

[image: Illustration]




 


 


Catriona McPherson, formerly a linguistics lecturer at the University of Leeds, now divides her time between California and Scotland. She writes full time.




Also by Catriona McPherson from Constable


After the Armistice Ball
The Burry Man’s Day
The Child Garden
The Weight of Angels




Go to My Grave


Catriona McPherson


Constable • London




 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Constable


Copyright © Catriona McPherson, 2018


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47212-778-5


Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




For Catherine and Oliver Lepreux,
with love and thanks.




Prologue


This is the story of three days last September when eight old friends gathered in a beautiful house by the sea. There was food, wine and laughter, and then the friends went their separate ways. That’s the truth and nothing but the truth. The story is over. We have locked the box, swallowed the key and stitched our lips shut. Will that be enough? I don’t know. It took twenty-five years, after last time, for the stitches to unravel, the key to burn through our guts, the box to rust and weaken. But this time’s different. There’s so much more to lose. I can’t speak for the others but I’ll keep this secret and go to my grave.




Chapter 1


The house was a held breath. Its ten empty rooms waited, polished like a bowl of apples. There were flowers in the hall and in the big bay windows of the drawing room and dining room. There were logs in the baskets and candles in the holders. The snooker balls were framed and the magazines were fanned and every window was open an inch at the top, not enough to make the curtains tremble but enough to let in the sound of the sea.


The sea. You couldn’t get away from it even if you wanted to. From every room you could hear it, thrashing up on the beach and rattling the pebbles as it drew back again. You could smell it under the lemon cleaner and beeswax polish, under the lilies and freesias and the eucalyptus. You could see it in a film on the west-facing windows, little dots of wet salt back again hours after washing them. And in the shiver of damp when the sun sank and the squabble of gulls when it rose again, there was the sea.


Of course I’d grown up on an island so I was used to it. Although we’d never lived right on the seafront on Skye, because those houses are worth more rented to tourists than sold to locals. Which was exactly the point: the hard cash value of the sound of the sea.


I walked up the stairs one last time, in and out of the five bedrooms. Pillows plumped, blankets smooth, tissues folded into fans. More flowers. In and out of the five bathrooms. Thick towels laid over warmed rails. Big bars of good soap unwrapped in every glittering dish. Not a drop of water or a speck of dust in the baths.


The house had seventeen rooms really, but the kitchen didn’t count and the breakfast room attached to it was the ‘staff lounge’. In other words, the dumping ground for supplies. The two smallest bedrooms didn’t count either, because the nearest bathroom was down the back stairs, past the laundry facilities. We couldn’t rent beds without en suites. Not at the prices we were charging. So they were ‘staff accommodation’ too.


And that was why the little room at the top of the stairs was called a snug in the brochure, even though it had a sofa-bed for overflow. Or – as my mum said – for flouncing off to after arguments.


I spent two late nights on Amazon choosing jigsaws and board games. My mum raised her eyebrows at the bill but she didn’t argue. Hospitality was my end of this little venture, along with catering. I know my stuff and she trusts me.


I had to blink at the cost of the high-speed Wi-Fi, not to mention the fax and scanner and the extra-fast colour-printer down in the study, but I trusted her too. Holidays would be our bread and butter, she told me, but corporate retreats were the geese that shat the golden shit, second only to weddings. And Galloway’s cheap property and dark night skies with the excellent star-gazing – we had provided binoculars and a telescope – went hand-in-hand with pitiful connectivity. ‘But I can outwit all that,’ she said. ‘By the time I’m finished we’ll have download speeds like a bank in Manhattan.’


She spent a lot longer than two late nights setting the search terms so that corporations, brides and holiday-makers would all find us, no matter what they thought they were looking for. She knows her stuff too. The website had been live less than a day when we got the first booking.


It was a tenth wedding anniversary. Eight old friends coming down from Glasgow, over from Edinburgh, up from England for a reunion. They bought the full-catered package: Friday tea till Monday breakfast, with a big dinner on the Saturday night. Which was why I was wearing black trousers and a starched white shirt with an apron on top as I padded round the rooms.


If only my mum had been there too I’d have been padding round without my knees knocking. As it was, I was doing this whole weekend – eight people, four meals a day, five counting drinks and nibbles – on my lonesome.


‘It sucks hard and blows back out again,’ my mum agreed, when the news broke, ‘and if you say no, it’s no. So . . . what do you say?’


Because the thing is we had entered every competition going – as you would, starting up on a shoestring – and we had won one. The prize was free registration and a corner stand on the central aisle at Scotland’s biggest wedding fair, at the SECC in Glasgow. We were still pinching ourselves.


‘I’m more the business end anyway,’ she’d said. True, but she can wash dishes and scrub toilets and she’s great with names. It’s always been my worst weakness, despite all the tricks and hacks in the book. It’s the reason I prefer high-end, where you can ‘sir’ and ‘madam’ your way through everything.


‘I promise I’ll keep up with the bookings online in the quiet minutes,’ she’d told me. ‘But it’s your call, Donna. Coal face and all that.’


‘I can do it,’ I announced. ‘If we ditch the pan-seared scallops and soufflés, I can do it. But are you sure you can do the expo? You’ll be more knackered than me.’


‘We can both do it,’ she said. ‘We’re unstoppable.’


A car door slammed, out on the gravel. I nipped to the side of the window and looked down. A navy-blue Range Rover had pulled up, slantwise, right across the front door, and a man was standing there with his head thrown back, staring so the house was reflected in his sunglasses.


He had to be one of the guests. He was dressed exactly like a townie dresses for a country weekend: brand-new cords, brand-new waxed jacket the same colour as his car, an inch of a checked collar showing above the neck of his cashmere. I edged in closer to the glass for a better look and, as I did, the passenger door opened and a girl stepped out. A woman. She matched him like the other side of the cuckoo clock: long legs in dark red jeans, tall boots, a sheepskin gilet over her angora. She was beaming and her hair bounced and shone as she skipped round the back of the car to stand beside the man. She took his arm and squeezed, then reached up onto her tiptoes and pecked his cheek.


It happened too fast for me to be sure. One minute she was kissing him, holding onto his arm, and the next she was sprawled on her arse. I’d have said she overbalanced, if he had stooped to help her up again. If she was still beaming. But he was back in the car and she scrambled to her feet, rubbing her hands on her red jeans. Heels of your hands on the gravel like that, they had to be stinging. The car was moving and she hopped and hobbled after it. She managed to get the door open and herself into the seat as he gunned the engine and squealed away.


I trotted down the stairs without touching the banister. It gleamed like an eel, with not a single fingermark along its length. Even though that had been a false alarm, I thought I should get the scones in the oven. The smell of baking when the guests arrive is a basic move. There’s nothing complicated about a batch of cherry scones, but knowing they’ve been baked fresh just for you works wonders on the toughest guest.


And doing it calmed me too. I stepped outside afterwards, wiping my hands on my apron, and found – as I’d suspected – that the sunglasses man had left a scar on the gravel when he peeled away. I took the rake from where it was leaning half behind the ivy on the long front porch and started scraping the ruts flat again. There was the print of her skinny bum and the two small dents from her hands. I smoothed them away with two swipes of my rake. Then I stopped. I nudged at the little bit of granite until it turned back again, showing the speck of red. She had fallen hard enough to break the skin and bleed.


I picked it up – that one red chip in the sea of perfect silver-grey – and put it in my pocket, beside the petals I’d tidied from a table-top and the white thread I’d lifted from a black hand-towel. Then I raised my head at the sound of an engine round the bend of the drive. They were coming back, or someone was arriving.


I didn’t have time to get out of sight unless I took the rake with me so I stashed it back among the ivy and waited on the step like a welcome party.


It was a different car. This one was a red hatchback, sitting low on its suspension. The driver tooted a tune – Tum-tiddlyaye-la! – as it got close and someone waved at me from the passenger seat. I wiggled my fingers in reply as the car slowed and stopped.


It was another couple. Or maybe not, I thought as they climbed out, since both of them had the same short legs and thick waists, the same brown eyes. His hair was clumsily cut into a divot and hers had highlighted spikes, but it was the same hair.


‘Unbe-fucking-lievable!’ said the man. He was standing staring up at the house like the Range Rover guy, knuckling his back and pushing his paunch out like a pregnancy.


‘It’s not,’ said the woman. ‘It can’t be. Glancing similarity.’ Then she smiled at me. ‘You must be Kim.’ She scurried forward, trying to get her bag, coat, phone and a bunch of flowers out of the way to shake my hand. ‘It’s so lovely to meet you at long last.’


‘I’m Donna Weaver,’ I said. ‘Welcome to The Breakers. You’re the first to arrive.’


‘Donna?’ said the man. ‘What the hell happened to Kim?’ His voice swooped with concern, but his eyes were twinkling.


‘Shut up, Buck,’ the woman said. ‘Ow.’ An earring had caught on her fluffy jumper and her head jerked to the side as she fiddled with it.


‘Here,’ I said, stepping forward. ‘Let me. I’m Donna from Home From Home. I’m going to be looking after you for the weekend.’


‘Oh, you’re a sweetheart,’ the woman said, working her neck round, now the earring was free again. ‘I’m Peach Plummer.’


‘Peach,’ I repeated, staring hard at her. I was trying to get her name into my head. She misread me.


‘God, don’t I know!’ she said. ‘But my real name’s Morag. And this is my brother, Buck.’


Peach, I told myself. Round and fuzzy. And sweary Buck. Rhymes with—


‘Buchanan Leslie,’ the man said, shaking my hand. ‘The curse of my mother’s maiden name. If you’re trying to tick us off on your sheet, you should know that my wife’s not coming. One of the ankle-biters has come down with tonsillitis and she drew the short straw.’


‘Hmm,’ said Peach. ‘We’ll measure the straws on Sunday, shall we?’


‘Right then, Donna-from-Home-from-Home,’ Buck said, after a moment’s silence. ‘When you say you’re looking after us, are you unpacking the car and ironing our jimmy-jams or should we—’


‘Shut up, Buck.’


‘I’ll show you to your rooms and then leave you to unpa—’ I began, but he spoke over me.


‘No need to show us anything, Donna. Every nook and cranny is seared into our brains, despite all the therapy.’


‘We think we’ve been here before, you see,’ Peach said. ‘But it wasn’t called The Breakers then.’


‘That’s right,’ I told them. ‘It had a name-change. It used to be . . . Knockbreak House, I think.’


‘That’s right enough, then,’ said Buck. ‘God almighty.’


‘Welcome back!’ I spread my arms.


‘I’d still love to see over it,’ said Peach. ‘It was a right old dump when we were kids. And look at it now.’


‘But don’t look at it with a black light,’ Buck said. ‘Just kidding,’ he added. He even gave me a wink.


But I didn’t miss the way he hesitated on the porch before he walked through into the vestibule. I was holding the inner glass door for him and, as he passed, I could see his arm where his sleeve was rucked up and the gooseflesh that bristled there.


__________


I still enjoyed showing off the house. The corridor stretched its length, with the stairs at one end and the front door in the middle, so it would have been a bit much to cover everything. But we had a quick neb at the two rooms we passed. First, the library with its sage-green walls and carpet, dark green button-back wing-chairs, its long, pale, chesterfield couch; the bookcases were only MDF with beading tacked on, but we’d stained them and varnished them and I’d insisted on hardbacks. The black and yellow dining room was my favourite. All set for dinner, it took my breath away but even now the high polish on the bare table swelled me with pride. Home From Home had worked so hard and scrimped so much. I had been scared the plain black curtains with the patterns used for tiebacks and toppers would be too obviously thrifty but they weren’t. They looked elegant and confident – the more so for a bit of restraint, maybe.


‘Oops,’ the Peach woman said, looking at a towering arrangement of allium and lilies in the dining-room window, then down at her cellophaned bunch of chrysanths. ‘Maybe I could put these in my bedroom.’


‘There are flowers in the bedrooms too,’ I told her. ‘But I’ll find a jug and there’ll be a perfect spot somewhere. They’re lovely.’


‘Oh, aren’t you nice!’ she said.


Buck was coming along the corridor with a couple of Tesco bags in each hand. ‘Kitchen still in the same place, I’m guessing?’


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘The food’s all laid on, actually. Chef on duty all day every day.’


‘Chef?’ said Peach. ‘Kim said we didn’t need to, but I thought she was just being polite.’


‘Shite,’ said Buck. ‘Don’t tell me I dragged my arse round that supermarket for nothing!’


I took the bags from him and glanced into them. ‘Good bread and English apples. These won’t go to waste.’


‘Oh, God, really? Aren’t you nice!’ Peach said. ‘Will the chef get offended, though?’


‘You’re looking at her,’ I said, nodding to my apron. ‘And no. Come upstairs and I’ll show you your bedrooms.’


The corridor stretched the length of the house up here too. The rooms off to the left had their doors ajar and the light poured through, dappling the long run of carpet. To the right, the door to the back rooms and back stair was closed and bolted on the other side.


‘So I’m sharing with Jennifer, am I?’ Peach said, when she saw the sign on the door. ‘Fair enough.’


Buck whistled through his teeth, as we all trooped in. ‘I have to say, this is pretty fantoosh.’


It really was. The couple who’d booked the weekend were getting one corner room and the other was reserved for a ‘Paul and Rosalie’ but this was the next best and it was charming. It was big enough for two Scotch doubles and the blue and white wallpaper was perfect with the cherry-wood suite – antiques from an auction in Glasgow. The curtains were white muslin and there was a white carpet that felt like velvet under your bare toes. It had the bathroom with the proper window too. Blue and white tiles and a roll-top bath.


‘There’s a lovely view,’ I said. You could see the sea from all the front upstairs windows. Not the beach, because of the steep drop beyond the garden wall where a switchback path of leaf mould and tree roots led to the edge of the sand. But there was a clear sightline to the broad grey ribbon of sea filling the bay.


In a few years, our plan was to turn that treacherous path into a set of steps with a handrail so that The Breakers would be good for families as well as gatherings like this one. Until then, clients got warnings in their booking emails and there was a little plaque on the gate and a basket of torches on the hat-stand in the vestibule.


They’d walked over to the window as I gestured and now they were standing in silence, looking out. Three waves thrashed up and rattled back and still they stood there.


‘The trees have grown,’ Peach said at last. Buck put an arm out and hugged her.


‘You’re along at the end, Buck,’ I said. ‘Pretty much in the nursery, I’m afraid, but it’s the only family room, and we thought you were bringing . . .’ They hadn’t turned round as I spoke and talking at their backs like this was starting to feel weird. ‘I’m afraid you don’t have a sea view,’ I added. ‘But you’ll still be able to hear the waves.’


They both turned then and whatever the expression they had on their faces – I couldn’t name it – they looked more alike than ever as they stared at me.




Chapter 2


The rooms on this side were dark, from how the hill rose up, ten feet across from the kitchen door, and how the trees crowded round, hugging the house. Yews, like in a churchyard.


‘If there’s a bed with no wife in it, and no kids in it, and no bloody dog in it, it’ll do me,’ Buck said, strenuously hearty, following me into the room with the four single beds in a row, like an old-fashioned dormitory. ‘Jesus, though, that’s a lot of tartan.’


‘“Ooooh, Campbeltown Loch, I wish you were whisky”,’ Peach sang, doing a few Highland-dance steps. I kept the smile on my face without even trying. I’ve worked in hospitality since my first Saturday job when I was sixteen. And she had a point. Home From Home reckoned downstairs should have a ‘cohesive country style’ but the bedroom suites should give people a choice: one was pony-skin and silver, with those basins that look like mixing bowls left out on a counter-top; one was stone-coloured hessian, with photos of pebbles; the blue and white and cherry-wood was the pretty room; and this was over-the-top Scottish, with tartan throws, tartan tiebacks for the tweedy curtains, and a painting of stags and mountains.


‘I’ll leave you to get settled in,’ I said. ‘I think I hear someone else arriving.’


A woman was waiting in the hall when I got back downstairs. The light from the front door made her look like a shadow puppet striking a pose there. She had high-heeled black boots on and a tailored black suit so snug under her armpits it rucked up when she bent her arms. She was hunched over her phone


‘Soundofthesea,’ I said. ‘All one word. You’ll struggle for a signal unless you log in to ours.’


But she surprised me.


‘And . . . off!’ She twirled the phone like a Wild West pistol and dropped it into the laptop-bag she had over one shoulder. ‘Is there a safe?’


‘Safe?’


‘Sorry,’ said the woman, spiking towards me on her impossible heels. ‘Still in work mode. I’m Rosalie. You must be Donna. Is there a safe I can put my devices in for the weekend?’


‘How did you know my name?’ I said. ‘Never mind. No, there’s no safe, Rosalie, I’m afraid.’ Rosalie remembers me, I thought. Rosalie for remembrance. ‘It’s pretty low-crime around here. I could . . .’ Nothing came to mind immediately, and before I could really apply myself to the problem, Rosalie was laughing.


‘Oh, God, no!’ she said. ‘Not for the safety. To keep me off them and to keep him off his, even more so.’ She jerked her head back towards the door. ‘Conference call,’ she said, with an eye-roll. ‘I know you because Kim bcc’d me in, by the way. No mystery there.’


‘There’s a cupboard that locks,’ I said. ‘If you’re serious.’


‘Deadly,’ said Rosalie. ‘I’ve told work. I’ve told the aged parents. The dogs are at the kennel. The kennel’s got the landline – Kim gave it me – and everyone I might want to talk to is going to be here.’ She handed me her laptop bag and then mimed floating away, grabbing the newel post to keep one toe on the floor. ‘I need this weekend,’ she said. ‘Cliff walks and beach bonfires.’


‘And my plan is, by Monday you’ll feel it was a fortnight,’ I told her. ‘Let me start by showing you to your room.’


‘What’s that heavenly smell?’ she said, as we passed the kitchen.


‘Scones.’ Which would burn in three minutes if I got sidetracked again.


She groaned with delight. More delight than a batch of scones deserved. I wondered if maybe she was in customer relations too and couldn’t switch it off as easily as a smartphone. Me, I can switch it off as soon as I blow through the swing doors marked ‘Staff Only’.


‘Ro?’ A voice came from outside. ‘Rosie?’


‘He’s finally noticed I’m not there,’ she said, as a tall man came hurrying in, looking down at a phone, showing the bald spot his short hair was supposed to disguise. Like her, he was dressed for business: jacket off, a good pink shirt I reckoned had been professionally laundered, the way its creases were still sharp at the end of the day. His tie was pulled down but it had started out in a Windsor knot that morning, and his shoes were those stupid, extra-long, square-tipped things that made me think of clown’s feet. His watch was clunky and ugly and no doubt cost more than my car.


‘How’s Tokyo?’ Rosalie said.


‘What?’ He frowned.


‘Just a guess,’ Rosalie said, winking at me. ‘Paul, this is Donna.’


Tall Paul, I thought as I smiled at him.


‘There’s a delivery van here,’ he said, pointing. ‘Outside. Something needs a signature.’


‘You’ve done remarkably well in life for a man who can’t write his own name,’ said Rosalie, marching back to the door and outside again.


I started my standard introduction but she was back before I got through it. She had a gift basket in her arms, a hamper propped open and covered with squeaky plastic gathered at the top in a bow.


‘Not you too!’ Peach had reappeared, on the landing, still in the fluffy jumper, but now with a chenille cardigan and furry slippers too. If she dressed like that all weekend I’d be laughing. ‘We brought a ton of food and turns out it’s all laid on!’


‘Cousin Peach!’ said Rosalie. ‘No, this is a present for the happy couple, I assume.’ She thrust the hamper into her husband’s arms and started searching for a message envelope among the folds of cellophane and froth of ribbon.


‘Oh, clever,’ said Peach, coming down. ‘Look, it’s tins. Tin of foie gras, tin of caviar. Gentleman’s Relish.’


‘Pretty generic if you ask me,’ Paul said. ‘And heavy.’


‘No, but it’s tins,’ said Peach. ‘The tenth anniversary is the tin anniversary, see?’


‘Load of nonsense,’ Paul said. ‘Silver’s the first one you need to bother with. Then gold. Christ, we’ll need to make sure and be busy when it’s silver and gold. Cost a fortune.’


‘Clearly you’ve never coughed up for a couple’s massage gift voucher,’ Peach said. ‘Some random silver napkin rings would be a snip.’


‘Let me take the hamper off your hands,’ I said. I hadn’t missed the way the man – Paul – was frowning as his wife rummaged. ‘I’ll hold on to it till you decide when the big present-opening’s going to be.’


‘Big pres—’ said Paul. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, is this whole weekend going to be nothing but speeches and toasts and heartwarming moments? Just stick it in their bedroom and let them find it when they get here.’


‘Who’s pissed on your chips?’ said Peach. ‘You’re usually up for a party.’


‘Ignore him,’ said Rosalie. ‘He lost a case this morning. Husband dear, we are having a free weekend in pretty swish digs, so toasting our host with the champers he bought is a small price to pay. Anyway, I think this is from Sasha’s work – it’s his name only on the card here – so he won’t want it in his bedroom for his romantic anniversary.’


Paul’s face twisted. ‘Christ, that’s right,’ he said. ‘They’ve only been married ten years. Hope we’re not through the wall from it.’


‘You’re not, Face-ache,’ said Peach. ‘But I am. Unless I switch the name cards. Quick, Rosie, help me shift my stuff before anyone else gets here.’


I couldn’t tell if she was serious. ‘If you can show your friends their room anyway,’ I said, ‘I’ll stash the hamper.’


‘No friends of mine,’ said Peach. ‘We’re all cousins.’


‘And some siblings,’ said Rosalie. She handed me the gift card and took Peach’s arm. ‘Let’s make sure we’ve got the rooms we want before the rest arrive.’ They scampered up the stairs, giggling like children.


‘I dare you to take the master suite and see if Kim says anything,’ was the last thing I heard from Peach as they disappeared round the landing.


A flutter of unease must have crossed my face. If they mucked up the room allocations, Home From Home would get the blame.


‘I can’t help you,’ Tall Paul said, once they were gone. ‘Not if you’re wondering how my cousin, the respected doctor, and my wife, the lawyer everyone’s terrified of, can turn into naughty toddlers in under two minutes. I knew this weekend would tip everyone into hysterics.’


‘It’s a big house,’ I assured him, ignoring most of what he’d said. ‘There are more than enough rooms to escape into.’


He looked to one end of the corridor, at the six-foot marble statue of Venus framed in the arched window, and then at the other end, where a matching Adonis stood on the deep sill of the tall landing window.


‘Oh, I know exactly how big the house is,’ he said. ‘My wife might not have twigged yet, or she might be pretending not to have twigged, but I remember this place very well.’


‘Why would she pret—’ I began, then I pasted the professional smile on again and started backing away.


‘Because Sasha’s up to something, isn’t he? Bringing us all back here to relive our golden memories. And if there’s one thing Rosalie’s good at, it’s making sure her brother’s little ploys are strangled at birth.’


‘Families!’ I said, to lighten the mood.


‘Blood’s thicker than water,’ said Paul. ‘Blood’s thicker than concrete, actually. Good place to bury things.’


I opened my mouth to answer but nothing came out.


‘However,’ he added, ‘a good malt dissolves anything. Drinks tray still in the drawing room, is it?’ He gave me a tight smile and walked away, leaving his luggage in the hallway.


I dumped the hamper on the breakfast table, tucked the little envelope back into the cellophane, and got the scones out of the oven without a second to spare.


A chorus of ‘Mamma Mia’ started at my hip and I dug my phone out.


‘Anybody there yet?’ my mum said.


‘Four,’ I said. ‘We’re halfway. Peach, Buck, Paul and Rosalie.’


‘Well done!’


‘How’s things your end? You sound like you’re down a well.’


‘Yeah, it’s a big barn of a place. But the pitch is great. Dead central. I’ll send you a picture when I’m finished setting up. And the girl on the booth next door says she’ll mind mine if I mind hers. For pee breaks.’


I dusted the scones with a bit more flour than they needed and decided they’d pass for well-fired. ‘Sounds like you’re on top of it all,’ I said. ‘I nearly burned the scones, showing folk round.’


‘What are they like?’


‘Small, round, studded with fruit. I know! I was kidding.’ I thought about the couple in the navy-blue Range Rover and decided not to mention them. ‘The client’s not here yet. One of the men’s a bit of a misery-guts but his wife’s dead nice, and their two fat cousins are lovely. Mouths like dockers, mind you.’


It had surprised me when I stopped working in the bistro bit of the hotel in Portree, and went to London to learn the trade in the deep end. I thought posh people would be politer than us but they swore all the time. And the really posh ones never said ‘pardon’ when they burped. Women in pearl chokers and diamond earrings would let a right old tonsil rattler go and just carry on eating.


‘I think that’s another car,’ I said, cutting in on my mum wittering about the price of the coffee.


‘Good luck,’ she told me. ‘And remember, if you get overwhelmed, just open more wine.’


‘Yep,’ I said, although that would hardly help if I got overwhelmed at breakfast time. A full fry-up’s one of the hardest meals to get the timings right on. But we had already agreed the menus with the client by the time the wedding fair happened. We’d added daily specials and hoped no one would realize how much easier omelettes are.


When I got through to the hall, sure enough, another of them had arrived and was lugging in two duffels and a messenger bag.


‘Ramsay Buchanan,’ he said, when he noticed me. He was dressed head-to-toe in Gore-Tex: those trousers that unzip to make shorts and a coat you could cook a chicken in. ‘I’m Paul’s brother. I see his car out there.’


‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘There’s a resembl—’ His look stopped me. He was definitely related to the lawyer with the watch, just as tall and even slimmer. Rangy from triathlons was my guess. But his face was scarred all over from old acne. It wasn’t ugly exactly. It was as if he’d been made out of different material from other people, like an alligator bag instead of calf-skin.


‘I mean Buck’s cousin. Hence the name,’ I said. ‘Welcome to The Breakers, Ramsay. I’m Donna, from –’ I remembered Buck teasing me and turned it ‘– the holiday company. I’ll be looking after you for the weekend.’


‘Oh, no, you won’t,’ Ramsay said. ‘I’m low maintenance. You’ll be looking after Paul and Rosalie from dawn till midnight, and when Sasha gets here you might need back-up. All I need from you is the Wi-Fi code.’


I started to tell him, but a bellow from the far end of the corridor stopped me. ‘Amun-Ramsay! King of the gods!’ Buck had appeared round a half-open door and came loping along to wrap the newcomer in one of those violent, thumping hugs men give each other.


‘Buckaroo!’ Ramsay said. ‘Have you been painting a ceiling? You’ve got white bits all over your hair.’


‘Fuck off,’ said Buck. ‘At least I’ve got hair. St Paul’s through here.’


They disappeared into the billiards room and a noise went up like something from a troop of primates in the jungle. It made me happy. You couldn’t work in this business if you didn’t like the sound of people having fun. I worked the sleeper from London to Inverness one summer, stag and hen parties every weekend, and that was a bit much. But ordinarily the sound of people in high spirits lifted me too.


‘Ramsay must get clamsy in his plastic clothes,’ I said. ‘Ramsay with the ravaged face. Paul’s brother.’ I grabbed his luggage to put it in his room and annoy him. I knew his type: uncomfortable with service. He’d deny he wanted a drink, then try to make his own and spill ice cubes on the good furniture. And he wasn’t going to be the worst. Peach was going to be the worst. She’d be putting towels in the wash at the wrong settings, wandering through to the kitchen with stacks of plates, mucking up my system.


The room with the pale walls and hessian had an en suite that was the back half of the bathroom next door so there was no window. We had found a great extractor fan, though. Silent and powerful. I set his messenger bag on the desk in front of the window, put the bigger duffel down in front of the wardrobe and, after a peek, took the smaller one in there. I wondered what he would say if I opened everything up and laid it out, spirited his bags away, like they did at real country houses with butlers. But all I did was fold a towel onto the marble shelf near the washbasin and leave his vanity-case (to give it its name) on top. Guests always think you’re being respectful of their belongings, setting them on towels like that. Really it stops the dye from their cheap bags staining the counters.


I was going to enjoy this weekend, I decided, steering such a ragbag through the diceyest kind of party – a family reunion – and making sure they all had a marvellous time without any of them knowing it was me making it happen. Call me a puppet master, but that’s why I love hospitality. I smiled at myself in the mirror and turned to go.


There was a woman standing in the middle of the room, hands on hips, glaring round.


‘What the— Who are you?’ she said.


‘Hi, I’m Donna,’ I began, coming forward with my hand out.


‘It says “Ramsay” on the door,’ she said. ‘Did he pick you up en route? You’re young enough to be his daughter!’


‘I’m the Home From Home representative,’ I said, taking a step back. ‘I was just checking your cousin’s—’


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Right. Well, he’s not my cousin. He’s nothing at all to me. Why does he get his own room?’


I took a breath. She wasn’t joking. She had to be forty if a day but she was moaning about sharing a room with . . . Was Peach her cousin?


‘Have you seen your own?’ I said. ‘You must be Jennifer, aren’t you?’ I swelled a little with pride. I wasn’t just keeping up with the names, I was getting ahead of them. ‘Yours is my favourite.’ I pointed the way. ‘The bath’s humungous and the hot-water system can fill it twice over. There’s a wonderful view of—’


She hadn’t moved. ‘What makes you think I’m not Kim?’ she said. Her voice was dead and cold. ‘Or Peach or Rosalie?’


The names swam and I hesitated. What made me think she wasn’t Kim, the rich wife who’d rented the house and chosen the menu and the flowers, was that her plastic costume jewellery picked out the brightest colours in her striped tights. And her tights were pilled and stretched at the ankles. And the thin belt on her homemade dress made her look like a sack of potatoes.


‘I’ve been corresponding with Kim.’ That was a lie. My mum did all the emails. ‘And the others are already here.’


‘Where?’ she demanded.


‘Here!’ said Peach, breezing in and throwing her arms around Jennifer. ‘Jellifer! We’re roomies. Did you know? We’re having a midnight feast tonight and no arguments. Hey, Donna, do chefs do midnight feasts or do we sneak down?’


‘Jennifer,’ the woman said, her voice colder than ever. ‘And I wasn’t told I’d be sharing a room. If I’d known that, I wouldn’t be here.’


‘Well, aren’t we a happy family!’ It was Rosalie. She had taken her jacket and heels off, but still wore the pencil skirt of her business suit, with a tight white shirt tucked in. ‘Donna, I was wondering about baths. Is it still a Rayburn downstairs? Will you be able to cook if I run off hot water?’


‘What do you mean “still” a Rayburn?’ Jennifer said. ‘Have you been here before? Are you all down here together every other weekend? Why add me this time?’


‘God almighty, Jell— Jennifer,’ Peach said. ‘Don’t you remember this place?’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Don’t you remember the party?’ said Rosalie.


‘What party? If you lot are going to spend the whole weekend reliv—’ She stopped and I think she changed colour. ‘Are you talking about Sasha’s birthday party?’


‘Of course, that’s right,’ Peach said. ‘We were all staying and you only came for that one day, didn’t you?’


Jennifer swallowed. There was a sheen of sweat on her brow. ‘But that was at the beach,’ she said.


‘Right there.’ Peach pointed out the window. ‘The trees have grown up. It threw me too.’


I thought I could see droplets forming on Jennifer’s top lip and she was the colour of pistachio ice-cream.


‘Are you all right?’ said Rosalie. ‘Do you need to sit down?’


‘You need your feet up and a cup of tea.’ I steered her out of the stone-coloured room and into her own. Rosalie and Peach came bustling after us.


‘You’ve had the longest drive of us all, Jelly-Belly,’ Rosalie said. ‘And I bet you set straight off after work without so much as a mochaccino. Jennifer’s a teacher,’ she added to me.


Of course she was. I would have put good money on it. Teachers were hands-down the worst guests possible. They’re always knackered and they sulk if they don’t get told how hard they work every ten minutes. Not to mention the fact that they’re used to being the boss of the room and they never stop telling everyone else what to do. The worst week of my entire life was being the chalet-maid for five teachers at Aviemore one wet November.


Back in the cherry-wood room, I manhandled Jennifer onto the chaise longue, then put an extra cushion at her back and one under her knees. I twitched the cover off one of the beds and tucked it round her. ‘Sweet tea and a plain biscuit coming up,’ I said. ‘Try to close your eyes.’


‘Can you shut the window?’ she asked, in the wan voice of an invalid.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘Maybe the fresh air?’


‘It’s that noise.’


I cocked my head but all I could hear was the sea.


‘Let me,’ said Rosalie.


‘And I’ll move out and bunk in with my brother,’ Peach said. ‘No arguments. It’ll be a laugh for us. You can have this place to yourself, Jelly.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Jennifer said. The fuss had reached her required minimum. ‘It’s just I can’t sleep if there’s someone else in the room. I’m sorry I got upset. Forgetting things throws me into a panic. Mum started when she wasn’t even seventy and I’m seriously thinking about a care home for her now.’


We all shushed and murmured and withdrew ourselves to the corridor. I closed the door.


‘There’s a little room at the end with a sofa-bed,’ I said to Peach. ‘If you’re determined to move.’


‘I’m determined not to catch whatever classroom bug she’s incubating,’ Peach said. ‘No way she panicked at forgetting she’d been here.’


‘I think she panicked at remembering,’ Rosalie said. Then she glanced at me. ‘Although Aunt Verve is completely gaga, it’s true. My poor old pa’s started to go too, you know.’


‘No!’ said Peach. ‘Has he?’


We were along at the head of the stair now. I pushed open the door of the snug. ‘What do you think?’ I said. ‘It’s a full double with a good mattress.’


Peach wandered in and looked around, lost in memories.


‘Are Jennifer’s mum and your dad related, then?’ I asked Rosalie. ‘Only Jennifer just told me Ramsay’s not her cousin.’


‘We’re all related,’ she said. ‘But not all by blood.’ Paul’s words came back to me and I felt a tickle at the back of my neck. ‘Oh, I get it now!’ Rosalie went on. ‘That’s why she’s here. She’s on the pull and Ramsay’s fair game. She never usually bothers with us. Don’t you think, Peach?’


Peach, still looking out of the window, was gripping the edge of the velvet curtain so tightly she was crushing it and making the curtain rings, six feet above her head, squeak against the pole.


‘What?’ she said, turning.


‘Didn’t you wonder why Jelly suddenly decided she loved us again? It’s strictly Christmas cards and funerals normally.’


Peach didn’t answer. I don’t think she’d heard a word. ‘I’m not going to use this room,’ she said. She wasn’t green, like Jennifer, but she wasn’t as rosy as she’d been five minutes ago. ‘It’ll be a laugh, in with the Buck. Despite all the farting.’


‘It is a gloomy room,’ I said. ‘We thought of it as a winter snug, really.’


‘You?’ said Peach. I bit my lip. There was no advantage in letting them know we owned the business, that we were responsible for the house as well as the weekend. I had learned that in my first job, only finding out ‘the manager’ was really ‘the proprietor’ when she sold up and moved away. It kept the complaints down like a dream, her saying she would inform the owner. I’d remembered it and advised my mum to do the same when we struck out on our own. She’d lapped it up.


‘See?’ she’d said. ‘I’m not doing you the favour. You’re doing me the favour. You’re the one that’s going to make this work.’


She was being kind. Truth was, I’d come badly unstuck. I was trying to build a hospitality empire before I was thirty when I found out the emperor, my beloved boyfriend, had no clothes. At least, not when I found him in our best rentable bedroom with one of the barmaids. I was too embarrassed to be heartbroken, but a bit too heartbroken to be business-like.


The upshot was I fled without a penny of the dosh I’d forked over and went back to Skye. Back to a one-street town where the shop had closed down decades back and the café was open Thursday night to Sunday night, Easter to October only.


I thought I could move in with my mum and lick my wounds awhile. That was embarrassing too, but I wasn’t the only one from my class living at home nearly ten years after school had ended. And I wasn’t too proud to pick up some waitressing – even kitchen-work – in a hotel in Portree.


But I’d landed in the middle of my mum’s big plan. I’d always thought she was happy with the online world. Sometimes I’d even got the sense she looked down on me, mixing drinks and making beds. But she’d caught the bug now and no mistake. My grandpa had left her a wedge when he shuffled off, The Breakers was on the market, and she was on fire.


‘Why Galloway?’ was all I’d said. My whole life, my family had lived right there, on Skye, in the middle of a massive tourist trap.


‘Cheap,’ my mum had said. ‘Half the price we’d pay up here. Closer to cities too, for short breaks. Closer to the M74, for the English.’


‘Home From Home call it a snug,’ I corrected myself. ‘I just can’t help feeling a bit . . . What’s the word?’


‘Invested, committed, possessive?’ said Rosalie. ‘Proprietorial!’


‘It’s such a lovely house,’ I said. ‘And I love houses.’


‘Yes, it’s not a bad old pile,’ said Rosalie. ‘And it’s certainly very adaptable. So . . . if Peach is adamant, is there any chance Jennifer could have Ramsay’s room and Ramsay could have hers? With the two beds? Thing is, if there’s a big dinner planned, I’ll have eight hours of warthog.’


‘What?’ I said.


‘Paul. He snores like Henry the Eighth when he’s been drinking.’


Peach was staring at Rosalie. ‘Seriously?’ she said. ‘You’re going to sling him out?’


‘Oh, don’t judge me,’ said Rosalie. ‘First it was the Jack and Jill bathrooms and they – let me tell you – changed my life. Then we roped an extra bedroom into the master suite. And I don’t care what you think. I sleep like a baby and, if he comes to visit me, it’s another honeymoon. Speaking of which,’ she went on, holding her foot up and twisting her ankle this way and that, ‘I need to shave my legs.’


‘That’s not what you meant, is it?’ I said to Peach, when she was gone.


Peach shivered but she managed to give me a smile. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t actually believe in ghosts, but I wouldn’t sleep on my own in this house if you paid me.’




Chapter 3


1991


‘Mu-um!’ I can feel tears threaten, but if there’s anything she comes down on harder than ‘language’ it’s ‘waterworks’.


‘Don’t “Mum” me, Carmen,’ she says. Her lips are pressed together hard enough to turn them white. She’s peeling potatoes, swiping at them as if they’ve offended her. ‘You wanted to go and you’re going. Can’t see any loose ends there.’
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