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Prologue
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The woman stood a moment on the old drive and stared up at the boarded windows, a dark silhouette against the grey walls, then she turned her back on the house and went down to the blaze on the foreshore.

Figures moved in the smoky shadows, small awed groups, lingering after the drama of the auction. They drew back as she approached, a gaunt stranger in a black coat, and a whisper rustled amongst them. Piuthar Blake! She drew nearer to the flames. Bho Lunnainn …  Gusts of wind formed small tornadoes of sparks, and the woman’s eyes followed them until they faded over the drained stretches of sand. Blake’s sister. From London. An outsider now. More of the house’s contents crashed onto the pyre—a broken display cabinet from the study, an easel riddled with woodworm. The flames were suppressed for a moment, then leapt to consume the offering—and a way of life.

Earlier in the day there had been a macabre episode when the moth-eaten birds and animals had been brought out, their glassy eyes catching the flames, flashing a sharp reproach. A hotel owner had bought the stag’s head from the landing and the rarities had been sent to Edinburgh, while anyone who fancied a tatty guillemot as a souvenir had bid a few pennies. The rest, dusty and faded, had gone onto the bonfire, and she had watched them burn. But she had turned away when the once prized black-and-white diver from the dining room was brought out. It had been found in the back of an old boot cupboard, ravaged by mice, together with more paintings, wrapped in old hessian, too late for the auctioneer’s hammer. The paintings had shocked her: the tormented scenes and heavy brushstrokes exposed too painfully the anguish of her brother’s broken mind, and she had ordered that they too be destroyed. All except one, a watercolour which she remembered well, painted when his talent had been at its outstanding best, and she lingered over it while the others burned, then put it carefully to one side.

A figure approached her. ‘That’s the last of it, Mrs. Armstrong.’ It was Donald. She turned and nodded, smiling slightly, and they stood together, the flames casting flickering shadows across their faces.

‘Do you remember the last fire you and I sat beside?’ she said, wistful now for other times, and watched his face until the memory found him.

‘The day we all went to see the seal pups? Cooked fish on the beach?’

She gave an echo of her puckish smile, grateful that he remembered. ‘A perfect day.’ And she turned back to the fire. ‘I often think of it.’ A smile brightened her face and was gone, and a gull circled them, gave a cry, and flew off across the machair. ‘And now there’s only you and me.’ The flaming easel fell noisily into a void beneath it, sending up a spray of sparks. ‘I thought that day marked the beginning of everything, but the world tore itself apart instead—’ And hell came to earth on Flanders fields.

She looked towards the foreshore, where they had pulled up the boats that day, empty now, then she glanced back at Donald, seeing in the middle-aged man the child who had once run shouting beside her as they splashed barefoot through sparkling pools left by the retreating tide, drenched in sunshine, the divisions of class overruled by the compact of childhood. But there had been other children too. Her brother, and his.

She strained her eyes across the strand, shedding the pain as she had taught herself to do, and looked instead at the vibrant Hebridean sky. Midsummer half-light. But when the last colour had drained from the west, she knew there would be a pale light in the east, and she clung to that thought, keeping her back turned resolutely on the house.

All day the men had worked to fix boarding across the windows, entombing the house, blinding it. The thud of their hammers still pounded in her head, but at least the job was done, and in the morning she would leave. ‘What will become of it, Donald?’ The man beside her stayed silent. ‘At least the land is in good hands, and the farmhouse is now your own.’ She brushed aside his renewed thanks. ‘A few papers to sign and then the matter is completed.’

The fire was almost sated now; it had burned quickly, fanned by gusts which blew unhindered across the two miles of open land. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll ever come here again.’ Her voice was barely above a whisper, and her cheeks shone wet in the firelight. Donald moved quickly to hold her, turning her face into his shoulder as he might a child, not a woman who was almost old—and she smelt woodsmoke in the tweed and was comforted. A sharp crack, and a spark shot from the fire, igniting the dry grass, burning brightly for a while, then it died, leaving a charred and blackened patch. ‘I’ve been visiting ghosts, Donald.’ He tightened the arm which held her, saying nothing. ‘And thank God it was you who found poor Theo, and brought him home.’

The spectators were dropping away, back across the strand or over the machair to their homes. ‘Leave the ghosts where they belong, Emily.’ He released her and took her arm instead. ‘Come home with us now.’

They left the embers shimmering low on the foreshore, a beacon in the encroaching darkness, and made their way down the well-worn track which linked the two houses. The woman paused just once and looked over her shoulder to where Muirlan House stood immense, dark, and sombre against the streaked lead and crimson of the western sky. He gave her a moment and then urged her forward, towards the glow which beamed a welcome from the windows of the factor’s farmhouse.


Chapter 1
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The first bone he had dismissed as dead sheep. There’d been others—ribs decaying amidst rabbit droppings and debris from the collapsing ceilings, or bleached vertebrae. But the next one was a long bone, and he held it, considering a moment, then rocked back on his heels.

This was no sheep.

He leant forward, interest sharpening, and scraped at the sandy soil, revealing more stained bones and recognising a tangle of threads from decaying textile. A rotting plank half-covered the remains. He tried to move it aside, but it stuck fast, then he straightened, aghast, as certainty came. The plank was an old floorboard, nailed down, and the bones were underneath it.

He stared down at the remains, thrown off balance, then bent again, his mouth dry, and explored further until he came to the pale orb of the skull. Then he stopped.

The body had been placed on its side with the head hard up against a boulder in the foundations, the chin dropped to the chest, exposing the side of the skull. Exposing not a smooth roundness but a fissured depression, choked with sand. His mind roared as he reached forward to clear crumbs of mortar from the half-buried jaw, flicking an indifferent wood louse from the bared teeth, his hand trembling as he uncovered more of the crushed temple and the dark orbit of an eye. Then he straightened again and stood looking down, the trowel hanging loose in his hand. It was the snapping of fast wing beats that broke the spell, and he ducked instinctively as a rock dove bolted from its roost in an alcove—bloody bird!—and he glanced at his watch, twisting it on his wrist. Out of time. The tide had turned, and the wind was strong. Storm coming. He quickly bent to cover the bones again, then grabbed his jacket and ran to the Land Rover.

The empty stretch of sand, which, for a few short hours twice a day joined Muirlan Island to the main island, was disappearing fast. Had he cut it too fine? He revved the engine hard as the vehicle descended the track and he reached the point where track met sand. Then the battered vehicle sped across, through the shallow water, spray arching from its wheels as it rounded the rocky outcrop at the midway point, following the vanishing tracks which had marked his route across that afternoon. Swooping terns accompanied the incoming tide as it flooded the sandy stretches between the headlands, closing in behind him. He glanced in his rear-view mirror at the grey bulk of the house silhouetted on the ridge, and gripped the steering wheel. A body, for Christ’s sake!

Then, as he tore across the wet sand, he glimpsed a figure in a long dark coat standing on a little headland, staring out towards the house. A woman? He looked more keenly. A stranger—The Land Rover plunged drunkenly into the last deep channel and he revved the engine again to pull up the other side, releasing his breath as he felt firm ground beneath the tyres. Then he swung the vehicle to the right, wiping damp palms on worn jeans, and headed down the single-track road, skirting the edge of the bay, to find Ruairidh. 


Chapter 2
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As the last of next morning’s tide retreated across Muirlan Strand, seabirds swooped over the sand ripples, and the low morning sun turned the remaining pools to glittering silver.

Hetty had risen early and now followed the ebbing tide across the sand towards the island. At the halfway point, she stopped for a moment and looked around at the vast, empty bay, then continued on her way. The start of her route across had been marked by tyre tracks, but these had soon disappeared, washed away by last night’s tide. It didn’t matter, of course, because Muirlan House was clearly visible, outlined against the sky on a ridge ahead of her. Presumably it was safe just to head straight for it now that the tide had pulled back. The tyre marks reappeared as she drew closer to the island, and they rose from the beach to become a track, which she followed, stepping along the grassy strip between deep wheel ruts. Birdsong floated down on the soft air, freshened after last night’s storm, and she lifted her head to listen. Skylarks! When had she last heard skylarks?

Ahead lay the house, and she stopped where the track passed between two crumbling gateposts and stared at it. It was huge! Much bigger than she had imagined, somewhere between an oversized country vicarage and small baronial seat. And beyond it, lower down the ridge, she saw another house, a rambling two-storey farmhouse with outbuildings, which was, in fact, much more the sort of place she had been expecting.

She continued through the gateway up the old drive towards Muirlan House. A low wall encircled it, defining an apron of garden, the top stones laid to form a crenulation, but the wall had been breached in several places and stones lay tumbled in the long grasses. A side gate, which once gave access to pastureland, lay rusting away amongst the stones in a patch of nettles. As she neared the house, she saw the windows were boarded up, which gave the house a closed, unwelcoming air, as if refuting her right to be there. She breathed deep, summoning up her courage, and the breeze carried to her a sweet scent from a patch of blown wild roses which spread, abandoned, across a heap of broken trelliswork. Cheered by this, she lifted her chin and walked up to the front door to find, as expected, that it was locked, secured by an iron bar and a businesslike padlock, recently oiled. The work of Mr. Forbes, no doubt.

But as she turned away, she saw that his precautions had not deterred determined intruders, who had simply ripped away the boarding from one of the ground-floor windows, ignoring the daubed warnings: DANGER! UNSAFE! KEEP OUT! YES, YOU! Fragments of shattered chimney pots and roof slates lay strewn amongst the clover and underlined the message.

But a sign on the adjacent window gave her a mighty pulse of excitement, spiked by disbelief.

PRIVATE PROPERTY.

And she felt a sudden need to get inside, to see for herself, now, at once—before excitement curdled to stark terror at the responsibility of ownership. Her eye fell on an old fish crate lying on a clump of thistles, and she glanced back at the broken boarding. Why not? She looked both ways, an urban instinct, but there was no one about, nothing to stop her. Besides—incredibly—the place was hers. She went quickly, before she could change her mind, fetched the crate and positioned it under the window, and then she was up, through, and over. Like Alice, she thought, as she landed with a crunch on broken glass and splintered wood, and dusted the grit from her hands. And how ridiculous, when the keys were with Mr. Forbes and she had only to ask.

And then, in the stillness of the abandoned house, she became a trespasser, intruding where she had no business, and her courage faltered. She stood motionless as the feeling grew within her, resting her hand on the stained wall, and she listened to the great silence around her. Her palm absorbed a chill dampness from the wall, and she withdrew it, wiping it against her coat, and she looked around at the empty room.

Not just empty. Wrecked.
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On her journey north, she had pressed her face to the train window, telling herself that this trip would mark a watershed, a new beginning. This was where she would take back control and focus her energies. But somehow it had felt more like a flight, or an escape from something … and as the train passed through the built-up midlands and the industrial north, doubts had crowded in. Whatever was she doing? It was madness! She knew nothing about restoring houses, or about running the hotel which she planned would follow. Perhaps, after all, she should listen to Giles and sell, and then invest the money. But as the train passed through the Borders and slowed to meet the demands of the West Highland line, she became lost in the scenery and her mind steadied. At least when she’d seen the place she would know what to do. And so she had sat up straighter, putting aside a thriller plucked from the bookshop at Euston, and listened to the unfamiliar cadence of the attendant’s voice as he pushed the trolley through the swaying train, which now skirted the mountains, pressing northwards, offering glimpses of sea and far horizons.

After a night in Fort William, the self-proclaimed Gateway to the Highlands, she had picked up a hire car to drive the last hundred or so miles, crossing the bridge which now linked Skye to the mainland, and then boarded the ferry to the Western Isles. It had been a smooth crossing, and when they docked, most of the disembarking vehicles had turned towards the village, but her directions were to continue straight on, away from the small harbour community, where the road had soon dwindled to a single strip of potholed tarmac. It crossed a desolate landscape of moorland and peat bog, where low roofless ruins stood stark beside small grey lochs and streams. Returning to the village had begun to seem an attractive option until, from the top of the next rise, she had seen a fringe of coastline and a greener landscape of small fields with grazing cattle and sheep, and had felt a surge of delight.

The cottage she had rented for the week had been a bit further on, and when she got there she’d left the car and walked out onto a spur of land and stood looking across a vast expanse of drained sand. So there it was: Muirlan Strand. And there was the island, as her grandmother had described it, on the edge of the world, and there, standing tall on a ridge, she had seen the house itself, the painter’s eyrie, silhouetted against the complex hues of the western sky.

The wind had gusted fitfully around her, snatching the cry of a gull. Six hundred miles she’d covered these last two days, but that moment had made it all worthwhile. And then the sound of an engine had shattered the silence, and she had seen a Land Rover racing across the strand towards her, sending up fans of spray on either side. It had rocked through a deep channel, climbed up the foreshore from the beach, then turned onto the road and was gone, leaving behind a deeper silence broken only by the bird’s cry, and the wind.

But that was last night.

In that low evening glow, Muirlan House had had a mystical quality, but in the sharper light of morning, the illusion collapsed, and its true state was revealed. She took a step forward, placing her feet carefully, and looked up at falling ceilings and green damp-stained walls, where fractured plaster exposed rotting laths. Oh Lord, what had she got herself into? An acrid stench of sheep dung rose from the floor as she made her way gingerly to the hall, her eye caught by a line of rusting wires straggling along the plaster coving to connect with long-vanished bells. A wide staircase had once curved elegantly to a half-landing, lit by a glass rooflight, but this was now open to the elements and, through the jagged hole, she could see broken roof beams, angled like the misaligned spars of a wrecked ship. Clouds drifted past. Dear God! Splintered stair treads and drunken banisters led to the second floor, but there was no way she was going to trust them.

She had been warned, she reminded herself, as she peered into dark rooms opening off the hall, rooms where the window boarding remained intact. The lawyer acting as her grandmother’s executor had told her the place had been empty for many years and would need work. But she hadn’t expected it to be just a shell, pillaged and empty.

Nightmare.

Returning to the first room, dry-mouthed, she had to fight a rising panic. Like it or not, all this was now her responsibility. She’d better go and find Ruairidh Forbes, and then do some hard thinking. She had a knee on the windowsill preparing to climb out when she heard an engine again and leant out to see a Land Rover pulling up the foreshore towards the house. It looked like the one she’d watched racing the tide the night before—a farmer, perhaps, come to check on grazing livestock.

She pulled back to avoid being seen. Perhaps there was another way out? Back in the hall, she saw a passageway to the rear and started towards it, but then she saw a slit of daylight through one of the doors off to the right and turned to investigate.

She found it was coming not from the room itself but from some sort of small annex built on, so she went through and then stopped at the doorway of a little room. It too was boarded up, and the light was coming from a hole in the sloping roof through which it lit a wheelbarrow, a spade, and recently disturbed ground covered by planks and boarding. What on earth was going on?

And then the hammering started.

She turned her head at the sound. It must be coming from outdoors, close by. But what—? Then she saw that the light from the hall behind her had disappeared and remembered the unboarded window. She rushed back across the hall, shouting out, tripping in her haste, and began banging with her fists on newly fixed plywood which now covered her escape.

The hammering stopped abruptly, she heard a curse, and then the sound of nails being wrenched out. The boarding shifted, and she found herself face-to-face with a man with dark hair and angry eyes.

‘Can’t you read, for Christ’s sake?’ He rested the boarding against the wall, kicked the fish crate back into position under the window, and jerked his head. ‘Out.’ And he stood back, offering no assistance, watching her clamber, wrong-footed, back across the ledge.

‘Wait. Let me explain. I’m not trespassing, I—’ Her jeans caught on a protruding nail and tore. Damn. ‘Look, it’s really alright—’

The man was not listening, and as soon as her feet touched the ground he tossed the fish crate back into the thistles and lifted the boarding again. ‘There’s nothing left to steal in there anyway.’

‘Steal? No! You misunderstand. This is my—’ Why was that so difficult to say? This is my house. She winced as staccato hammering drowned out her words, but then the man seemed to catch their meaning, and he stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. He lowered his arm, his eyes narrowing, and she found herself being scrutinised with a disconcerting intensity. His lean face bore the signs of an outdoor life, and beneath the old woollen jersey she sensed physical strength. ‘Are you Ruairidh Forbes?’ she asked, struggling to regain some measure of control. What a start.

‘No.’ The man continued his inspection. Then: ‘So why go through the window? Haven’t you got keys?’

‘Not yet. He has them. Mr. Forbes, that is—’ She dug her nails into her palm. The man clearly thought her a fool, damn him. ‘I’m about to go and call on him.’

But he was now looking past her, over her shoulder, back towards the strand, and she saw his expression lighten. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘He’s come to call on you.’

She turned to see that another vehicle, an ancient Saab, was coming up the track towards them. The driver halted below the house, perhaps not wanting to risk the low-slung vehicle on the rutted track. He slammed the car door and came towards them, followed by a black-and-white collie. ‘Right on cue,’ said the first man, leaning back against the Land Rover, his eyes alive with amusement. ‘Morning, Ruairidh. Let me introduce Muirlan House’s new mistress. I’ve just evicted her.’

His tone made her flush, but the newcomer looked at her with sharp interest and came forward. ‘Harriet Deveraux? I’d no idea,’ he said, and held out his hand.

‘Hetty,’ she said, taking it.

He looked about forty, several years older than the first man, a few stone heavier and, on first showing, a damn sight nicer. ‘Had you written again?’

She shook her head. ‘A spur-of-the-moment decision.’ Triggered, as it had been, by an intense desire to leave London. And Giles—‘I was going to wait until June when I had more time.’

He held on to her hand a moment, then relinquished it. ‘I’d have met the ferry had I known. Have you somewhere to stay?’

‘Yes. Just over there.’ She gestured across the sand towards the cottage.

‘Diighall’s place? Well, well …’

He lowered his bushy eyebrows to cover a glance towards the other man who, she knew, was continuing to stare at her. But he now stepped forward and put out his hand. ‘James Cameron.’ She took it and waited for an apology. ‘You took a risk, you know, going in there.’ He turned to put his tools back in the Land Rover and described their encounter to the newcomer with ill-concealed amusement, adding, ‘The place is a death trap.’

No apology, then.

Ruairidh Forbes shook his head with kindly concern. ‘Dear oh dear! What a welcome.’

‘If something had fallen on you, it’d be your—’ He now glanced at the other man and stopped midsentence. ‘You’ll have to tell her, Ruairidh.’ He shut the back of the Land Rover and leant against it again, arms folded. ‘Sooner or later.’

The other man looked unhappy. ‘Aye. I know.’ And as he told her, she understood why.

‘Human remains?’ she said, when he had finished. Whatever else she had expected, it had not included this. ‘Who? Do you know?’

‘No idea. Just bones. You see, James only found them yesterday, and we couldn’t get back across until now, so I’ve not seen them. I’ll have a quick look, then contact my colleagues on the mainland.’ She nodded dumbly, thinking that when she’d learned that her key holder was a part-time police officer she hadn’t expected to need his professional services.

‘A tramp, perhaps?’ she ventured, a derelict who’d taken shelter, or drunk himself to death. Surely no one could actually get trapped inside, could they? Unless— Oh God. ‘Was it … Did something fall on—?’ Her mind raced towards negligence claims and lawsuits.

She’d had ownership for less than a couple of months, but what would her position be?

‘The corpse was stashed under the floorboards, so no.’ James Cameron was still slouched against the Land Rover, watching her, and the significance of his words took a moment to hit her.

‘Under the floorboards?’

He nodded.

The policeman returned her another apologetic look. ‘A bad business,’ he said, and gestured to the Saab. ‘Why don’t you sit in the car, miss, while we take a look?’

She stood, staring back at him, then shook her head quickly. ‘No. I’ll come. I’d better see—’

James Cameron straightened and produced hard hats from the back of the Land Rover, shutting Ruairidh’s dog inside the vehicle, and went to unlock the heavy padlock on the front door. He stood aside as she made a more conventional entrance, then followed her in. Dazed still, she paused just inside, and in that instant she had a fleeting image of past splendour, seen through sunlit shafts of suspended dust … But the men were waiting for her.

James went on ahead, and Ruairidh ushered her through to the little annex where she had seen the wheelbarrow and tools. James was crouched beside them, his dark hair falling forward as he pulled aside the plastic sheet which was covering the disturbed ground.

They went and stood beside him, and looked down at pale bones lit from above, at the damaged skull lying on its side in a parody of sleep, the empty eye socket forlorn and sorrowful. Hetty felt a tightening in her chest. A heavy pall seemed to hang in the air, and it all felt unreal, and wrong. Dreadfully wrong.

‘Poor devil,’ the policeman said, crouching down. ‘A bad spot that, just above the temple.’

Only the upper part of the skeleton was visible, and James Cameron was scraping gently with a penknife at the soil and mortar which framed the skull. ‘See what I mean? It looks as if the bedding material was packed around and on top of the body, and then the floorboards were laid on top.’

The scene was almost unimaginable.

‘To have been buried there, and no one knowing.’ Her words fell into a pool of silence.

‘Someone knew,’ said Ruairidh after a moment, then he straightened, dusting his hands together. ‘Let’s cover them up again, Jamie.’

She stepped aside to give them space, but almost immediately she heard the younger man exclaim, and she turned back to see him pointing with the tip of his knife blade at something glinting amongst the sand and rubble. Ruairidh crouched again. ‘Can you free it?’ he asked, and they watched as James scratched the sandy soil away to reveal an oval locket strung on a gold chain. ‘Is it a woman, then?’ The policeman’s voice was grim. Clouds covered the sun, dimming the light, and Hetty looked up through the broken roof. A woman?

‘An expensive piece.’ James turned the locket over and rubbed his thumb across a scrolling pattern of initials. ‘What is it? BJS, SJB? Can’t tell when they’re all on top of each other. Do I open it?’ He looked across at the other man, who hesitated a moment and then nodded. He slid the blade between the two halves of the locket.

Inside lay a curl of hair, and underneath it, a feather. Nothing else. No further inscription, no picture, just a lock of hair tied with thin twine and the feather, reduced to little more than a few spines and dust.


Chapter 3
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Beatrice stood on a little headland and saw the house at last, lit by strong sunlight. Fine-weather clouds cast fleeting shadows over the wet sand as they sped across the sky, drawing her on towards the island. But a moment later a darker one skidded over the sun, plunging the house into shade, and she looked around her thinking of Theo’s paintings, which had, after all, only hinted at the extraordinary quality of the light. Intense and ever-changing.

A sharp breeze reminded her that the year was still young and untried, and it carried a sour tang from the seaweed piled up on the high-tide mark. A bird circled her, emitting an urgent, piping cry as she stood there, the wind tugging at her skirt, lifting the brim of her hat. She spent a moment tying the ribbons more tightly, and when she looked up the cloud had passed and the house was once again flooded with light. A faint heat haze shimmered off the sand, blurring the shoreline ahead.

The scene held her transfixed until she heard her name called, and she turned to see her husband beckoning. She had left him overseeing the transfer of their trunks to a waiting farm cart, cautioning care with his painting materials, and had picked her way down to the shoreline. He watched her as she returned to him, searching her face as he assisted her onto the trap, before springing up beside her, taking the reins, and guiding the horse down onto the sand. ‘Edinburgh’s in another world,’ she said, and he smiled at her.

Just two days ago she had sat at the window of their private compartment, engrossed, watched indulgently by Theo as the train steamed out of Waverley Station, leaving Edinburgh behind them. This journey might be nothing to someone as well-travelled as he, but Beatrice had rarely left the city, and the sky-hued flush of bluebells on woodland floors and the gorse aflame on the fells had filled her with delight.

But nothing in her experience had prepared her for the rugged grandeur of the Highlands, for the great procession of mountains sweeping down to tongues of glittering water which spread wider as the train headed west to become the ocean itself. Nor had the small ferry across the narrow strait to Skye prepared her for the sea crossing to the islands. ‘It’ll be rough,’ Theo had warned, ‘and I expect you’ll be sick.’ But he had been wrong, and she had remained on the oil-stained deck throughout, warm in her travelling coat, untroubled by the noise and smoke from the mail boat’s engines, captivated by the blue-grey sea and the islands spread about her.

‘Theo, I had no idea—’ she had breathed, catching at her escaping hair.

He had stood beside her, a tall, well-made man, his hands grasping the rails, the wind blowing his hair across his brow, eyes narrowing to follow a line of gannets heading out to sea, shedding his city veneer before her eyes. But what was he thinking, she had wondered, this two-month husband of hers. One could never be quite certain, his face hid his emotions too well. A moment later he had turned back to her, his eyes warming a private smile as he bent to kiss her.

As the trap crossed the sand on this final stretch of the journey, she resumed her study of him. He was a handsome man, without a doubt, but so far she had known him only as a creature of the Edinburgh drawing rooms and galleries where they had met, and where he was an established figure, confident of the position which his money, intellect, and talent had earned him. But here, out of context, she found he was a stranger again.

He had been animated as he prepared for their departure, and purposeful, ensuring she packed suitable clothing and footwear, breaking off to explain to her the workings of the camera he had bought. ‘But you will paint too?’ she had asked, and he had answered with a curious fervour that he certainly hoped he would. And there had been an energy, an eagerness in him on the journey as he had overseen the porters dealing with their trunks at the railway stations, and he had been impatient at the late departure of the mail boat. But as they approached the long line of islands, he had fallen silent, and she had sensed him detaching himself from her.

‘It has an almost Aegean quality on days like this,’ he said suddenly, his expression lightening. ‘But wait until the westerlies strike up. Then you’ll change your tune.’ She dismissed the westerlies with an airy wave and slipped her hand under his arm, drawing close, and he smiled down at her again. And now, with their destination in sight, she sensed excitement growing in him, and she stretched her eyes across the strand to Muirlan Island, on the edge of the world.

This was how he had described it to her. ‘And beyond there be dragons!’ he had said, his eyes glinting in the way she had grown to love. It was his refuge, he had said, a place of wild beauty, a special place, with endless stretches of bone-white sand, vast skies, and the sea—an ever-changing palette.

Then he had returned to practicalities. Although the house was large by local standards, they would not be living in grand style. ‘Perhaps you’ll find it primitive.’ He did not retain a large staff; she must make do with local girls recruited for the summer from amongst the tenants, who would be overseen by Mrs. Henderson, the housekeeper. ‘There’s no Mr. Henderson, by the way. Never has been, so don’t ask.’ She looked blank. ‘There’s a daughter, you see.’ The estate and the tenants, he continued, were managed by the factor, John Forbes, who farmed the estate on Theo’s behalf. ‘A very competent fellow. His father came as factor from Paisley with my father, but John’s an islander to his marrow. We were boys together.’ The factor was assisted by a grown son, and a daughter who kept house for them, his wife having died many years ago. Another son was in Canada. ‘They’ve been more or less running the place for years.’ And he had frowned suddenly—his Edinburgh face. ‘They’ll have to adjust, and there hasn’t been a mistress in the place since my stepmother fled the island.’

‘Fled the island?’

‘She did find it primitive.’

He had given her a thin smile, and doubt had flickered across his face, but she had tugged at his sleeve. ‘I’m entirely out of sympathy with Edinburgh, Theo. I want something quite, quite different.’ Did he fear a repetition, she wondered, thinking that she too might turn and flee? She had met his stepmother and knew that Theo held her in contempt, but if it was his father’s remarriage that had driven him away as a young man, what had prevented him from spending time there since his stepmother had left? She realised that he had a deep bond with this place, and it was the inspiration for so many of his early paintings, yet in recent years he’d told her that his visits had been infrequent and fleeting. And now, as they passed the midway point across the strand, she saw his face had taken on a strained look and his eyes were fixed on the house with the keen look of a hawk as it reckons its chances of success.

Puzzled slightly, she turned her own attention back to the house. It stood on a low ridge, its walls rising high above the landscape, out of all proportion with its surroundings. She could see a small roof turret at the front, crow-step gables, and long windows glinting in the sun. What on earth had inspired Theo’s father—a textile manufacturer, not a belted knight—to build such a house? Here, in this remote place … And whatever must the islanders make of it? She thought of the low rough-hewn dwellings they had passed, which she had assumed were barns or byres. When she had asked Theo where the people actually lived, his explanation had astonished her, and she had studied the next ones more closely, trying to imagine what life must be like for the gap-toothed women who gossiped under low eaves, swathed in shawls, or bent over tin tubs, some straightening to follow the trap with shaded eyes. Dirty children ran out into the track, leaving little ones watching from behind peat stacks; a few returned her wave. And she had thought of the trolley buses and motor cars on Edinburgh’s streets as a small donkey, struggling under peat-laden baskets, was jerked aside to let them pass. Expressionless stares had followed them.

And now, as the trap left the strand, Muirlan House came sharply into focus. It appeared more forbidding as they drew close, but she declared stoutly that it combined all the charm of a Walter Scott novel with the romance of a desert island. ‘Will you feel the same in six months’ time, I wonder?’ Theo responded, and she was thrown against him as the trap pulled up the rocky foreshore.

Ahead of them the track forked, one branch leading off to the factor’s house and farm buildings a little below the ridge, the other becoming a more conventional drive lined with bushes alive with the twitter of small birds. They passed between two stone pillars where a number of men in rough clothes stood beside the open gate. The tenants, she thought, scanning their bearded faces, and they looked back at her, pulling off their caps as Theo raised a hand in greeting. Then the men turned away to follow the laden farm cart round to the back of the house.

‘John’s rallied the forces to welcome you,’ said Theo, nodding towards the front entrance, where several women were assembled, their skirts and white aprons blowing in the breeze. The trap came to a halt beside them in the shadow of the entrance porch, and an imposing figure in dark tweeds detached himself and stepped forward, followed by a younger man, who took the reins from Theo. ‘Welcome home, Mr. Blake,’ he said, and nodded respectfully at Beatrice. ‘Welcome, madam.’

‘Good to see you, John.’ Theo stepped down from the trap to shake his hand. ‘And what a welcome.’ He acknowledged the waiting women as he walked round to Beatrice’s side to assist her descent. ‘Beatrice, my dear, this is Mr. Forbes. John, my wife.’

The factor’s smile lit brown eyes above a full beard with an unexpected warmth, and he held out his hand. ‘You’re very welcome here, Mrs. Blake.’ His voice was a low rumble and his handclasp firm. The youth, a slimmer version of the factor, was introduced as his son Donald, who murmured an inarticulate greeting as he clung doggedly to the reins. Then Theo went forward to greet a woman who had stepped forward, and Beatrice followed him, glancing anxiously up at the house. Was she to be mistress of such a place? Theo Blake, her mother had told her, would have expectations of her— But he seemed unaware of her apprehension, introducing her to Mrs. Henderson, the housekeeper, who seemed a pleasant woman, and nodded again to the other women who stood in line behind her. As he turned back to speak to the factor, Beatrice looked about her, taking in the terrace and a sunken rectangle where there had been some attempt at a garden. In one sheltered corner, a rustic seat, framed by trelliswork, was under construction. A garden, she thought, seemed a good idea.

She turned back as the housekeeper began herding the staff round to the rear of the house, and saw that another figure was approaching the house on the rough track which led to the farm buildings. It was a young man, walking quickly, a lean young man in dark trousers and a white, wide-sleeved shirt. He was hastily pulling on a jacket as he strode towards them, a brown pointer bitch at his heels, and he pushed open the side gate, entering the curtilage of Muirlan House, and let it clang behind him.

The factor turned at the sound and frowned, censuring the latecomer. Theo also turned, and he broke off abruptly in midsentence to stare at the young man. Then he swung back to the factor in startled enquiry.

‘Aye. Cameron’s come back, sir. About a week ago.’

The young man gave a curt order and the dog dropped to the gravel, panting slightly, and Beatrice saw that he was quite openly, almost brazenly, inspecting her as he approached.

And Theo stood, very still, and watched him come.

The newcomer switched his attention to Theo, gave a slight bow, and held out his hand. ‘Welcome home, sir.’

Theo looked down at the hand, then took it. ‘Welcome home yourself, Cameron.’ He spoke slowly, almost carefully. ‘I hadn’t heard—’ His eyes seemed to explore the young man’s face before he turned to Beatrice. ‘This is Cameron, my dear. Mr. Forbes’s elder son. Returned from Canada, it would appear.’ The young man gave another small bow. ‘And this, Cameron, is my wife.’


Chapter 4
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Ruairidh Forbes offered Hetty a lift back to her cottage, hastily brushing sand from the seat of the Saab and tossing an oilskin into the back, while he apologised again that her first encounter with the island had been so unpromising. ‘A very poor welcome for you,’ he repeated, glancing across at her from the driving seat.

‘It’s a shock.’

A shock. The word came nowhere close. She found she was gripping the door handle and so released it, flexing her fingers, and made an effort to smile. ‘And for you too, I imagine.’

‘Aye. Incredible.’

From the car she watched James Cameron pushing the wheelbarrow back down the slope towards the other house and outbuildings. Were those shutters at the window? ‘Does someone still live there?’ she asked.

Ruairidh followed her gaze. ‘Not now. The farmhouse belongs to my grandfather, together with the outbuildings. He was born in the house and he’d live there still if my grandmother hadn’t put her foot down.’ He laughed suddenly, and she decided that he was a nice man. As they drove across the strand, he told her more: the farmhouse had been the laird’s house long before Muirlan House was built, and his family had served as estate factors for three generations until the big house was closed up. ‘I farm the land myself now, and use the outbuildings,’ he said, ‘which is probably why I hold the keys for Muirlan House. Old habits die hard.’

By then they had reached the opposite shore and rejoined the road which skirted the bay, and he pulled up on the rough ground outside her cottage. ‘You’ve had a poor start, Miss Deveraux,’ he said, ‘but will you come and eat with us tonight? You’d be very welcome.’

‘I’d love to.’ She smiled back at him. ‘If you’ll call me Hetty.’ ‘Aye, Hetty, then I will.’ He drove off with a wave, promising to come and collect her later that evening.

She watched him go, then sighed and put her shoulder to the cottage door. After a couple of good shoves, it opened, and she was greeted by the musty smell of damp and soot which seemed to characterise the place. It had advertised itself as having fine views across the strand, which was why she had chosen it, but it was decidedly bleak. The kitchen floor was sticky, the lino in the bathroom glacial, and nothing was quite clean. She forced the door shut again and then stood a moment, staring across the room at last year’s faded calendar. Highland Games. Antigonish, Nova Scotia. Swirling kilts and skirling pipes. A fantasy Scotland.

She put the kettle on and half an hour later sat with her hands clasped around a mug of tea, her legs tucked beneath her, staring into the empty hearth and taking stock. A very poor welcome, Ruairidh Forbes had said, and the image of the cracked skull rose before her, the empty eye socket reproachful and forlorn. And so, in this place where she had sought refuge, she now confronted another violent death— And who, if anyone, had mourned that loss?

Suddenly it hit her again, that storm surge of grief, the yawning gap, a sense of being adrift that had stalked her ever since her parents’ death. An accident, yes, but sudden and violent, and even now, three years later, the thought of it could still overpower her.

Loss, was what people called it.

Such a little word.

But with enough potency to blow a hole right through her as it had done that day when she had answered an early morning phone call. A failed take-off, and then a crash, just beyond the runway. It had been weeks before the raw shock had begun to fade into grief, and even as grief numbed into acceptance, the void remained. Then her grandmother’s death two months ago had finished the job which dementia had begun years earlier, and she had found herself quite alone.

Sometimes she felt that she’d been sleepwalking ever since.

She went over to the window and looked out across the strand. The sky was overcast and the scene before her colourless. Coming here, without Giles, was the first real initiative she had taken in three years. The planned restoration work would give her a focus, she had told herself; it would mark a new beginning. But now this! She watched two sheep pass in front of the window, then stop to crop the grass on the little headland.

The bones didn’t actually change anything, of course, and were a matter for the police. Ruairidh Forbes seemed to think that the crime was an old one, but even so … And coming so soon after seeing the appalling state of the house, it felt as if her new start was over before it had begun.

She turned away from the window. Perhaps a fire would lift her spirits, if she could get the wretched thing to light. Last night the unfamiliar peat had defeated her. But it was worth another go, so she knelt at the hearth and began assembling paper and kindling, thinking that no one had explained to her how it was that James Cameron had been digging into the foundations in the first place. She’d have to ask. And she imagined the guffaws there’d be at the bar if he chose to describe the ludicrous picture of her climbing through the window, tearing her jeans as she was ordered out of her own property. It had evidently amused him at the time— Perhaps she’d ask Ruairidh Forbes instead. She’d warmed to him, a kindly man in this strange new world.

She watched the flicker of a flame come to life in the hearth, and remembered that surge of optimism she had felt the day before, when she had felt the rightness of coming here. For a while, as the hills of Skye faded over the churning wake of the ferry, she had been left in a sort of limbo where all around her the margins of sky, sea, and land had merged into a blue-grey wash, masked by clouds. But as they drew closer, the sun had backlit the clouds with a mother-of-pearl sheen and slowly burned through the veil, revealing the low contours of islands in a glorious welcome.

And arriving that way, at the end of a long journey, had seemed the right way to come, giving her a true sense of the remoteness of the place. Of its separateness.

Giles had tried to persuade her to come directly after her grandmother’s funeral. ‘Just to look. Get a measure of the place?’ There was an airfield on a neighbouring island, he told her; they could fly up. ‘And there’s bound to be some old banger to hire once we get there.’

But that would have made the transition too sudden, and difficult as it was to make him understand, she had needed to come alone.

Giles had been enthusiastic about her plans for the house from the start, too enthusiastic. This was to be her scheme, her new beginning. And if he’d come with her he’d have taken control, taken the initiative away, as was his wont. She’d tried to explain to him how she felt, how she wanted to take things slowly, to consider, but he thought she should push things along, get started, and he’d offered to find investors, maybe put money into it himself. Typical Giles behaviour.

She stared into the fireplace, where the flame was faltering, and tried to see Giles up here, in this remote and windswept place. Giles, in every essential, was an urban animal— And she thought again of the incident which had provoked her sudden flight. They had gone to a party held by an associate of Giles’s at a chic apartment overlooking the Thames, and the proud new owner had led her, a bottle tucked under one arm, the other uninvited around her waist, to look through a vast sheet of glass at the sun setting upriver towards London. ‘Turner-esque, don’t you think? Or should I say Blake-esque. Giles tells me Theo Blake was your great-grandfather.’

‘No. My great-grandmother, Emily, was his sister. Half-sister, in fact.’

‘Oh, I’d stick to the direct line if I were you. Great cachet, my dear. Flaunt it!’ His protruding eyes shone at her. ‘Theo Blake, the mysterious recluse. Such extraordinary early talent and then the merely commonplace. Was he crossed in love, or did he drink?’ His tone had nettled her and she had felt suddenly protective of the artist. Blake was a vague character in her family’s annals, but a painting of his, a wonderful and cherished seascape, had always hung in the bedrooms of her childhood.

Her host’s expensive aftershave had wafted over her as he inspected her glass, and she had pulled away. ‘As I said, the relationship’s fairly distant.’

‘But you’ve got his house, I understand,’ he said, leaning close again to refill it. ‘Lucky girl!’ How like Giles to have told everyone. She wished he hadn’t. ‘And the classy hotel idea is marvellous. We must get you onto the gallery circuit, making the right contacts. I’ll speak to Giles about it. With your looks and pedigree, darling, the punters will flock to you.’ Pedigree? Good God! ‘And I’ll be your very first guest.’ His palm slipped from her waist to her hip, and she had looked around for Giles. The big brush-off would no doubt offend the man, but did she have to put up with him? Giles was watching from across the room, clearly entertained, and showed no sign of rescuing her. He just blew her a kiss and turned back to give his attention to a dark-haired girl beside him. Hetty felt a hand slip to her thigh, and as she turned sharply back, her host planted an amorous kiss on her lips, chortling as she pulled away, stiff-necked with affront. ‘Be nice, now,’ he had said, and returned to the party.

Giles had come over then and flicked her cheek. ‘Lighten up, darling. It’s just his way.’

‘Really.’

‘And he’s a useful man to have on board. A big noise in art circles, you know, got all the right contacts.’ She had turned aside, biting back a tart response, and watched as the party gathered pace and tempo: men in sharp suits moving in on women sleek in tight-fitting couture, working hard at image and impact, at being part of the tribe. But this was not where she wanted to be, and she had said so.

Giles, exasperated, had refused to take her home and had reentered the throng. She had stood there a moment, watching him, then slipped from the room and found her coat, leaving the buzz fading behind her. As she descended in the external lift, she had looked along the Thames to the lurid sunset and thought again of Theo Blake’s painting, of white sands and the low sun dazzling across the water, and the idea of just leaving and coming up here, without Giles, had presented itself. Independence was one of the pluses of working freelance, and the only plus of having little work coming in. Copy editing, she was learning, would never make her rich.

And the idea of flight had grown as the taxi sped through the London streets to her flat. She could simply cut and run.

The flame in the hearth flickered, and then guttered, leaving a thin trail of smoke. But the grand gesture seemed to have stalled, foundering on bleached bones beneath the floor of a wrecked house. Would there be no fresh start? Would she have to return to London and find herself a real job, one that paid? The money her parents had left her, significant though it was, wouldn’t last forever.

Quitting her job on the magazine after the accident had been necessary at the time but, in retrospect, reckless, and getting back into that sort of work was not proving to be easy.

She put aside her empty mug, restless suddenly and needing to be outdoors. Ruairidh Forbes had pointed out a co-op a mile or so down the road where she could get basic supplies, and a walk would clear her mind. And up here, under these big skies, she could think— By now Giles would have heard the brief message she’d left on his answerphone before catching the northbound train, and she wondered fleetingly what he would have made of it. She hadn’t told him where she was going, simply that she would be away, out of town, for a while. He might choose to think, or at least to report, that it was work related. She yanked the door open. And here, where there was no Internet or mobile phone signal, he could neither find her nor contact her, and she had gained the space she needed.


Chapter 5
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Later she fell asleep in one of the armchairs and was woken by a sharp knock on the back door. She sat up, momentarily confused, to see that the light was fading across the bay. The knock came again, and she rose, glimpsing her unruly hair in the mirror as she went through to the kitchen, calling, ‘It’s open. Push at your side. It jams,’ and she heard the thud of a shoulder against the door. It opened abruptly to reveal not the friendly policeman, as expected, but James Cameron, the collar of his donkey jacket turned up against the wind.

‘Hallo again,’ he said, examining the doorframe and running his fingers along the edge to find the sticking point. ‘Ruairidh’s been called to duty. Sends his apologies.’ His hair blew across his eyes. ‘Murder and fire-raising in the same day, eh? It’s not always this exciting.’ And he stepped uninvited across the threshold, followed by the cool evening air.

He seemed to fill the little kitchen, and he looked around with undisguised curiosity, taking in the chipped Formica table and rusty rubbish bin. ‘Diighall doesn’t go for the luxury end of the market, does he,’ he remarked, raising an eyebrow. ‘What does he charge these days?’

There was something disconcerting in his manner, and she ignored the question. ‘Fire-raising?’ she asked instead.

‘Arson.’ He continued his survey of the room, kicking experimentally at a split in the curling lino floor, grimacing at the calendar. ‘A young ne’er-do-well celebrated his release by torching his family’s house. Seems his woman had found solace while he was inside.’

Arson? Such behaviour seemed out of place here. ‘And Mr. Forbes is taking him in?’

He shook his head. ‘Someone else’ll do that. He’s just dispersing the spectators and then he’ll be along, but he asked me to come and pick you up.’ She murmured her thanks while he looked through the open door into the shabby little sitting room. ‘And I’ll give you these before I forget.’ He dug his hand into a pocket and put a set of keys on the table between them.

‘But won’t he need them?’ she said. ‘To let the police get in, to take away—?’ She faltered, staring at the keys. Going into the house alone now seemed impossible.

‘He’s still got his. These are mine.’ She looked up in surprise. ‘I’ve had them ever since thieves got in some years back and stole the fireplaces. Rather after the event we put better locks on and replaced the boarding. It still gets ripped off, of course, and then all sorts get in.’ Amusement flashed in his eyes again, and she turned to get her jacket, not sure what to make of this man. ‘Some nosey soul must have seen I was working up there. Local lads, I expect, short of entertainment.’

‘Working up there?’ The words came out more sharply than she intended. ‘Doing what?’

He regarded her a moment before answering. ‘Checking the foundations. As instructed.’ The amusement had gone and there was an edge to his tone.

‘Instructed by who?’

‘Dalbeattie and Dawson, of course.’ He leant back against the kitchen unit and folded his arms, giving her a straight look. ‘Emma Dawson, to be precise.’

She stared back at him. There was no of course about it. ‘You’ll have to explain,’ she said, though she began to think she could guess. Dalbeattie and Dawson were old associates of Giles’s who had set up business on Skye, and who, on his advice, she’d engaged as agents. She’d spoken to Emma Dawson a few times on the phone, and that purring voice had been pushy, employing charm as a wedge, aware of her inexperience and exploiting it, and Emma Dawson, it appeared, had jumped the gun. During their last conversation she had offered to look for someone who might begin to gather costs, and that was enough, apparently, for her to have gone ahead and instructed James Cameron to make a start.

‘You didn’t know?’ He looked incredulous, as well he might. ‘So you won’t know what I told her?’

‘No.’

‘I told her there’s a bloody great crack tearing the west wall apart, and a few more storms will finish the job. And when it goes, it’ll bring the main gable with it.’ He paused and gave her a sharp look. ‘I told her the job shouldn’t be contemplated, but she wouldn’t have it and told me to find out why the wall was cracked. So I did, and I got rather more than I bargained for.’ He leant back, regarding her steadily, and when she failed to comment, he added, ‘You’ve got big plans, Miss Deveraux. A grand hotel, fine cuisine, shooting parties, golf …’

Was that disapproval in his tone?

‘They’re options I’m considering,’ she replied, maintaining eye contact as long as seemed civil, and then reached over to pick up the keys as an excuse to look away.

He was silent for a moment, frowning at the place where the keys had been, then looked up again, eyebrows raised. ‘And now you’ve seen the state of the place?’ he asked, then added, ‘Forgive me, but have you any idea what you’re contemplating?’ She sensed a genuine effort to strip the words of offence, but his question hit the mark too keenly for comfort. She had no reply. ‘I’ve known that house all my life and watched its decline. It’s past saving.’ She turned aside and reached for her handbag. Perhaps Giles should have come.

‘It’s very early days, Mr. Cameron,’ she said, banishing the craven thought, and gave him a tight smile. ‘And I’m only just starting to gather the facts.’
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Inside Ruairidh’s house, James introduced her to Agnes, Ruairidh’s wife, who came forward, wiping her hands on a striped apron before tucking wild red hair behind her ears, and shook Hetty’s hand. ‘Call me Ùna,’ she said with a smile. ‘Everyone else does.’ Beside her, the black-and-white collie thumped its tail in greeting. Pan lids rattled on top of a Rayburn, steam rising to lose itself amongst countless socks perched like starlings on a drying rail above. A table stood in the middle of the room, and a candle had been lit, intended perhaps to draw the eye away from piles of ironing and the evidence of hasty food preparation. A boy, introduced as their son, was laying four places, and he regarded Hetty for a polite moment before transferring his attention to James Cameron, swamping him with a torrent of Gaelic. The man listened gravely and nodded, and the boy then grabbed a torch, pulling him back out into the darkness, followed by the dog.

‘Alasdair and his dad are repairing an old boat, and James has to admire progress,’ his mother explained as she led Hetty through to the sitting room and offered her a drink. ‘Are you alright at Diighall’s?’ She moved a pile of papers and gestured to a chair beside the fire. ‘I don’t expect he spends much on comforts.’

‘Oh, I’m fine,’ she replied, and after pouring two drinks, her hostess excused herself to check her pans.

Hetty sat and surveyed the chaotic room. The papers looked like pupils’ exercise books and a marking sheet. Primary school. An eclectic collection of paperbacks filled various bookshelves while paintings and photographs occupied the spaces in between. A bleached vertebra from a sea mammal leant against the mantelpiece with letters and bills stuffed behind it, while on a side table the reel from a fishing rod was under repair. Rectangles of peat stood drying in the hearth.

Islington belonged to another world.

Then she saw, hanging in an alcove, a very familiar painting, and rose to stand in front of it. The Rock Pool, 1889. It was Blake’s best-known work, his early romantic masterpiece, and even reproduced as this modest print before her, it was exceptional.

She had seen the original in London three years ago as part of a touring exhibition, and she had been standing in front of it, lost in admiration, when she had felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Giles Holdsworth smiling down at her. They had met only a few times then and always in his firm’s offices, where the details of her parents’ estate were being unravelled.

‘I was going to tell you about this exhibition, but you clearly knew,’ he said. And later, over a cup of tea in the café, he’d explained that he was at the gallery on business. ‘But I skived off after the meeting to have a quick look once I heard The Rock Pool was here.’

Afterwards they had gone back to look at it again, and he had bent to read the
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