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			Four great stones once stood on a remote Scottish headland – 

			the Sisters of Skara.

			Legend has it they were raised by a grieving father, 

			to guide his abducted daughters home.

			A curse was placed on anyone who laid the stones low:

			their family, too, would be scattered to the winds,

			never to find their way home.
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			Prologue

			Skara, c. 2800 BC

			He had got back just in time, he thought, dragging his boat up onto the beach. On sunny days, the sand was a glaring white against the blue sea, but that day the water was choppy, dark and restless, the waves slapping warningly against the shore. Black clouds roiled behind the hills, and a growl of thunder announced the first stinging drops of rain. He was lucky not to have been caught out at sea in the storm.

			Later, he would remember thinking that, thinking that he had been lucky.

			He would need to secure the boat in the dunes quickly, before the wind picked up too. The keel scraped laboriously over the sand as he hauled it upwards, his breath rasping with effort. His two youngest daughters usually ran to help him. They chattered and teased and squabbled gaily, words tumbling out of them, their nimble hands freeing the net, or gutting the fish with practised strokes of the flint, or, like now, helping pull the boat ashore.

			

			By the time he reached the dunes, the rain was already a torrent, and still he did not realise.

			He convinced himself that the younger girls were sheltering with their sisters. The eldest was sensible, even if they were not. She would have seen the storm coming and would have told them to stay in the hut. His second daughter, quick-­tempered and fiery, would be there too. He pictured them taking the fish from him, settling him by the fire. He would watch them as they moved around in the purposeful way of women, would listen to the rise and fall of their voices, that undercurrent of gurgling laughter as warming as the burning peat.

			Other men pitied him for having no sons, but he did not care. Why would he need sons when he had his daughters, all long-­limbed and strong? He was proud of the way they walked with a straight back, of how they looked strangers fearlessly in the eye. Each was different in her own way, but laughter came easily to all four. They ran along the sand, their hair blowing free, and their voices rang through the seagrass in the dunes and danced over the heather. When they were small, they had giggled when he tickled them, and now they loved him still, hanging their arms around his neck and pressing their cheeks against his.

			He had secured the boat at last and was dragging out the fish when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shoe.

			Soft leather, laced with a trailing thong and oozing the dried grass his daughters used to keep their feet warm. It lay discarded on the sand, with drag marks on either side.

			Ice balled in his stomach. He was not in time at all, he understood instantly. He was much, much too late.

			

			‘No!’ Too late, but he ran anyway. Discarding the fish, he stumbled up through the dunes and the clumps of spiky grass. The wind took the names he called and tossed them contemptuously out to sea, unheard.

			By the time he reached the hut, the rain was slicing down, slicking his hair to his head and already obliterating the signs of struggle. He spun helplessly in the storm, shouting for his daughters, his precious girls, with their bright laughter and their warm chatter, while the wind screamed, uncaring, and the sky was splintered with lightning and the thunder crashed an accompaniment to his despair.

			The hut was empty. The peat still smoked sullenly. There was a broken pot on the floor. A storage jar had been knocked over, spilling grain.

			‘No, no, no . . .’ His tongue was so knotted with sorrow and shock that that was all he could utter. ‘No, no, no . . .’

			He had told them they would be safe here. They had a home at last, he had promised them. This was their place and they would never have to leave it.

			Why, why had he not turned for home earlier? Had they cried out for him when they were taken? How could he have kept fishing when his world was ending? He should have known.

			Heedless of the sluicing rain and the savage spears of lightning, he stumbled back outside. He shook his fist at the sky and cursed the gods who had let his daughters be taken. Tortured with grief and rage, he fell to his knees in the mud. Where were his girls now? Were they cowering in a boat, or had they been dragged ashore? His mind screamed at the thought of what might be happening to them. He must find them! They were strong, he tried to reassure himself. They would find a way home if they could, if he could not find them first.

			

			The next morning, the villagers crept over the hill in shame. The sea fret had come in fast, the way it sometimes did, bringing the sea wolves with it. Only when the mist had cleared had they seen the boats thrusting through the water, heading far out to sea. They had heard the savage yells, seen his daughters roped together, but they had done nothing. There was nothing they could do, they told him.

			‘You will never find them,’ they said. ‘They will never find a way home. They are lost to you.’

			He would not listen. He would find them, he vowed, or die trying. Home he had promised them and home they must have, whether he was here or not.

			Before he left, he raised four great stones, one for each of his daughters, to stand there always to guide his girls back to the island. The villagers, afraid of the madness of his sorrow, helped him haul up the stones, tall and slender like his daughters, the rock speckled with bright shards that glinted in the sunlight. One, two, three, four, they set them on the point looking out over the sea to the islands and mountains beyond.

			He imagined his daughters on a boat, scanning the shore for a landmark, imagined them exclaiming and pointing at the stones. ‘Look!’ they would cry. ‘There is home at last.’

			A curse on anyone who lays them low, he cried when the stones were set. Their family would be broken as his had been, their children dispersed across the seas, never to have a home, until all his daughters were together and home once more.

			The villagers were charged to care for the stones while he was gone, and seeing the depths of his despair, fearing the gods, they agreed. A curse on any who let this place be changed, he warned, sweeping an arm to encompass them all.

			

			And then he took the shoe he had found and set off in search of his daughters, leaving the four great stones standing to guide them back to where they belonged.
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			Iris

			Skara, April 1931

			When it was all over, and the cups and saucers were being washed up by Mrs Grierson with much aggrieved clattering, they went down to the stones.

			Once, the four stones, the Four Sisters, had stood tall on the headland, but Iris had only known them as they lay tumbled on their sides, arranged in a rough semicircle facing the sea. This was their special place, the place the four Blackmore sisters came in their turn, to dream and to plan, to whisper secrets and to sulk, to laugh and to rage.

			Sometimes Iris sat here alone, too, with her sketchbook. She drew the view out over the spiky seagrass to the curve of white sand, out across the sea to the islands beyond, a scene unchanged for aeons. She often thought about the four sisters of legend, and imagined how they must have gazed out at the same hills, the same sea. Had they loved this place as much as she did?

			Rubha Clachan, headland of stones, clung to the very end of Skara, a peninsula narrowly attached to the west coast of Scotland. To the west lay the distant blue hills of Harris and Lewis and, on a clear day, North Uist. The looming mountains of the mainland jutted into the sea to the north, while the northerly finger of Skye pointed from the south.

			

			At other times, Iris drew the bay itself, with Dundonan Castle standing doughtily on the other headland, its ancient towers and turrets a contrast to the starkly modern house Charles Blackmore had built at Rubha Clachan.

			But she wouldn’t look at Dundonan now.

			She kept her eyes fixed on the hills across the sea instead. She loved the view when it was like this, the sea kicked up by a brisk breeze into a dancing, glittering turquoise, the mountains seeming so close and clear that she could almost reach out and touch them.

			She loved it, too, when the water was calm, pale and milky in the still light, ruffled every now and then by a cat’s paw of breeze, and the hills rolled away in soft, subtle shades of blue. Or when the evening sun struck the hillsides purple and gold. Even when the water heaved grey and sullen and the rain swept across the bay like curtains being drawn and the mountains were smothered in cloud, emerging ghostly through the mist for a brief moment before submerging into obscurity once more.

			She had drawn it in all its moods and loved all of them. This was Rubha Clachan, this was home.

			And she had to leave.

			The thought of it sat like a boulder on her chest.

			She didn’t want to go.

			She had to go.

			

			Usually, the sisters sat on the stone each considered her own, but today they huddled close together for comfort. Daisy leant against Iris, Rose had her arm around Lily, the two older sisters bookending the younger ones. At twelve, Daisy was growing up fast, but Iris would for ever think of her as the baby. Lily, now fifteen, had always been quick and clever. Iris remembered her at three, pointing out the obvious way that she and Rose should build a sandcastle for the fairies on the beach.

			And then there was Rose. Iris could not remember a time when her sister had not been there. Barely fifteen months between them, they might have been twins had they not been so different in character. Iris was twenty now, Rose just nineteen. She should have been the eldest, Iris always thought. She was bright and brave, eager to explore, to take a chance, while Iris herself was gentle like their mother, and more cautious.

			Now Rose leapt to her feet, unable to sit still. ‘There must be some other way,’ she said, pacing in front of the stones.

			‘There isn’t.’ Iris twisted the ring on her finger, thinking of the promise she had made her mother. I’ll find him. I’ll make sure we stay together. We’ll be all right.

			‘But . . . Ceylon! It’s so far away,’ said Lily. ‘Iris, you’ll hate it.’

			She would, Iris was sure of it. The idea of Ceylon made her shudder. For Rose, the thought was exciting, but for Iris, it conjured up images of strangeness and snakes, of heat and tangled jungles, when the only place she had ever wanted to be was here on Skara, with the sea and the sky and the soft Scottish light. She was anchored here, she thought. The very stone she sat on seemed to thrum its agreement. This was her place.

			The ring on her hand felt uncomfortable in a way Iris couldn’t explain. She had promised her mother she would never take it off, but it made her uneasy. Something about the weight of it on her finger, the coldness of its blue flash.

			

			They each had a ring, made from four exquisite blue stones, each unique, all perfectly matched. A shimmering opal, a glowing moonstone, a mysterious sandstone and a glittering sapphire. Their father had had them laced with sparkling diamonds and made into a necklace for their mother when they had first moved to Rubha Clachan. Iris had been eight, Daisy just a baby.

			‘A stone for each beautiful daughter, my darling,’ Charles had boomed, fastening the necklace around Amelia’s throat, and it might have been that, but even then Iris had suspected it was as much a peace offering as a celebration.

			She remembered how proudly her father had shown them round the house he had built for his adored wife. ‘Every modern convenience!’ he boasted. There was electric light. There was a telephone in the hall. A refrigerator and a gramophone. There were bathrooms attached to every bedroom. There were spacious rooms and a curved staircase sweeping up to a wide landing.

			But when Charles flung open the door to the drawing room, with its huge rounded windows looking out to sea, Amelia stilled. Rose and Lily scampered ahead, but Iris, holding the baby, had heard her mother’s sharp intake of breath.

			‘Where are the Four Sisters?’ she asked in a strange, tight voice.

			‘The stones? They were interrupting the view, so I had them taken down and laid flat. Now don’t worry,’ Charles hurried on, holding up his hands as he caught sight of his wife’s face. ‘They’re still here. They’ll make a perfect place to sit on a nice evening.’

			

			‘Oh Charles, what have you done?’ Amelia said faintly.

			‘You’re not thinking about that ridiculous curse, surely?’ He clicked his tongue in frustration. ‘My darling, it’s 1919! The twentieth century! We need to embrace the future, not be tied to the past by hocus pocus and superstitious nonsense. It’s not as if I broke the stones. They’re still here, but they can’t get in the way of progress.’

			That was when he had produced the necklace. ‘For you, my love. To mark our new life here. Do you like it?’ he asked eagerly, as Amelia opened the flat box.

			‘It’s beautiful,’ she said obediently.

			Iris hadn’t understood her mother’s stricken expression, not then. To her, the house at Rubhan Clachan was a home of their very own at last, a happy place, all space and light. Then there had been servants aplenty, rolling their eyes affectionately at Charles Blackmore’s modern innovations. She and her sisters had a pony each, and party dresses, and later, new hats. There were flowers in every room. There was a white piano in the drawing room, and dancing to the gramophone, and champagne and laughter and a fire in the library on cold winter nights.

			Now there were bare patches on the walls where valuable paintings had hung. The garden was untended, the silver unpolished. Only the Griersons laboured on, for love of Amelia, without even a parlourmaid to help. Charles’s beloved Bugatti sat rusting in the garage.

			Amelia had broken the necklace into four stones and had them made into rings for each of her daughters, so that they could wear them in memory of her.

			Or perhaps so that Charles couldn’t sell the necklace, or gamble it away. Loyal to the end, she hadn’t said as much, but Iris thought that might be it.

			

			Daisy, the youngest, had the sapphire, Lily the moonstone. Amelia gave the sandstone to Rose, and to Iris, the opal, with its glimmering blue depths, set in a simple gold bar.

			Iris turned it now on her finger, remembering the sadness in her mother’s smile, and that strange jolt as Amelia pressed the ring into her palm and closed her fingers around it. ‘For you, dearest Iris.’

			Iris recognised the stone at once when she uncurled her hand. ‘But Mummy, your beautiful necklace . . . !’

			‘The necklace is no use to me now, Iris, and I wanted you all to have something of me. I will give your sisters their own rings, but this one is for you.’ Amelia’s smile was painful. ‘The opal has always reminded me of you, so clear and simple at first glance, but so much more colourful and interesting when you look closely. Wear it and take my love with you wherever you go.’

			‘I’m not going anywhere.’ The words knotted in Iris’s throat, and she rested her forehead on the side of her mother’s bed so that Amelia wouldn’t see her tears. ‘I won’t leave you.’

			‘My darling girl, you must. I am dying.’ Amelia stroked Iris’s hair. ‘I wish I didn’t have to ask this of you, but I need you to find Ralph and look after your sisters. I know you won’t want to go, but I’m afraid that your father . . .’ Her voice faltered, faded.

			Choking down her grief, Iris lifted her head. She wouldn’t make her mother say the words. ‘Don’t worry about Papa. I’ll find Uncle Ralph,’ she promised. She pushed the ring onto her finger. It seemed to tingle a warning, but she ignored it. Somehow, she found a wavering smile. ‘I’ll always wear this and think of you, Mummy. Always.’

			

			Now her gentle mother was gone. Only that morning, they had laid her in a grave on that comfortless hillside, the last and worst of the losses they had endured over the past two years.

			The stock-­market crash had been only the beginning. A patent applied for too late, a rival firm snatching victory from under Charles’s nose. Bankruptcy and a court case.

			‘Bad luck,’ Charles said, as the losses turned from a trickle to a flood.

			‘Damned bad luck,’ when he gambled the last of his fortune and lost, and then borrowed to gamble some more.

			‘My cursed luck,’ he said, emptying the whisky bottle into his glass, unable to afford a doctor for his dying wife.

			Perhaps he had been unlucky, but Iris remembered overhearing old Nessa talking to Mrs Grierson once. Her voice shook with fury.

			He threw down the stones. He’ll pay for that.

			Daisy spoke as if she knew what Iris was thinking. ‘This is all Papa’s fault! If he hadn’t knocked these stones down, he wouldn’t be drinking, Mummy would be alive and you and Ian . . .’ She broke off as Iris flinched. ‘You wouldn’t have to go to Ceylon or anywhere else,’ she amended.

			‘Now, Daisy, you know that’s just a superstition,’ Iris managed.

			‘Do I?’ Daisy stuck out her chin. Her eyes were overbright and Iris knew that she was struggling not to cry. ‘It’s funny that it’s all happening exactly as the legend said.’

			‘I’ve always thought it would be unfair for the curse to be taken out on us anyway,’ Lily put in. ‘Why should we suffer because of something Papa did without asking us?’

			

			Iris drew a steadying breath. They were all upset. ‘Even if we did believe in the curse, which we don’t, it says that the whole family will be scattered,’ she said. ‘But it’s just me that’s going. The rest of you will stay here until I can get back, so there will be no scattering.’ She tried a reassuring smile.

			Daisy tucked her hand into Iris’s. ‘I don’t want you to go,’ she said, her voice wobbling. ‘I don’t want to be here without Mummy or you.’

			‘I know, darling,’ said Iris. ‘I don’t want to go either, but I need to find Uncle Ralph. I promised Mummy I’d do that. I’ll come straight home, though.’

			‘Can’t we all go?’ said Lily. She held out her hand, and the moonstone in her ring flashed blue in the light. ‘Mummy told me that she gave us these rings so we could always be together, like the stones were on the necklace. If you go away on your own . . . it feels wrong.’

			‘I wish we could go together, but we can’t afford it. I’m lucky Lady Carsington wants a companion and will pay for my passage, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to get to Ceylon at all.’

			‘Why does she need a companion?’ Rose, so practical and independent, was unimpressed by the whole idea. ‘It can’t be that difficult to sit on a ship, surely?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Iris. ‘Apparently she’s a friend of a friend of Lady Malcolm.’ She kept her voice carefully neutral when talking about Ian’s mother, who had avoided her eye at the funeral but done what she could to help. ‘I presume she’s an elderly lady who needs someone to deal with porters or sit and talk to her.’

			

			‘I bet she’s a monster,’ said Rose. ‘She’ll be making you run and fetch all day. I wish you didn’t have to do it, Iris.’

			‘What else can I do, Rose?’ Iris said patiently. Rose did understand, but they were all feeling raw from the funeral and Iris didn’t want to snap back at her sister. ‘I can’t afford the fare and we must get hold of Uncle Ralph somehow.’

			‘Perhaps we could ask if she’d like all of us as her companions?’ Lily suggested to break the tension. ‘I’d play bezique with her, and Rose would organise trips ashore, and she could pat Daisy’s cheek and tell her she was a sweet child.’

			‘And all I’d have to do was sort out the porters?’ said Iris, smiling gratefully at Lily. ‘It would be fun, wouldn’t it? But I don’t think Lady Carsington will pay for four of us, sadly. Besides, I need you to say here and help Rose deal with Papa.’

			It made Iris’s heart crack to think of their father, swaying at the graveside that morning. They had loved him so much when they were younger.

			‘My, you girls are the prettiest bunch of flowers I have ever seen!’ he would cry, holding open his arms whenever he came home, loud and boisterous, full of enthusiasm for some new project, and he would scoop them up and spin them round until they squealed and giggled. Iris could still remember the scratch of tweed against her cheek, the comforting smell of tobacco and the sense of utter trust.

			She could trust him no longer. It was far too late for that. Now her beloved father was a problem to be dealt with.

			She had faith in Rose to do that. Rose had always been Charles’s favourite. She had all the boisterous confidence that Iris lacked. Lily was bright and Daisy enchanting, but Rose would be able to handle him best. Iris had already hidden away the rest of their mother’s jewellery and the better paintings.

			

			‘Sell what you need to pay Mrs Grierson and the household bills,’ she had said, giving Rose the key. ‘Try not to let Papa know. If he finds out there’s any money at all . . .’

			‘He’ll gamble it away,’ said Rose. ‘I know. I’ll be careful.’

			‘I don’t want you to go,’ Daisy said again. ‘I won’t be able to bear it!’

			‘It won’t be for ever,’ Iris said. She could see Daisy’s mouth wobbling, and she hugged her little sister to her as she glanced at Lily to forestall any sharp retort about Daisy’s tendency to overdramatise. But today Lily’s lips were pressed fiercely together and she said nothing.

			‘I’ll be as quick as I can. People go to Ceylon all the time,’ Iris went on, trying to convince herself as much as her sisters. ‘I’ve just got to find Uncle Ralph, and then everything will be fine.’
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			Iris 

			‘What if he won’t help us?’ asked Lily. ‘Aunt Edith said he was a “scapegrace”, although I daresay that means he’s a lot worse than that,’ she added with a look that belonged to someone a lot older than fifteen.

			‘He will,’ said Iris, stiffening her voice. ‘It’s a debt of honour. Mummy lent him the money to buy his tea plantation years ago.’ Before all the money had gone. ‘She said he promised to pay it back, and even if he can’t do that, he’ll look after us somehow.’

			‘He hasn’t replied to any of her letters,’ Lily pointed out.

			Iris had wondered about that too. ‘I don’t think that means much,’ she said, more confidently than she felt. ‘Mummy said he was always terrible at keeping in touch, even though she was closer to him than to any of her sisters. She told me that he was the naughtiest boy, but so charming he could get away with anything. I get the impression that he’s rather selfish and spoiled, but deep down he’s . . . well, he’s a gentleman. He’ll keep his word.’

			She hoped.

			

			‘In the meantime, we’ll have to keep Aunt Edith at bay,’ said Rose. ‘She’s full of plans for splitting us up among various relatives, although I notice she’s not offering to give any of us a home.’

			‘I wouldn’t want to go and live with her anyway,’ said Lily. ‘What a bossy boots!’

			‘Lily,’ said Iris with a reproving look.

			‘Well, she is.’

			‘She means well,’ said Iris, remembering the conversation with her mother’s blunt-­spoken sister.

			‘This is a bad business.’ Formidable in a black astrakhan coat and hat, Aunt Edith had shaken her head at how few guests had come back to the house after the funeral. ‘Poor Amelia, she deserved a better send-­off than this.’

			Graciously accepting a cup of tea from a red-­eyed Mrs Grierson, she turned back to Iris. ‘One minute Charles is cock of the walk with his millions and his modern house and his modern conveniences and his new-­fangled ideas, and the next the money has all gone, Amelia’s in her grave, and judging by the state of your father, he’s drinking.’

			She cast a disapproving glance at where Charles Blackmore stood swaying in the corner, clutching a glass of whisky.

			‘We did warn her,’ she remembered with a sigh. ‘She would marry your father, though. For a girl who would never say boo to a goose when she was growing up, Amelia could be quite headstrong when she wanted. She threatened to run away if she didn’t get permission to marry Charles. I thought our father would have an apoplexy!’

			She shook her head again and turned back to Iris. ‘I suppose you’ll have to postpone your wedding now, too?’

			

			Iris had known this moment would come, but it was still an effort to unstiffen her face and muster a smile.

			‘Oh, didn’t you hear? There isn’t going to be a wedding,’ she said lightly.

			‘What? I thought you and young Malcolm had an understanding?’ Aunt Edith’s brows shot up and then snapped together. ‘Bottled it, has he? The bounder. It’s not your fault your father’s been a fool and gambled away his fortune.’

			The cup and saucer trembled in Iris’s hand as her throat closed. I mustn’t cry. I mustn’t cry. ‘We . . .’ Her voice was high and painful, and she coughed to lower it. ‘We agreed we did not suit,’ she managed.

			Aunt Edith snorted. ‘It didn’t suit him to have a penniless wife, no doubt. Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. Your father is . . . not quite out of the top drawer, shall we say? I daresay the Malcolms were ready to overlook that when he had his millions to throw around, but it’s a different story now. You won’t mind me speaking frankly, I know.’

			But I do mind, Iris thought rebelliously. Why was it that speaking frankly always meant saying things that only hurt the person on the receiving end of the frankness?

			Rose or Lily would have answered back and been accused of being rude. Daisy would have let her great blue eyes fill with tears and made Aunt Edith apologise for making her cry. But Iris was the eldest, the responsible one, the one who got on with it and made everything right, so she said nothing.

			Aunt Edith was still talking in any case. ‘Well, I’m sorry for it, Iris, but there’s no use crying over spilt milk.’ She looked around the drawing room, stripped of the best paintings but still boasting its magnificent view across the bay. ‘What are you going to do? You can’t carry on like this.’

			

			Why is it up to me to decide? Why must I always be the one who has to sort out the mess? But of course she didn’t say that either.

			‘I know.’ Iris swallowed, steadied her voice. ‘That’s why I’m going to Ceylon to find Uncle Ralph.’

			‘Ralph!’ echoed Aunt Edith with all an older sister’s scorn. ‘Ralph never had two pennies to rub together. I wouldn’t rely on him!’

			But Iris had nobody else to rely on. Amelia had been adamant that her younger brother would help, and Iris had promised to find him.

			Now she made herself smile reassuringly at her sisters. ‘I know Aunt Edith can be a bit much, but at least she’s here and she’s got our best interests at heart. I’ve told her there’s no question of splitting you up. I won’t be away long. I’ll be home before you know it.’

			And what then? Iris wondered later, when Rose had taken Lily and Daisy inside and she could be alone at last. She sat on while the sun sank behind the hills and the sky flushed a pale apricot. There was an iron band around her chest, tightening, tightening, until she could hardly breathe.

			If only their father hadn’t made that foolish investment. He had always been so astute. How could he have made such a terrible mistake? Iris couldn’t understand it.

			If only Amelia hadn’t fallen ill. If only they could have afforded a doctor.

			If only Lord Malcolm hadn’t gambled away what was left of his fortune all those years ago. Then Ian wouldn’t have needed a rich wife.

			

			But then Charles wouldn’t have been able to buy the land at Rubha Clachan from the Dundonan estate. She wouldn’t have had those years with Ian, riding and sailing and walking in the hills.

			Their mothers were school friends, so they might have met, Iris supposed, but it wouldn’t have been the same. She had loved Ian from the moment he had taught her how to skim stones on the sea when it lay still between the hills and lapped creamily at the shore. She had been ten, he a year older. From then on, they had done everything together. Ian-­and-­Iris, everyone called them, or ‘the two I’s’. Where are the I’s? people would ask. What are the I’s doing?

			Iris looked across the bay at the castle that seemed to grow out of the opposite headland. She had never doubted that she and Ian would marry one day. They didn’t even discuss it. It was simply taken for granted. They loved each other, not in a silly, simpering way, but truly, bone-­deep. They knew each other. When they were apart, they both felt as if things were faintly askew, but the moment they took each other’s hand again, the world clicked into place and righted itself.

			But then had come the great recession and the catastrophic failure of her father’s luck at one venture after another. As his fortunes changed, so did he. Iris’s ebullient father had turned surly and then morose. His love for his wife and his daughters faded before his desire, his need, for whisky.

			Iris and Ian worried. ‘We should marry now,’ Ian said. ‘We should just go away and get married and you can all come and live at Dundonan. So what if there’s no money? We’ll manage.’

			Yes, Iris wanted to say. Yes, I’ll marry you now. ‘I can’t,’ she said instead. ‘Not yet. Mummy’s so unwell and someone has to look after the girls. And I’m only twenty. They would never let us do it.’

			

			One day, not long before Amelia died, Ian’s mother invited Iris to tea. Iris loved Dundonan. Her father’s house at Rubha Clachan was striking, with its stark angles and light rooms, the exact opposite of Dundonan, which dated back to the thirteenth century and was all turrets and towers and stone battlements, all twisty corridors and odd steps. Inside, the castle was comfortable. It had a traditional drawing room, whose thick red velvet curtains could be drawn against winter nights, and a great hall lined with gloomy ancestral portraits and stags’ heads.

			Most of all, Iris loved Lady Malcolm’s sunny sitting room at the rear of the castle. Her windows overlooked the delightful gardens, walled to keep out the sea wind. Iris had thought those rooms would be hers one day. The light was perfect for painting. She had often pictured herself there, looking up from her easel to watch her sturdy children playing in the garden, smiling up at Ian as he came in to drop a kiss on the top of her head.

			Isobel Malcolm and Amelia had been at school together in Edinburgh. Amelia had fallen in love with Rubha Clachan when visiting Dundonan before her marriage, and the two friends had regarded the romance between their children indulgently over the years. So when the invitation came, Iris ran eagerly over to the castle. Lady Malcolm would know what to do, she was sure. She was a practical woman, but kind.

			‘Ian’s not here?’ she asked in surprise when she was shown into the sitting room and had kissed Lady Malcolm on the cheek.

			‘No, I thought you and I should have a chat on our own.’ There was something off about Ian’s mother’s smile, and although she had returned the kiss with warmth, her eyes didn’t quite meet Iris’s.

			

			‘Let’s have some tea,’ she said brightly as she rang the bell. ‘How is your mother?’

			‘Not well.’ Reminded of her greatest worry, Iris bit her lip. ‘I want to call a doctor, but Papa says we can’t afford it.’

			‘Oh, my dear.’ Isobel sighed. ‘I know only too well what it is to have to make economies. Your poor mama. It’s so very, very unfortunate that your papa’s affairs have taken such a turn for the worse.’

			She flitted around the room, unable to settle, until Iris began to feel uncomfortable. ‘Is something wrong?’ she asked at last.

			‘Well . . . Ah, here’s the tea!’ Isobel greeted the appearance of the parlourmaid with relief. ‘Thank you, Elspeth. Leave the tray on the table. I’ll pour.’

			‘Very good, milady.’

			Iris smiled at the maid, but Elspeth only gave her a sour look. She was from Acheravie, and since the stones had been taken down, the villagers refused to work at Rubha Clachan. The place was cursed, they said. They would have nothing to do with it. All the Blackmore servants had come from the mainland, drawn by the excellent wages Charles offered. They were long gone now, of course.

			Tea was poured, milk and sugar offered, and they sipped in awkward silence until Isobel set down her cup and saucer with an air of resolution.

			‘I wanted to tell you that we have decided to invite a few young people from London.’

			

			Iris nodded slowly, unsure where this was going.

			‘We feel that we should have done this before,’ Isobel ploughed on. ‘I know what good friends you and Ian are, but it’s not healthy for him to have such a small social circle.’

			A tiny tremor started in the pit of Iris’s stomach.

			‘You’re a sensible girl, so I’m sure you agree.’ Isobel paused hopefully, but Iris could only clutch her cup and saucer and feel the tremor spread.

			Isobel swallowed. ‘Your father’s situation has changed things for us. The truth is that we simply cannot afford to keep Dundonan unless Ian is practical when it comes to choosing a bride. I know how fond you are of each other, but there’s never been a formal engagement, has there?’

			‘No.’ Iris barely moved her lips.

			‘I can only feel blessed that Ian was too young to have had to fight in that awful, awful war, but much as we might like to pretend that all is better now, it’s simply not.’ Isobel twisted her pearls fretfully. ‘One can’t manage with the cost of everything nowadays. You have no idea of the upkeep on a castle like this . . .’ She petered out and gazed miserably at Iris.

			Iris had the strangest feeling that she was watching herself. Inside, the tremor had become a quake, but she was able to put down her cup and saucer quite steadily.

			‘You want Ian to marry someone rich.’

			‘It sounds so hard-­hearted, I know, but James is threatening to sell up completely. You know how much Ian loves Dundonan. What would he do with himself if we sold it? Where would he go?’ Isobel’s voice trembled with distress. ‘Can you imagine him in Edinburgh?’

			

			No, Iris couldn’t. Ian belonged here in the hills, with the sea.

			‘We did hope that your father would recover his fortune and then we could all have been happy,’ Isobel said, ‘but it seems that isn’t going to happen, and we have to face up to how life is, not how we would like it to be. It is women who have to do that, Iris, as you will learn. Look at your father, drowning his sorrows in drink, or James, making wild threats that he won’t be able to carry out instead of understanding that there is only one solution. Ian must marry money.’

			Iris drew a breath, and then another. She steadied her voice. ‘Would you like me to talk to Ian?’

			‘Please.’ Isobel’s lips wobbled. ‘You are such a dear girl, Iris. I am so sorry. I wish it could be different.’

			‘I do too,’ said Iris quietly as she got to her feet.

			Ian raged, refused to let her break their engagement. It would be her or no one, he vowed, but Lord Malcolm, like many weak men when pushed, dug in his heels. He swore that he would make good on his threat.

			‘You can’t let him sell Dundonan, Ian,’ said Iris. ‘Imagine life away from Skara. Think of it.’

			Iris loved Skara, but Ian was part of it. For generations, the Malcolms had walked the hills here, had put out to sea and fought for the land. Dundonan was the warp and Ian the weft; they were woven together into a single fabric. Iris had seen him when he returned at the end of every school term, seen how he lifted his face to the breeze and gulped in the air as if only then could he breathe properly. He had refused to go to university.

			‘I just want to be here with you,’ he’d told Iris.

			

			Now she saw the flicker in Ian’s eyes as she forced him to picture a life elsewhere.

			‘I can change,’ he said, setting his jaw. ‘We can be happy in another place. It doesn’t have to be Dundonan. My father seems to be able to consider living somewhere else,’ he added bitterly. ‘He doesn’t care where he is as long as he can gamble his life away.’

			‘You’re not your father,’ Iris said gently. ‘I’m not sure I could bear to see you anywhere else, Ian. You would be wretched, and I would be wretched, too. Imagine what would happen to Dundonan and the people who work here,’ she added. ‘Imagine if it was sold to someone who didn’t care for it as you do. Someone who might knock down walls and modernise it and put a tennis court in the garden.’

			Someone like her father.

			Iris saw Ian flinch at the thought.

			‘They might get rid of the servants and bring in outsiders and, I don’t know, turn it into a hotel or something awful.’

			‘Don’t,’ said Ian. ‘I can’t bear the thought of it.’

			‘I know,’ she said. ‘And that’s why you must marry a girl who can bring some money to Dundonan. You have to face up to it.’

			‘But I love you, Iris,’ he cried. ‘I need you.’

			‘And I love you,’ she said, ‘but you need Dundonan more. We will have to be dear friends. That will have to be enough.’

			But it was not enough. It was too hard to be together but not be able to kiss or to lay her head on his shoulder. To be snarled up with yearning.

			‘I can’t do this,’ Ian said desperately.

			‘I know,’ said Iris. ‘My mother is dying,’ she said at last. ‘Don’t come. Don’t write. If I see you when I’m walking, I will turn and walk the other way.’

			

			Ian had been at Amelia’s funeral that morning. Iris stood at the graveside clutching her sisters’ hands, Lily on one side and Daisy on the other. She had felt his eyes on her, but she couldn’t look at him. If she had, she would have thrown herself into his arms and begged him to hold her, to never let her go. Instead, she had squeezed Lily and Daisy’s hands so tightly it must have hurt them. Neither of them said a word.

			The wind had dropped now, and Iris could hear the sea sighing against the shore, echoing her own sighs. Her father should never have taken down the stones.

			He’ll pay for that, Nessa had said. But Charles wasn’t paying. Iris let the bitter thought creep into mind. She was.

			There had been so many goodbyes lately. Her dear old pony, Blossom. One by one the servants had left. Nanny, Mrs Grierson’s great rival, had gone tearfully back to Edinburgh.

			Ian.

			Her mother.

			And now she must say goodbye to her sisters too.

			Iris felt as if her chest was folding in on itself, but she made herself square her shoulders, lift her chin. She remembered what Lady Malcolm had said. We have to face up to how life is, not how we would like it to be.

			She must find her uncle so that she could support her sisters. That was all there was to it.

			She set her hands flat against the stone beneath her, anchoring herself. It was almost warm, almost tingling. She was safe here, part of the stone, part of the landscape.

			

			She wanted to sit there for ever, watching the hills as the light faded from the sky, but she forced herself to her feet and smoothed down her skirt. She drew in a breath, smelt the heather on the hills tangling with the scent of the sea, and then with one last look at her stone, she turned and walked back towards the house. She needed to pack for her voyage to Ceylon.
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			Roz

			Ridgewell, South Australia, present day

			A butterfly was fluttering in desperation against the window. Roz cupped her hands gently around it and carried it to the door that opened onto the veranda. She could feel its wings brushing frenziedly against her palms as she stepped outside into the heat and opened her hands, smiling as it flew into the sunlight in a flash of orange.

			She stood for a moment in the shade of the veranda. If she narrowed her eyes, it was like looking out at an abstract painting, all blocks of grey and green, fractured shade, and blobs of yellow in the lemon tree. Once there had been bougainvillea scrambling over the back fence, a raft of agapanthus, and, in the shade, the shrub roses her father had tended so carefully in memory of his home in England.

			The bougainvillea had been too messy for Richard, though. That had been cut back, while John Chatton’s roses were dug up and discarded.

			

			Don’t think of him, Roz told herself. It’s over.

			Her father had loved his garden. He would have hated how neglected it looked now, the coarse grass dusty and unkempt, the wattle overgrown, the ground beneath it carpeted with its cheery yellow pompom flowers.

			She should get someone in to tidy it all up. Roz added another job to her mental list. In the long months since her mother had died – nearly two years now, she realised with a shock – she had done her best to pretend that nothing had changed. She had gone back to Sydney, gone back to Pete and her job, and put all thoughts of the investigation and the trial and the grinding legal process in a mental compartment marked ‘only open if absolutely necessary’. Roz was good at compartmentalising.

			But now Richard had been convicted, the law had confirmed that the house was hers to sell, and she had come home to clear it at last.

			No, not home. Ridgewell hadn’t been home for a long time.

			She shook the thought away and closed the door behind her as she stepped back into the welcome cool of the living room, now strewn with clothes and sacks full of tightly packed garments.

			‘This is the last of it.’

			Bronwen staggered in with a black case. She dropped it by the sofa and stood back, swiping wisps of blonde hair from her face with the back of her arm. ‘I found this on top of the wardrobe.’

			‘Thanks, Bron.’ Roz smiled gratefully at her old schoolfriend. ‘I don’t know what I’d have done without you.’

			‘Hey, it’s a nice change from wrangling the twins.’ Bronwen cleared a space between the piles of clothes and dropped onto the sofa. She looked around her. ‘Who would have guessed that your mum would have so many clothes?’

			

			‘She always did like to be well groomed,’ said Roz. Appearance was everything for her mother.

			Bronwen looked at her more closely. ‘How are you doing?’

			‘Fine. To be honest, I’m embarrassed that you’ve had to do all the hard work today. It’s just . . . I can’t face going into Mum’s room yet.’

			‘Roz, it’s okay,’ Bronwen said kindly. ‘I don’t blame you. It’s hard enough clearing out a house at any time, let alone under these circumstances.’

			Roz sighed. ‘I feel so stupid. I can get to her bedroom door and then I can’t go any further.’ She had tried it several times, but it was like walking into an invisible wall. Her legs refused to move. She got as far as reaching for the handle, only to be swamped by sickening waves of dread that made her fall back.

			‘Honestly, I’m surprised you can bear to come into the house at all,’ said Bronwen. ‘I wouldn’t have been able to do it.’

			‘I made myself come back. If I hadn’t, it would have been like letting Richard win.’

			But it had been hard.

			She hadn’t had to deal with it in Sydney. She had closed the door firmly on thoughts of Ridgewell. The trial had taken place in Adelaide, so there had been no need to come back until the previous week.

			The first time she came to the house, Roz hadn’t made it past the front door. She stood on the veranda, her heart racing, in turns hot and cold, before she admitted defeat and went back to the car and sat sweating with anxiety.

			

			But she refused to give up. Stubborn, her mother had called her, though she hadn’t meant it as a compliment, Roz knew.

			The next time, she managed to open the door. The time after that, she walked down the long hallway with its polished jarrah floor, her footsteps muffled by the Persian runner, past the traditional Australian landscapes on the wall. Through the front door, down the hall, stopped and came back. That was enough for the third time.

			On her fourth visit, she made herself look into the living room, the dining room, the kitchen, just as she had done that day.

			On her fifth visit, she told herself that she was ready. She climbed out of the car and stood in the crushing heat, unease uncoiling slow and serpent-­like inside her. She let herself smell again the citrusy scent of dried gum leaves on the nature strip. She walked up the steps and hesitated at the door.

			That day, she remembered, it had been ajar. Not enough to be noticeable from the street, but a warning. It had needed only a slight push to swing open.

			She went inside. The house smelt different now, the familiar scent of polished wood now overlaid by dust and emptiness and the throat-­tightening smell of chemical forensic cleaning, which lingered like a bitter memory. Roz tried to block it out as she re-­created her movements. ‘Mum?’ she had called out. ‘Mum, are you here?’ Her voice sounded tight and high.

			She had looked in the living room, in the kitchen, out to the empty garden, before heading back towards the bedrooms. Outside her mother’s room, she had stopped. Through the oppressive silence came the relentless drip, drip, drip of a tap from the en suite bathroom.

			

			The sound had put her already frayed nerves on edge. ‘Mum?’ she tried again as she pushed open the door to the bedroom. The room was empty, and she felt a rush of relief. Her mother must be outside after all. She would turn off the annoyingly dripping tap and then go and find her.

			Her mother hadn’t been outside. She had been in the en suite.

			Roz’s counsellor had suggested putting the memories of that room in a mental box, shutting them away and letting herself look at them one by one. Roz was more than capable of putting bad memories away, but she was less keen on confronting them. At her counsellor’s urging, she had tried opening the lid once or twice, but the memories leapt out, shrieking, terrifying, uncontrollable: her mother’s mouth hanging open, lipstick smeared; the angle of her head; the terrible twist of her arm.

			Roz could slam the lid shut on the memories, but she still couldn’t go into her mother’s room and see the bathroom door.

			Which was why she had had to ask Bronwen to spend most of the afternoon emptying the wardrobe and chest of drawers and carrying her mother’s clothes through to the living room, where Roz was packing them into bags to be taken to the op shop and sold for charity.

			‘No more phone calls or messages?’ Bronwen probed, clearly unconvinced that all was as well as Roz insisted.

			‘Nope.’ Roz shook her head. For months she had been inundated with anonymous phone calls, sometimes silent, sometimes abusive, and texts accusing her of being a liar.

			The messages had gone into another mental compartment. They had nothing to do with her life in Sydney, with getting the ferry to work, going to the beach with Pete. It was only now that she was back in Ridgewell that her nerves had tightened with the conviction that she was being watched. In shops, her neck would prickle and she would glance over her shoulder, but the other shoppers would be absorbed in their trolleys. Or she would think that she heard a hissed insult in the street, only to be met by blank looks if she swung round.

			

			‘I still think you should have gone to the police,’ Bronwen said. ‘Anonymous messages are nasty.’

			Richard was the police, Roz thought. He had been a popular officer. Most of Ridgewell’s police force probably thought she deserved everything she got. At his trial, it had come down to whether the jury believed his reputation as an upstanding cop or her evidence as the flaky, estranged, jealous daughter.

			There had been moments during the trial when she thought he was going to get away with it, too.

			It’s over, she reminded herself.

			‘I changed my phone number and there’s been nothing since,’ she told Bronwen. ‘But I have to admit I feel safer knowing Richard’s in prison. Anyway, let’s have a glass of wine and forget about him,’ she went on briskly. ‘You deserve it after all your hard work.’

			She retrieved a bottle of Pinot Grigio from the otherwise empty fridge and found the two glasses she had brought over. Pouring the wine, and handing Bronwen a glass, she toasted her friend.

			‘Thank you, Bron, for everything.’

			Bronwen chinked glasses. ‘What are friends for?’

			‘I just need to take this lot to the op shop tomorrow and then that’s it. I can put the house on the market and get on with my life.’

			‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Bronwen. ‘Will you go back to Sydney?’

			

			‘Actually, I was thinking of heading to the UK for a bit. Mum said something the last time I spoke to her.’ Roz looked down into her glass, remembering. ‘She mentioned a trip to London that we had been planning before Dad died. It wasn’t like her. She never used to talk about that time. I said maybe we should think about going together one day – just casually – and she closed the conversation down as if I’d spooked her, but I wish now I’d pressed her about it.’

			‘You always think you’re going to have the time to ask,’ Bronwen said sympathetically, and Roz nodded.

			‘Anyway, I thought I’d go to London the way the two of us might have done if things had been different. Dad was British, so I’ve got a passport. I might get a job there, see a bit of Europe. I fancy drifting for a while.’

			‘What about Pete? I thought you were getting serious?’

			‘You know me, I don’t do serious.’ Roz jumped to her feet before Bronwen could comment. What her friend saw as a fear of commitment, Roz considered a sensible approach to relationships. Keeping it light on both sides meant that no one got hurt.

			‘You drink your wine,’ she said. ‘I’m going to finish sorting this stuff.’

			She looked at the case Bronwen had carried in last. It stood in the middle of the rug by the coffee table, squat and black and somehow menacing. No, not menacing, she decided. Portentous.

			Bronwen followed her gaze. ‘It was stuffed right at the back of the wardrobe. I nearly missed it altogether. Aren’t you going to open it?’ she asked, when Roz didn’t move.

			‘Sure.’ Roz pulled herself together. It was just a suitcase. Shaking off the feeling, she stepped over to the case, laid it on its side and unclipped it.

			

			She found herself looking at a plastic bag that contained what looked like a tweedy jacket and a pair of men’s shoes.

			Bronwen had leant forward, but now she sat back, unimpressed. ‘Doesn’t look like anything exciting.’

			‘It’s Dad’s stuff.’ Roz’s voice sounded odd, as if it was coming from somewhere outside her. Crouching down, she touched the tips of her fingers gently against the shoes, and then pulled the jacket out of the plastic covering. ‘They must have been sent back from the hospital after he died.’

			She lifted the jacket to her face, hoping that it would still smell of her beloved father, but there was nothing: just the mustiness of old, slightly scratchy fabric. Grief clogged her throat.

			‘I remember Dad wearing this,’ she said. She straightened so that she could shrug on the jacket. It was inexpressibly comforting, and for a moment she could almost imagine him settling a steadying arm about her shoulders.

			‘It looks good on you,’ Bronwen said. ‘You always could carry off the vintage look.’

			Anxious to banish the sadness, Roz put her hands in the pockets and peacocked for her friend’s benefit. ‘Perhaps I’ll keep it— Oh!’ A strange jolt ran through her as her fingers closed over a small box. She drew it out. ‘There’s something in the pocket.’

			‘Ooh, a jewellery box!’ Bronwen leant closer. ‘Open it!’

			Roz hesitated as unease stirred again inside her. But it was just a box. There was no reason not to open it.

			Almost reluctantly, she lifted the lid.

			Inside was a ring, nestled into a bed of satin stained with age.

			

			Bronwen peered over her shoulder to see. ‘Is that an opal? What a beauty!’

			‘I think so.’ Momentary unease forgotten, Roz lifted the ring from the box and turned it to catch the light. The opal was oval, almost a rectangle, and set as a band across the finger. Its blue depths were clear, fractured into a myriad facets, each with a different shade of blue. It seemed a living thing, glowing, pulsing.

			‘Put it on,’ Bronwen said in a low voice.

			‘Okay,’ Roz said, equally quiet as she slipped the ring onto the third finger of her right hand. It fitted perfectly. She glanced at her friend. ‘Why are we whispering?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Bronwen admitted. ‘It just feels . . . momentous.’

			Roz knew what she meant. She had the oddest sense that her life to date had been arrowing to this point and that she had somehow made a choice by putting on the ring.

			She was sure that she could feel it warming on her finger. How could that be? All at once her heart was beating hard. She looked down at the ring where it glowed and, yes, tingled on her hand.

			‘I know this ring,’ she said slowly. ‘Mum inherited it from her mother, and it didn’t fit. She was determined to have it adjusted and she badgered Dad until he took it to a jeweller. I remember all the fuss she made. And then Dad was due to take me to a netball match, but Mum said she’d had a message that the ring was ready and she insisted that he go and pick it up instead. I don’t remember how I got to the match, but I remember feeling really cross about it. I got a lift with a friend, probably, but when I got back, there was a police car outside.’

			She stopped. She remembered hearing her mother howling like an animal and covering her ears. She had stood on the veranda in the dark, not wanting to go in, not wanting to hear what was making her mother cry and cry and cry. Not wanting to know. Roz could still smell the jasmine that twisted around the veranda rail, still see the scuff marks on the floor.

			

			A police officer had come out in the end and found her. ‘What are you doing out here, love?’ she had said.

			Roz looked up then. ‘I want my dad,’ she said. ‘Where’s my dad?’

			She had been eleven.

			And now it appeared that the ring her mother had made such a fuss about had been forgotten, tossed into a case with her father’s things. Roz realised that her hands were balled, and she flexed her fingers, studying the glimmer of the opal. She had forgotten about the ring that had cost her father his life. If he hadn’t been on the road then, at the moment the other car swerved, if he had taken her to netball after all instead of giving in to her mother’s nagging, he might still be alive. And so might her mother.

			Her mother had never worn the ring. But Roz would.
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			Finn

			Edinburgh, present day

			‘Ah, Findlay, come in . . . come in.’ James Kingan, senior partner in Kingan, Kingan & McVean, beckoned to him from behind his vast desk. ‘Settling in all right?’ he asked as Finn took the chair opposite.

			There was only one answer to that. ‘Very well, thank you, sir.’ Finn winced inwardly as he heard himself. He’d been told to call the senior partner James on several occasions, but the man put him so forcibly in mind of his old headmaster that the ‘sir’ kept popping out.

			Kingan, Kingan & McVean was an almost laughably traditional firm of solicitors. Founded in 1923, the firm occupied a large Georgian house in Edinburgh’s New Town and enjoyed a reputation for unrivalled discretion and sound legal advice. Finn knew that he was lucky to have been taken on as an associate solicitor. The musty-­looking books in James Kingan’s study, the polished desk and green leather chairs could hardly be more different from his previous office in an industrial estate outside Dumfries.

			

			‘Everyone has been very friendly and welcoming,’ he added, although Faiza, the office manager, and the two legal secretaries in reception terrified him. That morning he had paused outside the imposing sandstone house with its sash windows and fanlight over the grand black front door. The brass plaque was polished daily, shiny enough for Finn to see his nervous face reflected as he climbed the steps, still pinching himself to believe that he was actually there, wee Findlay Drummond
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