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Edinburgh Daily News

Friday, April 3

Breakfast television presenter Alistair Robertson has pleaded guilty to two charges of sexual assault and one of attempted rape.

The star appeared at the High Court in Edinburgh yesterday, April 2, and was warned that he would face a custodial sentence.

Adjourning the case for a week, Judge Lady Morpeth said: ‘You were in a position of trust and you used that power to assault women who looked up to you.’

Robertson presented Good Morning Scotland for ten years and was voted the nation’s favourite TV star three years in a row. He was a runner-up on Celebrity Masterchef and was tipped to be in the line-up for next year’s Strictly Come Dancing.

He shares his million-pound house in Edinburgh’s swanky Marchmont area with his wife, Tess – a top lawyer – and their teenage daughter.

Outspoken Tess (pictured leaving court), has been under fire since she tweeted that ‘silly girls should think about their actions before ruining people’s lives’. The tweet has since been deleted.

Comments:

Hanny said: Disgusting pig. They should throw away the key.

Scottydog said: I hope his victims get some closure now they know he’s locked up.

Alphamale said: Me too has gone too far. Soon you won’t be able to compliment a girl without her crying rape.

LittleJohn said: Earn £200 a day from home. Click here for more information.

Royalfan23 said: These women knew what they were doing. Bet they were out for revenge because he turned them down.

Rugbylad09 said: Look at her, the sour-faced bitch. Can’t blame him for looking elsewhere.

Muffinman said: Face like a slapped arse.

Survivorandlovingit said: Victim blaming is the lowest of the low. She needs to get in the bin.

Proudmum said: She should be ashamed of herself. What kind of woman looks the other way when her husband is up to all sorts.

Sayit said: Agreed. She’s a disgrace. Like a Poundshop Hillary Clinton. Imagine putting their daughter at risk like that. I heard the victims were in their teens.

Stayalert said: Paedo scum.

Mumstaxi said: This comment has been removed for legal reasons.




Prologue

Honor

Summer, 1661

I did not like the new laird and he could tell.

I remembered him as a sour-faced boy and surly young man, who was cruel to his wee brother and bullied the local children, but I’d hoped his time away from North Berwick would have softened him. He’d got married, I’d heard, and I thought losing his father might have made him realize that riches meant nothing – that family was the most important thing.

But it seemed Gregor Kincaid as an adult was just as unpleasant as he’d been as a child.

He stood at the front of the meeting hall, chest puffed out, and I felt a prickling on the back of my neck that warned me not to trust him.

Gregor had only been the laird for a few weeks but he had big plans for the town. Plans he was outlining to the meeting.

‘The returns are impressive,’ he was saying.

‘Aye, for you,’ said Mackenzie White, tipping the brim of his hat back so he could look Gregor in the eye. ‘No for the town.’

‘That’s not true. Bringing larger ships into the harbour will put North Berwick on the map.’ Gregor threw his arms out wide, his enthusiasm obvious. ‘Making us a trading port with direct connections to the colonies will increase opportunities for everyone.’

‘We’d have to dredge the harbour,’ Mackenzie said. ‘Make it deeper.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And what about the fishermen?’

I sat up straighter. My husband John had been a fisherman. He’d run a fleet of boats from the harbour and when he’d died he’d bequeathed each boat to the men who’d worked for him. They had a trade and an income for life thanks to my John – as long as our town remained a fishing port.

‘Fishing could continue,’ Gregor said.

The prickling on my neck got stronger and I spoke. ‘You can’t run clippers and fishing boats from the same harbour,’ I said. ‘The fish won’t bite. The men would have to go north to Fife or even further.’

Gregor’s eyes fell on me, in my usual seat at the back of the room, and he raised an eyebrow in recognition.

‘Widow Seton,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘I believe the fishing would not be affected.’

‘You are wrong. Bringing tall ships into this harbour would change the town forever.’

‘She is right,’ Mackenzie said. ‘It’s one or the other. And fishing was here first. It gives us a good living and we would be fools to change it.’

There was a swell of murmuring in the room and Gregor cleared his throat for silence, giving me a small, mocking smile.

‘Why are you here at this meeting? It is for burgesses only, not women.’

I lifted my chin. ‘I am a burgess.’

Gregor laughed but his brother, Davey, touched his arm and nodded. I didn’t know Davey well either. I’d not seen much of either of them since they were boys. Like Gregor, Davey too had grown and left, but he’d returned before his father died, with his small son and tales of a wife who’d died tragically. The town gossips told me he had a fondness for playing card games and, penniless, had been forced to come home to North Berwick with his tail between his legs. I had no idea if it was true, but despite the stories, I thought Davey more worthy of respect than his boorish brother because I remembered him as quite a sweet-natured lad back when we were all young. His brother had always been a bully.

‘Widow Seton was left her position as burgess by her late husband,’ Davey explained now. ‘She has the same voting rights as the men.’

Gregor’s face went red. He turned to Mackenzie, who’d lowered his hat again. ‘You went along with this?’

Mackenzie just shrugged and I hid my smile. I knew the men would never question John bequeathing me my position in his will – that would mean questioning their own inheritance.

‘We should vote,’ Davey said. I suddenly had another memory of him as a child, forced to soothe the ill temper of his older brother. Poor Davey, having to make room in his life for this coarse, bad-mannered man. I caught his eye, hoping he knew I was behind him, and he smiled at me, showing me he appreciated my support.

‘All those in favour of dredging the harbour to accommodate large clippers and other ships,’ Gregor said.

A few hands were raised.

‘All those against?’

This time, there were many more hands raised – including my own.

Gregor snorted. ‘You will believe the insane ramblings of a woman over my own plans?’

There was silence.

‘Very well,’ Gregor said. His voice was light and casual but I felt a darkness descend over the room like a shadow and I shivered in the sudden chill. ‘I trust you all know the teachings of good John Knox about women holding positions of authority?’

The men all stared at him blankly. We all knew of John Knox’s beliefs, of course. He may have been dead and gone these last one hundred years, but his teachings lived on in the changes to our churches and our lives. And no more so than in the mistrust of women who rose above their station. I fixed my eyes on Gregor and he looked back.

‘Beware,’ he said. Was he talking to me personally? It felt that way. But then he looked around the room. ‘Be careful who you trust and who you follow. For witches come in many disguises.’

There was a gasp from the other council members and my heart lurched in fear. This didn’t sound like a warning. This sounded like a threat.




Chapter 1

Tess

Autumn, Present day

I pulled the final book from the box and put it onto the shelf with a flourish. ‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘The last box has been unpacked. We have officially moved in.’

My daughter Jemima threw herself on the sofa. ‘It’s taken long enough. We’ve been here well over a month already.’

‘Don’t get comfy, Jem. These boxes all need to go out for recycling.’

Jem gave a huge, over-exaggerated sigh and dragged herself to her feet. ‘Can we order pizza?’

I shook my head. ‘But there are two in the freezer that I can put in the oven.’

Jem looked like she was going to argue but then she changed her mind and I was glad. Money was tight and little luxuries like takeaway pizza weren’t something I could just buy without thinking – not anymore. But Jem had been through a lot and I hated to remind her how much her life had changed. Fortunately, though, she just grinned. ‘Actual pizza or your fancy ones with goat’s cheese and spinach?’

‘Actual pizza.’

She nodded approvingly and started flattening a box to put it in the recycling. I looked round the tiny cottage which was finally starting to look like our home. Thistle Cottage. I’d fallen in love with the name before I’d even seen the house. It sounded like something from the Enid Blyton books I’d loved as a little girl. It had a thistle carved in the stone above the door, and a huge clump of them growing in the tiny front garden. It was very small but it was the perfect size for Jem and me. The front door opened onto the hall and the stairs up to the bedrooms. To the right was the large-ish living room with its pretty bay window and at the back of the house was the little kitchen. None of the furniture from our old house would have fitted in this quirky home, so I’d sold most of it and bought a second-hand sofa, then Jem and I had done an Ikea run to buy bookcases and a coffee table, and a desk for her bedroom. It wasn’t top quality but it was good enough. And the best thing about it was how close we were to the sea. Our house faced the beach, though it was set back enough – separated by the road, a narrow car park, and huts that had once belonged to fishermen and were now craft workshops or fish and chip shops and artisan bakeries – to be protected from the worst of the winds and the waves.

Jem took the cardboard outside and I heard her laughing. I initially assumed she was on her phone, but it was there on the shiny new coffee table. I stiffened, listening for another voice. Was she talking to someone? Who was it? We didn’t know anyone here really. Not yet. And I liked it that way. It had been six months since Alistair’s trial but it still felt raw and I didn’t want to face any questions from well-meaning strangers.

Just as I was about to go and see what she was doing, Jem bounced into the room. ‘I met our next-door neighbour,’ she said. ‘She’s really sweet. I asked her to come round and say hello.’

I closed my eyes briefly. This was exactly what I hadn’t wanted. I’d been pleased so far that there had been no sign of whoever lived next door. Our neighbour on the other side was a church and its residents – buried under the ancient wonky gravestones in the churchyard – were unlikely to cause us any trouble.

‘She’s been away,’ Jem said as the doorbell rang. ‘She’s called Eva Greenbaum. You’ll like her.’

She skipped off to answer the door and I took a deep breath, readying myself for questions from a stranger. I ran my fingers through my newly short hair, which still took me by surprise sometimes, and pasted a smile onto my face.

‘Mum …’ Jem came into the room, followed by a small woman with steel-grey hair in a sharp bob. ‘This is Mrs Greenbaum. This is my mum, Tess.’

‘Call me Eva,’ said the woman, holding her hand out for me to shake. I took her hand, impressed by her firm grip. ‘I brought some biscuits.’

She shoved a cardboard cake box at me and I took it, getting a waft of delicious sugary smells that made my mouth water.

‘Gosh, these smell amazing,’ I said.

She gave me a beaming smile. ‘My son-in-law bakes,’ she said, and I noticed for the first time that she had the hint of an accent. German, I thought. ‘He used to bake Austrian pastries for me when he first met my son, but now he no longer tries to impress me and he bakes whatever he likes.’

Ah, so not German, Austrian. I thought that she looked rather impressed anyway, no matter what she said, which made me warm to her in spite of my early misgivings about meeting neighbours. ‘Thank you. Will you stay for a cup of tea?’

Eva nodded. ‘That would be nice. I’d been wondering if you would move in while I was away.’

With a little prod from me, Jem took the box of biscuits, then she went off to the kitchen and I heard her filling the kettle and opening cupboard doors. I hoped we had enough milk. Eva and I sat down on the sofa and she looked round at the room with a little nod.

‘You’ve settled in well.’

‘We’ve actually only just this minute finished unpacking.’ I gave a little laugh. I felt a bit awkward and uncomfortable; I was out of practice when it came to small talk. ‘But we’re happy with it.’

‘It’s just the two of you?’ Eva looked straight at me and I resisted the urge to duck my head away from her glance.

‘Just us,’ I said.

Jem came back into the room, holding a tray with the drinks on it. I noticed she’d put the milk in a little jug, which was sweet. And she’d arranged the – amazing – biscuits on a plate for us to share.

‘Are you new to town?’ Eva asked.

‘I used to come here for holidays when I was little,’ I said. It was those happy memories that had made me choose this place when we were finding somewhere new. Far enough from Edinburgh that I wouldn’t bump into old ‘friends’ everywhere I went, but close enough for it not to feel too much of a wrench to leave.

‘Mum’s still working in Edinburgh,’ said Jem, taking a bite from a biscuit. ‘Oh my god, this is delicious.’

‘What is it you do?’

I shifted on my seat. I knew Eva was just being neighbourly but I didn’t like being under all this scrutiny. I’d not only chosen North Berwick because of its happy memories, but also because it was big enough that we could simply blend in among the holidaymakers and residents. We’d had enough of being in the spotlight during Alistair’s trial and afterwards. All I wanted was for us to be invisible and for Jem to go back to being a normal teenager. So being asked all these questions was making me worried that Eva had some sort of ulterior motive – but I was being silly, she was just an elderly neighbour taking an interest.

‘I’m a solicitor,’ I said. ‘Terribly dull stuff. Wills and property and that sort of thing for dusty old Edinburgh families.’

I’d had a corporate job before my husband had gone to jail. But when Alistair had been charged, my boss had taken me to one side and gently suggested that I should leave quietly with a not-nearly-generous-enough pay-out, or – he hinted – my working life would become very difficult. I’d be side-lined for big projects because no one would trust a lawyer with a husband in prison. I’d thought about fighting it, but in the end I had taken the money and thank goodness I had because Alistair, not content with breaking my heart, had somehow managed to spirit away the contents of our joint account and all of our savings long before my divorce lawyer – aka my friend Lu – had managed to get near it. That money had let me get a mortgage on this tiny cottage and I’d got a new job at Langdown & Son, a family firm in Edinburgh’s New Town, with wood-panelled offices and a sweet receptionist called Judy. It wasn’t as exciting as my old job, nor nearly as well paid, but the father and son who ran the firm left me to my own devices most of the time and either they hadn’t put two and two together – which was unlikely – or they knew exactly who I was and they didn’t care. Young Mr Langdown was only in his early thirties but he was already a tweed-jacket-wearing, whisky-drinking carbon copy of his father. They were both very posh, very polite, very old-fashioned and very kind and I was so grateful that Lu had put me in touch with them when my world had fallen apart. Another favour I owed her if I ever got things back on track.

Eva raised an eyebrow as I described my work, but she didn’t comment further. I felt oddly like I’d disappointed her. Jem jumped in again. ‘Mum’s working here, too. At some women’s centre.’

‘The Haven?’ This time Eva sounded like she approved.

I nodded. ‘An old friend put me in touch.’ It was only a white lie – that old friend had actually been the family liaison officer the police had assigned to Jem and me when Alistair was first arrested. She had been sternly supportive and I’d liked her no-nonsense attitude. ‘They needed a legal adviser. It’s just voluntary.’

‘The Haven is a good place,’ Eva said. ‘You’re doing a good thing.’

I felt that prickle of discomfort again. I didn’t deserve Eva’s praise. I wasn’t working at the Haven because I was a good person. Instead I was trying to make up for all the mistakes I’d made. I spent two days a week there, advising hollow-eyed women on their rights when it came to divorce, or child custody, or maintenance payments. Or helping them prepare to face their rapists in court. It was hard work. Some of the women were scared. Some of them were angry. The stakes were always high. But it was rewarding and I felt like I was helping. Making a difference. Making amends.

Eva drank her tea and I studied her. She was older than I’d first thought. Well into her eighties, I guessed.

‘Do you live alone?’

She nodded. ‘My husband died twenty years ago.’ She gave me a quick, mischievous grin. ‘But I am never lonely.’

‘That’s good to hear.’ I wondered – self-pityingly – if I’d be alone for twenty years, or more. ‘You keep busy?’

‘I play bridge, and I watch television, and I go for lunches,’ Eva said, waving her hands. ‘I have many friends.’

‘And is your son local?’

‘London.’ She raised her chin proudly. ‘He works in the theatre.’

‘Is he an actor? Is he famous?’ Jem said. I shot her a glance. Was she thinking about our old life?

Eva screwed her nose up. ‘He is a producer. So he gets tickets to all the shows.’

‘Fabulous,’ I said with relief. I didn’t want any unexpected paparazzi turning up on the doorstep. I’d had enough of that to last a lifetime. ‘If you ever need anything – shopping or anything – just let me know.’

‘Thank you,’ Eva said. I got the impression she was genuinely grateful. ‘And the same goes for you. If you need me, just call. And now I will leave you to your unpacking.’

She got up from the sofa in a very sprightly fashion and said goodbye. Jem showed her out and I sat back against the squishy cushions that had once belonged to someone else, and closed my eyes, exhausted suddenly. Starting a new life wasn’t going to be easy.




Chapter 2

Jem

Mum was so jumpy and nervous that I was trying really hard not to make her skittishness rub off on me. She reminded me of those meerkats – you know the ones on that David Attenborough documentary? Always on the alert, looking round to see where the danger was coming from next.

I couldn’t blame her, I supposed. Things had been totally messed up for a while back in Edinburgh, thanks to my shithead perv of a dad.

And because of me.

I was only 13 when he was arrested. Just a little kid, looking back, though I thought I was really grown up of course. All pleased with myself going to high school, with its fancy uniform and its amazing facilities. We had to play lacrosse. Like it was bloody Malory Towers or something. Mum and Dad said it was one of the best schools in Edinburgh, which was probably true, but it had been the absolute worst place to be when the truth about Dad came out.

At first I didn’t know what was going on. There were a lot of whispers at home and an atmosphere. And then one evening, Mum and Dad sat me down and said a woman had told the police something about Dad and it wasn’t true – of course not – and she was just a bit sad and lonely and it would all be sorted out and I just had to trust them.

I may have only been 13 but I had Google and it took me about five minutes to find out what Dad had been accused of. And it probably took the girls in my class even less time. They started calling Dad names. Saying he was a perv. Back then I’d believed Dad when he said it was a mistake. You trust your parents, don’t you? I’d said that, over and over. Madeleine, the girl in my class with the sharpest tongue and the most devoted band of followers, the girl I’d thought was my friend, had laughed when I said it was a misunderstanding.

‘They all say that,’ she’d said, flicking her silky hair over her shoulder and gazing, wide-eyed, at the girls gathered round, hanging off her every word. ‘Let me tell you about the way he looked at me when I went round to Jem’s house once after school.’

It was a lie, of course. Madeleine had never even met my dad, because he was never home when she visited. But she’d dropped the little seeds of poison and they were taking root.

I shook my head, not wanting to think about that now. I liked our new house. I loved living beside the sea. And I liked my new school. It didn’t have the swanky theatre and sports hall that my old school had, but I liked how it was enormous and chaotic and no one paid any attention to me. Most of the kids were nice. I’d made some friends and there was a girl called Cassie who I really liked. I was even thinking of auditioning for the school play. It was a relief, to be away from Edinburgh and having to be ‘on’ all the time. And I liked Mum being around more. We had each other’s backs.

So even though I felt bad that I’d invited our next-door neighbour in for tea, I was quite pleased that I had. She was nice. And I thought Mum could do with having a new friend, like I had Cassie.

I cooked the pizzas to make up for it, because when Eva left Mum looked totally exhausted. I always got the feeling she’d really like to live miles away from anyone, just me and her. But obviously there was school and work and all that to deal with so she couldn’t shut out the world completely. Instead, she just stopped me going on social media and kept her hair short which she said was because she fancied a change but I knew was really because she thought it made her look different and she didn’t want anyone to recognize her. She even changed her name – well, she dropped the Robertson and just went back to being Blyth all the time, which she was before she got married, and had always been at work. I did it too. I was Jemima Blyth at school and I quite liked it. It made us feel like a team.

*

The next morning was a bit hectic because I got up late and then I spent too long in the shower. Mum was cross with me because it was one of her days for working in Edinburgh, and I was secretly pleased that she was cross because it meant she was more like her normal self than when she was being super-nice to me the whole time.

‘I don’t have time to drive you,’ she said, swigging at a cup of coffee. ‘I’ve got to catch my train.’

‘It’s fine. I’m going early anyway. I’m walking with Cassie.’

Mum looked at me, a little frown on her face. ‘The famous Cassie I’ve heard so much about. Just …’ She paused. ‘Be careful, Jem. I remember when you talked about Madeleine all the time.’

‘She’s absolutely nothing like Madeleine,’ I said with a giggle. ‘Cassie’s a friend. She’s in my class. She’s nice.’

I saw Mum’s shoulders relax a little bit. She was worried about me making friends and worried that I wouldn’t. Basically, she was just worried.

‘She lives up the road a bit. I’m meeting her on the corner. She’s invited me to hers after school actually.’

‘For tea?’ Mum looked thrilled. She hated when I had to come home from school to an empty house on her work days. I liked it because I ate crisps and watched Netflix until she got back.

‘I guess. We’ve got a history project to do and Cassie says her mum can help.’

‘Should I call her?’

‘Cassie?’

Mum tutted. ‘No, her mother?’

‘It’s fine, Mum.’

She paused and I thought she might have more questions but then she just nodded. ‘Home by seven. Text me when you’re on your way back.’

‘I will.’

I grabbed my bag and headed out to meet Cassie. I knew that as soon as I’d gone down the path, Mum would run upstairs to my bedroom at the back of the house because it had a good view of the street, and watch me walk to the corner by the church. I could feel her eyes on me as I went. I didn’t mind. It was nice to feel safe.

Cassie had said it made sense for me to go to hers after school because her mum worked in the museum in town so she would be able to help with our totally lame history project.

‘Is she a historian?’ I’d asked, quite impressed.

Cassie had made a face. ‘She works in the shop.’

I had laughed along with Cassie. ‘She might have overheard people talking about history,’ she’d protested.

‘She might have,’ I’d said, nodding. ‘Let’s hope she’s overheard a lot, because otherwise we’re stuffed.’

We were doing a thing about learning from the past. So we had to do a report on one aspect of local history and find lessons in it we could apply to the present day. Our teacher had given us some ideas, but I’d not really been listening and it turned out Cassie hadn’t been either.

‘What about the castle?’ I said later that afternoon, as we walked back to Cassie’s after school. There was a ruined fortress not far from town. ‘We could do something about home security.’

‘Boring,’ Cassie said.

‘You’re right, it is really boring. What do you suggest?’

‘Everyone’s doing the prison. We could do that?’

My stomach lurched. ‘Why prison? Why would you say that?’

‘Duh, because it’s such an obvious one.’

‘Is it?’

Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘There was a prison on Bass Rock.’ She nodded in the direction of the sea, where the lumpen island loomed out of the waves. It was a seabird sanctuary now but I hadn’t known it had once been a jail.

‘It was like Alcatraz,’ Cassie said. ‘No one could escape.’

‘That’s pretty cool,’ I said, relaxing now I knew she hadn’t mentioned prisons because of my dad. ‘But how does that link to the present day? What lessons can we learn from it?’

Cassie shrugged. ‘Don’t go to prison,’ she said with a grin. I screwed my face up, thinking she had the right idea. ‘This is us.’

She led me up the path to a red-brick semi-detached house with a neat front garden, and opened the door.

‘Mum?’ she shouted. There was no response.

‘She’s getting changed.’ A tall teenaged boy with wild curly hair like Cassie’s came out of the kitchen eating a sandwich.

‘How did you get here so fast?’ Cassie eyed him with suspicion. ‘School only finished ten minutes ago.’

‘Long legs,’ he said through a mouthful of bread. ‘What kept you?’

‘Well, what we did,’ Cassie said as though she was sharing a secret, ‘was we stayed at school right until the end of the day and didn’t bunk off early.’ I stifled a giggle as the boy – Cassie’s older brother Drew I assumed – aimed a punch at her arm and she ducked out of the way. Sometimes I wished I had siblings. It would be nice to have someone who properly understood what it had been like at home. Back then.

‘Pig,’ Cassie called after Drew’s retreating back.

‘Scumbag,’ he said cheerfully.

‘Let’s sit at the kitchen table and see if we can get a proper idea,’ Cassie said. ‘Or old Miss McGinty will be on our case.’

Miss McGinty was about 25 so she didn’t really qualify as old but I definitely didn’t want her on our case so I obediently followed Cassie into the kitchen. It was much bigger than our little cottage’s whole living area with a large table at one end, and shelves groaning with cookery books. It was warm and cosy and I liked it.

Cassie dumped her bag on the floor and got us both a drink and some biscuits, while I spread our books across the table.

‘It’s so boring,’ I moaned, staring at the printed-out instructions for our project. ‘I just don’t see how history can be relevant to our lives now.’

‘I know.’ Cassie sat down next to me with a thump and took the sheet from me. ‘Boring and pointless.’

Cassie’s mum came into the kitchen wearing sports gear. She looked young and fit and energetic and I felt a tiny twinge of envy. My mum had been like that once. Now she was skinny because she didn’t eat properly, not because she worked out, and she had permanent lines between her eyes because she was always worrying.

‘Hello,’ she said, giving me a wide smile.

‘Mum, this is my new friend Jem,’ Cassie said.

‘Hello, Jem.’

I said hello back, as a younger girl came into the house, trailing a bag and wearing a too-big blazer that told me she’d just started high school.

‘Oh, Thea, I was wondering where you’d got to,’ Cassie’s mum said.

Thea, who looked like a smaller version of Cassie, looked at me. ‘Was that you that I saw in the drama studio earlier?’

‘That was me.’ I’d been finding out about auditions for the school play. They were doing Macbeth and I thought it sounded fun.

Thea nodded. ‘I’ve got loads of homework,’ she said dramatically, throwing herself into a chair. ‘I’m going to be up until midnight finishing it all. It’s an absolute nightmare.’

I smiled to myself, thinking she should try out for the play, too.

‘Us too. Shit history.’ Cassie waved the instruction sheet.

Cassie’s mum rolled her eyes at her daughter. ‘Did you expect me to help with that?’

‘No.’ Cassie looked innocent but then she grinned. ‘Bit. We’ve got to do a report on some local historical thing and what lessons it can teach us in the present day.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Dunno. Prison maybe.’

‘You could at least try to look enthusiastic about it.’ Cassie’s mother sighed. ‘Let me know if you need me to get any books from work.’

‘We’ll just google for now.’

‘Best get on with it then,’ her mum said, dropping a kiss on Thea’s head. ‘I’m going for a run, but I won’t be long. Will you need a lift home, Jem?’

‘I can walk, thank you. I don’t live far away.’

‘Jem lives in the witch’s cottage,’ Cassie said with glee. I looked at her in surprise. I lived where?

‘Erm, I live in Thistle Cottage,’ I said. I looked from Cassie to her mum. ‘It’s just by the sea. It’s really not far.’

Cassie’s mum made for the door, clearly eager to be off. ‘Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind walking?’

‘I don’t.’

‘I’ll give your cottage a wave as I run past.’

She headed outside and Thea looked at us both, interested in our conversation. ‘You live in the witch’s cottage?’

‘I really don’t. I live in Thistle Cottage.’

‘The little white one with the black window frames?’

‘Yes. And the thistle over the door.’

‘That’s the witch’s cottage.’

I made a face at Cassie. ‘Why do you call it that?’

She looked blank. ‘No idea. We’ve always called it that. Not just us. Everyone calls it the witch’s cottage.’

‘Maybe a witch lived there,’ Thea said with a thrilled grin. ‘There were loads of witches in North Berwick. I did an assembly about it at primary school.’

I felt a little shiver of interest run through me and I grinned at Cassie. ‘Witches,’ I said.




Chapter 3

Tess

I had a slight niggle about Jem all day while I was at work. The downside of my new job was that it really wasn’t very busy, nor absorbing. And that meant I had lots of time to fret. I was worried that Cassie could have worked out who Jem was, and befriended her just to get the gossip about Alistair. Did teenagers care about old television presenters? I wasn’t sure. The girls at Jem’s old school certainly had, but I had a sneaking suspicion that was more about them sensing a weakness than the story itself. I had always hated the ‘mean girls’ cliché but there were definitely some queen bees at that school who had made it their business to make some of their classmates’ lives a misery. And unfortunately, Alistair’s arrest and trial put Jem firmly in their sights.

I tried not to think about Alistair’s arrest and the court case and the awfulness that followed if I could avoid it but I found that no matter how hard I tried to forget, it just kept popping into my head and forcing me to remember how my charming, handsome husband, the darling of the press, became a villain overnight. Of course I had stood by him at first. Why wouldn’t I when he was standing in front of me, ashen-faced, telling me it was all a big mistake? That he barely knew this woman who was saying such awful things – he’d only ever seen her in the corridor or maybe taking notes in a production meeting. She must be mentally ill, he told me, his eyes filling with tears. She needs our sympathy, not our anger. I’d taken him in my arms, amazed by his generosity and promising I’d be right by his side.

But then another woman came forward, and another. And he was charged, and we were hurtled into the awfulness of courts and custodial sentences. And they were so young, these women. Not teens – not like the rumours said – but interns young enough to be his daughter. Fresh out of university and eager and excited to get started in their television career until my disgusting husband made it dirty and spoiled.

I tapped my keyboard to bring my screen back to life and sighed. The will I was drafting wasn’t exactly gripping and I needed a distraction from my thoughts, so I pushed my chair back from my desk and went in search of tea. The firm’s receptionist, Judy, was in the kitchen with Marcus – a law student who helped Mr Langdown sometimes. They were watching something on Judy’s phone.

‘Cat videos?’ I said, turning on the tap to fill the kettle.

Judy looked up. ‘Ooh if you’re making one, yes please.’

I took two mugs out of the cupboard and raised an eyebrow at Marcus who nodded, still gripped by the action on the phone. I added another mug and dropped three teabags in.

‘What is it?’ I asked, wondering what had them so enthralled.

‘Some MP has accidentally shared a saucy message on Twitter,’ Marcus said. ‘Look. It was clearly meant for his wife, but he made it public. It’s filthy and totally hilarious. Though people are being pretty mean about her, which isn’t great.’

I glanced at the screen as he showed me the comments people were making about the wife’s appearance, and made a face. ‘Urgh. What happened to “be kind” eh?’

Judy looked half ashamed, half gleeful. ‘We’re just watching the … what did you call it, Marcus?’

‘Pile on,’ Marcus said with relish. ‘He’s deleted the message but everyone’s screen grabbed it so he can’t deny it. Everyone’s talking about it.’ He bit his lip. ‘Shame they’re being so nasty about her, though.’

I concentrated on stirring the tea and pouring on the milk, hoping they couldn’t see my hands shaking. It was so easy to make mistakes on social media. To write something in anger or without double-checking that your meaning was clear. Or – apparently – to share something publicly that should have been private. Thinking about my own error made me feel sick. My ‘pile on’ had been quite early on in that nightmarish time when Alistair had been arrested and the police had been in our house night and day, searching our bedroom, and the study, and Jem’s room. They’d taken the computer from the lounge as well as my work laptop and Jem’s phone. And all the neighbours saw, of course, even though our house was large and set back from the road. You can’t miss a load of police cars and streams of uniformed officers carrying out laptops and monitors. I think that’s where the rumours that Alistair had groomed young girls started, which is totally understandable. If I’d seen it happen to a neighbour, I’d have assumed that too.

When news of the arrest hit the papers, it got even worse. Jem’s school was supportive enough at first but when it became clear that it wasn’t all some big misunderstanding, that soon faded away. They had a reputation to protect, after all. So there was no punishment for the girls who followed her round all day asking questions about her ‘pervy dad’ and no consequences for the former friend who spread rumours about Alistair eyeing her up when she came to Jem’s birthday party.

When Jem came home in floods of tears for what felt like the hundredth time, I snapped. On my newly returned phone I typed a tweet about the silly girls who were making my daughter’s life a misery.

‘Silly girls should think about their actions before ruining people’s lives,’ I wrote because I had some sort of conscience and I didn’t want to name the girls or the school. But that backfired because everyone thought I meant the women who’d accused Alistair, of course – they didn’t know about the school bullies. Within seconds I had hundreds of comments telling me I was victim blaming, calling me a sad, vicious old woman who had been brainwashed by her paedo husband, saying all sorts of awful things. I realized how stupid I’d been putting anything on social media and deleted it straightaway but the damage was done. And then it all got even worse …

‘Tess?’ I jumped, startled out of my memories by Marcus who’d put his phone away and was waiting patiently for the cup of tea I’d promised.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘In a world of my own.’

He nodded, eyeing me thoughtfully. I wondered if he knew who I was. He didn’t appear to and I was glad.

*

Jem was in really good spirits that evening which made me feel more comfortable. I wanted her to make friends, despite my nerves, and Cassie actually sounded really nice. Jem was full of stories about Cassie, and Cassie’s bedroom, and Cassie’s brother and sister, and Cassie’s mum, and chatting about school and how she was going to audition for the school play. She was even excited about her history project which I was pleased about because I liked history. Jem had never shown much interest before.

‘Cassie’s mum went for a run while I was there,’ she said, as we sat on the sofa with an old episode of Friends playing in the background. ‘I thought maybe you could go running again. You used to like that.’

She looked at me in a way that made me realize with a start that perhaps she worried about me just as much as I worried about her. Poor girl. She’d had so much to deal with the last year or so since Alistair’s arrest. It had all just been one long drawn-out nightmare.

‘Maybe I will,’ I said. ‘That’s a good idea.’

Jem grinned and I relaxed a bit. ‘Tell me about your project.’

‘Ohmygod,’ she said, jumping to her feet and getting her school bag. ‘It’s so cool. Did you know everyone calls this house the witch’s cottage?’

‘I did not know that,’ I said, with a small shudder, thinking of the names I’d been called when the truth about Alistair came out. ‘It’s not because we live here is it?’

‘Duh, no,’ Jem said. She pulled her history folder out of her bag. ‘Cassie’s sister, Thea, said there were loads of witches in North Berwick and she reckons one of them must have lived here.’

‘Goodness,’ I said. ‘I suppose this cottage is very old. It’s one of the oldest buildings in the whole town, I think.’

‘So Cassie and me are going to find out about the witches that lived here. It’s supposed to link the present and the past, so it fits perfectly.’

‘Cassie and I,’ I said automatically. ‘What have you found out so far?’

Jem shrugged. ‘Nothing yet,’ she admitted. ‘We got a bit distracted on Instagram.’

My stomach lurched. ‘Jem, you know I don’t want you on social media.’

She sighed. ‘I’m not on social media. I was looking on Cassie’s phone.’ She turned away from me and I heard her mutter, ‘Everyone else is on it.’

I understood that it was hard for her not to be online like her friends, but I knew all too well how easy it was for people to send horrible, nasty messages on social media. Messages and comments that stuck in your head, no matter how much you tried to dismiss them or laugh them off. Threats against you, or your loved ones. Or once, even against our family pets. Rape threats. Death threats. All sorts. So I wasn’t budging on my social-media ban, no matter how much Jem begged me.

Wanting to distract her, I got my laptop from the bookshelf and opened it up. ‘Shall we have a look?’

The lure of finding out about the witches who’d lived in our house was too tempting for Jem to keep sulking. To my relief, she turned back to me and smiled. ‘Google it,’ she said.

I typed in witches and North Berwick and was rewarded with dozens of hits.

‘Oh my,’ I said. ‘It was quite a thing.’

Together, Jem and I read about the witch trials in our town, the accusations of dark deeds, which sounded ridiculous to our modern ears, and the torture of women, which didn’t sound so ridiculous.

‘It’s horrible,’ Jem said, wide-eyed. ‘Can we try to find the one who lived in our cottage?’

I thought for a second and then searched for ‘witch, Forth Street, North Berwick’. Nothing came up.

‘Perhaps the street had a different name back then,’ I said.

Jem was looking thoughtful. ‘I think I know how to find it,’ she said.

‘Really?’

‘Come on.’ She jumped to her feet and disappeared into the hall, then came back wearing her coat – finally – and shoes. ‘Come on, Mum.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’

I pulled on my boots and my own coat, and together we went outside into the dark street, Jem leading the way.

‘Here,’ she said in triumph as we reached the corner. ‘I lean against it when I’m waiting for Cassie.’

It was an information board aimed at tourists, showing some history of North Berwick. Jem got her phone out and shone the light at the pictures.

‘There’s an old map,’ she said. ‘I was looking at it this morning.’

I squinted at the board in the dim light. ‘I think this map is a bit later than the witches would have been,’ I said, trying to read the date.

‘Still could help.’

That was true. I looked again, trying to get my bearings. ‘So that’s the harbour, there,’ I said, pointing. ‘And that’s what’s now Forth Street. Shine the torch here, Jem.’

She obliged and I grinned. ‘It’s called Church Street,’ I said.

Jem clapped her hands. ‘Church Street. Let’s go and look that up, then.’

We hurried back to the house because it was chilly, with a real autumnal feel to the evening, and I made tea while Jem googled Church Street, North Berwick and witches, and gave a yelp of triumph.

‘I’ve found them,’ she said. ‘At least, I think I’ve found them.’

I took the mugs of tea through and put them on the coffee table. ‘Show me.’

‘Look, this is someone’s dissertation or something. It’s like a massive project on witches in Scotland,’ she said. She looked up at me and gave me a cheeky grin. ‘Maybe Cassie and I can just copy this whole thing.’

‘Jem,’ I said. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘Joke.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Look, Honor Seton is on this list here of accused witches. Her address is given as Church Street, and it says she was 35.’

‘Considerably younger than me,’ I said wryly.

Jem zoomed in on the list, looking pleased. ‘And it says she lived with her daughter Alice, who was 16. Maybe Alice was a witch too?’

I felt a bit uncomfortable. A mum with a teenage daughter, in our house, being accused of all sorts. It was a strange coincidence. ‘None of them were actually witches, Jem,’ I said, more sharply than I intended. I forced myself to smile and look more interested. ‘So what happened to them? Were they burned at the stake?’

‘It doesn’t say,’ Jem said, leaning forward. ‘There’s a photo of the original document. Hang on.’

She enlarged the picture, which was of a list of accused witches from the seventeenth century. It was written in old-fashioned hand, difficult – if not impossible – to read, without the helpful typed text beneath translating it for our twenty-first-century eyes. But there was nothing about the outcome of the trial – simply that it was said to be happening.

‘I’m sure we can find out what happened, now we know their names. Cassie’s mum could find us some books. Or she said one of the people who work at the museum with her might know more.’ Jem’s eyes were gleaming with interest. I drank in her happiness, pleased to see how much she was enjoying this. ‘Isn’t it funny, that we’re a mother and daughter living here, just like they were?’

‘Let’s hope we’re not accused of witchcraft,’ I said, stifling a yawn. ‘Gosh, I’m beat. I think it’s bedtime for me.’

‘I’ll come up too,’ said Jem, who may have been bolshy and independent, but still didn’t like being downstairs by herself.

I pulled her to me and kissed her temple. ‘You go on up, sweetheart, and get your stuff ready for the morning. I’ll be up in a minute. Remember to plug your phone in down here, please.’ That was another rule – no phones in the bedroom. I didn’t want Jem scrolling and stumbling on anything about her father. Or about me. I liked to know what she was looking at, although I knew I couldn’t control that all the time.

Jem threw me her phone to plug in, then she stuffed her books back into her bag and headed up to bed, calling a cheery goodnight to me as she went. I took our mugs into the kitchen. As I rinsed them out, I noticed the bin was overflowing. Jem had a very irritating habit of balancing rubbish on top like a smelly game of Jenga. Tutting, I pulled the bag out of the bin, tied it up, shoved my feet into the sliders I kept by the back door for this very reason, and went out to the wheelie bin.

The wind had really got up and the crashing of the waves was loud in the quiet night. I shivered as I dropped the bag into the bin, and let the lid close. Winter was definitely on its way.

A noise in the dark garden made me start, my heart thudding. Those witch stories had spooked me a little. I stayed still for a second, but there was nothing there – it must have been the wind.

I turned to go back inside and jumped again as a black cat ran in front of me.

‘Christ,’ I said, clutching my chest in fright. ‘Where did you come from?’ The little cat sat down and regarded me in the light from the kitchen without interest. I reached out a hand to stroke its head, and it hissed at me, making me recoil. ‘Oh,’ I gasped. The cat darted off into the darkness, leaving me shaking my head at my jumpiness. No more reading about witches before bed, I thought. It was clearly a bad idea.




Chapter 4

Honor

1661

I don’t like to go out when there’s a storm brewing. Not just because my gowns are threadbare and the soles of my boots so thin I can feel the gravel through them, though that doesn’t make the weather feel more welcoming. It’s more that when I’m seen around town as the waves are churning and the clouds are whipping through the dark sky, people remember.

So I was scurrying along, hood up and cloak drawn around me to keep the wind out, in case any whispers reached my ears. It was years now, since my husband had died. Drowned when his fishing boat was dashed against the rocks in a storm. But people still remembered.

I knew why they blamed me, of course. I wasn’t stupid. Women weren’t supposed to hold power – as Gregor Kincaid had made very clear – and I had known that when John left me his position as burgess on the parish council, people weren’t happy. But it was perfectly legal and there for all to see in his official papers. There was nothing anyone could do about it. Except talk and whisper about how the storm that killed my John had come from nowhere. How the weather had been fine, until it wasn’t, and had someone made it happen? Had someone caused the sea to swell and the waves to crash and the lightning to fork? Someone like me.

Many years had gone since then. I’d been carrying Alice when John drowned, and now she was grown. But people still talked. It wasn’t malicious – not often. Just careless gossip and chitter-chatter that had died away over the years and come back just as strong, since Gregor Kincaid returned.

I had reached the fisherman’s cottage on the edge of town, and now I knocked on the door. It opened at once.

‘Honor,’ said the woman who stood there, her white pinny splashed with blood. ‘I am pleased to see you.’

I took off my cloak and gloves. ‘Where is she?’

‘Upstairs. She’s in such pain but nothing is happening.’

‘Is the bairn’s head down?’

‘I think not.’ The woman – Mary, a capable farmer’s wife who often delivered babies in the town – looked worried. ‘I tried to turn it before her pains began but try as I might, nothing happened.’

I picked up my bag. ‘Take me to her.’

The mother was leaning over her bed, crying with pain, when I entered. She looked up at me with fear in her eyes.

‘My baby is dying, Honor,’ she said, reaching out to me. ‘And I am dying. You must help.’

‘Hush now, Bridie,’ I told her. ‘No one will die today.’ I busied myself taking a small bottle of oil from my bag, and some dried herbs. ‘Let me see you.’

I helped her up onto the bed, washed my hands in a basin of water that Mary was holding, and then gently examined Bridie. She was exhausted but the baby wasn’t coming yet. Mary was right – the little one was trying to come feet first. I looked at Bridie carefully.

‘How long have the pains been coming?’

She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘It feels like days, but it can’t be. Two days, I think and one night?’

In surprise, I glanced at Mary who gave a tiny nod.

‘You should have come to get me sooner,’ I scolded. ‘Bridie, I need to turn your baby inside your belly.’

Bridie lay back against the bed, looking pale and weak. She didn’t have the strength to say yes or no.

Quickly, I crumbled the herbs into a bowl and with a taper from the fire, I lit the leaves. They caught straightaway and burned well, filling the room with scent. Then I uncorked the bottle and rubbed the oil into Bridie’s bulging belly. More smells filled the air.

‘What is that?’ Mary said, her brow furrowed in suspicion.

‘Lavender,’ I told her honestly. There were other things in there too, but I never told anyone what was in the tinctures and oils I cooked up. Only Alice, who was proving to be a capable and creative apprentice.

I put my hands on Bridie’s skin, feeling the baby move beneath my fingers. ‘Come on, wee one,’ I said softly. ‘I know there’s not much room, but you have
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