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			To my family, who are nothing like the one in this book.

		
	
		
			Part One
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			December 2025

			‘Are you scared?’

			We had been driving west for three hours, further and further from any populated area with every passing mile. Inverness Airport, where we had picked up our rental, seemed a long way behind us. The last car we’d seen had gone by twenty minutes ago, just after we’d driven past the sign telling us the main road across the peninsula was closed because of snow and that we’d have to take the much longer coastal route. I was a city dweller, used to traffic jams and red lights, to noise and people, not silence and sheep. I wasn’t accustomed to driving on single-track roads along clifftops that dropped to deserted rocky beaches. I wasn’t used to it at all.

			But that wasn’t why Holly had asked me if I was scared.

			It was because I was going to meet her family. Her brother and her sister and her sister’s husband.

			And her dad. Charles Grant.

			The way he loomed in my imagination, she might have been taking me to meet Charles Manson.

			‘Scared?’ I asked. ‘Not at all.’

			‘Nervous, then?’

			‘No. I’m excited.’

			She knew I was lying, but she reached across from the passenger seat and lay her hand on my thigh, just above my knee. ‘That’s the spirit. They’re going to love you.’

			‘And if they don’t?’

			‘Hmm. Well, if my dad suggests a trip out to sea in a small boat, that’s when you should start worrying. Apparently, the water here is deeper than at any other point around the British Isles.’

			‘Noted. Avoid trips in small boats.’

			She laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Patrick. I’m not going to let that happen. I’m sure you and Dad will get on brilliantly.’

			I glanced over at her. Nine months into our relationship, she could still take my breath away, even in the long, quilted coat that could easily have been mistaken for a sleeping bag. When I’d first shown her picture to my friends the general reaction was that I was ‘punching’, which I pretended to find offensive. But the truth was, with her natural red hair, feline green eyes and the way she always looked like she was thinking of something wicked-but-funny, I was still not quite able to believe my luck.

			She was gorgeous. And her family was rich. Not just well-off. Seriously, famously, loaded. It had made me uncomfortable at first, and a little worried. I had never been skiing, or stayed in a five-star hotel. I knew nothing about wine or stocks and shares, and to me ‘the season’ was the period when football was played, not the time of year when the other half enjoyed Glyndebourne and the Proms and Ascot. What would Holly, and her family, think of someone from a modest background like me? But when I’d raised this with Holly very early in our relationship, she had been taken aback.

			‘Do I really seem like the kind of girl who goes to the Proms? I’m just like you, Patrick. Completely ordinary.’

			‘Thanks.’

			She had laughed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I think we see the world in the same way, don’t you? And just so you know, my dad grew up with no money. He’s a working-class lad. He’d much rather go to a Villa match than bloody Glyndebourne.’

			I didn’t point out that he’d be sitting in the most expensive seat in the stadium. I liked hearing her say we were the same, because I believed it, too. Halfway through our first date, when she had told me, while attempting a really bad Arnie impression, that Terminator 2 was her favourite movie, I had begun to experience something that had only happened once or twice before. The sensation of meeting a kindred spirit. We liked the same music and books and food. Hated the same things, too – from virtue-signalling to the word ‘nom’ – and agreed about politics. That first evening, in a vegetarian restaurant in Brighton, there hadn’t been a single moment of awkwardness or silence. After kissing her goodnight I hadn’t been able to stop grinning all the way home.

			‘How about you?’ I asked now. ‘Are you nervous?’

			‘Oh, I’ve met my family lots of times.’

			It was my turn to laugh. ‘I meant about meeting Jasmine.’

			Instead of answering, Holly exhaled and turned her face to the window. Beneath us, the grey sea beat against the shore, foaming and clawing at the dark pebbles.

			‘I’m excited,’ she said. ‘In exactly the same way you are.’

			‘It’s going to be much harder for her, though.’

			Holly didn’t reply. We had first heard Jasmine’s name a month ago, when a flurry of texts had landed on Holly’s phone, followed by hours of WhatsApp chat with her siblings, and days of speculation that had ended with a FaceTime call with Charles, who had confirmed that yes, he had met someone. He’d been keeping it quiet because he wanted to be sure before he shared the news with the rest of the family. And then the bombshell:

			They were engaged. Planning to marry in the next few months.

			Since then, I’d heard Holly on the phone to her siblings, Lewis and Miranda, on numerous occasions, murmuring in other rooms, but whenever I broached the subject she said there was nothing to talk about. ‘Not until I actually meet her,’ she had said, the last time I had brought Jasmine up, a few days before we’d departed for this trip. ‘Then I’m sure I’ll have lots to say.’

			‘Good stuff, hopefully.’

			‘Actually, I’ve decided to be optimistic. Dad’s been on his own for a long time, so this Jasmine must have something special about her. He’s very choosy.’ She had put her arms around my neck. ‘Like me.’

			We drove on. The landscape was all greens and greys, the craggy hills ascending to our left, the cold sea below to our right. In the distance, beyond that forbidding, churning water, the dark mountains of Skye: the Cuillins, the Red and the Black. As soon as Holly asked me if I would like to join her and the other Grants on their annual trip to Applecross, I had looked it up on Google Maps. This was my first ever trip to the Scottish Highlands and I didn’t want to appear completely ignorant about the local geography in front of her family.

			‘We always spend Hogmanay there,’ she had told me. ‘New Year’s Eve, to you and me.’

			‘I do know what Hogmanay is.’

			‘Oh, I know. But my parents always insisted we say Hogmanay while in Scotland. They bought a holiday home there thirty years ago.’

			‘When you were, what? Six?’

			‘Yep. We’ve been every year since. A couple of weeks every summer, and the week between Christmas and New Year – apart from, well, you know.’

			She meant her lost years. The decade she’d spent in Asia and Australia.

			‘We hardly ever went on foreign holidays,’ she went on. ‘Dad never took us to Disneyland or the Maldives. It was always Scotland.’

			‘Deprived of visiting the Maldives. You poor thing.’ My family’s idea of an extravagant holiday had been a week in a caravan in Camber Sands.

			‘I know, I know.’ To her credit, she had cringed. ‘I was a totally spoilt, privileged brat. Please, whenever I say something like that, you have my permission to tell me to shut the fuck up.’

			We rounded a bend, and Holly said, ‘You’ll need to take a left turn in a minute, just before the visitors’ centre.’

			Ahead of us, at the end of this stretch of road, was a one-storey prefabricated building, a church looming behind it.

			‘The centre is closed in winter, before you get excited and start planning touristy activities and wondering if there’s a gift shop. There’s no supermarket either, before you ask. Not even a Tesco Express.’

			‘Is everything shut?’

			‘Everything except the pub.’

			She reached across and squeezed my thigh again. This was a very Holly thing to do. She was always grabbing hold of me, pulling at my sleeve or the front of my T-shirt, tugging my hair. Sometimes she would pinch me and say, ‘Just checking I’m not dreaming.’ I wasn’t sure that was how it was supposed to work – weren’t you supposed to pinch yourself? – but I liked it. She was physical, kinetic, restless. And I wondered what she would be like here, where it seemed there was so little to do. It seemed like the kind of place that would make people go mad.

			We took the left turn and drove along a straight road that ran parallel with a river. And then we were climbing again, up a curving slope, and Holly said, ‘That view. That’s what made my mum fall in love with this place. Why we came back here again and again.’

			I slowed the car almost to a halt and followed her gaze, mouthing a wow. From up here, we had a perfect view of the bay on the eastern edge of the peninsula. Following the curve of the bay was a row of white houses, and I could see more houses in little clusters further back. The clouds had parted, just a crack, to reveal a streak of blue sky, and the sea shimmered, but only for a moment. The gap closed up again and the waves and the land beyond turned a shade darker, and then we were moving again, around another bend, and Holly said, ‘There it is. Up on the cliff.’

			There was a sharp incline to our right. I drove up it, glad the rental car was an automatic, the house coming into view as I rounded a bend. If I’d been on foot I would have stopped dead and rubbed my eyes like a cartoon character.

			‘This is your house?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Holly, it looks like a castle.’

			It was as grey as the rainclouds above, presumably constructed of granite, three storeys high with sloping stone-slabbed roofs and four or five chimneys jutting towards the sky. It looked solid, built to withstand the worst the Scottish weather could throw at it rather than cannonballs and arrows, but to me it was the kind of place a laird would live. Possibly a baron. To add to the effect, a flag flew from a pole on the roof: the blue and white of Scotland, even though English people owned it.

			‘It’s nothing like a castle,’ Holly protested.

			‘Says the woman who described her enormous flat in Brighton as “cosy”.’

			We reached the top of the slope, drove across a gravel courtyard and pulled up in the parking area at the front of the house, next to a little red Fiat, and I got out. Turning, I realized we were only thirty or forty feet from the edge of the cliff, and I walked to the edge to take in the view of the sea and the islands beyond. Light rain kissed my face and I pulled my coat tightly around me, shivering a little. In the distance, beyond the bay and its row of white houses, another huge building stood on high ground, a building that was substantially larger even than the Grants’ holiday home. Now, that would be where the local nobility lived, I thought, though even from this great distance I could sense there was something off about it, an air of abandonment.

			Holly came over to join me, her coat rustling as she walked. ‘Ready?’ she asked.

			I hesitated. I was nervous, even though I knew none of the family would have arrived yet.

			Holly sensed it and put her arm around me. ‘Be afraid,’ she said.

			‘Oh my God, are you about to tell me to be very afraid?’

			The Fly was another of our joint favourite movies. The first time Holly had seen my wardrobe she’d joked I was like Jeff Goldblum because, like his character, I always wore the same clothes: in my case, 501s, Converse and a black sweater or T-shirt.

			‘I’m joking. Obviously.’ Then her expression turned serious. Things might actually get a bit intense this week. But I want you to know that whatever happens, me and you—’

			She never finished the sentence. Because somewhere inside the house, a woman let out a scream.
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			I ran across the gravel, Holly a couple of steps behind me. The front door stood ajar and I went directly into a grand hallway, Holly following me in.

			I hesitated, not knowing the layout, taking in the wood-panelled walls, the grandfather clock, the musty smell of a place that hadn’t been occupied for six months. Holly marched past me and disappeared through a door towards the far end of the hallway.

			I followed her into what turned out to be the kitchen, which had windows showing a view of the back garden, along with a back door which stood open, letting in a blast of icy air.

			A woman stood in the middle of the room.

			She was, I found out later, thirty-six, the same age as me and Holly. She was wearing a green fleece and jeans, dirty trainers on her feet, and her hair was dark and curly and tied back with a scrunchie. There were spots of ruddy colour on her cheeks and circles of tiredness beneath a pair of brown eyes. Beside Holly, with her carefully applied make-up and long, straightened red hair, she appeared earthy, rustic, and it struck me that a picture of them side by side could be used to illustrate the city girl versus her country cousin.

			‘Morag,’ Holly said. ‘What happened? We heard a scream.’

			Morag Hamilton was the Grants’ housekeeper. She kept an eye on the place when it was empty, which was forty-eight weeks a year. I’d asked Holly why they didn’t rent it out as an AirBnB, and she’d replied, ‘Dad would never have strangers staying in his house.’

			The way the back door stood open, I was sure Morag was going to say she had interrupted an intruder. Instead, she pointed at the floor beneath the breakfast table and, hardly able to get the words out, said, ‘A snake.’

			I took a step back, away from where she was pointing.

			‘It must have been Hamish,’ Morag went on, with a glance towards the garden.

			‘Who’s Hamish?’ I asked. I was confused. Was that the name of the snake?

			‘Hamish is a cat,’ Holly said. ‘A tomcat who roams the peninsula. He’s a cutie.’

			‘Yeah, and that cutie brought a fucking snake into the kitchen.’ Morag was out of breath, eyes darting around the room.

			‘What kind of snake?’ I asked. ‘A slowworm?’

			‘An adder.’

			Britain’s only venomous snake. I’d never seen one in real life, only in books. I didn’t ever want to.

			Holly stayed calm. ‘Where is it now? Is it still in here?’

			‘I don’t think so. I think it went out through the back door.’

			‘You think?’

			Morag was clearly shaken. ‘I’m not sure, okay? I thought I was going to have a panic attack.’

			‘Oh, come here.’ Holly approached Morag and drew her into a hug, though Morag remained rigid with tension as Holly attempted to soothe her by patting her back. ‘Patrick will take a look.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Oh, I forgot. You’re scared of them, too, aren’t you? My big, brave boyfriend.’

			‘Listen, if it’s good enough for Indiana Jones.’

			Holly laughed. ‘Where was it, Morag? Under the table?’ She peered beneath it. ‘It’s not there now. Come on, Patrick, help me look. You’ll be fine.’

			My fear was irrational. I knew that. Adders can bite you, but they can’t kill you. It was like being terrified of a wasp. I got down on all fours and peered beneath the kitchen cabinets, opening the cupboard beneath the sink, checking under the big oak dining table that dominated one end of this kitchen, which was almost as big as the flat I’d been living in before I moved in with Holly. I had to hand it to Morag: the place was immaculately clean. Everything was old, though, the floor tiles scuffed, the furniture tired and beginning to fall apart. It was very different to Holly’s brand-new kitchen in Brighton.

			‘I think it must have gone out. Don’t adders hibernate in winter?’ I said, getting back to my feet, relieved not to have found anything.

			‘Aye. God knows where that little bastard found it. He’s a six-dinner Sid,’ Morag explained. She shook her arms out, attempting to disperse the tension from her muscles. ‘He strolls around the whole peninsula, getting everyone to feed him. No one seems to know who he belongs to, but my mum claims he’s hers because he spends most of the time at the pub.’

			Holly explained. ‘Morag’s mum, Brenda, is the landlady of the Bay Inn, the pub I was telling you about. Do you still work there, Morag?’

			‘Aye, when it’s busy, like this week. Hogmanay is our busiest night of the year. The whole of Christmas week is hectic. Lots of men hiding from their wives.’

			The back door was still open, and Morag went over to close it. It was so cold in the house that when Morag spoke her breath was visible.

			‘I’m really sorry, Holly. I need to put the heating on. Light the fire. You’re earlier than I expected.’

			Morag was looking at me, and Holly said, ‘Oh, sorry. I haven’t introduced you. Morag, this is Patrick. My boyfriend.’

			She nodded at me. ‘When are the others getting here?’

			‘Miranda and Zack should be here any moment.’ Miranda was Holly’s older sister and Zack was her husband. ‘Lewis is arriving tonight. Swanning in and making a grand entrance, as usual.’

			‘And what about your dad?’

			‘He’s getting here tomorrow.’

			‘And will he have … his fiancée with him?’

			Holly kept the smile on her lips. ‘Jasmine. Yes.’

			Morag went over to the sink, filling the kettle. She gave Holly a sidelong glance. ‘How are you feeling about it all?

			‘It’s great. I can’t wait to meet her.’

			‘I bet. She’s American, right?’

			‘From Florida.’

			‘And isn’t she the same age as us?’

			‘Hmm.’

			‘Younger, actually,’ I said. ‘Thirty-four.’

			Morag didn’t seem at all surprised. Older, rich men and younger women. It was such a cliché it was hardly worth remarking on. ‘And he’s how old now?’ The kettle had boiled and Morag poured the water into a cafetière that she had already spooned coffee into.

			‘Sixty-one.’

			Morag finished making the coffee and handed a mug each to me and Holly. ‘And you’re all right about it?’

			‘Of course. Why do people keep asking me that?’

			‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to …’

			Holly waved a hand. ‘It’s fine. I’m fine.’

			For the first time since I’d met her, Morag smiled. A tiny one. ‘I’d be freaking out if it was my mum. Not that I can ever imagine her meeting anyone. She lost all interest in men when my dad ran off, says they’re only good for one thing.’ A comedic pause. ‘Spending money at the pub. I definitely can’t imagine her finding a toy boy.’

			‘Huh. No. That is hard to picture.’ To me, Holly said, ‘You’ll meet Brenda. She’s a force of nature.’

			‘Despite everything,’ Morag said, and a look passed between her and Holly, just for a fleeting moment, before Morag said, ‘I’d better go and get that fire lit. We don’t want the house to be freezing when the others turn up.’

			She left the room, head down, almost shuffling. She might be thirty-six, the same age as Holly, but she seemed much older, and not just because she didn’t have the benefit of expensive haircuts and skincare products. Maybe it was living out here, exposed to the elements. Perhaps I’d just caught her on a day when she was tired. But there was something about her that reminded me of my own mum, who always acted as if she was waiting for life to give her another slap.

			It was undoubtedly that resemblance to my mother that made me like her – but as I opened my mouth to say something like ‘She seems nice’, I saw how Holly was watching her go, eyes narrowed in a way I hadn’t seen before. There was history between these two women.

			‘Do you not like her?’ I whispered.

			‘What? Don’t be silly.’ She looked towards the door Morag had vanished through. ‘Of course I like her. She’s one of my oldest friends. Actually, I’d better go and give her a hand.’

			I watched her leave her room, a little shaken. If I wasn’t mistaken, this might be the first time she had ever lied to me.
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			I went outside to fetch the suitcases, the security lights automatically coming on. It was close to zero out there, and the streak of blue I’d seen in the sky was long gone. I checked the time. It had only just gone half three and it was almost dark already. The days are short up there, Holly had told me when we’d been preparing for this trip. She hadn’t been lying about that.

			I had already decided I was probably wrong about Holly disliking Morag. We’d had a conversation in the first week of our relationship about the importance of honesty. She had told me that her previous boyfriend, a musician whose name I recognized, had lied and cheated on her repeatedly, and also been secretly taking drugs, a particularly awful betrayal because of Holly’s own history with substances. When I’d assured her I would never lie to her, I meant it. I have always found it almost impossible to tell even the whitest lie. It makes me go pink in the face and sweat.

			Holly had promised to always be honest with me, too, and there was no need for her to lie about liking Morag. She had probably been thinking about meeting Jasmine, a subject Morag had just broached. It was a topic that filled her with dread – and I emphathized because, as I opened the boot, I was aware that the Grant family would start arriving soon.

			I had, of course, met girlfriends’ parents and siblings before, and it had always been fine. But this wasn’t like meeting a normal family. Charles Grant was famous, as was his company, Gravitas, which was always mentioned alongside Dyson and Virgin whenever the media wanted examples of successful British firms with humble beginnings.

			I had been on several dates with Holly before she told me who her dad was. It was the first time she had asked me back to her flat, right when I began to wonder how someone who worked in a clothes shop could afford such a gorgeous apartment, with two bedrooms and floor-to-ceiling windows giving spectacular views of Brighton seafront.

			‘It was a thirtieth-birthday present from my dad,’ she had told me. ‘His way of luring me back to the UK.’

			We were in bed. We’d just had sex for the first time and I was slightly dazed, astonished by the chemistry between us, wondering if I was already falling in love with her. I had been in lust before and it had been nothing like this. My blood felt warmer, my stomach in knots whenever she looked at me a certain way, the thought of losing her already filling me with dread.

			‘So your dad’s rich?’ I had asked.

			‘Yeah. It’s kind of embarrassing. Have you heard of Charles Grant?’

			‘The computer hardware guy?’

			Of course I’d heard of him.

			‘That’s him.’

			‘Bloody hell. What’s he going to think about his daughter going out with a delivery driver?’

			Gravitas. I had looked it up on Wikipedia the next day, refreshing my memory. Charles founded it in the eighties, around the time of the first home computer boom. The company focused on consumer products first, before shifting to more specialist medical and industrial hardware. If you’ve ever been in hospital in Britain, chances are one of Gravitas’s machines helped diagnose, monitor or cure you. Recently, a the business had also started manufacturing drones and other equipment used by the British military. Remarkably, the company was still family owned, with Charles holding the majority share and his three children 10 per cent each. This meant that, on paper, Holly was rich, too, although she had told me that selling her company shares would be more than her life was worth.

			I was startled out of my reverie by a noise behind me, the scrape of a boot against gravel. There was someone standing over by the cliff-edge: a teenage girl of about eighteen, with strawberry-blonde hair. A cloud of vapour rose about her, giving the impression she had just appeared in a puff of smoke. Noticing me notice her, she took another drag on her vape then stalked past me towards the house.

			I followed her, carrying the cases, and found the teenage girl asking Morag when they were going to go home, calling her Mum. I was surprised. Morag must have had her very young.

			‘We’re leaving in a minute, Avril,’ Morag said. ‘I have a couple of things to check. Be patient.’

			Avril groaned.

			Seeing me looking, Morag said, ‘This is my daughter, Avril. The bane of my existence and the apple of my eye.’

			Avril did a classic teen eye-roll.

			‘I’m just going to put all this stuff away.’ Morag picked up a bag of shopping that was just inside the front door. ‘You wait here. Be nice.’

			Avril pulled her hood up over her head and I realized the hoodie bore the logo of one of my favourite bands. I forced myself not to say ‘Hey, I love The Cure, too,’ or anything that would provoke Gen Z disdain of my Millennial attempts to be hip.

			‘Are you Holly’s new boyfriend?’ Avril asked, looking me up and down.

			‘I am.’

			‘Do you know when Lewis is getting here?’

			‘Tonight, I think.’

			‘Do you know what time?’ Her Scottish accent was thicker than her mum’s and I had to concentrate to understand her.

			‘Sorry, I’m not sure.’

			I had clearly disappointed her. She turned away and thumbed her phone until Morag reappeared. Before she went, Morag turned and said, almost whispering, ‘If you need anything, let me know. You can usually find me at the pub.’ She paused. ‘You might need a break at some point over the next few days.’

			‘Thank you. That’s kind.’

			‘Good luck,’ she said, then followed her daughter out through the front door.

			I carried the cases upstairs and found Holly in our room, sitting on the bed, wrapped in a grey wool blanket, illuminated by a thin shaft of fading light. She pushed her hair out of her eyes and, for the thousandth time, I marvelled at the cupid’s bow curve of her lips, the flutter of her lashes as she blinked up at me.

			‘Why are you staring at me?’ she asked with a smile.

			‘I can’t help it. Hold on. Let me take your picture.’

			She protested, but I already had my phone out. ‘Please.’

			She consented, and I captured her, a final gasp of sunlight kissing the lens, washing her out so she looked like an apparition, made of light instead of flesh. I wasn’t sure about it – I liked her in high definition – but she scooted over to take a look.

			‘I like it. Filtered by nature. You can’t see the bags under my eyes. Send it to me. Also, you can stop staring at me now.’

			‘I can’t help it.’

			I kicked the door closed behind me and dropped the cases, then lay down on my back, head on the pillow. Holly crawled up the bed and lay beside me.

			‘Hi,’ she said.

			‘Are you okay?’

			‘I’m cold. I always forget how freezing this place is. It gets into your bones.’

			‘Missing your underfloor heating?’

			Back home, she usually walked around barefoot; her flat was always warm, even when it was pissing down outside. Now, I noticed, as her feet poked out from beneath the blanket, she had slipped on a pair of thick woollen socks.

			She saw me looking. ‘Sexy, huh?’

			‘Cute, I’d say.’

			‘Urgh. Just don’t tell Miranda I raided her sock drawer. I borrowed a couple of her jumpers, too.’ She nodded at a pair of garments that she’d chucked over the back of a chair. They looked like something a country lady would wear, not Holly’s usual style, which she described as ‘aspirational streetwear’, the kind of stuff they sold at her shop.

			She rolled on to her back beside me and I craned my neck to take in the rest of the room. A wardrobe, a couple of paintings of Scottish scenery on the walls. Nothing personal. ‘It never stops being weird, coming here. You know, my mum died in the bedroom just along the hall. They came back here when she knew she didn’t have long left. A private nurse with a bag full of morphine.’

			I sat up. ‘She died in your dad’s room? The master bedroom?’

			‘Yeah. The same room he’s going to share with Jasmine. I wonder if he’s told her that.’ She stretched out the edge of the blanket so it covered me, too, and pulled me towards her. ‘Come here. I need you to warm me up.’

			She kissed me, and I kissed her back, moving closer, hearing her breath catch, instantly aroused – but then a noise came from outside. A car engine, wheels on gravel.

			Holly threw aside the blanket and went over to the window.

			‘Miranda and Zack are here.’

			She headed straight for the door, pausing and smiling back at me. ‘I love you,’ she said.

			I grinned, even though her sister’s arrival had made me feel a little ill, and delivered the line she expected: ‘I know.’

			As Holly left the room, I waited a moment then went to the window. It was too dark outside now to see very much except the shape of their car, a Land Rover, and two silhouettes heading towards the house, the crunch of footsteps.

			I heard Holly say, ‘Hey, sis,’ and then the sound of barking and a man’s voice, a Brummie accent, going, ‘Watson, be quiet.’ That would be Zack. He sounded like he’d stepped off the set of Peaky Blinders.

			I went along the landing and paused outside the master bedroom. How would it feel to know you were staying in a room in which your partner’s wife had died?

			I stood at the top of the stairs and took a deep breath. This was a big moment. Be natural, I told myself. Don’t try too hard. I went down the stairs – and a black Labrador immediately came bounding towards to me. Before I’d reached the bottom, he jumped, like a dolphin leaping to catch a fish, and knocked me backwards. I landed on my bum on the second step.

			‘Watson, get here!’

			Zack was a big guy with a shaved head and a neat beard, a shirt stretched tight across his muscular frame. He came striding over, grabbing the dog by his collar and hauling him off.

			‘Sorry, mate. He’s been cooped up in the car for hours.’ He escorted the dog into the kitchen and I heard the back door open, more barking as Watson ran into the garden. I hoped Hamish wasn’t still out there.

			I got to my feet as Holly came in, her sister, Miranda, beside her, and Zack returned from the kitchen, rolling his shoulders and rubbing the back of his neck, which made a crunching sound as he turned it from side to side.

			Holly put her arm around me. ‘Miranda, Zack, this is Patrick.’

			Zack’s handshake was so firm it hurt, and there was a musky smell coming off him. Holly had already explained to me that Zack worked for her dad as his chief operations officer. His right-hand man.

			Miranda gave me the once-over, looking me up and down like a farmer assessing a sheep at a livestock auction.

			‘Patrick what?’ she asked.

			‘Tolhurst.’

			She pulled a face, as if this meant nothing to her. And why would it? But then, as if realizing she was being rude, she said, ‘A pleasure to meet you, Patrick Tolhurst. A rare pleasure, in fact. Holly doesn’t usually let us meet her boyfriends. You’re the first one she’s ever brought here.’

			‘Really?’ I raised an eyebrow at Holly. ‘You never told me that.’

			‘None of the others were brave enough,’ Zack said, winking at me.

			‘Or stupid enough,’ Miranda added.

			‘Where’s Freddie?’ Holly asked, ignoring her.

			This was Miranda’s twelve-year-old son, from her first marriage. Charles’s only grandchild.

			‘He was with us for Christmas, but he’s spending New Year with his dad before he goes back to school.’

			Miranda didn’t look much like Holly at all, apart from the gap they both had between their front teeth. She was a brunette, average height, skinny. Her brow was smooth – I immediately thought, Botox. She was wearing what was undoubtedly a very expensive cashmere sweater, and diamond earrings. She was only three years older than Holly but seemed at least a decade her senior. It struck me, not for the first time, that Charles and Elizabeth had started their family extremely young. Charles had been only twenty-two when Miranda was born, and Elizabeth a couple of years older. Unusual by today’s standards, although I saw it as evidence that Charles was one of those people who had always known what he wanted. He’d started Gravitas when he was just twenty-one, the same year he and Elizabeth had married. Part of his story was that he hadn’t bothered with college. He was quoted as saying he attended ‘the university of life’, renting a stall at Birmingham’s indoor market when he was a teenager, buying and selling computers and games consoles.

			Zack said, ‘Holly didn’t want her dad to be the only one with a new partner in tow.’

			Miranda groaned. ‘We’ve been here less than five minutes and you had to mention her already.’

			‘You talked about pretty much nothing else in the car, darling.’

			‘Nonsense.’

			I wondered if Miranda had ever had a Birmingham accent. Holly still had the slightest trace of one, but Miranda sounded like she’d been brought up in Windsor – Windsor Castle, to be exact.

			‘Have you met her?’ Holly asked. ‘Jasmine, I mean.’

			‘You know I haven’t. Zack has, though, of course. You know he was there when she and Dad met? He says she’s lovely. “Very attractive.” Those were his exact words. Although I’m having to use my imagination, seeing as Dad still hasn’t even shared a photo with anyone. If Zack hadn’t met her I’d be wondering if she was a figment of Dad’s imagination.’

			Charles, I knew, didn’t use any form of social media, and despite owning a technology company, he wasn’t keen on smartphones. He still used a twenty-year-old digital camera, apparently, and had a phone that Gravitas had developed in the mid-2000s, back when they were thinking about competing with Nokia and Motorola.

			‘I still can’t believe you didn’t take a photo when you met her,’ Miranda said.

			This was clearly not the first, second or even tenth time Zack had heard this. ‘What was I supposed to do? Say, Sorry, can I take your picture to show my nosy wife?’

			‘Nosy? She’s going to be our new stepmother.’

			Holly spluttered with laughter. ‘Stepmother! She’s younger than me!’

			‘Ten years younger than Mum was when she passed. I don’t know how he could do this to us? What’s so special about her? She’s not even in our social circles. She works in a hotel. As a receptionist.’

			I had to force myself not to laugh.

			‘I’m afraid my wife is a massive snob,’ Zack said to me. ‘You do remember that I grew up on a council estate, don’t you, babe?’

			She winced. ‘Please do not call me that. You’ve made something of yourself. Worked your way up. And I am not a snob.’

			‘Some of your best friends are peasants.’

			Miranda acted like she hadn’t heard this. ‘I suppose at least we should be grateful Dad had the snip after you were born, Holly. We don’t need to worry about, well …’

			That was interesting. Their dad’s plan to remarry had made at least one of the Grant siblings worry about the impact on their inheritance, something Holly hadn’t mentioned to me at all. As someone who stood to inherit nothing – possibly some debt and a few knick-knacks – I couldn’t help but think this was selfish. But it was also understandable.

			‘I need a drink,’ Miranda said, heading towards the kitchen. ‘We should still have some bottles of that nice Beaujolais left.’

			‘Are you hungry?’ Holly asked me. I was. ‘Lewis won’t be here for a couple of hours. Let’s go to the pub.’

			We found our coats and went outside, Zack following us. I watched as he opened the boot of their Audi and hefted out a pair of Louis Vuitton cases.

			‘Are you sure you don’t have any photos of Jasmine?’ Holly asked him before we got into our rental car. I could see Miranda through the kitchen window, opening a bottle of wine.

			He smiled. ‘I don’t.’

			‘But she’s hot, right? She must be.’

			His expression was enigmatic. ‘You’ll find out tomorrow,’ was all he would say.

		
	
		
			4

			The Bay Inn was located a pebble’s throw from the sea, at the far end of a long row of houses that hugged the gentle curve of the shore. This was the closest Applecross got to a village. The total population of the peninsula was just over five hundred and, right now, they all seemed to be hiding indoors.

			We pulled up in front of the row of houses, behind Morag’s red Fiat, and I hurried after Holly, who walked fast, head down against the wind. A few street lights illuminated the tide as it lapped against the narrow, pebbled beach.

			The pub was blissfully warm, the smell of ale and food making my stomach rumble. It was five thirty on the Monday between Christmas and New Year – or Hogmanay, as Holly had stressed I needed to call it here – and the pub was quiet, with just a few people, all men, sitting at tables with their pints in front of them. There was a woman in her sixties, with steel-grey hair, and a pair of glasses hanging from a chain around her neck, behind the bar. She watched Holly intently as we approached.

			‘Hi, Brenda,’ Holly said. This, I knew, was Morag’s mother. Brenda Hamilton. The landlady.

			‘Morag told me you’d arrived.’ Brenda’s gaze went to the door. ‘Just you so far, is it?’

			‘And Miranda and Zack. Lewis should get here tonight.’

			Brenda grunted.

			‘What are you having?’ Holly asked me, her voice bright, despite Brenda’s unfriendliness. ‘They brew their own beer here.’

			‘I can’t drink and drive.’

			‘You can have one.’ She lowered her voice. ‘There are no police here. Well, a single cop, but it’s not like you need to worry about being stopped. And there’s no traffic to crash into. Go on, you can have one pint.’

			It had been a long journey with multiple legs: a taxi from Brighton to Gatwick, then the flight to Inverness, and finally the long, winding drive here.

			‘Go on, then. I’ll have one.’

			She kissed me. ‘My wild rock-and-roll boyfriend.’

			We took a seat and I sipped my pint, enjoying the heat from the open fire. On the wall opposite, a painting showed a cave on a hillside with what looked like a giant snake poking its head out of the entrance and surveying its bleak surroundings. Something about the picture made goose bumps ripple on my arms.

			Brenda approached our table. She glanced at me but didn’t ask Holly to introduce us. ‘What can I get you?’

			We ordered food from the impressive menu: mac and cheese for me and soup with crusty bread for Holly, who said she wasn’t very hungry.

			‘I don’t think Miranda likes me much,’ I said.

			‘What? Oh, she’s always like that.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘She’ll be “so tired” after the journey, while the rest of us “just don’t understand the pressure of being a mum and organizing everything”.’ She waggled her fingers to make air quotes twice during this last sentence, lowering her voice in an impression of her sister. ‘She’s the one who always insists we get together for Hogmanay, then she spends the week almost having a stress-induced breakdown. Which is obviously ramped up this year because of the Jasmine thing.’

			‘I understand how weird it must be.’

			‘I’m not sure you do, though. Your parents are still together. And my dad has been single since my mum died. I mean, he’s had the occasional fling. I know he hasn’t been a monk these past eighteen years, but there’s been no one serious.’ She leaned forward. ‘I’m half-hoping he’ll get here and announce they’ve broken up.’

			‘Really?’ Personally, I was happy I wasn’t going to be the only newcomer here. It took a lot of pressure off.

			Holly went on. ‘I know, I know. I need to be happy for him. But I’m still struggling to believe it. He goes away to Florida, which was out of character as it was. I’ve never known him go on a beach holiday before. He usually goes on long hiking trips or to those things where a load of blokes go into the woods and yell at each other. But off to Miami he trots, and the next thing we know he’s met some American woman and they’re engaged. I can’t get my head round it.’

			We’d had this conversation before, and I repeated what I’d said last time.

			‘He met a woman, was attracted to her and fell in love with her. Like I fell in love with you.’

			‘Yeah, I get that. But why this woman? Why marry her?’

			‘Maybe they have a lot in common despite coming from completely different backgrounds.’

			She shook her head like this was hard to believe. Holly still refused to acknowledge that she and I had grown up under vastly different circumstances.

			‘I want to know what’s so special about her, that’s all.’

			Our food arrived. It was exactly what I needed, all carbs and fat, salty and filling. Holly seemed less enthusiastic, slowly consuming a few spoonfuls before losing interest. This was unlike her. She usually ate quickly then stole half of mine. I reached across and stroked her hair, above her ear, and she leaned her head against my hand.

			‘Do you think I’m being a brat?’ she asked. ‘A silly little girl who doesn’t want her daddy to find love with a new woman?’

			To be honest, I did think she was being a bit childish, not even giving this woman a chance before meeting her, but I also understood how hard it must be. But before I could reply, Morag appeared by our table. She was wearing an apron. She had clearly come to the pub from her housekeeping duties. ‘How was it?’

			‘Delicious,’ I said.

			‘I need the loo.’ Holly got up. As soon as she had gone through the door of the ladies, Morag sat at the table next to mine.

			‘I’m sorry if Avril was impolite earlier. She’s just turned eighteen and I can hardly get more than a grunt out of her. Still, I wasn’t much better when I was her age. I was an emo, believe it or not.’

			‘Actually, I can.’ Most of the emos I’d met were a bit awkward and shy. Outsiders. ‘Did you know Holly and her brother and sister when you were teenagers?’ I was always keen to hear stories about the younger Holly.

			‘Oh aye. We hung around together all the time. Every summer and every Christmas. Has she not told you about it?’

			‘A little.’ The truth was, Holly was tight-lipped when it came to her teenage years, presumably because of her mum’s illness. I knew that her mother had died here in 2007. That the whole family had spent one last Christmas and Hogmanay together in 2006.

			Morag glanced in the direction of the toilets to see if Holly was coming.

			‘Yeah, it was me and Holly and Lewis, along with my brother. Miranda was around, too, but she was three years older than me and Holly and didn’t hang round with us much. She mostly stayed at home, helping to look after her mum.’

			I did the maths. In 2006 Holly and Morag would have been seventeen, Lewis eighteen and Miranda twenty.

			‘You been seeing each other long?’ Morag asked.

			‘Nine months.’

			‘The honeymoon period.’

			I didn’t ask where Avril’s dad was or if she and him were together, though I noticed she wasn’t wearing any rings. If she’d had Avril as a teenager then it seemed unlikely. At least two jobs and probably a single mother. No wonder she looked so tired.

			‘So what do you do, Patrick?’

			I hated this question. As I pondered how to answer, Holly came out of the ladies holding her phone to her ear. She pointed at it and went outside into the cold.

			‘I’m a delivery driver. Takeaway food.’

			She was clearly surprised, but pleased. ‘An honest job. Wouldn’t be much work for you up here. The nearest takeaway is over an hour away, and they don’t do deliveries.’

			I couldn’t stop myself saying, ‘It’s not my only job. I’m a film-maker, too.’

			I could see it in her eyes. This was what she expected a boyfriend of Holly’s to do. ‘Ah. You make movies?’

			‘Documentaries.’

			Holly returned and sat beside me. The colour had returned to her cheeks.

			‘Patrick here is extremely talented.’ She squeezed my leg. ‘The Disappearing Act. Have you seen it?’

			‘Of course she won’t have,’ I said. ‘Nobody has.’

			‘That’s not true. It was shown on BBC4.’

			‘Once.’

			Holly made an exasperated noise. ‘He’s so self-deprecating. It’s a really great film. It won an award.’

			‘What’s it about?’

			Holly explained. Curtis Carroll was an obscure musician, the type of artist the word ‘cult’ was invented to describe, who had vanished on his way to a gig. Most people believed he had taken his own life. Some thought he had been murdered. Others believed he had simply chosen to disappear, sick of pursuing fame and success.

			‘And what did happen to him?’ Morag asked.

			‘Nobody knows,’ I said. ‘That’s how the film ends, with nothing resolved. The mystery remains.’

			Morag pursed her lips. ‘Oh. That sounds …’

			‘Unsatisfying? The guy who funded it, who was a massive fan of this musician, expected me to find him, and I really did try, but then all the trails led nowhere and I knew the film would need an open ending. That’s what life’s like, isn’t it? Questions are unanswered. Puzzles remain unsolved.’

			‘Yeah, but in films don’t you want a proper ending? I know I do.’ She turned to Holly. ‘What about you?’ Are you still working in that clothes shop?’

			‘I am.’

			Holly was the assistant manager of a boutique in Brighton’s North Laines.

			‘That’s good. Jimmy and I always used to say none of you would ever have to work.’ I presumed Jimmy must be the brother Morag had mentioned. ‘Lewis and Miranda don’t even have jobs, do they?’

			‘Miranda’s raising Freddie.’

			‘Isn’t he, well, old enough to look after himself? I thought she’d sent him away to boarding school, anyway.’

			‘She’s still a parent. She sits on several charitable committees, too.’

			‘Right. Our monthly raffle probably requires more work than Miranda’s committees.’

			I knew from numerous private conversations with Holly that she was only defending Miranda out of a sense of duty. She frequently complained that Miranda had too much time on her hands and that she spent half her life on internet forums, gossiping about minor celebrities.

			‘What about Lewis?’ Morag asked. ‘What does he do all day?’

			‘He’s been trying to set up his own business, I think.’

			‘That’s good. Making Charles proud. What kind of business is it?’

			Holly shrugged. ‘I’m not really sure. Something to do with software development.’

			‘Like father like son. Let’s hope he makes a success of it.’

			Was I imagining it or was there bitterness in her voice? They had all hung out as teenagers. Had it ended in a massive falling-out?

			‘What about you?’ I asked her. ‘Have you always worked here?’

			‘Yeah. I got stuck.’

			She gave Holly yet another meaningful look then got to her feet. ‘Speaking of being chained to this pub, I’d better get to work. Hope to see more of you, Patrick. My offer before was genuine.’

			As soon as she was out of earshot, Holly said, ‘What offer?’

			‘She said if I need a break, I know where to find her.’

			‘Ha. Of course she did. Well, she can keep her hands off you. You’re mine.’ She dropped her own voice. ‘You know, the reason Morag got “stuck” here is because she got pregnant with Avril when she was seventeen.’

			‘I figured she must have had her young.’

			‘Yeah. But Avril is grown up now and Morag is still only my age. She talks like she was handed a life sentence, but she could easily change her life. Go to college. Get out of here. She could do anything.’

			‘So I was right? You don’t like her.’

			‘What? Of course I do. I just get fed up hearing about her hard life. She talks like she has no agency. Yes, she had a baby when she was barely more than a kid, but that doesn’t mean she couldn’t have got away from here.’

			‘Who was that on the phone before?’ I asked, suddenly keen to change the subject. I didn’t want to get into an argument about how it wasn’t always that easy to escape your upbringing and see possibilities for yourself. How it was so much easier for people like Holly, who’d always had the safety net of her family’s money. Holly was a kind person. She often stopped to talk to homeless people in the streets. She took part in voluntary clean-ups of Brighton beach. She was involved in a local scheme to support young people who had been mixed up with drugs. She cared. But she had a blind spot when it came to her own privilege.

			‘The phone? Oh, it was Lewis. He’s arrived. We should get back.’

			We were putting our coats on when Brenda came over to collect our dirty plates.

			‘I couldn’t help but hear, about your film,’ she said to me. She pronounced it fillum. ‘The big unsolved mystery. We had something like that happen around here back in January.’

			‘Oh really?’

			‘Aye. A wee English lad, up in the hills.’ She leaned closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Hypothermia. Want to know the weird part? No one knows how he got here. No one saw him, not till he was already frozen stiff, anyway.’
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