it off. Lichen Hall is one of the largest properties in the Scottish Borders. It sounds like they’ve been the victims of vicious gossip.

‘That’s all I know,’ Mr Peterson says, very serious.

‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

I won’t let him talk me out of this. I’m not going anywhere near an institution, thank you.

The drive to Lichen Hall is a single lane tarmacked road with a wall on one side and tall trees on the other, and I crane my head to spot the house at the end of it. Oh God, there it is, lit up by the car’s headlights. Four pointy turrets and dark stone walls laced with red ivy. It looks like Dracula’s holiday home.

We drive to the main entrance, marked by pillars, broad stone steps, and a forbidding front door. Mr Peterson suddenly looks nervous.

‘I’ll leave your bags by the steps,’ he says, cutting the engine. He jumps out of the car, and I follow, watching him as he hefts the bags out of the boot and dumps them on the ground.

‘Can you at least help me carry them inside?’ I ask, annoyed at how carelessly he drops my belongings on to the wet cobblestones. He’s already heading back to the front of the car, and I assume he’s getting some paperwork, some last detail before handing me over to my hosts.

But then the engine sounds, and with a squeal of tyres he’s driving off, the back end of the car fishtailing as he disappears down the driveway.
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It starts to rain. I look around, too dumbfounded by Mr Peterson’s hasty departure to be annoyed about it. The storm doors are shut, no one around. I decide to abandon my luggage and waddle to the side of the house where, to my relief, I see a woman in a doorway, throwing what looks like breadcrumbs across the courtyard. A dozen crows are gathered around, fighting for the food.

‘Hello?’ I say. ‘I’m Pearl, Pearl Gorham. I think you’re expecting me?’

‘Oh, hello!’ the woman says, stepping forward with an outstretched hand. She must be Mrs Whitlock. She has cropped brown hair flecked with silver, hooded grey eyes, crooked teeth. She’s dressed in dark trousers and a turtleneck. Her skin is pocked with acne scars, and she has broad, capable hands with short clean nails.

‘Yes, we were expecting you,’ she says. ‘Where’s your driver?’ She’s Scottish, but has very little accent, as though she’s lived most of her life in London, or had elocution lessons.

‘He had another appointment,’ I say hastily.

She calls back inside the house. ‘Aretta? Rahmi? Come and help Miss Gorham with her bags.’

Two girls emerge from the darkness and I direct them to the spot where I left my suitcases. They’re both about my age. Aretta is tall and lean, brown-skinned, with high cheekbones and full lips. She’s impressively strong, as she plucks up the heaviest bag as though it’s a box of feathers. Rahmi is small, feline eyes the colour of ochre, long black hair tied up in a loose bun. She has a nose piercing and a no-shit-taking stare. At first, I assume they’re here under the same conditions as me, but neither of them is visibly pregnant. Perhaps they’re maids.

The rain starts to pelt down, so we gather up the bags hastily – though Mrs Whitlock tells me not to help, given that I’m eight months pregnant – and race inside.

I find myself in an old-fashioned kitchen with chequerboard tiles, mahogany cabinets, a vast, marble-topped kitchen island, and an impossibly high ceiling sliced by wooden beams, the kind a trapeze artist might make good use of.

She looks me up and down. ‘Did you have a fall?’

I remember the caked mud on my dress and hands. I look a mess. ‘Ah, sorry. No, not a fall. We had to make a pit stop earlier …’

‘Let’s get you cleaned up.’

She leads me briskly along a long hallway towards a set of stairs. I hate stairs, since about two months ago. Stairs and the third trimester are not a good combination. But I try to keep up.

‘I’m afraid the east wing is closed off,’ Mrs Whitlock says, a few steps ahead of me. ‘My husband and I aren’t up to that kind of work. Not anymore.’ She trails off. ‘Anyway, there’s enough of the house left to accommodate us all comfortably. We have hot water, but only in the mornings, so you’ll do well to rise early. Rahmi prepares breakfast at seven, lunch at twelve and dinner at five.’

‘Why is it closed off?’ I ask.

She cocks her head. ‘I’m afraid I don’t follow.’

‘You said the east wing was closed off. And that you and your husband weren’t able to …’

‘Ah, I see. Shall I give you a tour?’

I nod, brightening. ‘Yes please.’

Her eyes fall on the dried mud streaked across my hands and legs. ‘You don’t want to wash and change first? I can show you after …’

‘Now is perfect,’ I say, not wanting to explain that fear is oozing out of my every pore, and that the only way I’ll be able to sleep tonight is if I familiarize myself with these new surroundings as quickly as possible. I’m a creature who thrives on familiarity.

She gives a little impressed tip of her head. ‘Follow me,’ she says.

At the end of the corridor, the stairs continue up another floor, and I notice a stairlift bolted to the wall. It looks like a new addition.

Mrs Whitlock leads me to the left, which fans out into a huge room, ballroom-sized, with a row of stained-glass windows sending rainbows all over the thick carpet. ‘This is my husband’s Micrarium,’ she says, and I nod as though I know what a bloody Micrarium is. ‘When we first moved here, he bought a metal detector to scope out the grounds for old coins.’

‘Old coins?’

She looks surprised. ‘Oh, I thought you’d have heard about the grounds of the hall. Yes, quite the site we have here – the old wood about a quarter of a mile east is part of the ancient Caledonian forest. You’ll notice the trees have very pale trunks, very ghostly. We call them the ghost woods. My father dug up a horse harness the week after he and my mother moved here. From the Bronze Age, it turns out. Three thousand years old.’

‘Wow,’ I say. ‘That’s incredible.’

‘Well, yes. We’ve not found anything quite as significant since. A handful of Jacobite bullets, a redcoat button. Lots of bones, some of which turned out to be human.’ A grimace. ‘Lots of battles on our grounds, it seems. My husband is more interested in nature than history, anyway.’

‘Nature is history, isn’t it?’

‘Quite. His health isn’t what it was. You’ll have seen the stairlift we had installed.’

I nod, and she smiles sadly. ‘We keep the Micrarium in place, just the way he left it.’

She leads me past the tables that are set out along the sides of the room, displaying glass cabinets filled with shells and rusted keys. There are more cabinets on the walls, but with tiny square boxes filled with what look like bits of tree bark and dead insects. I want to stop and explore, but Mrs Whitlock is brisk, no-nonsense – both traits I like, though the room is so strange, so filled with questions, that for a moment I forget the reason why I’m here.

Two hallways greet us at the end, forking left and right. Mrs Whitlock turns to the right, and I follow.

‘There’s a library, if you’re keen on books,’ she tells me, opening a door on to a spectacular room with bookcases on every wall. I give a gasp, and she laughs, lightly. ‘My father installed it,’ she says. ‘He was a reader. I’m afraid the rest of us are Philistines.’

‘I was wondering,’ I say. Then, hoping I don’t offend her in the asking: ‘I mean, I’m a huge fan of reading, but I also love the telly …’

She beats dust off a shelf with her hand. ‘No television, I’m afraid.’

My heart sinks, but I try not to let my disappointment show. I glance over at the shelves that reach all the way to the wooden ceiling, and the two armchairs by the open fireplace. Thank God for the Whitlocks’ library. I’m here for at least three months, maybe four. Hopefully there’s more than dictionaries and encyclopaedias on those shelves.

We move along the corridor. There’s a door at the end of the hallway that appears to be locked. She pats her pockets for the key. Then, turning it in the lock: ‘This is the east wing.’

The suspense is thrilling. We step out on to the top of a beautiful oak staircase that sweeps up to meet us like something out of Gone with the Wind. A crystal chandelier the size of a bloody bathtub sits smack-bang in the centre of a vaulted ceiling.

‘Do you enjoy the outdoors?’ Mrs Whitlock asks.

‘When I get the chance,’ I say, looking down into the vestibule below.

‘Five hundred acres,’ she says. ‘That’s how big the grounds are. That includes the fields, and part of the beach at the bottom of the cliffs. Many of our guests find that a walk every day through the grounds is good for the spirits.’

I nod. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

The main vestibule spreads out at the bottom of the stairs in a grand riot of chequered tiles. There’s a stag’s head mounted on one wall, a Grecian statue of a naked woman in a corner. Faces frozen in marble peek out from the corners of the arched doorways like angel-faced gargoyles. As I begin to descend the stairs, Mrs Whitlock touches my arm.

‘Best not, in your condition,’ she says. ‘If you look closely, you’ll see the reason we can’t use this part of the house at the moment.’

I follow her gaze to an enormous mass of yellow fungus creeping up the side of a wall. What looks like a series of giant ears are bulging from the gap in the doorframe, right down to the floor. As I draw my eye across the length of the vestibule I spot more fungus spewing from cracks in the tiles and the window frames. The vaulted ceiling is sullied by black blooms of mould. Black frills poke out from the wooden steps at my feet. And at the end of the staircase, a plume of honey-gold mushrooms nub out from the newel post, perfectly formed. It makes me feel physically ill.

‘What happened?’ I ask, burying my mouth in the crook of my arm.

She sighs wearily. ‘An infestation of fungus. I still can’t quite believe it. This house has been standing for four hundred years. It has withstood bombs, floods, and a bolt of lightning.’ She folds her arms, exasperated. ‘Fungus can eat through rock, can you believe that?’

‘Good God,’ I say.

‘Worse than mice, apparently. It’s even in the foundations, which makes it difficult to eradicate the problem. And of course, there are the spores.’ She glances at me. ‘Not good for humans to breathe in fungal spores, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

‘Not good at all.’

‘Well, we’re all safe,’ she says. ‘As long as we don’t use this wing of the house.’

I take a step back. They might have mentioned that the place was coming down with fungi when offering to care for pregnant women. ‘Do you know the cause?’ I ask, unable to keep the fear out of my voice.

‘Apparently the water table rose and has been marinating the foundations of the hall for decades without our knowledge. And where there is damp, there is, sadly, mould.’

‘Can’t it be fixed?’

She shakes her head and leads me back through the door, closing it tightly behind us. I feel I can breathe easier, now that we’re heading away from the east wing. ‘It’s not an easy solution, as you can imagine,’ she says.

‘It hasn’t affected the rest of the house?’

She shakes her head, and I feel relieved.

‘Though it has affected some of our utilities,’ she says. ‘The telephone works for the most part, but sometimes it doesn’t. The lighting is similarly temperamental, so we keep oil lamps handy.’

I nod. ‘My parents still use them. They remember the blackouts during the war. They don’t like my brother and me to be too dependent on electricity.’

‘Jolly good.’

She turns back, and I follow her through to the west side of the house, which seems more modern. If I’m not mistaken, an extension has been added in the last ten years or so. The east wing appeared more old-fashioned, with higher ceilings and fancy coving. Perhaps that’s why it’s been so badly affected. It’s older, so possibly less resilient to this kind of damage.

‘How close is the village?’ I ask.

‘Not close enough, I’m afraid. You’ll have everything you need here, I think. The postman comes on Thursdays, so you can leave letters in the hall.’

I try not to show how dejected I am. No telly, no phone, and post once a bloody week. Sonny and Cher are due to be on Top of the Pops tomorrow night.

‘Anyway,’ she sighs. ‘I’ll show you your room, shall I? And then you can have that bath.’

She leads me up the stairs to the top of the house.

‘I hear you’re a nurse?’ she asks.

‘Yes.’

I say this with confidence, but actually I don’t know if I’ll ever be a nurse again. I thought Sister Clark might make an exception for me, if I kept quiet about my pregnancy, but she didn’t seem keen on the idea. ‘Everyone was against me being a nurse,’ I tell Mrs Whitlock, disclosing more than I should. ‘My parents are old-fashioned. They think I should have prioritized marriage and children over a career.’

Mrs Whitlock studies me a little closer, interested by this admission. ‘I see. I suspect you’re quite the rebel, Miss Gorham.’

‘Oh please,’ I say, my cheeks burning. ‘It’s Pearl. Even my patients call me by my first name.’

‘So why …?’ she asks, and I already know what she’s asking. We reach the second floor, and I try to disguise how out of breath I am. But she sees, and pauses before taking the next flight.

‘I spent a year in hospital,’ I explain. ‘I was seven. Meningitis.’

‘Oh my,’ she says, pressing her fingertips to her mouth. ‘A year? You must have been very poorly.’

‘I was.’

I think back to those long days in the Royal Infirmary, aching for my mother’s smell. My parents weren’t allowed to visit, and I was distraught without them. One of the nurses, Nurse Haddon, used to cuddle me when I cried, and I swore that if I ever got out of the place I’d become a nurse and make life a little better for anyone as miserable and homesick as I was. At sixteen I trained as a cadet nurse, earning four pounds a week to scrub the wards and cook for the patients, before entering nursing college. I worked hard to get my job.

‘Well, your parents must have sent you to a good school,’ she says.

I nod. ‘I would say so.’

‘The reason I ask is because I’d be very grateful if you would feel able to help Wulfric with his schooling.’

‘Wulfric?’

‘My grandson.’ She sighs sadly. ‘He’s fourteen. He doesn’t attend school anymore. My husband was teaching him until he took ill. I’ve been doing my best to fill his shoes. But I’m afraid that mixing family with education doesn’t always run smoothly.’

I think of what Mr Peterson told me in the car, about the Whitlocks losing their only son. Wulfric must be the child of that son. He must live here with his grandparents, after his father passed. What a tragedy.

‘I’ll be glad to help.’

A gracious smile. ‘I’ll let you find your feet in this place first. But perhaps after a week or two, we can commence lessons?’

We take the next flight of stairs, and I feel encouraged by our exchange. There may be no telly, and the place is silent as a grave, but the chance to help Mrs Whitlock’s grandson and put my skills to use fills me with hope. It’ll give me something to do.

‘Here we are,’ she says, leading me to a circular room at the top of a final flight of stairs, situated in one of the turrets. The curtains are drawn in a velvet crescent, and a lamp casts a honeyed glow throughout the room. It’s lovely – a single brass bed made with crisp white linens, a cast-iron fireplace with a vase of pink roses on the mantelpiece, a wardrobe, and a chest of drawers. And a crib. I try not to look at it. I had almost managed to forget the reason why I’m here. 

‘It’s perfect,’ I say, flipping open one of the suitcases that have already been installed at the foot of the bed. Mrs Whitlock tilts her head to inspect the contents.

‘Good gracious,’ she says. ‘My dear, you have enough shoes to sink a ship.’

‘I’m a bit of a shoe addict,’ I say with a sigh.

‘A girl after my own heart,’ she says in a confiding tone. I lift out the red pair of Mary Janes, revealing a photograph of Sebastian, grinning straight up at us, and my stomach flips. Too late. She’s spotted it.

‘Oh, my,’ she says, plucking out the photograph and holding it up to the light. ‘What a handsome chap.’

‘He is,’ I say wistfully.

Her grey eyes lift to mine, narrowing. ‘This isn’t a family member, I’m taking it.’

I shake my head. ‘No, this … he’s called Sebastian.’

‘Ah,’ she says, in a knowing tone. ‘The baby’s father, I take it?’

I swallow hard, watching her gaze down at Sebastian’s lovely face. ‘Yes.’

It’s a lie – Sebastian isn’t the baby’s father. But I can’t bring myself to admit this, not to her. Suddenly her presence in the room feels invasive.

‘I think I’ll have that bath,’ I say gently, and she steps back, placing the photograph into the suitcase again, as though she’s come out of a spell.

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘On the floor below you’ll find your own private bathroom. Fresh towels are in the wardrobe.’ A broad smile. I notice that the brooch pinned to her turtleneck is not a poppy, as I’d thought. It’s a red toadstool. 

‘It’s so lovely to have you here at Lichen Hall,’ she says. ‘Do join my husband and me for breakfast tomorrow, if you feel up to it?’

I smile back, all the earlier awkwardness washed away. ‘I will.’
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My own bathroom, with an indoor loo. A lion-claw tub filled to the brim with warm, foamy water. I peel off my filthy dress and step in, sighing with relief as the hot water slips over all the places that hurt. My bump sits above the water, a solid mound that jiggles as the baby moves around. Every now and then a little heel will lift the skin in a triangle, and I pat it to say hello to the baby.

I lean my head back on the lip of the bathtub and force myself not to cry. It’s fine, it’s all fine, really. I’m in a beautiful mansion instead of a horrible institution. By Christmas, the baby will have been adopted and I can go home and pretend that none of this ever happened.

Just then, there’s a noise in the hall, the whine of a floorboard. I open my eyes and glance in the direction of the noise. I’ve left the door ajar; I should have locked it, but I hate closed doors. There’s another sound, another creak.

‘Hello?’ I call. ‘Who’s there?’

Someone moves outside. The sound of shuffling feet.

‘Hello?’ I say, insistent. If it’s Mrs Whitlock, or one of the maids I saw earlier, surely she would answer?

I get out of the bath and wrap a towel around me before stepping out into the hallway. It’s empty. Old houses like this are always groaning and creaking.

As I turn to go back into the bathroom, something catches my eye. At the end of the hallway, a clutch of fingers are curled around the corner of the wall, a forehead and a pair of eyes just above them.

I give a start, and the owner of the fingers and eyes darts off towards the stairs. It’s a child, a young boy, with a head of bushy locks. Mrs Whitlock’s grandson, I think, until I remember she mentioned that Wulfric was fourteen. The child I see racing down the stairs is much younger, a boy of five or six.

I call after him and make for the stairs, eager to assure him that he’s not in trouble. But he’s vanished, no sign of him, like a thief in the night.
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I wake the next morning just after seven, which is late for me. It’s sunny outside, bright light throbbing through the circular windows. What a view! Thick forest for miles, lime green fields of furze and ridge-and-furrow stretching beyond. I unpack a little, setting my Russian dolls out along the windowsill. They were a gift from my grandmother, a hand-me-down from Sweden, the red and gold paint applied by ancestral hands. They make me feel safe.

I take out my rollers and run a brush through my white-blonde hair. I like it to look like whipped butter. The style nowadays is very much a full-face of make-up, with false eyelashes and heavy eyeliner, but I never have time for that kind of thing. My face is high-boned and pale, so I use pink lipstick both for my lips and to draw colour to my cheeks. A slick of mascara, too, otherwise I look a bit dead – the curse of pale eyelashes. Then I throw on the blue maternity dress Aunt Fenella made me, before heading downstairs to use the loo and find some food.

I’m disoriented, and the house is so goddam enormous, but I retrace my steps and find the kitchen with the dining room next door. There’s a basket with some bread rolls on the worktop and I eat one hungrily, then fill myself a large glass of water and drink it over the sink. It feels rude to be helping myself, but Mrs Whitlock said one of the maids would make breakfast at seven so maybe it’s OK.

I find the kettle and some tea. While I’m waiting for the water to boil, I explore the dining room next door. A wooden fireplace at the top and an oval table surrounded by uncomfortable-looking chairs. There are columns by the window with marble busts of stern, masculine faces.

This place feels too formal to be someone’s home – it’s soulless, the kind of house you can easily feel very lonely inside. I think of the little boy I saw last night, racing down the stairs, and Mrs Whitlock’s grandson, Wulfric. How do they find this place? It’s certainly not a house for children.

I look over the paintings on the wall and the handful of antiques on the mantelpiece, checking all the corners and crevices for any signs of fungus. None are to be found, thank God. Ever since Mrs Whitlock showed me the damage to the east wing I’ve been checking the walls and the gaps in the floorboards in case I spot more of that awful black fungus. The smell of it makes me gag. I well know about the dangers of fungal spores – the meningitis I contracted at the age of seven was cryptococcal meningitis, a kind that’s caused by fungus.

I go into the hallway and take in all the details of the place – the high ceilings sculpted with mouldings that sweep down to cherubs at the corners; the tiled floor that has seen better days, and the wooden panels on the walls that darken the place. It’s cold, though the windows are closed and brass radiators shoulder the walls. The wall outside the kitchen is bustling with framed photographs, and I take a closer look.

God, the Whitlocks haven’t half travelled. All the famous landmarks make appearances in these photos – the Eiffel Tower, the Pyramids at Giza, Niagara Falls. The photographs show a couple at different ages, posing with their arms linked, then with a baby. The Whitlocks and their son, I’m guessing. I think of how Mr Peterson told me that their son was killed, how the tragedy of it moved them to take his body from the morgue. I wonder if there’s any truth in the rumour. It seems bizarre. But already I can see the Whitlocks aren’t your average family.

Next to the photographs is a painting of what seems to be a fairy carrying a baby. It’s a strange painting, very old, by the looks of it, with a brass plaque at the bottom. The fairy is grotesque, with claws for hands and an elongated body. The face is craven. It looks odd amongst the other paintings. Perhaps it’s an heirloom.

Mrs Whitlock doesn’t show. It’s a clear bright morning, so I get my coat and head outside, keen to see the ancient wood Mrs Whitlock mentioned. One side of the house opens on to a long strip of grass and woodland, but there are gardens on the other side, organized in a series of long rose tunnels and walled gardens. I find stone statues of animals beneath overgrown verges, and a charming gravel pathway cuts through what was likely once an abundant rose garden. A stream trickles through the garden with a stone bridge arching over it. I stand on the bridge, looking out over the trees and bushes. There is a towering willow tree just ahead, its thick boughs spilling down to the grass like green waterfalls.

There’s movement in the shadows around the base, something small moving fast. A rabbit. As I step forward to get a better look something catches it, the white of its tail streaking up through the branches. It’s caught in a trap.

The rabbit thrashes for a few seconds as it hangs upside down, before falling still.

I clap my hands to my mouth, astonished by what I’ve just seen. Moving quickly to the rabbit, I catch sight of someone running towards it from the other direction. One of the girls who helped bring in my luggage last night, the one with a serious and slightly lopsided face, black hair pulled into a long ponytail, that same no-shit-taking stare, skin like she’s been dipped in gold. She’s wearing an old white shirt and black skirt with wellies. As she draws nears she doesn’t look at me, but draws a sharp knife from the belt of her trousers and slashes at the rope hoisting the rabbit in the air.

I’m too shocked to say hello. Instead, we stare at each other across the lawn, me with my eyes wide and mouth open, she with a grim determination. Then, slinging the dead rabbit over her shoulder like a dishcloth, she stalks off.

‘They eat the vegetables,’ a voice says. I turn and find the other maid, Aretta, behind me. A straw hat is pulled down over her head, a black braid of hair snaking over one shoulder. She’s dressed in the same masculine, over-sized clothing as Rahmi, her face gleaming with sweat. ‘We have to catch them so they don’t destroy our food. Want me to show you?’

‘Yes please,’ though I’m still too struck by the sight of the rabbit being killed to really hear what she asked.

I follow her to the far corner of the garden, past the willow tree and through a gate marked with a rusted sign that reads Winter Garden. It’s a huge plot cordoned off by high stone walls. Rows of leeks, carrots, cabbages, and potatoes spring up from black soil, peas and tomatoes growing in the glasshouse. There’s a scarecrow in the midst of it, and a greenhouse in the far corner, filled with plants.

‘I’m Pearl,’ I say. ‘I arrived last night.’

‘Aretta.’ She straightens. ‘Do you garden?’

I shake my head and give a nervous laugh. ‘I’ve never so much as mowed a lawn. Isn’t that awful? Did you do this garden, or …?’

Aretta ignores my question, bending instead to rip out a weed. ‘When’s your bairn due?’

‘October.’

‘Did Mrs Whitlock say what your task is?’

‘My task?’

‘She puts everyone to work.’

I pause at that. Are they maids, or are they here like me? Neither of them seems to be pregnant. ‘She mentioned something about helping with her grandson, Wulfric.’

Aretta cocks an eyebrow. ‘Good luck with that.’ She walks to a row of tomato plants, and I stand, taking that in. I guess she dislikes Mrs Whitlock’s grandson. I watch as she pours water from a can over the plants and straightens the stakes.

‘I saw a little boy last night,’ I say, raising my voice a little. ‘Do you know who he might be? I think I might have scared him.’

She eyes me suspiciously. ‘A little boy?’

‘Yes. He was dressed for bed. About five or six years old.’

She shrugs. ‘No five- or six-year-olds around here that I know of.’

‘Are you sure?’ I say.

‘Quite sure,’ she says firmly. 

I feel like I’ve touched a nerve. ‘Well, that’s strange. Perhaps he was a ghost.’

‘Perhaps.’

I’m not sure how to take this comment, or Aretta, more generally. She’s off-hand with me, acts like she doesn’t have time for me. I wait beside her for a few more minutes before taking the hint and leaving the garden.

I walk back to Lichen Hall feeling deflated. I suppose I ought to expect a period of adjustment.

Back inside the house, I spot the telephone on the table outside the kitchen. I glance around to ask if I might make a call, but then I remember Mrs Whitlock saying that the phone line only works occasionally. Gingerly I lift the receiver and hold it to my ear. There’s a dial tone. Thank God. Quickly I dial my home number, keeping one eye on the stairwell in case anyone appears.

Mrs McQuade, our housekeeper, answers. My mother is out shopping, she says. She won’t be long, and she promises to have her call me. The line goes dead before I say goodbye.

I sit by the telephone waiting for her, even lifting the receiver and pressing it to my ear to check if the line is back. It isn’t, but I don’t want to leave the spot in case my mother calls. Suddenly I need to hear her voice.

I must fall asleep, because when I look up from the telephone seat it’s dark. I hear a noise, the sound of wheels over wood. The dark corridor is suddenly creepy, and I feel my heart race.

‘Who’s there?’ I say, fear in my voice.

The noise gets louder, a high-pitched squeal. I stand up, poised for fight or flight. Suddenly an image forms from the gloom: it’s Mrs Whitlock pushing someone in a wheelchair. The squealing is from the wheels. I feel shaky with relief.

‘My dear,’ Mrs Whitlock says, smiling. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I say, laughing at how worked up I was before. ‘I was waiting on my mother to call.’ I nod at the man and hold out my hand for a handshake. ‘Hello. I’m Pearl.’

He raises his head a little but appears unable to shake my hand. He’s dressed in a robe and slippers, his head bowed. He has a snowy head of white hair and a grisly beard, and his jaw is slack. I’m not sure he is entirely compos mentis.

‘This is my husband, Joseph,’ Mrs Whitlock says. ‘He tends to sleep during the day, so in the evenings I get him out for some fresh air.’

‘I didn’t realize …’ I say, tailing off. I didn’t know he was so poorly that he required a wheelchair.

She bends over him and speaks loudly. ‘Miss Gorham is a nurse, darling. And she’s going to help Wolfie with his schooling.’

He lifts his head then and looks at me, or through me, I’m not sure. But then he reaches forward in one surprisingly stealthy movement, as though he wants my hand. I step forward and take his in mine. His grip is strong, and he starts to mumble.

‘What’s that, dear?’ Mrs Whitlock says. She lowers herself to hear, but can’t quite make him out.

‘My eye,’ he says. ‘There’s something in my eye.’

I look to Mrs Whitlock for an explanation.

‘There’s nothing in your eye, darling,’ she says.

‘I can take a look,’ I say. Despite Mrs Whitlock’s protests I bend forward, trying to see. He widens his blue eyes and lifts his face meekly to mine, blasting me with foul breath. I can see nothing of concern. ‘Is it a hair, perhaps?’

‘Behind my eye,’ he says, pointing at his right eye with a veined hand. I look again, but the light is poor, and there’s no visible injury or inflammation.

‘I’ll have a look when I take him back to his room,’ Mrs Whitlock assures me. ‘There’s better light there. Probably a reaction to his medication. Have you eaten?’

I shake my head. ‘Not since breakfast.’

Her face falls. ‘Aretta? Aretta!’

Footsteps sound on the stairs, and Aretta appears. She’s changed out of her gardening outfit, back in an old-fashioned black dress, her hair smoothed into place. She’s holding a pressed bed sheet, as though she’s in the middle of making beds.

‘Fetch our guest something to eat, would you?’ Mrs Whitlock says.

Aretta nods. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

I watch as she turns on her heel, quickly enveloped by the gloom of the hall. Mrs Whitlock touches my arm, and we walk towards the kitchen. Mr Whitlock is quietly snoring in the wheelchair, and Mrs Whitlock lifts a towel from the handle of the wheelchair, rolls it up, and tucks it between his shoulder and head.

‘I must apologize for not having breakfast with you this morning,’ Mrs Whitlock says. ‘As you can see, my husband is unwell. I’m still adjusting to his levels of care.’

‘May I ask after his condition?’

‘Dementia,’ she says sadly. ‘He has declined this last year.’

‘Can I be of any assistance?’

She gives a polite nod: the response of a woman who isn’t used to accepting help. ‘Perhaps. But first, you must eat.’




Then

Mabel

Dundee, Scotland, May–July 1959

1

The streets of Dundee are dark and slick with rain. It’s long past midnight, all the houses dark.

I walk quickly to keep myself from weakening and turning back. It’s cold, too, or maybe I’m just nervous – I can’t get my hands to warm up. I press them deep into my pockets and try to keep my chin tucked to my chest so I don’t make eye contact with any of the people who lurk in the shadows. Prostitutes peek out from back alleys, a serpentine twist of smoke all that’s left of them when they draw back into their hiding places. There are people huddled up in sleeping bags and cardboard boxes, and the low din of loud music thrums off the cobbled stones. The further I walk the more fear seizes me.

Behind I hear footsteps, stopping when I stop, commencing again when I keep going. I daren’t look back. 

I head up the steep hill past the bingo hall towards the bridge that overlooks the railway line. Here, I think. Here. And I stop, and look down, and in one powerful moment I realize the wish I’ve harboured for years, now: I want to jump in front of a train. I want this all to be over. Not just because I’ve got a ghost baby inside me.

Ever since Dad died I’ve wanted it all to end. I just didn’t know how to do it without causing a fuss. A train, though – that’s quick.

And so I wait. And wait.

No sign of any train. From the corner of my eye, I see someone on a street corner, watching me. My fear has gone, now. I just want this to be over.

I look down at the tracks. Rats dart from one side to the other. I can hear two men arguing drunkenly beneath the bridge, hurling accusations at each other.

I want to jump, but with a sinking heart, I admit it to myself: the bridge isn’t high enough.

If I jumped now, I’d live.



   
Six Years Later
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