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Deanna Raybourn, author of An Unexpected Peril

‘Gorgeously romantic! Susanna Kearsley weaves together a captivating tale of secret codes and hidden desires’

Kate Forsyth, author of The Blue Rose
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‘Kearsley blends history, romance and a bit of the supernatural into a glittering, bewitching tale’
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‘Kearsley’s gentle drama and accurate detail are sure to satisfy lovers of historical fiction and romance’

Publishers Weekly

‘A beautiful and poignant tale of lost love, haunting and humbling… Romantic, passionate and bittersweet, this intelligent, tension-laden story will sweep you away’

Historical Novels Review

‘Incorporating rich historical details that feel as vivid as the present enables readers to quickly lose sense of time as the author weaves threads from two eras into one dramatic tapestry’

Library Journal

‘A sweeping love story that expertly explores both the characters and the turbulent times in which they live’

Sunday Post

‘A hugely engrossing book and a complete world created’

Ian Rankin, author of A Heart Full of Headstones

‘An absolute tour de force of historical storytelling, tender and dramatic, gripping and authentic. Kearsley manages effortlessly to balance the epic sweep of the drama with telling moments of gentle characterization, all delivered in pitch-perfect style’
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This book is for Lee Ann Ray, who first suggested I give Robbie his own story.





Though I am old with wandering

Through hollow lands and hilly lands,

I will find out where she has gone…

—W. B. Yeats, ‘The Song of Wandering Aengus’






CHAPTER 1

HE SENT HIS MIND in search of me that morning.

I was on the Tube, half a minute out of Holland Park and in that muzzy not-awake-yet state that always bridged the time between my breakfast cup of coffee and the one that I’d have shortly at my desk. I nearly didn’t notice when his thoughts touched mine. It was a rare thing these days; rarer still that I would let him in, but my own thoughts were drifting and I knew that his were, too. In fact, from what I saw of where he was – the angle of the ceiling and the dimly shadowed walls – I guessed that he was likely still in bed, just waking up himself.

I didn’t need to push him out. Already he was drawing back, apologizing. Sorry. Not a spoken word, but still I heard the faint regretful tone of his familiar voice. And then he wasn’t there.

A man sat heavily beside me, squeezed me over on the seat, and with my senses feeling raw already, even that unwanted contact was too much. I stood, and braced myself against the bit of wall beside the nearest door and forced myself to balance till we came to Bond Street. When the doors slid open, I slid safely back into the comfort of routine, my brisk steps keeping pace with everybody else as we became a texting, talking, moving mass that flowed together up and out and through the turnstiles and emerged onto the pavement, where we went our separate ways, heads down and purposeful.

The morning was a lovely one for August. The oppressive sticky heat had given way to fresher air that promised warmth but didn’t threaten, and the sky was a pristine and perfect blue.

I barely saw it. I was thinking of that shadowed room, a greyer light that spoke of clouds or maybe rain, a hand that had come lazily in view, to rub his eyes while he was waking. It had been his left hand, and there’d been no rings on it. At least, I didn’t think I’d seen a ring on it.

I caught my thoughts before they had a chance to wander further and betray me. Doesn’t matter, I reminded myself firmly, and to make quite sure I heard myself, I said the words aloud: ‘It doesn’t matter.’

I could feel the glances of the people walking closest to me, wondering if I were off my trolley, and I flushed a little, tucking my head well down as I came round the corner and into South Molton Street, a little pedestrian haven of upscale shops, cafés and galleries. Everything always seemed quieter here, with the mad rush of Bond Street behind me. I carried on down past the graceful old buildings with beautiful doors to the one with the freshly white-painted facade where an expensive-looking brass plaque with fine lettering read: GALERIE ST-CROIX, FINE RUSSIAN ARTEFACTS AND ART, THIRD FLOOR.

The naming of the gallery had been one of Sebastian’s little vanities – in spite of his French surname he was English through and through, born of a line that likely traced its Hampshire roots back to the Norman conquest. But Sebastian knew his business, and to art dealers like him it was essential to create the proper image.

I was part of that, I knew, because I had the proper look, the proper pedigree, the right credentials, and I always dressed to fit the part. But when he’d hired me two years ago, he’d also made no secret of the fact that it had been for my abilities – not only that I held a master’s degree in Russian Studies and the History of Art, but that I spoke fluent Russian and besides, my organized nature appealed to his strong sense of order, and I had, what he’d called then, ‘potential’.

He’d worked to transform me, to mentor me, teaching me how to get on the right side of the bid at an auction, and how to finesse our more difficult clients. I’d come a long way from the rather unworldly young woman I’d been when he’d taken me on.

He had transformed the gallery building as well. We were on the third floor, in a space that today was as richly detailed as a penthouse. Even the lift was mirrored, which this morning didn’t thrill me.

I was frowning as it opened to the elegant reception room where a flower-seller painted by Natalia Goncharova hung above the desk at which our previous receptionist had sat. She’d had to leave us unexpectedly, and I’d been interviewing this past week to fill the vacancy, while Sebastian and I shared out the extra duties.

It was not an easy thing to hire a person who could suit Sebastian’s tastes, aesthetically. He wanted something more than simple competence, or class. He wanted someone who embodied what the Goncharova painting did – the painting he had hung above that desk, where it would be the first thing noticed by each customer who stepped into the gallery.

He’d had offers for it. Several of our clients could afford to pay a million pounds with ease, but then Sebastian didn’t need the money.

‘If I sell the thing,’ he’d told me once, ‘then I’ll have only satisfied one client. If I leave it where it is, then every one of them will think it can be theirs one day.’

It didn’t only work with art. It wasn’t a coincidence that many of our loyal and best customers were women, and they looked upon Sebastian as they did that Goncharova flower-seller, as a prize that could be won, with time and effort.

In fact, as I passed by his glass-walled office on the way down to my own, I saw he had a woman with him now. I would have left them to their business, but he saw me and beckoned me in, so I pushed the door open and joined them.

Sebastian’s smile was all professional, with me, and even if it hadn’t been, I would have been immune to it. He was too rich to be my type. A gold watch flashed beneath his tailored sleeve as he leaned forward, looking so immaculate I half suspected that he had a team of stylists working on him every morning, from his polished shoes right to the tousled toffee-coloured hair that had been combed with just the right amount of carelessness. ‘Nicola,’ he introduced me, ‘this is Margaret Ross. Miss Ross, my associate, Nicola Marter.’

Miss Margaret Ross was not what I’d expected, not our usual sort of client. For one thing she was plainly dressed, but dressed with so much care I knew she’d taken pains to look her best. And although I was usually quite good at guessing ages, I had trouble guessing hers. She had to be at least a decade older than myself, so nearing forty at the least, but while her clothing and the way she held herself suggested she might be still older, there was something in her quiet gaze that seemed distinctly youthful, even innocent.

‘Good morning.’ She was Scottish. ‘I’m afraid that I’ve been wasting Mr St-Croix’s time.’

Sebastian, ever charming, shook his head. ‘No, not at all. That’s what I’m here for. And even if it can’t be proved, you still have a fascinating story to tell your grandchildren.’

She cast her eyes down as though she were hiding disappointment. ‘Yes.’

‘Tell Nicola.’ Sebastian’s tone was meant to salve her feelings, make her feel that what she had to say was fascinating, even if it wasn’t. He was good, that way. To me, he said, ‘She brought this carving in for an appraisal.’

It looked to me, at first, an undistinguished lump of wood that curved to fit his upraised palm, but when I looked again I saw it was a small carved bird, wings folded tightly to its sides, a sparrow or a wren. Sebastian was saying, ‘It’s been in her family… how long?’

Margaret Ross roused herself to his smooth prompting. ‘Nearly three hundred years, so I’m told. It was given to one of my ancestors by Empress Catherine of Russia. Not Catherine the Great,’ she said, showing her knowledge. ‘The first Catherine.’

Sebastian smiled encouragement. ‘Peter the Great’s widow, yes. So, the 1720s, sometime. And it very well might have been.’ Holding the carving as though it were priceless, he studied it.

Margaret Ross told him, ‘We call it the Firebird. That’s what it’s always been called, in our family. It sat under glass in my grandmother’s house, and we children were never allowed to come near it. My mother said’ – there was the tiniest break in her voice, but she covered it over – ‘she said, with Andrew gone – Andrew’s my brother, he died in Afghanistan – with him gone, and me not likely to have any family myself now, my mother said there was no point in the Firebird sitting there, going to waste. She said I should sell it, and use all the money to travel, like I’d always wanted to do.’

‘Miss Ross,’ said Sebastian, to me, ‘lost her mother quite recently.’

I understood his manner now, his sympathy. I told her, ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘That’s all right. She had MS, it wasn’t the easiest life for her. And she felt guilty for having me there to look after her. But,’ she said, trying to smile, ‘I looked after my aunties as well, till they passed, and she was my own mother. I couldn’t have left her alone, could I?’

Looking again at her eyes, I decided their youthfulness came from the fact that she’d never been able to live her own life as a woman. She’d put her own life into limbo while caring for others. I felt for her. And I felt, too, for the mother who’d hoped that her daughter would sell their one prized family heirloom, and finally have money and comfort to live just a little. To travel.

‘The thing is,’ Sebastian said kindly, ‘without any documentation or proof, what we dealers call provenance, we simply can’t know for certain. And without that provenance, I’m afraid this poor creature has little real value. We can’t even tell if it’s Russian.’ He looked at me. ‘Nicola? What would you say?’

He passed it to me and I took it, not thinking, forgetting my mind had already been breached once this morning. It wasn’t until I was holding it, light in my hands, that I realized I’d made a mistake.

Instantly I felt a warmth that had nothing to do with the carving itself. I closed my eyes to try to stop the vision, but that only made it worse. I saw a slanting fall of light, with fine dust dancing through it. Two women, one ageing but lovely, with heavy black eyebrows; the other respectfully bent, perhaps kneeling, her young face upturned in uncertainty. ‘My darling Anna,’ the first woman said to the other in elegant Russian, and smiled. ‘You were never a nobody.’

I opened my eyes quickly, maybe a little too quickly, but to my relief no one seemed to have noticed. ‘I really don’t know,’ I said, giving the small carved bird back to Sebastian.

He looked at it with a commendable blend of admiration and regret.

‘The trouble is,’ he told our would-be client, ‘it’s so difficult to date this sort of thing with any certainty. If it is Russian, it was very likely peasant-made; there is no maker’s mark or factory stamp to go by, and without any documentation…’ He raised one shoulder slightly in a shrug that seemed to speak to the unfairness of it all. ‘If she had brought you back an icon, now, this ancestor of yours, or some small piece of jewellery – that I might have helped you with.’

‘I understand,’ said Margaret Ross. Her tone was bleak.

Sebastian turned the little carving over in his hands one final time, and I knew he was searching for some small thing to praise, to let this woman down as gently as he could. ‘Certainly it’s very old,’ was what he ended up with, ‘and I’m sure it’s had a few adventures.’

Margaret Ross wasn’t sure about that. ‘It’s been sitting there under that glass for as long as I’ve known it, and likely it sat there a good while before that.’

The twist of her faint smile held sympathy, as though she knew how that felt, to be there on the mantelpiece watching the bright world pass by, and I saw the small sag of defeat in her shoulders as, accepting Sebastian’s return of the carved bird, she started to carefully wrap it back up in its layers of yellowed, creased tissue.

Impulse drove me to ask aloud, ‘What was her name?’ She looked up. ‘Sorry?’

‘Your ancestor. The one who brought your Firebird back from Russia.’

‘Anna. That’s all we know of her really, we don’t know her surname. It was her daughter married into the Ross family, that’s how the Firebird came down to us.’

Anna. Something tingled warmly up my arm. My darling Anna…

‘Because maybe,’ I suggested, ‘you could try a bit of research, to establish some connection between her and Empress Catherine.’

From Sebastian’s glance I couldn’t tell if he was grateful or annoyed, but he chimed in with, ‘Yes, if you were able to find proof of any kind, that would be useful.’

Again that faint twist of a smile that spoke volumes about how much hope she held now of discovering that. She admitted, ‘My granny tried once, so she said, but no joy. Common people, they don’t make the history books. And on our side of the family, there’s nobody famous.’

I saw the warm smile in my mind. Heard the voice. You were never a nobody.

‘Well,’ said Sebastian, beginning to stand, ‘I am sorry we couldn’t be more of a help to you. But if you’ll leave us your address, we’ll keep it in mind, and if ever a client requests something like it…’

I felt like a traitor, as Margaret Ross stood, too, and shook both our hands. The feeling held as we escorted her back out into reception, and Sebastian, with full chivalry and charm, gave her his card and wished her well and said goodbye, and as the lift doors closed he turned to me and, reading the expression in my eyes, said, ‘Yes, I know.’

Except he didn’t.

There was no way that he could have known. In all the time I’d worked for him I’d never told him anything about what I could do, and even if I’d told him, he’d have rubbished the idea. ‘Woo-woo stuff,’ he would have called it, as he’d done the day our previous receptionist had told us she was visiting a psychic.

‘No,’ she’d said, ‘she really sees things. It’s this gift she has – she holds a thing you’ve owned, see, like a necklace, or a ring, and she can tell you things about yourself. It’s called psychometry.’ She’d said the term with confident authority.

Sebastian, with a sidelong look, had said, ‘It’s called a scam. There is no way that anyone can be a psychic. It’s not possible.’

I’d offered him no argument, although I could have told him he was wrong. I could have told him I was psychic, and had been for as long as I remembered. Could have told him that I, too, saw detailed visions, if I concentrated on an object someone else had held. And sometimes, like today, I saw the visions even when I didn’t try, or concentrate, although that happened very, very rarely now.

The flashes of unwanted visions had been more a feature of my childhood, and I had to close my eyes and truly focus now to use my ‘gift’ – my curse, I would have called it. I had chosen not to use it now for years.

Two years, to be exact.

I’d chosen to be normal, and I meant to go on being normal, having the respect of those I worked with, not their nudges or their stares. So there was no good reason why, when I sat down at the computer in my office, I ignored the string of waiting emails and began an image search instead.

I found three portraits, different in their poses and the sitter’s age, but in all three I recognized the woman easily because of her black hair, her heavy arching eyebrows, and her warm brown eyes. The same eyes that had smiled this morning in the brief flash of a vision I had viewed when I had held the wooden Firebird.

There could be no mistaking her: the first Empress Catherine, the widow of Peter the Great.

‘Damn,’ I whispered. And meant it.




CHAPTER 2

SEBASTIAN HAD NOTICED. ‘YOU’RE not even listening.’

Bringing my thoughts back to where they belonged, I gave him my attention. ‘Sorry. You were saying?’

‘I’ve forgotten now, myself.’

It was later on that afternoon, and he and I were clearing up before the workday’s end. I found it calming, the routine of putting everything in order, going over both our schedules for the next day, sharing any needed details.

After frowning for a moment at his mobile, his face cleared. ‘Oh, right. Next weekend. Thursday week till Sunday. Have you any plans?’

‘I don’t, no. But I’m sure you have some for me, since you’re asking.’

‘Well, I rather thought I’d send you to St Petersburg.’

He had my full attention now. ‘St Petersburg? What for?’

‘To view an exhibition.’

I could tell, from how he watched me while I counted forward silently to figure out the dates, that he was waiting to see how long it would take me to put two and two together.

Next Thursday would be the second of September. ‘What, the Wanderers exhibit, do you mean? The one that’s coming from America?’

The Wanderers, or Peredvizhniki, had been a group of Russian realist painters whose liberal political views set them at odds with the Academy of Arts, so in protest of what they deemed the uselessness of ‘art for art’s sake’, they’d broken free of the academy and formed their own group, aimed at properly reflecting the society around them, warts and all. True to their name, they’d taken their exhibits on the road, across the country, through the end of the nineteenth century and into the beginning of the twentieth, and it only seemed appropriate that now their works had ended up in far-flung places, from the Netherlands to Tokyo. The exhibit had been in the pipeline for a few years, its sponsors ambitiously gathering paintings on loan from museums and private collectors and galleries, and more ambitiously making arrangements to tour it from New York to Paris to Sydney. But first, it would have its grand opening months in St Petersburg.

‘Got it in one,’ said Sebastian. ‘Yuri’s one of the curators. You remember Yuri? And he tells me Wendy Van Hoek will be there for the opening.’

I waited for the rest of it. ‘Yes?’

‘And I’d like you to do a deal with her.’

‘I’ve never met Wendy Van Hoek,’ I reminded him.

Sebastian counted that as a point in my favour. ‘She’s rather…’ He paused as though searching for a way to put it politely, finally settling on, ‘Formidable. But then I’d imagine one can’t be a Van Hoek without having that attitude. God knows her father was even more frightening to deal with.’

Her father, I knew, had been one of the greatest of private collectors in Amsterdam. I’d never met him, either.

I told Sebastian, ‘Surely you should be the one to do the deal. She knows you.’

‘She thinks she does, yes. But unfortunately, what she thinks she knows, she doesn’t like,’ he said. ‘We don’t get on.’ He paused at the expression on my face, and asked me, ‘What?’

Drily, I remarked, ‘I didn’t know that any woman could resist your charms.’

‘She isn’t any woman.’

I had never seen Sebastian frown like that about a woman. It intrigued me. ‘So, what is this deal you’re wanting me to do with her?’

‘She has a Surikov. I want to buy it. It’s in the exhibit, you’ll see it.’

‘And who is it for?’

He said, ‘Vasily. He’s set his heart on it, and you know Vasily.’

I did. A lovely man with quiet charm that masked a fierce tenacity, he was, hands down, my favourite of our clients. He’d suffered, as his parents had, under the Soviet regime, and had been tortured in the Lubyanka prison, though he rarely ever spoke of that. Instead he seemed determined now to focus on the beauty in the world, and not its ugliness. It made a difference, knowing I’d be doing this for Vasily.

Besides, I liked St Petersburg. I’d done a term of study there, at the St Petersburg State University, and knew the city well.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll do my best.’ I made another mental calculation of the time remaining and the things I’d need to do. ‘I’ll have to get myself another suitcase, though. My old one’s broken. And I ought to go and have a chat with Vasily beforehand.’

‘Go tomorrow, if you like. In fact, why don’t you take the day?’ he offered. ‘It’s Friday, you could start your weekend early. Get some rest.’

The way he said that made me raise my eyebrows. ‘Do I look as though I need rest?’

‘I don’t know.’ He looked me over and pronounced, ‘You’re not yourself.’ And then he said, ‘Oh, hell, is that the time? I’m late for drinks.’

‘With whom?’

‘Penelope.’ He stopped and stood a moment near his desk, expectant. ‘Jacket, or no jacket?’

‘For drinks with Penelope? Jacket.’

‘I thought as much. Damn. Where’s my tie? Is that it on the chair, just behind you?’

I crossed the few steps to look. ‘No, that’s a scarf.’

‘A scarf?’ He frowned. ‘You’re sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure.’ A woman’s scarf, in shades of blue, the colours of the tie that I caught sight of now, coiled tidily at one end of the bookshelf. ‘There it is.’

He looked where I was pointing. ‘Thanks.’ He threaded it into his collar, flipped it round and over in a Windsor knot. ‘How’s that?’

‘It’s crooked.’

‘Could you…?’ Standing with his chin angled slightly to the ceiling, he glanced sideways at the blue silk scarf still hanging on the chair. ‘It must be hers,’ he said. ‘The Scottish woman from this morning. Margaret…’

‘Ross.’ I fixed his tie as I had done a hundred times before this. I had a brother. I was good with ties. ‘I don’t remember her wearing a scarf.’

‘Well, that’s where she was sitting. And apart from yourself, she’s the only woman who’s been in here today.’

‘She left her address, didn’t she? I’ll put it in the post to her.’

As I stepped back, his hand came up to smooth the finished tie with satisfaction. ‘Thanks. You’re all right locking up, then?’

I assured him that I was. Alone, when he had gone, I took the blue scarf from the chair and brought it out to the reception desk, to put it in an envelope for posting.

It was, I thought, the least that I could do. No matter what my day had been like, I knew Margaret Ross’s had been worse. She must have been so hopeful when she’d woken up this morning, still believing that her carving could be traded for the means to buy a little bit of happiness, a little bit of life. And we had killed that dream and stomped on it, and that seemed inexcusable.

The scarf was a designer one. My fingers touched the label. Hermès. Not an inexpensive, everyday thing, but a rare indulgence – something that the woman I had met today could ill afford to lose.

I found the address she had left Sebastian, and I copied it with care onto the envelope. And then I took the scarf and started folding it.

I shouldn’t have.



My visions, when I concentrated, started out more cleanly. Though I didn’t ever fall into a trance in the accepted way, the concentration brought a sense of calm, a peaceful deep awareness not unlike the way I sometimes felt relaxing in the bath. Then gradually, against the void, I saw a small parade of moving images, projected like a filmstrip running past until one image grew to blot out all the others, and I viewed it much as I would view a film at the cinema, observing what was going on.

This vision wasn’t clean, like that. It came on as a random flash, the same as I had felt when I had held the wooden Firebird, the same as I’d so often felt in childhood, but the end result was much the same: I saw a glimpse of Margaret Ross’s life.

I saw loneliness, drawn in her silent and dreary surroundings, a chair by a window that looked out on a small narrow garden with walls, and a clock ticking somewhere, relentlessly counting the slow-passing minutes. In all that drab room I could only see one bit of colour – a travel brochure from a cruise line, the white ship enticingly set on an ocean so brilliantly blue that it dazzled the eyes.

And then that scene grew smaller as another rose to take its place: a window and a desk… a doctor’s consulting room, I thought. And Margaret Ross herself, much as she’d been this morning, sitting in a chair, her shoulders sagging with dejection. I could hear the doctor speaking, and I caught my breath because it seemed so cruel, and so unfair.

I pulled my mind back, made an effort, and the visions stopped, but there was no way to unsee what I had seen, or to ignore what I’d learned.

It was still very much on my mind the next morning.

I met Vasily early, for breakfast at his favourite restaurant, the St Pancras Grand, on the upper concourse of the train station. He liked the retro English menu, and the elegance of the place with gold leaf on the ceiling and dark wood and leather bistro-style seating. We had a lovely chat about the Surikov, the painting he was keen to have me buy for him while I was in St Petersburg, but it was what he said as he left me that changed the whole course of my day.

He ordered a takeaway meal at the end of our breakfast, another whole plate of eggs Benedict, and so I teased, ‘You’ll be putting on weight if you start eating two breakfasts.’

‘It’s not for me,’ he said, ‘it is for the old man at the end of my street. He has no one to live with him, so he eats poorly some days. I have seen it. Whenever I come here, I bring him eggs Benedict.’

‘You’re a good man, do you know that?’

He shrugged it aside. ‘It’s not good. It is right. When a person needs help, then you help them. What else would you do?’

I thought about that, after Vasily left. From my handbag, I took out the envelope that I’d brought with me to post back to Margaret Ross, and I looked down at the address a long time, and then I walked from the restaurant and round to King’s Cross and I bought a return ticket up to Dundee.

Because he’d been right. Margaret Ross needed help. I could help her. The truth was, I couldn’t not help her. I’d never have lived through the shame.

What Sebastian had told her was perfectly true: there was really no way, by conventional means, to determine her Firebird’s provenance. But if I were to hold it again, and to concentrate, I might find some information imprinted upon it to help me know where I should look for the proof that the carving had once been the gift of an empress. In less than a week I would be in St Petersburg, there on the ground, where the first Empress Catherine had lived, ruled and died, and where Margaret’s mysterious ancestor, Anna, had most likely been in that flash of a vision I’d seen. I’d have time, then, to dig around, learn what I could, ask my colleagues who worked in the Hermitage… there were a number of ways I could try to help.

Starting with holding the Firebird.

Nobody needed to know, I assured myself. Not if I simply asked Margaret Ross if I could look at the carving again, maybe study it privately, just for a moment. She’d see me holding it, no more than that. No one needed to know.

And secure in that reasoning, I started north on the train.

The doubts didn’t start to creep in for a couple of hours. I had been going over the plan in my mind when I’d suddenly noticed a hole in it, and once I’d noticed that hole, it had seemed to grow larger until it was all I could see.

Empress Catherine and Anna, I suddenly realized, had lived nearly three hundred years ago, and since that time countless people would likely have handled the carving, obscuring those earlier imprints with later ones, clouding my readings.

The vision I’d seen had been something spontaneous, something I hadn’t controlled. If I wanted to be of any help at all to Margaret Ross now, and given I might only have one chance to hold the carving, I’d have to be sure I could sift through the levels and layers of time to arrive at the right one.

And that was why, when my train slid into Waverley Station at Edinburgh, I didn’t change to the train for Dundee, as I ought to have done. I stepped right off the platform, and walked up the ramp from the underground dimness to daylight, with Edinburgh Castle set high on its unyielding rock just ahead of me. It was why I walked the busy length of Princes Street, and turned towards the river, and was heading down the hill now to the one place I’d been certain I would never go again.




CHAPTER 3

THE HOUSE LOOKED LIKE all of the rest of the old Georgian houses that ringed the small private park, making a circle around the tall trees that were fenced in and gated and rimmed by a hedge of dense holly. The houses rose four storeys tall, all with similar rows of large white-painted windows set into their grey stone facades, and high steps leading up to their similar doors with arched transoms above.

No one would ever have guessed that the house I was standing in front of was one of the foremost centres for the study of the unexplained: the Emerson Institute of Parapsychology, named after J Norman Emerson, the Canadian archaeologist who’d pioneered the use of psychics in his expeditions in a quest to study what might lie beyond the limits of man’s current scientific understanding.

I had never heard of Emerson, or the institute, until four years ago. My elder brother, Colin, was the one who’d put me on to it. One morning he’d come down to breakfast looking even more thoughtful than usual. Giving a nod to the stack of brochures at the side of my plate, he’d remarked, ‘You’ve decided on Edinburgh, then, for your master’s?’

‘Yes,’ I’d told him. ‘Russian Studies and Art History.’

My mother had smiled. ‘Russian Studies,’ she’d said. ‘You can study a Russian for nothing, at home. Just look there.’ And she’d given a nod to our grandfather, reading his newspaper at the far end of the table. He’d remained dignified, as though he hadn’t heard, but he had folded his newspaper down for an instant to let his eyes smile at me.

Colin had continued, ‘Then you might want to get to know these people.’ He’d handed me a page he’d printed out from his computer, all about the Emerson Institute. He’d watched me while I read it through, then added, ‘They do studies there, real scientific studies. They might help you understand that thing you do.’

The air had stilled and thickened in the kitchen. And my grandfather had set his paper down. His eyes had lost their smile. ‘You don’t ever tell anyone what you can do, Nicola. Do you hear? Always I’ve told you, since you were a little girl. Never tell anyone.’ And when my mother had tried to placate him, he’d lifted a hand. ‘No. This is not for argument. I know,’ he’d said, in a tone harsh with feeling. ‘I know what can happen. You keep this a secret. You tear up that paper.’

My brother had calmly remarked that this wasn’t the Soviet Union, and the researchers in Edinburgh were not the KGB, who had done God knows what to my grandfather back in the sixties, when they’d learned through his neighbours that he had… abilities.

What he had undergone in their intelligence programme had been so traumatic he never had told us the details, but I’d felt the depth of his pain and concern as his eyes had met mine down the length of the table that morning. ‘Nicola,’ he’d said to me, ‘tear up that paper.’

I’d done as he’d asked. But I hadn’t forgotten. And then in my final year, when I’d come back from my term in St Petersburg, I’d seen an ad in the paper for volunteers – anyone, just normal people, not psychics – to help take part in a new study the Emerson Institute was just beginning. No risk, I had thought. I could see what they did without ever revealing what I could do.

So I had answered the ad.

I cut those memories off, deliberately. At the edge of the green park, I stood for a moment and gathered my courage, then drawing a steadying breath, I crossed over the road and went in.

The receptionist was new, but the other woman standing with her back towards me, leaning on the tall reception counter, was no stranger.

Dr Keary Fulton-Wallace wasn’t psychic. She’d had no clue I’d be coming, and when she turned round her features plainly showed her surprise. I’d never known her age. I knew she’d told me once she had been a researcher for over twenty years, and so must be approaching fifty, but she had a youthful energy that made that seem impossible. She would have made a perfect Peter Pan, I thought, in pantomimes.

Tossing her bright cap of auburn hair out of her eyes, she recovered herself and smiled at me. ‘Nicola! How wonderful to see you.’ Just like that. As though the past two years had never happened.

I hovered. ‘I’m sorry, I ought to have rung first. Is this a good time?’

‘Yes, of course. Come, let’s sit in my office.’

Her office still looked the same. Only the calendar over her desk had changed, no longer seascapes but views of a garden. She shifted a pile of papers from one of the chairs at the side of her desk. ‘Let me get us some tea. Do you still drink the green kind?’

The prodigal son must have felt like this, I thought – relieved and embarrassed and touched by the fuss being made.

‘Nonsense,’ was her answer to my protests that she didn’t need to wait on me. ‘You’re very welcome company today, and I was just about to stop and take a break myself, at any rate.’

She fetched the tea, and a half-plundered packet of Hobnobs, and settled in as though I were an old friend stopping by to chat. She’d made me feel just this relaxed and this welcome two years ago, when I had first ventured in, all uncertain, and she had explained what they did at the institute.

‘Parapsychologists don’t try to prove extrasensory perception exists,’ she’d said then. ‘We test hypotheses, like any other scientist, and our test results here have shown overall evidence that would support the hypothesis that ESP does exist. So we form more hypotheses, run more tests, try to find out – if it’s actually there – how it works.’

I’d taken part in two studies she’d led. The first one, where I’d hidden in among the normal people who had volunteered. And one more, after that.

‘I had a question,’ I said now, ‘about the psychometry study.’

‘Oh, yes?’

The question made more sense, I reasoned, if I backtracked just a little and explained about my job now, and the fact I had a carving that I wanted to authenticate. ‘I thought I might try using my… I might just try psychometry, and see if that can lead me somewhere, help me find the proof of where it came from.’

She thought that was a very good idea. ‘You know me. It’s the practical applications of ESP that interest me the most. How can I help?’

‘Well, to properly do this, I need to be able to zero in on one particular person who once owned the carving,’ I said, ‘and I thought I remembered you saying there might be a way to improve… to get better at doing that.’

‘You did rather well at it, as I recall.’

‘Did I?’

Lifting her brows at my tone, she said, ‘Nicola, you had the second-best scores in the study. Or you would have done, if you had…’

‘If I had finished it.’

‘Yes.’ It was simply a statement of fact, with no judgement attached. ‘I could look up your actual scores, if you like. I still have them on file.’ With a swivel and roll of her chair she pulled open a drawer in her filing cabinet and drew out a folder, then opened it up on her desk and examined the papers inside. ‘Here it is,’ she said, passing it over.

I looked at the scores and I knew they weren’t high enough. Not to do what I would need to do. My disappointment must have shown because she reassured me with, ‘But it appears to be a skill that can improve with practise. Some of our subjects who started with scores rather lower than yours averaged nearly that high by the end of the study. You might have done better yourself, if…’

I said it again for her. ‘If I had stayed.’

She’d never asked me why I hadn’t, and I knew she wouldn’t ask me now. Her scientific need to know was tempered with an empathy that seemed to make her understand my conflicts. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘You can practise it anywhere, really.’

Except, I thought bleakly, I didn’t have time. If I were to help Margaret Ross, I’d have to find a quick way to improve, or…

I gave a nod down at the file on her desk, and said, ‘I know you’re not allowed to tell me how anyone else did, but can you just tell me… the highest score, was it…?’

‘Yes.’ Her lively green eyes plainly showed she knew exactly whom I meant. ‘He scored direct hits, every time.’ She did give in a little, then, to curiosity. ‘Do you still see him?’

‘No.’ It wasn’t a lie, I decided. Not really. I didn’t see him in the sense that she was asking me.

‘Well.’ She defused the moment deftly with a smile. ‘I’m very glad you thought to come see me. Another biscuit?’

‘Thanks, but no. I should be getting back up to the station.’

‘What time’s your train?’

I wasn’t altogether sure. I’d seen a couple of later Dundee trains listed up on the departures board at Waverley, so I knew that my odds of catching one of them were fairly good. But not wanting to let Dr Fulton-Wallace know that I’d been so haphazard with my travel plans, I made up a time. ‘Six o’clock.’

She stood with me. ‘It really was lovely to see you. I’m glad that you’re doing so well down in London.’

I thanked her and turned away, stopped at the door. And because I felt I owed it to her, I looked back. ‘I’m really sorry,’ I said, ‘that I didn’t stay and finish what I started.’

Her eyes were understanding. ‘It’s never too late. Any time you feel ready, come back and I’ll finish your testing myself.’

But she probably knew from my face that I wouldn’t be back.

It was good to step out into the sunlight where lengthening shadows walked with me back up to the still-crowded pavement of Princes Street. It seemed a short walk back to Waverley Station. The woman at the ticket window gave a dry nod as I showed her my ticket and told her, ‘I missed my connection.’

‘Aye, so you did. That train to Dundee left two hours ago.’ Squinting down at her schedule she told me, ‘I’ve one at 18:18 that’ll get you there at 19:44. Would that suit you?’

I didn’t answer straight away. My thoughts had slipped backwards to yesterday morning – the dim, shadowed room with its grey light that might have been filtered through clouds, or through rain, which I’d viewed through the eyes of a man waking up in his bed.

He’d scored perfectly, so Dr Fulton-Wallace had said. Every time we’d been given an object and asked to zero in on just one person who had used it, he had done it. Every time.

I wavered.

Only for a moment. Then I roused myself and faced the waiting woman at the ticket window. ‘Actually, I’ve changed my mind.’ I put the Dundee ticket in my pocket, and breathed deeply before telling her, ‘I’d like to have a single, please, to Berwick-upon-Tweed.’




CHAPTER 4

FINDING A TAXI IN Berwick was much easier than finding one in Edinburgh, and the driver who sped me the short distance northwards and over the border again into Scotland was a friendly man with tattoos and a thick Geordie accent, who’d spent his life working ‘offshore’. Throughout the swift ten-minute drive, he kept the conversation going.

‘… and they have an accent all their own, do Eyemouth folk,’ he commented. ‘But likely you’ll know that already from living there.’

Not sure why he’d think that, I said, ‘I don’t live in Eyemouth.’

‘No?’ His eyebrows lifted slightly in surprise. ‘I’ve never known a woman yet to travel with no suitcases,’ he told me. ‘You’re my first.’

We’d reached the fringes of the town now, where elegant-looking Victorian homes perched on steeply banked tidy front gardens, with lights coming on to glow warmly in windows against the descent of the dark.

I closed my eyes a moment and reached outwards with my thoughts, a little hesitant from being out of practice. Not that it would matter, I felt sure. He was better at this than I was, his own thoughts so strong that unless he was actively blocking me, it would be like hearing somebody shouting at me in a room full of whisperers. And even if he blocked me I would ‘feel’ the block – a solid wall of static.

I felt nothing. That might have discouraged me more had I not been aware of my limits. He might have been able to reach me in London, and do it without really trying, but I’d never managed that kind of a range.

I was trying again when the driver asked, ‘Where would you like me to drop you, then?’

I wasn’t altogether sure. Where did one get dropped off in Eyemouth? I wondered. It wasn’t a large place. On inspiration, I turned to him. ‘Do you know where the police station is?’

His eyebrows lifted higher but he gallantly said nothing, only took the necessary turns and stopped outside a cream-painted stucco house trimmed with red brick, which looked just like an ordinary house till I noticed the blue POLICE signs. The lights were on here, too, and my driver remarked, ‘You’re in luck. It’s not always manned.’

And that was all he said about it, as though it was commonplace for him to drive young women with no suitcases to places where they didn’t live, and drop them at police stations. I tipped him very generously.

The wind was fierce. It struck me full on as I climbed the few steps to the marked public entrance that bade me to PLEASE KNOCK AND ENTER. Inside, the small reception room was clean and warm, with nobody in sight behind the glassed-in service counter. I felt ridiculously nervous, so much so that when a friendly young constable came out from the back room to see what I wanted, I stumbled on the words. ‘I’m looking for a man.’ Then, as his eyebrows started to rise, I collected myself and explained, ‘A policeman. He works here, I think.’

‘Oh, aye?’

‘Yes. Rob McMorran.’

The constable’s grin was good-natured. ‘And why are you looking for him, then? I’m clearly the better man.’ But through the teasing I knew the first part of his question was valid, and needed an answer before he would help me. After all, for all he knew, I might be intending to lodge a complaint.

I smiled back, in an effort to show I was harmless. ‘I’m a friend of his.’

‘Oh, aye?’ he asked me again. ‘Not a local one, though, or I’d surely have seen you.’

I said, ‘I’m from London.’

‘From London? A long way to travel to visit a friend. Did he ken you were coming?’

I shook my head. ‘That’s why I’m trying to find him.’

The constable studied me closely a moment, then seeming to reach a decision, he picked up the phone. ‘He’s not working the day, but I’ll see if I can’t hunt him down for you.’

‘Thank you.’

I waited.

The first number he dialled got no answer. ‘He’s not got his mobile. I’ll just try the flat.’ When that didn’t work, either, he frowned for a moment, then tried a third number, growing so purposely charming that I guessed it was a woman he was talking to. After exchanging a quick bit of banter that I couldn’t follow because of the accent, he said, ‘I’ve a lady from London here with me who’s wanting to find Robbie Keenan. Would ye ken where he might be?’

‘It’s McMorran,’ I corrected him. ‘Rob McMorran.’

He gave a nod to reassure me as he listened, then he thanked the woman and rang off. ‘He’s on a shout the now,’ he told me, ‘with the lifeboat, but Sheena says they’re on their way back in, they’ll not be long, and if you’ve a mind to go down to the Sole she can give you a meal while you’re waiting.’

I absorbed all this as best I could. ‘The Sole?’

‘Aye, the Contented Sole, down by the harbour. Just go down this road here, the Coldingham Road. There’s a church at the bottom. You keep to the left, it’ll take you right down to the harbour. The Sole’s at the far end of that, you’ll not miss it.’

‘Thank you.’

‘No problem. A word of advice, though,’ he said as I started to leave, ‘when you go into the Sole don’t use the same first line you used with me, and tell them that you’re looking for a man.’ He flashed the friendly grin and said, ‘You’ll not get out again.’

I didn’t actually see that many men about, when I reached the harbour.

Narrow and long, it still looked to be a working harbour, with several small fishing boats moored at the walls, but I remembered Rob telling me once that the fishing was done, or as good as; that government quotas and standards had killed off the whole way of life, and his father had sold his own boat to a big corporation and bought a much smaller boat so he could go for the lobster and crab, like the rest of the few men who’d clung to their trade here.

The seagulls had not given up, though. They wheeled and shrieked everywhere, hopeful, although at this hour of the night with the dark coming on, there were probably no scraps around for them.

Even the long, covered building that must once have been the fish market had found a new purpose as part of a Maritime Centre that loomed overhead at the edge of the harbour and had been designed to look like an old seagoing frigate.

I passed a white pub with a sign that proclaimed it the Ship Hotel, and at the door of the public bar two men did turn from their talk to regard me with curious interest as I walked by, but I carried on briskly a few buildings farther until I caught sight of the Contented Sole.

It looked much like the other pub – plain and pale walled, standing square at the edge of the dark road with space for a few cars to park at the front, its windows spilling warmly yellow light across the pavement at the water’s edge.

I’d nearly reached it when I saw a boat slip boldly through the breakwater that stood against the sea. About the same size as the fishing boats, this one was dark on the bottom but painted bright orange above and marked with the distinctive emblem of the Royal National Lifeboat Institute. More gulls had come in with it, fighting the wind as they cried their displeasure at not being fed, but the crewman who stood by the rail in the bow took no notice. Wearing his bright yellow kit with a full life-vest harness strapped round it, he was readying the mooring rope, it looked like, as the lifeboat started turning to reverse into its berth along the harbour’s far side.

I stopped walking. The wind blew my hair briefly into my eyes and then whipped it away again, stinging, but I didn’t move.

The crewman stopped, too, with his back to me. Angled his head very slightly, as though he’d just heard someone calling his name. And then he looked straight back and over his shoulder, directly at me.

‘Hi,’ he said. He didn’t say the word out loud – there wasn’t any way I would have heard him at that distance – but his voice still resonated clearly in my mind, as though he’d spoken. It’s a hard thing to explain to anyone who’s never carried on a conversation that way, but for me it came as naturally as breathing. It was how my grandfather had realized I’d inherited his ‘gift’, when at the age of three I’d answered him at the table, ‘When I’m sleeping,’ and my mother, glancing up, had smiled and asked me what I meant by that, to which I’d replied, ‘Granddad asked me if I ever would stop talking.’ I could still see their exchange of glances; still recall the silence that had followed.

Now I met Rob’s gaze across the harbour. Hi.

I’ve got to finish up here. Can you wait?

Yes.

He sent me an image of warmly lit comfort, a cozy room with pale green walls and polished dark wood tables. Upstairs, he told me.

I nodded. I’ll get us a table.

Thanks. Turning away with the rope in his hand, he went back to the business of bringing the lifeboat in, and I uprooted myself from the pavement and walked the few steps to the door of the Contented Sole.

Inside, I had to climb a flight of stairs to reach the dining lounge, but I didn’t need to see the pale green walls or dark wood furniture to know that I was in the right place. This room already felt familiar, from the glimpse of it he’d given me. I knew there’d be a tartan carpet woven in deep blues and greens, and flowers on the tables, and a deep-set window looking out towards the harbour, flanked by high-backed benches that formed cozy-looking alcoves in the corners.

I sat in the nearest alcove, drawing a few curious glances from the people eating at the other tables – a middle-aged couple, three elderly men, and a young mother keeping her eye on two toddlers.

The waitress came over and shot me a friendly smile, setting two menus down. ‘Heyah. You’ve just come from the police, then, have you?’ The curious glances intensified as she went on, without needing an answer, ‘The lifeboat’s just come in, he’ll not be long. He always comes in for his supper Fridays. Can I get you a wee drink while you’re waiting?’

A drink suddenly sounded like a very good idea. ‘Can I have a dry white wine, please?’

The wine helped. It went straight to my head and relaxed me, so that I was feeling remarkably calm by the time I heard the footsteps coming up the stairs.

I’d rehearsed this scene, with variations, all the way from Edinburgh, perfecting my dialogue based on the things I felt sure he would ask me, but all of that went out the window the minute he took the seat opposite, leaning back easily into the bench as though these past two years hadn’t happened. In that heartbeat as I looked across at him, I could have made myself believe they hadn’t.

He looked just the same, with his almost too-perfect face. When I’d first met him, I’d thought he looked French from his bone structure – straight nose and boldly drawn eyebrows and deep-set blue eyes, and that sensual mouth that could suddenly change from its serious line to a quick boyish smile more in keeping with the black unruly hair that always flopped onto his forehead. At the moment his hair was damp, trying to curl at the ends. In a gesture I remembered well, he pushed it back and nodded at my drink. ‘You want another one of those?’

‘Please.’

‘Right.’

He didn’t need to call the waitress over. She had seen him coming in and was beside us in an instant. ‘So you’ve found each other, then.’

‘We have, aye. Sheena, this is Nicola.’

She gave a nod of greeting and assured him we’d already met. ‘George sent her from the police station. I’d just heard it on the radio that you were on your way back in. Everyone all right, then?’

‘Aye. It was fairly straightforward, a couple of fishermen taking on water. We gave them a tow back to Burnmouth.’

‘Better than Tuesday’s shout,’ Sheena agreed. Then, to keep me included, she told me, ‘A couple of tourists capsized off St Abbs, Tuesday morning. The woman was nearly done in when the lifeboat arrived, and she’d have likely drowned if not for Keenan, here. He’d seen it already, up here,’ she said, tapping her temple, ‘and he’d telt the coxswain who did a phone round so the crew were all kitted up and on their way in the lifeboat afore the call even came in.’ She winked at me. ‘He likely kent that you were coming, too. That’s why he’s dressed so nice.’

He said to her, drily, ‘There are other places to eat in Eyemouth. I could take her to the Ship…’

But Sheena only grinned and told him, ‘Never. Did you want a pint of Deuchars?’

‘If you think that you can manage it. And one more glass of wine, please.’

As I listened to their easy-going banter, I was trying to imagine how incredible it must feel to be living in a place where everybody knew – and from the sound of it, accepted – that you saw things that they couldn’t see. Small wonder Rob McMorran was so well adjusted.

And he was dressed nicely, now I noticed it. His fine-knitted jumper of deep navy blue looked like cashmere, and followed the breadth of his shoulders and chest in a way that looked tailored without being tight. He kept his head bent as he studied the menu, but from the quick glance that he gave me, I halfway suspected he’d noticed me noticing, so I looked down myself, reading the menu without really seeing it, trying to summon up small talk.

I could start by asking why everyone here called him Keenan, I thought.

‘It’s no Keenan,’ he answered my unspoken question without looking up. ‘It’s ‘Keen-Een’ – keen eyes – from my having the Sight, ye ken.’

‘Oh. So it’s a nickname.’

‘My bye-name, aye. Sort of tradition in Eyemouth, it helps sort us out. In a small place like this with so many old families, it’s nothing to find a few men with the same name – a few David Dougals, say – so we use bye-names to tell them apart.’

‘And how many Rob McMorrans are there here in Eyemouth?’

‘Only me.’ He looked up then. ‘But I got my bye-name from some of my dad’s friends the summer I went to the fishing with them, when I turned twelve, and it’s stuck.’ His blue eyes smiled the way that I remembered. ‘Go ahead.’

I hadn’t noticed that the waitress had returned, but now I turned to her and ordered. ‘Can I have the chicken curry, please, with rice?’

‘No problem. Keen-Een?’

‘Make it two. With chips for mine.’ He thanked her as she took the menus from us, then he raised the pint of dark ale that she’d brought him as he settled back and faced me as before. ‘So.’

Breathing deep, I echoed, ‘So. It’s good to see you, Rob.’

‘It’s good to see you, too.’

‘I’m really sorry—’

‘There’s no need,’ he cut me off, and took a drink before continuing, ‘I told you at the time I understood your reasons. I still do.’

He very likely understood them better than I did myself, I thought. I cleared my throat and said, ‘I’ve been to Edinburgh this afternoon.’ Whatever else he knew, it was apparent that he hadn’t known that, because he lifted his one eyebrow in the way he always had when I’d surprised him. ‘Oh, aye?’

‘Yes. I went to visit Dr Fulton-Wallace.’

When I hesitated, not quite sure how to proceed from there, he sent me a lopsided smile. ‘Is this a twelve-step programme that you’re on then? Making peace with all the people from your past?’

His tone was teasing, but I shook my head with an unnecessary force. ‘No, it isn’t. I…’ I faltered, not sure how to ask this question.

Rob said, ‘Of course I will.’

‘Will what?’

‘Come with you to Dundee.’

There was no need for him to ask if that was what I’d wanted; I had always been an open book for him to read. Too bad it didn’t work the other way around, I thought. I tried to read him now, and met a stubborn wall of static as his blue gaze levelled calmly on my own.

I took a long drink of my wine. ‘I suppose that you already know all the details.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘but you’ve had a long day, it’ll keep. I’ve the day off tomorrow, we’ll drive to Dundee in the morning, and on the way up you can tell me the whole story. Suit you?’

It suited me fine, and I said so. ‘Rob?’

‘Aye?’

‘I am sorry.’

The warmth of reassurance wrapped around me like a hug, so nearly physical I couldn’t quite believe he hadn’t moved. He looked away. ‘I ken fine how you feel,’ he said, and moved his pint of ale aside to make room for the plates as Sheena brought our meals.




CHAPTER 5

WHEN SHEENA BROUGHT THE final bill she set it on the table so it was beyond my reach and said, ‘You see that Keen-Een pays that now, when you’ve come all this way to visit. Where’s he disappeared to?’

‘He thinks he left his mobile at the lifeboat station,’ I explained. ‘He’s gone across to look.’

She smiled. ‘I’m that surprised he disnae keep a room there. He was all about the lifeboat from the time we were at school. If they’d not let him join the crew we’d all have raised a protest, for there would have been no living with him.’

I didn’t know too much about the running of the lifeboats. ‘It’s a volunteer thing, isn’t it?’

‘The lifeboat? Aye, they do it for the love of it, or from the wish to help. It isnae everyone could wear that beeper, let themselves be dragged away from anything and everything, and wakened at all hours. Myself, I’d never last a week.’

I doubted I would, either. I didn’t know how Rob could find the energy to serve as a policeman and be at the lifeboat’s beck and call as well, but Sheena, when I said as much to her, advised me, ‘Never let him fool you into thinking that he’s calm, it’s all an act.’ Her tone was certain. ‘I’ve kent Keen-Een all my life, and I can tell you that it isnae in his nature to sit still – he’s only taught himself the trick of it.’

He certainly looked calm enough when he came back, his gaze shifting indulgently from my face to Sheena’s as she asked, ‘Found your mobile then, did you?’

‘Aye.’ Rob, without sitting, reached down for the bill. ‘If you’ve finished telling her my shortcomings,’ he said to Sheena, ‘we’re away.’

‘Och, Keen-Een, it would take more time than this to tell her everything.’ The waitress went off with a wink and a smile. ‘Have a good night, the pair of you.’

Thanking her, Rob took his wallet out, put down enough for the bill and a generous tip, and then tucking the wallet away, looked at me as I stood. ‘D’ye not have a jacket?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t really think… I mean, it’s August, and it’s warmer down in London, and I didn’t…’ I was babbling again. I stopped myself and started over, more coherently. ‘This trip was a last-minute thing. I didn’t plan ahead.’

Rob hid a smile. ‘A first for you, then.’ Shrugging off his own dark blue windcheater, he held it for me. ‘Here, put this on.’

The coat was lined with thermal fleece that felt blanket-soft on my bare forearms, and when I stepped from the cheerful pub to the dark pavement outdoors, I was grateful for both the coat’s warmth and the sheltering windbreak of Rob at my back. He didn’t crowd me, didn’t touch me, but I felt the force of his protection all the same.

Even though it was properly dark now, the cold wind roughening the water of the harbour so whatever light was coming from the fishing boats and those few windows on the black hill opposite reflected only briefly in a thousand scattered fragments that were swiftly doused in blackness, still the harbour was alive with people out to find their fun on a Friday night. As Rob shepherded me past the Ship Hotel, a trio of men stumbled out of the door to the public bar, where they’d apparently been for a while from the look of them, and from the loudness of their voices, cursing cheerfully and often.

One man staggered into Rob and let loose with an expletive before he noticed who he’d just bumped into.

Rob said, ‘Heyah, Jimmy.’

The man, less belligerent, gave a nod. ‘Keen-Een.’

Rob looked at the man’s mates and said, ‘You’ll be helping him home, will you?’

‘Aye,’ said the nearest man, dragging his friend back. ‘We’re gaun hame the now.’

‘See that you don’t wander off into Armatage Street,’ he advised them. ‘I’ve been on a shout with the lifeboat the day, I’m fair jiggered, and getting called out to a housebreaking widnae improve my mood any.’

The nearest man stared at him hard for a moment, and then his mouth twisted
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