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Stealthy as the winter frost, it found a rip upon the air.

And slipped from death to walk the night

But left no footstep there.
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1860

I was one of only five passengers taking the boat to Skelthsea. There were no friends or relatives to wave me off and little comfort to be found inside my good wool coat. Wind blew in from a sea that was the grey of lead and the scream of gulls was harsh on the morning lull. As the boat rounded the rocks and approached the jetty, I picked up my cases and followed the others down the rutted pier.

I was helped on deck, where it began to drizzle; a thin, spitting squall, icier than I could have imagined, and I steadied myself with the rail as the vessel tipped this way and that. My fellow travellers showed scant interest in me other than a passing glance, and why should they? I have the sort of face and figure that is unremarkable – a complexion without bloom and eyes shadowed by sleepless nights.

The final passenger, a woman in her early middle age, smiled at me once before disappearing below.

Deckhands lugged boxes of supplies from the jetty and it was another forty-five minutes before the steamboat left the harbour. As if on cue, the rain fell in earnest, pitting the sea.

‘You’d do well to go down, out of the weather, missy,’ the captain said.

But although gusts lashed at my cheeks, I wanted to hold that moment a fragment longer and did not seek the cabin until a sea mist fell and the land was finally lost from view. Until then, I believe I had not fully realized my decision. Even as I had packed and laid my clothes carefully in the cases, it had seemed that I was in some dream. My friend had watched me from the bedroom door, and shaken her head with something like pity.

‘Are you sure it’s wise, Elspeth?’ she had pressed. ‘To leave all your friends behind? The only life you know?’

But I had held tight to the letter – and to the way it lit a candle in a dark place. My friend had sighed. And meanwhile, I envisaged Skelthsea, its crags dotted with gulls, how waves might crash and break on the rocks, and a tide that washed the sands endlessly new.

My fingers went to the locket which held my sister’s image. Of all my losses, it was hers that I thought of most, and as we drew further from the mainland the pain came again and stung as hard as it had in those early days.

I scarcely recall the journey, only that, as we neared the island, I climbed from the cabin to watch our approach.

I had been told that Skelthsea was beautiful but the reality stole my breath. Here was the hulk of cliff, the sweep of valley and, high up, a curving ridge that caught splinters of the dying sun. The beach was crowded with people waiting for the boat’s arrival, chests and parcels ready for transport back to the mainland.

Sitting atop a hill lay a house larger than the others. Smoke rose and wound about the gabled roof. I surmised that this must be Iskar, the place that would now be my home. Leaded windows framed many rooms and with the setting sun behind it, the house cast a long shadow beneath which gorse and scrub shivered in the autumn chill. I tried for a smile but my face was frozen. The boat drew up to the pier and the engine fell to silence.

‘Are you Miss Swansome, the new nanny?’ A man came aboard and took my cases. He did not smile.

I nodded and, without a word of introduction, he carried my bags from the boat and waited as I was helped on to the barnacled pier. It was warmer on land but afternoon had begun to pool in the curve of the bay. The villagers’ attention turned to me with nods and tentative looks whilst the children regarded me with open curiosity. In spite of the temperature, most were barefoot.

‘This way.’ The man walked ahead.

I tried to keep up, my feet slipping on shingle as we began the steep path to Iskar’s grounds. Rose bushes blackened by frost grew wild and spilled over crumbling walls. Borders that had once, no doubt, been colourful and abundant had been reclaimed by sea grass and saplings and I became conscious of the smells – fish and peat smoke and a thread of sweetness: heather or gorse.

‘Have you lived here long?’ I asked.

‘All my days.’ And his eyes wandered to the beach, where fingers of orange were spreading across the horizon.

‘And are you in service to Miss Gillies?’

‘Aye, since I was thirteen.’

Birds circled the ridge and I looked up; a woman stood, curly hair and skirt flying. For a few moments, I felt her eyes upon me, and then my companion’s feet began on the path once again.

Rounding a bend, we came to the house itself and I could see now the rot in the timbers and the crumbling of stone. The carvings on the gabled door were worn nearly flat like ink lines on an illustration.

Once inside, he placed my luggage in the hall, home to a smouldering fire, and nodded to one of the two straight-backed chairs that framed the hearth. I duly sat and his boots rang out along the corridor until the closing of a door signalled that he had gone.

I took in a dull gleam on the furniture and the hovering of dust. Stags’ heads with blind gazes hung above hunting prints and the flickering lamps dropped pools of yellow light to the floor. On one of the walls was a small portrait. I got up and saw that it was a painting of Mary, the child I had come to look after. Here she was, a little younger than in the photograph I had been sent.

Beside her stood her twin brother. A face I was destined never to meet.

As I studied her features, I recalled the contents of the letter; she, like me, had lost all those closest to her. I listened then to the immense quiet, imagined Mary in the web of rooms, left to the mercy of her aunt. Her aunt and now me. I felt then not just the strangeness of the unfamiliar house but something else, a quality to the quietness that seemed unnatural, and experienced the tiniest nibble of some doubt.

The silence was broken by footsteps.

‘Miss Swansome?’ The woman who came into view had a broad island accent and the first full smile I had received that day. ‘I’m Mrs Lenister, I keep house here.’ Her wiry hair was held tightly beneath a cap and she had bird-like eyes that were sunk in the lines of her face. But for all that, her eyes were kind and a pretty shade of blue.

‘Trust Angus to leave you all alone here. I bet he didn’t even introduce himself, am I right?’ And I felt my edges begin to thaw as she beckoned me along one of the long halls, where our shoes echoed on the tiles. A smell of meat and baking drifted on the passageway and I realized that I had not eaten since a small breakfast.

As we walked, she kept up a constant stream of chatter.

‘Miss Gillies is sorry not to be here to meet you, but she had urgent business with the tenants and Mary went with her. She’s hoping to see you later, if you’re not too tired. Meanwhile, she instructed me to give you tea and some food after your journey. It’s warmer here if you’re happy to take a seat with me in the kitchen?’

I felt a pinch of disappointment. I was anxious to see for myself what sort of girl I would have the responsibility of. But I said that I considered it no hardship; I knew from my own home that on cold days, it was most likely the warmest place in the house.

The kitchen was vast, with marbled sinks, a huge range, pots and pans hanging from racks and in the centre a table, scarred many times with the scores of careless knives. Salted fish and dried herbs hung from hooks on the ceiling.

The teapot gave off a faint wisp of steam as she poured and pushed a bowl of stew and a plate of cold fare in my direction. I ate gratefully, listening with only half an ear to her conversation.

‘It’s good to have you. Mary’s in proper need of a nanny.’

‘How long since the last one left?’

‘Hettie?’ Her lips tightened a fraction. ‘A few months now, but it’s not always easy to find a replacement. There’s not many would want to leave the bustle of an Edinburgh life for the likes of here.’ Her eyes raked me curiously.

‘Hettie chose a bad time to leave,’ I said. ‘Mary must still have been grieving for her mother.’

‘She was. They both were.’

‘I was very sorry to hear that William had died. How long since they lost him?’

‘Barely weeks after Hettie had gone.’

‘Miss Gillies did not say in her correspondence how he died.’

Mrs Lenister pulled a chopping board towards her and began peeling apples. There was an awkwardness to her manner. ‘Did she not? Well, it was an accident, but the mistress prefers we don’t discuss William, I’m afraid.’

I wondered at that. After Papa had passed, Clara and I remembered him often in our conversations; it brought pain but there had always been comfort too. Perhaps here, the subject of William’s death caused too much distress.

‘You look concerned, Miss Swansome,’ she said. ‘Your post here should be an easy one. Mary is an obedient child.’

I decided I had questioned Mrs Lenister enough. My eyes took in some of the details of the kitchen – the windows and walls running with condensation and a dark patch on the ceiling which grew green spores at its edges.

While I drank my tea, we talked of my journey and a little of where I had lived in Edinburgh. When I had finished, she suggested she show me the way to my bedroom.

Walking a little in front, she guided me through the house and up a staircase to where a mullioned window captured prisms of the autumnal rays. As we went, Mrs Lenister enlightened me as to the geography of the house. The walls were panelled and the carpeting so thin as to show through in places. I had imagined more: a residence with plusher furnishings, brightly lit and welcoming.

Although oil lamps stood on tables, their hesitant light barely licked at the gloom. It was tomb silent, as if even the air did not dare make a sound, and with each step I imagined the twins’ laughter flying down the corridors and ringing in the stairwells, their faces flushed, figures racing in a game of chase. And all the time I thought of the boy who was no longer alive, who lay in some fresh grave upon the island.

The hush was profound, as if weighted with shock.

Finally, we came to the end of the hall, where ahead, a narrow staircase led up to another floor.

‘What’s up there?’ I asked.

‘They were the old nurseries. It’s where Hettie and the children slept.’ She made a vague gesture with her hand and then paused for a fraction. ‘We moved everything downstairs after she left.’

‘And where is William’s room now? Has it already been packed away?’

‘William slept in that wing,’ she said, indicating a door. ‘It’s kept locked now.’

‘Locked?’ I echoed.

‘It’s an old building, the floors are beginning to rot in places,’ she said by way of explanation, ‘but you are here and must be keen to rest.’ She led me to the room opposite.

She must have caught my expression of shock and shook her head. ‘That was not the cause of his accident, Miss Swansome.’ But it was clear from her look that she was keen not to say more.

In my bedchamber, the surfaces shone and peat was stacked neatly for a fire, my cases already placed at the foot of the bed.

‘Greer has done a nice job for you here,’ she said, and I was overcome suddenly with exhaustion.

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘and thank you for the tea.’

She hesitated, and after a beat, she came in further, closing the door behind her.

‘Miss Mary,’ she picked her words carefully. ‘She’s been through an awful lot. Did Miss Gillies tell you? She’s not spoken since her brother’s death.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Not a word. Not one word since he died.’

‘She’s mute?’ I felt a stab of dismay. Miss Gillies had not mentioned this.

I could sense her awkwardness. ‘But don’t take her silence personally; it is how she is with everyone.’

‘I imagine she’s still grieving.’

‘That’s it exactly. Exactly,’ Mrs Lenister said with relief. And, as if satisfied, she tucked her apron tighter and gave me a quick smile. ‘I’m downstairs if you want me. We eat at seven.’

When she had gone, I sat on the bed, limbs weighty with fatigue, and tried to anchor myself to the moment; but my skin felt half-empty and I thought of Edinburgh. I did not know any more who or what I was, only that I had left behind, forever, the person I had once been.

I stayed where I was in the half-light that heralded the passing of the day and breathed in the strange new air of Iskar.

From my bag, I took out the photograph that Miss Gillies had sent – a little curled at the edges – and peered into its image. The picture was of the twins and Hettie; none smiled for the camera. I had spent so much time over the past weeks in examination of their faces that I knew them by heart, but it was to Mary’s that I went again and tried to paint the information that I now held on to her features.

My gaze went to the mouth where her silence gave it new shape. Behind them stood Hettie, her eyes dark and intelligent, a twist of hair falling against a cheekbone. Peering closer, I saw that the surface of the picture was spoiled – that some flaw in the development had left William’s likeness slightly darker and more blurred than his sister’s.

I shivered – it was as if the photo itself foreshadowed the coming tragedy.
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I was woken the next morning by the sound of waves rushing against shingle and the cry of gulls. Sun slipped in through a gap in the curtains. It took a few moments to orientate myself but checking the clock, I leapt from the bed, anxious that I had slept through and failed to emerge for supper. I washed and dressed quickly and made my way to the hall, where a maid I hadn’t seen before hummed quietly as she worked.

‘Good morning. Which is the dining room, please?’ I asked although the aroma of coffee already signalled the direction.

She ceased her tune and looked me up and down without a smile. ‘This way.’

Downstairs, Mrs Lenister was already dusting crumbs from the table. ‘I hope you slept well, Miss Swansome. Miss Gillies said that she will see you in the drawing room after breakfast.’

‘I didn’t mean to sleep through –’ I began, but she waved a dismissive hand.

‘Miss Gillies is always tired after visiting day; she said it was a blessing that you could both meet fresh this morning.’

I helped myself to bread and fish. The coffee was hot and welcome and I ate and drank quickly, keen to meet my new employer.

When I had finished, I brushed nervously at my skirts and knocked at the drawing room door.

She called for me to enter and I stepped inside. The corridor had been chilly, but here the fire warmed the air and caught in its glow the polished edges of occasional tables and elegant desks. Two large windows let in the autumn light, and my eye was drawn to a glass case of brightly coloured birds standing on a lacquered table.

Violet Gillies sat in a chair with her right cheek to me. She wore a black dress with silver buttons. Pearl-headed pins glinted in her hair which was teased into curls at the nape.

Although she knew that I stood there, she took a while to turn and, when she did, I had to hide my shock. In profile, there was nothing to hint at the scars that she wore on her other cheek.

I was not quick enough to conceal my reaction and for the briefest of moments, something in her irises flickered – displeasure or pity, I could not tell which. She rose and motioned for me to sit.

‘It’s lovely to meet you at last, Elspeth.’

She must have been in her early to mid-thirties with clear eyes and a high, smooth forehead.

With a finger, she touched the burned skin. ‘This is something I have lived with since my sixteenth birthday. I’m accustomed to the response it brings.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘It was an accident.’ There was compassion in her tone. She knew the circumstances that had led to my taking the position – the tragedies that had chased me into my own particular corner.

‘I’m sorry I was not able to meet you yesterday. I hope you were comfortable last night.’

‘Thank you, yes.’

She laid her ringed hands upon her lap as if punctuating the end of her enquiries. ‘I can’t tell you how welcome you are. It’s been a demanding time. Mary’s mother, Evangeline, passing early this year, and then William. Their father died a long while ago – there are so few of us left now.’

‘That is very sad.’

‘Sad and difficult. I’m not used to children and their ways. We’ve managed somewhat between us since Hettie left, but I have been keen to fill her position. As I explained in my correspondence, you will find us more informal than on the mainland and we have reduced ourselves to using only as much of the house as we need. All the same, we manage nicely.’ Although her tone was assured, there was a look of entreaty in the tight anticipation of her features.

‘I’m happy to be here,’ I said.

‘At nine years, I know Mary is a little old for a nanny, but her specific needs demand it.’ She picked at the edges of the chair. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you now – perhaps I should have let you know in my letters – but she has not spoken since the day she lost her brother. I had hoped by the time you arrived that might have changed, but regrettably no.’

‘Not one word?’ I did not admit that I was already in possession of this information.

‘Not a syllable. It has been a heavy trial for all of us.’ I could feel the concentration of her focus and I slightly adjusted my impression. Violet Gillies had steel in her marrow.

‘But otherwise, how is she faring?’ I asked.

‘Mary’s taken her brother’s death badly but it’s temporary, I’m sure. There are occasional nightmares and bouts of sleepwalking, but that is in keeping with her loss, so I’m informed, and will pass in time with your kind attention.

‘I still find it hard to take in myself – that such things can happen so quickly – but you are particularly well placed to offer comfort on that score as you have suffered similarly, have you not?’ She eyed me curiously.

‘I lost my mother and brother some years ago, my father in the last two and,’ for a moment I stumbled on my words, ‘my sister only recently.’

‘You took care of your sister after your father passed?’

‘I always had the care of her.’

‘And there was a fire?’

‘Unfortunately.’ I looked away to hide the bolt of pain.

She nodded sadly but there was a flash of relief. ‘We are the same, then. Life can be so cruel, but you must consider Iskar your new home and myself and Mary your new family. I understood from your correspondence that, before she died, your sister had difficulties of her own?’

I did not want to revisit Clara’s face, so pale and round, or the lively gaze that was sometimes so piercing. ‘Clara was never very well. She was called slow by some because she was clumsy with her movements, but her mind was quick.’ With a pang, I recalled the witty retorts and the way her thin fingers struggled stubbornly over a button. ‘Her birth had been difficult,’ I said by way of explanation.

Miss Gillies’ shoulders relaxed and a shaft of sun caught the feathers of the birds in the case, giving them life. For a moment, I could imagine them lifting their wings in flight. ‘I think you are well suited to the position, Elspeth. I believe that you’ll fit us very well.’ She smiled, showing a row of even teeth.

I could feel the weight of expectation; the pressure of the house around me, the air trapped in corridors above. And beyond that, somewhere in this maze of rooms, a child whose mouth captured only silences.

‘And to Mary,’ she continued, ‘she will give you no hardship, I promise. From one to four I will give Mary lessons and you are free to do as you will.’

With such an easy workload, I wondered at Hettie’s leaving at all and felt a sudden dislike for the girl with beautiful eyes.

‘Why did Hettie leave?’ I asked.

‘My sister’s death took her very hard.’ She leaned over and adjusted the fire then changed the subject before I could press further. ‘As to Mary. She is a girl who wants to laugh again, a girl who loves to walk on the beaches and see the seals and the gulls.’ Her eyes wandered as if recalling her at an earlier time. ‘Don’t be fooled, however.’ She leaned forward. ‘She does not talk but she is very clever. Very clever indeed.’ And although she spoke with pride, her face shrank back on it.

There was a pause in the air as if the atmosphere had stretched a little around me.

Miss Gillies’ eyes fixed on the window. I followed her gaze and there, through the panes, stood Mary herself, hair bleached in the watery light, gazing back in at me with a strange and shuttered expression.

‘And there she is,’ Miss Gillies said and summoned her with a gesture that sent the bracelets at her wrists jangling. Now the moment had actually arrived, a film of sweat lay in my palm.
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There was a polite knock and finally, Mary was before me – as like her image as a person could be and yet with all the qualities and deficits that real life endows. She was of slight build, with an oval face, fair colouring and regular features. If it were not for the wan, closed expression she wore, I would have called her pretty. At first sight, her dress seemed pristine, but then I noticed a mark on the lap as if she had recently spilt something and her braids were already fighting to be loosed from their bows.

When she stepped up and put out her hand in a polite how-do-you-do, I was struck with the emptiness of her regard. In front of her, she clutched a dirty doll.

‘And that is Bobbity,’ said Miss Gillies with a note of distaste and Mary’s fingers gripped the toy harder.

Kneeling, I said hello to Bobbity and then addressed Mary herself. ‘I hope you and I will have lots of fun. I am relying on you to show me the island and the house.’

Mary said nothing. There was no change to her stiff features. If anything, I sensed a further withdrawal.

‘There, see,’ Miss Gillies said. ‘I feel already you shall be the very best of friends.’ But a quick pull of her lips made me suspect that she did not believe it. ‘Take a walk on the sands today and get to know each other. Perhaps, just this once, I will allow Mary a few sweets.’

I looked out of the window to where the veiled sun now sat behind a swathe of copper-edged cloud. I was keen to see Skelthsea and its celebrated beauty in full daylight.

‘Shall we walk to the shop in the village, Mary? Your aunt says you may have some sweets. Do you like sweets?’

‘Mary, like all children, likes sweets and they are a rare treat. I don’t generally hold with giving young ones such things.’ Mary did not smile, but there was a flicker of something I moulded into pleasure.

Outside, wrapped in our coats, we walked into a gusting wind that blew in the shriek of gulls and the shushing of waves as the swell rose and receded on the beach. The light was brittle and uncertain, as though captured through glass, and I filled my lungs with the sharp air.

‘Well, Mary,’ I said, ‘you must show me all the best places for walking. When I was younger I went fossil hunting with my father. Have you ever done that?’ Mary did not answer and after a time, I too fell quiet, casting her the occasional glance and digesting what I had so lately learned. Our feet crunched on the path.

On the beach, I paused to pick up a shell, pink and coiled like the inside of an ear. Mary stooped too, catching my eye, and together we foraged along the sand. As she crouched, I took the opportunity to observe her. The frock coat she wore came to her knees and below that her legs were long and thin.

I realized how inadequate my expectation had been. It was as if I had believed that I had never been destined to take charge of a real person, but only a doll to be formed to my own needs. In my imagination, I had assumed the task would be within easy reach of my skills, but faced with the real object of my purpose, my confidence was pricked. There hung about her an aura of solitude that touched me. I remembered how I too had retreated after Clara’s death, to a place beyond comforting.

From time to time she glanced at me, a dash of interest in her look, and I studied her eyes, the almond shape that held the brown of her iris. I wondered what she saw when she regarded me and what she felt about my coming. If Hettie had left so quickly, she might not want to trust me for fear that I too might take flight.

After a while, we turned back and took the path that led to the crofts. The valley was hewn into patches of crop hemmed by walls. Highland cattle grazed the higher ground and sheep roamed freely. The village consisted of a row of about fifty cottages strung in an uneven line. The smell of smoke and fish and the faint noise of chatter grew stronger, and two girls came down carrying baskets; somewhere someone sung in Gaelic. Women sat in their doorways as they spun wool and chattered; I walked past them slowly with a good morning. They all wore headscarves of the same woven tweed and regarded me with a mixture of shyness and curiosity. Few answered my greeting.

The shop was larger than the other dwellings. A sign, rusted at the edges, announced it belonged to Reid Paterson. The interior was crammed with all manner of goods – from fishing, farm and household equipment to every variety of domestic fare. Nets and rods hung from the ceiling and I could smell the thickness of oil. Mary made her way straight to a counter, behind which stood a row of jars.

I picked up the bell and rang. A banging came from somewhere beyond and a man entered, stopping in his stride at the door to regard us. His skin was weathered but he was handsome in a rough kind of way, with dark hair and eyes. His coat was smart and his collar starched white. His eyes flicked over Mary with dislike or animosity.

‘So, you’re the new nanny at the big house.’ He swept me from head to toe in a gaze that set me flushing and then he smiled with rude over-familiarity. I stood taller, pulling my coat tighter, and only nodded in reply.

Mary pointed to one of the jars and I bought the sweets, which he first weighed in a pair of filthy scales before pouring them into a cone of paper. As he worked, he tried to engage me in conversation, his eyes too intimate on my face and body. His manner put me ill at ease. I said little in return and soon he stopped trying.

I was relieved to be outside once again. We climbed the hill, my hair in its pins being tugged by the wind, and I had a desire to loosen my hat, release the clasps and feel it blowing around my face. The further we grew from Iskar, the lighter Mary’s steps became, and she ran ahead to study a patch of gorse or to rest on a drystone wall and observe the cattle. And then she fell in beside me, and a tightness in my chest I had not been aware of loosened a little.

We reached the ridge and I had to lean forwards, hands on knees, to give my straining lungs time to ease. Turning, the whole valley lay before me, captured in the sun, a lucid green with cloud shadows chasing across the fields and racing up to the cliffs. It was beautiful. Far away, beyond the eye, lay the mainland.

Mary stood beside me, her dress blowing and the wind snapping at her boots, Bobbity in one fist. Tentatively, I reached down and took her other hand in mine. The warmth of her skin bled through my glove and, for a moment, I was back in Edinburgh, pushing through the crowds with the smell of burnt sugar and tobacco smoke, the sounds of the circus already clamouring in the air and Clara’s palm clasped tightly in mine lest we become separated. A boy had passed by with a monkey on each arm and Clara had turned and laughed with delight.

When the recollection left me, standing cold and bereft on the ridge, I looked down at my charge.

Mary glanced back up and seemed to assess me and then, for the first time, the smallest curve of pleasure crept on to her lips.
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Later, a lunch of soup followed by cheese and some sort of flat cake was served in the formal dining room with Miss Gillies herself. I became aware that she rarely addressed Mary, perhaps tired of receiving no answer or keen to develop our own acquaintance, but as the meal wore on her eyes seldom strayed Mary’s way and I was bitten by faint perplexity.

‘What do you think of our island?’ Miss Gillies asked.

‘I had not realized it would be so beautiful.’ I could see she was gratified. ‘Mary and I saw a sea eagle.’

‘You know a little of these things?’

‘My father was a keen naturalist. He taught us from a young age.’

‘What was his profession?’

‘He was a lawyer.’ Too soon the smell of his pipe came to fill me with loss. I swallowed and put down my fork until the wave passed. I recalled Edinburgh and the doctor’s assessing gaze, the quick glance he paid to my friend, how Mrs MacAllister had then clasped her hands in agitation. ‘She will not eat. You must make her eat,’ she pleaded.

I shook the memory away. Although my throat was tight, I lifted the fork once more and put the food to my lips.

The minutes passed and at one o’clock, Miss Gillies took Mary for the promised lessons, leaving me free to wander and explore. I sat for a little longer by the fire as their steps receded and let the first morning come to rest. Although silent, I had not found Mary’s company uncomfortable. It had not, I realized, been necessary to hold long, one-sided conversations. Companionship found other avenues: there had been some shared wonder in the foraging on the beach and in the sweet she offered me later. The morning had exceeded my expectation. Perhaps, after all, a child with problems would present not only greater challenges but greater rewards, and I felt a determination to change Mary’s world for her if I could. I remembered my father’s idiom: ‘If you fail to reach the summit, climb another mountain.’ I thought then of how, after Clara’s death, I had so nearly given up, and I was grateful for the opportunity Iskar offered in giving me a path on a new mountain.

Eventually, I left the fire and began to explore, and as I trailed along corridors and peeped into rooms, I became more aware of the burgeoning decay – velvet curtains with patches worn thin, scuffed furniture and a smell of damp. I wondered how long those spaces had lain neglected. Below the panelling, there was dust where the oak had been bored by worm. On the upper floor, I came across another maid clearing out my grate. She blushed when she saw me, rising from her knees in an awkward curtsey. She had the darker, weathered skin and hair of the islanders.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said. ‘I’m Miss Swansome, Mary’s new nanny.’

She gave me a smile and bobbed. ‘Magda,’ she said in a pleasing, sing-song voice.

Ahead, darkness swelled in the garret stairwell and curiosity about Hettie made me pause at the bottom and then climb. The banister was worn smooth by the pressure of so many palms. Beyond the sounds of the island, another made itself heard: the faintest of whistles, like wind trapped in tiles or chimneys.

I stopped. Darkness bled into the corners and edged across the walls. As I listened, the whistling rose and fell, and I became aware of the way my hand tightened on the rail.

For no reason that I could fathom, there was a quality to what I heard that turned uneasily inside me.

At the top of the staircase, I opened a door into a largish bedroom, weighted with the sort of heavy furniture found elsewhere in the house. It was shrouded in darkness. I moved across to the window and drew the curtains, spilling light on to surfaces – a bed, a table, two armchairs and an imposing oak press. This must have been where Hettie slept, and I thought I detected the slightest scent of powder or perfume. On the dressing table a yellowed comb with missing teeth and a folded handkerchief sat in a film of dust. I imagined her at the mirror, examining her pretty face with satisfaction. It struck me that, wherever she was now, she did not know that William was dead.

I lifted the comb to the light where strands of red hair were caught in the bone. I reimagined her face and instead of the brown locks, saw auburn, catching the sun like embers. My features met me in the foxed glass and I put a finger to the disappointing shade of my own. There was no sparkle in the grey of my eyes, no blush on my thin cheek.

The drawers were empty but for a ripped stocking that had fallen to the back and caught on a knot of wood. I went to stand at the window where a layer of cold seeped in from the frame. The eaves above me creaked and I realized then how silent it was at the top of the house, sound muffled and absorbed by thick floors. Something in the air made me pause and I experienced a strange awareness of Hettie as if she stood just behind me, watching and judging. I envisaged her easing a shoe from her foot at the end of a long day or raising her arms to pull pins from her hair. Turning, the quietness seemed to shiver and I moved quickly back to the door.

The other rooms were neglected – a schoolroom where I tried to visualize William and Mary bent over desks with inky fingers, the lure of a blue sky in the panes beyond. Had they giggled behind their palms or passed secret notes between the pages of a book? The atmosphere still clung to some of the schoolroom smells of paint and industry.

As I returned along the narrow corridor, I tried not to compare the stillness and decay with the sunny rooms at home, but they lingered in my thoughts, pinching hard at my emotions. Clara had not taken lessons as her hands were too clumsy to write, but she had sat beside me when Miss Dodds came with her dusty maps and tomes on the kings and queens of England.

When I had wandered to my satisfaction, and with Mary still at lessons, I returned to the drawing room fire. At half past three, the maid I had heard humming that morning brought tea and bread and I studied her more closely. She was young, no older than myself, with thin, dark hair and a long face.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

Her eyes were dull with high, arched brows that framed a less than friendly expression. She bent her thick waist and placed the tea things on a table before me.

‘Are you Greer?’ I said. ‘Was it you that made the preparations to my room?’

‘That was me.’

‘I thank you. It is much appreciated.’

Her gaze constantly shifted and there was an air of animosity about her.

I took up a piece of bread and put it on a plate. ‘How long have you worked here?’ I asked.

She paused, hands clasped behind her back, and fidgeted to be gone. ‘I’ve been doing jobs here since I was nine or so.’

‘You must know the house very well by now,’ I said by way of conversation.

She gave the smallest of impatient sighs and her eyes slid to the door.

My curiosity about William would not be quelled, and in spite of her manner, I tried my chances. ‘I was sad to learn of what happened to William. I have wondered what the accident was by which he died.’

Greer scowled and regarded me sullenly.

‘It’s getting colder,’ I said, determined to draw a response.

She leaned over, placing the empty crockery on to the tray, and I got a waft of cleaning soda and beeswax. She had short fingers with square, roughly cut nails. ‘They’re tying up the boats so they’re expecting a storm.’

Out of the window, fast-moving cloud skimmed the ridge. ‘I thought I saw a pretty glass pane at the back of the house as I was coming up the path with Mary earlier.’

‘That’ll be the little chapel. The minister used to come and give services here, but the staff is too small now. It’s past the library.’

After Greer had gone, I took to the corridor I believed led to the chapel. As I followed it, a low murmur of conversation seeped from one of the rooms and I stepped lightly, pausing outside.

‘It’s not for us to comment.’ I heard Mrs Lenister’s low, quick tone. ‘You should do well to remember that.’

I pressed my ear closer, intrigued by what I heard.

‘Miss Gillies has made it quite clear William is never to be talked of.’

‘She’s the sort of person who won’t let things be. Questions, questions.’ It was Greer’s voice.

Whatever was said next was drowned out by the clattering of a peat bucket, but my instinct was right and Greer clearly found something about me to dislike. I wondered what had so early drawn her displeasure, but perhaps it was just jealousy of my elevated status or the fact that my occupancy would cause extra work. How poor she was at hiding her feelings, I thought, but I had dealt with surliness before and was determined to turn her with kind words and grace. As I made my way to the chapel I was struck with the content of what I had heard and I paused, wondering why Miss Gillies might be so reluctant to talk of her nephew’s demise. But he was not long dead and grief must be the reason, I decided.
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Later the household gathered in the hall for the journey to church. Greer had my coat ready and I took my place next to Mary who was wrapped in a muffler and hat. Greer, Mrs Lenister and Angus held lanterns by which we would make our way home. The servants left through the back entrance and met us outside.

The breeze had picked up, dislodging orchard leaves. Peat smoke sullied the air and the protesting sound of gulls cut through the rising wind, but I was glad of the wildness, loved how the island complained so loudly.

Villagers were leaving their cottages and proceeding in a wavy line of dark coats, headscarves and lamps. They waited politely for Miss Gillies to reach the street and then nodded and curtsied and followed behind. There was friendly chattering, along with raised caps and smiles. It was clear that Miss Gillies was held apart from the rest of the community. As we neared our destination, darkness had fallen and the circle of the moon showed itself in the night sky.

The Gillies pews were at the front of the chapel and I followed the others, taking my place next to Mary. The murmuring gradually ceased and the silence was broken only with the occasional cough and the sound of benches creaking under adjustment. Somewhere behind me a baby mewled. Candles threw flickering shapes on to the whitewashed walls and a bat, caught in a high corner, lifted a wing and huddled down again like a chrysalis.

We knelt. Miss Gillies leaned forward for a long time, her head bent over her clasped hands, the nape of her neck peeking from the collar of her coat. Mary sat and stared ahead until Miss Gillies, with a tug on her sleeve, bade her to follow her example. I had not prayed since the day I returned home from visiting the Edinburgh family who wished me to tutor their daughters. I could still smell the smoke and remembered how, by the clenching of my heart, I had known that Clara had been caught in the flames.

When I rose from the floor, cold had already pierced my skin and my breath was white on the air. Candles shivered in the draught that passed down the aisle. The minister went quickly through a reading and then there was one hymn, complemented by the ringing of a tinny piano.

Time and temperature deterred a longer sitting and the service was over before it struck the half-hour. As we left, voices rose, relieved to have finished their evening worship and to return to fires, hot drinks and supper. The body of people moved slowly towards the door, pausing for conversation.

As I stood in line, I felt a gaze upon me. A tallish woman was watching me closely. We proceeded up the aisle until we came to her pew and were standing but inches apart. I gave her a smile which she did not return, but she continued to study me and there was something purposeful in her scrutiny, something beyond mere curiosity. It was only as I reached the exit that it came to me – there had been an expression of pity in her gaze.

Our party stopped to be greeted by the minister and Miss Gillies introduced him as Robert Argylle; next to him stood a woman I recognized from the boat.

‘So this is Mary’s new nanny.’ The minister looked at me with interest. ‘I hope you won’t find our lives here too dull.’ He had an angular face with sharp eyes that were shadowed as if by sleepless nights. ‘And this is Mrs Argylle, my wife,’ he said.

She leaned towards me, taking my hands in both of hers in warm welcome. ‘I’m a very poor traveller,’ she said, ‘or I would certainly have made your acquaintance on the journey over. You must forgive me and let me give you tea very soon. We don’t often have a new face on Skelthsea.’

Miss Gillies stood a little way off, holding Mary tightly to her side, but nobody lingered long. The night had begun to settle and the wind had grown, sweeping down from the ridge and catching our hats and outerwear. We made our way quickly to the bay, where the sea’s edge glimmered in the moonlight.

As we approached Iskar’s path, my eyes drifted upwards to the nursery rooms and I stopped dead. Behind the glass there was
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