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To Lucie




Prologue


The telephone rings, and I wake at once. I leap out of bed and dash across the hall to the upstairs landing, where the table lamp casts a soft glow across the shrieking phone. I grab the receiver. ‘Hello?’


‘It’s me,’ he says.


My breath catches in my throat. I can hardly believe I’m hearing his voice. ‘Yes?’


‘I can’t do this anymore. I want to be with you.’


Suddenly exhilarated, I see the life I’ve longed for drop into my hands like a gift from heaven. Will he actually leave? Come to me, into my arms? Then . . . grey reality consumes it. ‘You can’t leave. The children . . . they need you.’


‘It’s too late for that. I can’t undo the damage. I can’t bear to see it. I’ve been weak, stupid . . .’


He sounds utterly bleak, desperate.


‘They still need you,’ I say, but less firmly. The truth is that I agree with him. He’s right – the damage has been done.


‘But I need you,’ he says, his voice low. ‘I see that now. Forgive me. Is it too late?’


The gift is still sparkling in my hands. Its promise has not been doused. My heart is racing. I glance at the hall clock and see that it is one o’clock in the morning. ‘Perhaps you should wait until tomorrow. Sleep on it, darling. Don’t make any hasty decisions.’


‘That’s not what I mean. Is it too late . . . for us? Will you still have me?’


I close my eyes, standing there in the hall in my nightdress, everything in me rejoicing that, at last, I’ve heard the words I’ve longed for. ‘You know I will.’


‘Then I’m coming, darling. Right now. Tonight.’


‘Are you sure? Do you mean it’


‘I’ve never been more certain. Wait for me.’


‘Always.’


When the phone is replaced, I cannot go back to bed. I go down to the kitchen, wide awake and bubbling with happiness, my very fingertips feeling full of magic, and I make tea. I will wait. How long will it take? Six hours? Seven?


If only I could sleep, then I would wake to find him here with me. I can almost feel it now: the warmth of his touch, the slight roughness of his stubbled skin on mine, his lips pressing against my mouth as he murmurs. He likes to do that: to place words of love onto my lips as though pressing them into my soul. He’ll reach for my hair with those hands I love so much: broad, the palms almost square, the fingers long, blunt-ended and capable; he’ll wind my long hair around them and say, ‘You’re my sea witch, my Beira, my queen.’ I’ll feel the soft wool of his faded, holey jumper and inhale the scent of woodsmoke and cedar, and then those strong arms will wrap around me and never let me go. Because he’s going to leave her, he’s going to come to me.


Whatever awaits us in the future, we can face it together. Her wrath will be terrible. She’s already taken whatever rage has possessed her since birth and used it to terrorise him and their children. When she knows he’s finally broken free, what will she do? To him? To me? What form will her revenge take? What will she destroy?


I pace the kitchen, wondering where he is now on his journey. I will wait for as long as it takes. And when he arrives, I will give him all the strength that comes from my love and, together, we will face her.


I wait for the dawn, longing only for him.




PART ONE





Chapter One


HELEN


2018


From the moment we returned to Ballintyre, I couldn’t understand what had happened to Sylla.


We arrived late one night after a fractious journey that had started very early, both Hamish and I quick to snap at each other all the way. I was exhausted from packing up our entire lives and the horrible, draining stress of everything we had just lived through. We finally pulled to a stop in front of the house in the pitch dark, the children white-faced and asleep in the back of the car, our belongings pulled in the trailer Hamish had hired. Charlie, Hamish’s older brother, crunched over the drive towards us, gruff and bluff as ever.


‘Here you all are! I thought you’d never get here!’ he shouted. ‘I was about to turn in.’


I got out of the car. ‘Hello, Charlie. Please, don’t shout – the children are asleep, I’d like to slip them straight into bed before they wake up—’


‘Hello, Hamish,’ he bellowed, ignoring me. ‘How was the traffic?’


Hamish, getting out of the car, started to murmur about the M6.


‘Where’s Sylla?’ I asked, looking about for her, shaking out my stiff legs. She was the calm to Charlie’s tempest, a piece of centred soulfulness in the heart of the storm. I’d wanted to see her, needed to see her. Where was she?


Charlie didn’t reply, busy directing Hamish here and there, explaining the water pump system he’d had installed when we were barely five minutes in the door. Later, with our suitcases stowed in our rooms, the children tucked away in their attic bedroom, we three adults sat down in the kitchen to beans on toast and glasses of red wine, which Hamish gulped down gratefully.


‘Where’s Sylla?’ I asked again, in the relative calm.


Charlie looked at me, fixing me with that blue gaze he shared with Hamish. The pale blue could have looked insipid but, illuminated by the Ballintyre intelligence, it became interesting, almost intriguing.


‘She’s away,’ he said briefly.


‘Away?’ I was surprised. ‘She didn’t say.’


‘She doesn’t tell you everything, does she, Helen?’ Charlie asked peevishly.


He was right, she didn’t. We were sisters-in-law, not best friends. We went long periods without being in touch. It was true I’d been out of contact for a while, taken up by the whirlwind of events that had engulfed us, but I’d sent her a message the day before yesterday saying we were coming and why. I’d been so busy packing that I’d hardly noticed that she hadn’t replied. Why hadn’t she let me know she wouldn’t be here? ‘When will she be back?’


Charlie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Soon, I suppose.’


‘Well, where’s she gone?’


‘I don’t know. She needed some time away, that’s all. She’s an adult. I’m sure she’s fine. We don’t live in one another’s pockets, you know.’


I felt a tiny sting of rebuke. Was he saying that I was being nosy? Or perhaps implying that I was too possessive of Hamish? It occurred to me to wonder what Hamish had told him about what had happened and why we were there. Surely his brother knew the circumstances that had brought us back to Ballintyre in such a hurry, with nowhere else to go.


But the way this family communicated had always been a mystery to me. Who knew what they had said, and what they had hidden?


Charlie had already changed the subject, back to his new pump system and the challenges he’d had installing it. Hamish was nodding away, his eyes droopy with tiredness. It had been a long drive that day. The last week alone had been exhausting, let alone the time before that. We were drained.


I looked around the kitchen. I knew it well: the chilly flagstones, the old preparation table in the middle of the room, its wooden top scrubbed to ivory over the years, the range sending out a welcome heat. Shelves were stacked with Queensware china and old-fashioned kitchenalia: huge tureens, old platters, earthenware jugs, jelly moulds and antique jars. Under the prep table, the shelf was loaded with Mason mixing bowls, saucepans and stockpots, cast-iron casseroles in all sizes, griddles, omelette pans, and roasting tins stacked up with the smallest nesting inside the larger all the way to a vast old thing only brought out for the biggest of feasts. Over the range hung ladles, fish slices, slotted spoons, mashers, scoopers, spatulas; and in the big terracotta jug was a large collection of spoons, spread like a spiky wooden bouquet.


All so familiar, and yet, without Sylla, not quite right. This was her place. The kitchen and garden were her kingdoms: if she wasn’t in one, she would be in the other. Whenever we visited – usually twice a year – she was here, the glue that held the house together, serene, smiling, sweet, offering tea and something delicious she had made. But that, I reminded myself, was before the accident. She had not been like that Sylla for a while. Instantly, I felt pulled up by my own selfishness. My life had absorbed me so much lately that I had almost forgotten what she had been through. Did I imagine all she had to worry about was listening to my troubles?


I would text her as soon as I got a minute.


But where on earth was she?


We got to bed late but I still woke very early the next morning, puzzled for a moment about where I was. Then I remembered that I was in the four-poster bed in the old familiar bedroom we always had at Ballintyre. I knew it as well as I knew my bedroom at home.


Except that now there is no bedroom at home. This is where we live for the time being. I sighed. At least the bed is comfortable.


Hamish was still asleep, but I needed to check on the children so I got up and padded along the corridor to their bedroom, where Jamie was awake, wide-eyed and curious in his little white bed, whispering to his hedgehog toy, and Lilac was still fast asleep, one arm flung out of bed and hanging limp. She woke up as I got Jamie dressed and I took them both downstairs for breakfast.


‘Is it the holidays?’ Lilac asked as I put a bowl of cereal in front of her.


‘Yes, I suppose in a way it is.’ I poured the milk into her bowl and made sure Jamie’s toast was cut up the way he liked it. ‘It’s the holidays for now.’


Lilac ate thoughtfully. I could see she was a little confused. Holidays usually followed the end of term and yet now life had changed very fast. Within a short space of time, she’d left her school, we’d left our house, and now here we were.


At least we have this place, somewhere she knows and loves, to escape to.


‘I miss Marmalade,’ Jamie declared, munching on his toast.


‘Me too,’ Lilac said.


‘Marmalade will be fine with Katie, you know that. We’ll have him back before you know it. But it’s not fair to bring a cat to a new place when you don’t know how he’ll settle in.’ I wasn’t going to say that we had no idea how long we’d be at Ballintyre. They didn’t need more uncertainty right now.


I went to the range and made myself a cup of coffee, taking a deep breath as I leaned against its comforting warmth. Even at the height of summer, the kitchen needed the heat from the range.


‘Where’s Auntie Sylla?’ Lilac called from the table.


I wrapped my fingers around the coffee cup. ‘She’s away for a while.’


‘Will she come back?’


I hesitated. ‘Yes, of course. I don’t know when. But she will.’


I hoped it was true. The place felt so strange without her. She was always standing here at the range in the mornings, cooking up something delectable for us all, turning ordinary food into a feast. My eye was caught by a photograph on the shelf over the countertop, pushed up against a row of recipe books. I went over and looked at it.


There she is. Beautiful Rose.


Rose’s face gazed back at me, fresh and clear, her tawny eyes candid. Long red-gold hair fell over one shoulder. The Ballintyres all had a touch of ginger in their brown hair. It came out in Hamish’s beard, when he grew one, and Charlie had a chestnut tint to the last remaining curls on his head. My children had my dark hair but with russet lights. And in Rose, it came out strong and pure, perhaps with the addition of Sylla’s Nordic fairness.


Sylla, where are you?


I had a horrible feeling that she had needed me, and I hadn’t been there. Sylla had so few people to turn to, with no family of her own. Ballintyre was no place to make intimate friends, out here on the coast, the nearest village a drive away and the neighbours separated by acres of woods and rolling hills. Half the houses were empty most of the time anyway, used as holiday homes or rented out in the summer. It was lonely. I felt suddenly that I hadn’t been there enough for Sylla at her time of crisis, I’d been lost in my own world.


But, I told myself, Sylla had never shared her life with me the way I had with her. I was a gushing conduit of water, letting everything pour out, and she was the calm bowl that received it, held it a while and let it flow onwards. I had never met anyone who was not only as good a listener as Sylla, but one who was as adept at turning a subject away from herself. After I had poured out my heart to her, I would often get a card or email, reflecting on what I had told her and offering encouragement. But when I tried to get to the heart of her troubles, she was strangely elusive. And I had let her be like that. I had given her the space she seemed to desire, and allowed her to set the pattern for our relationship: me, the tempestuous wind, her the firm oak at the centre of it. Why had I allowed it? It could never have been that simple. I should have tried harder, especially when Rose went. Why didn’t I?


I poured another cup of coffee. There could be a perfectly rational explanation for Sylla’s disappearance. She might turn up tomorrow, back from some walking trip or visit to a garden on the other side of Scotland, with fresh seedlings for her greenhouse. Charlie wasn’t bothered. She was an adult, as he said. Why should I be worried?


And yet I was.


Hamish came into the kitchen still in his pyjamas, his hair askew, showing the ripples of grey under the brown. He looked tired, his eyes lined and puffy, and he yawned heavily as he shuffled in. When had he stopped picking up his feet?


‘Morning,’ I said. ‘Did you sleep all right?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Did you?’


‘Yes.’


He shuffled over to get some coffee, glancing towards the children. ‘Kids all right?’


Once there had been the two of us. Then the children came and now they were the things that both bound us together and kept us apart, like a pendant hanging between two links on a necklace. Lately, they had become our almost obsessional focus, as though by clinging to them, everything would be all right. Sometimes I felt that there was nothing else to join us together.


‘They’re fine.’ I put down my coffee cup as he tipped the pot to fill his. ‘They can watch some telly when they’ve finished their breakfast as it’s Saturday. Make yourself some toast.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘I’m going to stretch my legs. I still feel cramped from the drive.’


‘Will you be long?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. Charlie will be up soon, I’m sure. You’ll have plenty to catch up on with him.’


I went for my jacket. It was spring but this was Scotland and it was still cold outside; the light was pure, the sky a watery blue.


‘Helen, are you going far?’ Hamish called after me.


He seemed to need me more these days – or at least, he seemed to want to stay close to me. It didn’t translate into a real concern for my safety or whereabouts, but more that I was a security blanket he craved in order to feel comforted. I could understand that. He was traumatised still. I had to be the strong one for now, while he was going through this dark period. But he would have to come out of it soon, surely, and put it behind him. The whole thing was over, and besides, our situation could have been so much worse. It was lucky we’d had Ballintyre to come to. What would he have done if there hadn’t been that option? Would we just be homeless?


I already knew the answer to that. He would have looked to me to solve the problem, just as I’d been solving the problems for us both for so long now. I remembered the nights at our kitchen table in Stourhaven, when he wept and talked ceaselessly about how much he’d let us down, how badly he’d failed – but how he’d been set up, exploited and made a scapegoat.


‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ he’d say. Sometimes he’d take my hand and stare into my eyes. ‘You do believe me, Helen, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do.’ I’d squeeze his hand in sympathy, to show him I was on his side.


‘I need you to be strong for me.’


‘I will be. You can rely on me.’


I’d done my best, just as I always had.


Now, I turned back to him with a smile. ‘Not far, honestly. Don’t look so worried!’


I went out of the back door and skirted the house, crunching on the gravel as I passed the large oil tanks and the outbuildings. It took a while to walk the length of the rear of the house. The main rooms were on the other side, facing out towards the loch, and this rear side was the shaded, concealed part so I was invisible until I emerged out onto the turning circle and spotted a figure marching up the drive towards the house.


Josephine.


She was striding along in her unstoppable way. She seemed to have grown larger since I last saw her, hefty with the roundness of age and inactivity. But it wasn’t only those things that were settling a great belt of body fat around her middle, I knew that. Even though she was a way off, I could see that her face was broader, a little swollen almost, and her hands looked vast and purple. The sight of her gave me a shiver. I ducked behind a bank of rhododendron and strode out behind the trees towards the kitchen gardens. Instead of the granite and stone of the house, the walls here were mellow red brick, which seemed to create a warmth within their confines where plants and trees were protected from the tempests that came off the loch, and flourished.


I opened the iron gate and went in, feeling almost like a trespasser. This had been Sylla’s place for a long time now, though I could remember it from before, when it had been bare but for a few stubborn fruit trees bearing tiny bullet-hard apples and pears, and when the glasshouse had been a sad, collapsing mess of rotten wood and shattered panes infiltrated by ivy, creepers and weeds. I stood just inside the garden and looked around. I had grown accustomed to its neatness and air of being well tended, and while it was still far from what it had once been, it was now shabby at the edges, and I sensed neglect. The weeds had begun to encroach once more, there were no lines of vegetable tops in the raised beds, and the wicker wigwams were askew. At the far end, Sylla’s polytunnel looked droopy and leaf-covered. Creepers had left curtains of twiggy strands over the walls that Sylla would usually have been cutting off, cursing their indestructibility.


‘What is it about weeds, Helen?’ she would exclaim. ‘Why are they so invincible, while my poor plants expire from one frost? You wouldn’t believe the tenacity of these brambles, you really wouldn’t. Old Andy tells me to use chemicals on them, but I can’t bring myself to.’


I missed her most in this place, I realised. I’d found her here so often, in her dungarees and cut-off gumboots, soft linen shirts, a striped jumper if the days were colder, wearing her gardening gloves, streaks of dirt across her forehead where she pushed her hair out of her eyes. ‘Come and see!’ she’d cry. ‘Come and see what’s growing!’


It was the only place she could be happy, after the accident.


I walked among the raised beds, examining what was there.


‘Where’s your mistress?’ I asked the garden out loud, and waited. There was no reply, but distant birdsong, the cluck of a pigeon nearby and the whisper of the morning wind through the treetops. I felt helpless and also filled with a deep alarm. This was Sylla’s place. She had made it her own. She ought to be here. I couldn’t imagine Ballintyre without her.


I heard, quite suddenly, a cuckoo and squinted out over the pines beyond the garden walls to see if I could spot it. I couldn’t make it out in the mass of dark treetops but I saw the top of the kirk, the plain battlements that topped the square tower.


It was all so familiar now. I knew this place so well; it was my home as much as anywhere was. How odd it was to remember what it had been like to arrive here as a stranger all those years ago, when I first met Hamish, and Sylla herself. That was when everything had started.




Chapter Two


HELEN


2001


‘I think this must be some kind of mistake,’ I said, staring at the stiff invitation card that I held with an almost fearful delicacy. It had come in that morning’s post, arriving in a large envelope addressed to Miss Helen Spencer in a confident copperplate hand. I’d found it propped up against the teapot when I came down for breakfast.


Dad glanced over the top of his glasses, dragging his attention away from the paper. ‘What? What’s a mistake? Read it out.’


‘Mrs Josephine Ballintyre, at home for Charlie and Hamish, for Hogmanay.’ I looked at Dad, puzzled. ‘At home?’


‘It’s a very old-fashioned way of saying “please visit”. It’s a bit pretentious, if you ask me.’ He looked at me jokily. ‘Unless you’re becoming one of the crème de la crème? You’ll be too grand for your poor old dad before I know it.’


‘As if.’ I shook my head. ‘But I don’t understand why I’m invited to her house.’


Dad frowned. ‘Don’t you know them?’


‘Well, yes . . . I know them, but only vaguely. Well, not Hamish. I only know Charlie because of Rollo.’


Rollo had been my older, glamorous boyfriend at Edinburgh, where I was reading History. During our brief relationship, I’d mixed with his set of smart Anglo-Scots students, with their boarding school accents, huge houses in the remote Scottish wilderness and fearless determination to wear kilts and dance reels despite the dripping scorn of the students who sounded properly Scottish. Rollo’s friend Charlie Ballintyre had been one of them: loud, good-natured and very entitled. He hadn’t appeared to notice me, and Rollo had dumped me unceremoniously months ago, and yet here I was, invited to his Hogmanay.


‘Ah, mystery solved, you do know them.’ Dad turned back to his paper.


‘Yes, but . . .’ I frowned. Dad wouldn’t get these things but it was extremely odd that I would even cross Charlie Ballintyre’s mind when he had never apparently noticed that I was alive before now, even though I’d spent whole evenings with him and his crowd, at Rollo’s side in Charlie’s flat or at the pub or in various drinkeries in the town. ‘It’s a bit late to invite me. Hogmanay’s only four weeks away.’


‘You should go,’ Dad said. ‘It might be interesting.’


‘Mmm. But . . .’


‘But?’


I thought of the unfamiliar terrain of the country house party. ‘I won’t know anyone.’


‘You do. You know this Charlie. And you’ll certainly meet people if you go up there.’


‘I’m worried about fitting in.’


‘Nora will help you with that. It’s her area of expertise.’


‘Yes.’ I brightened. ‘Nora will help. I’ll go and see her today.’


Nora was in her studio, a paintbrush in her teeth, another in her hand as she dabbed at her canvas, and specks of white on her face where she had rubbed it. Her rather wild hair was piled up into a tawny cushion bound about by a crimson scarf to keep it out of her eyes. She wore a long multicoloured kaftan belted with a curtain tassel, Turkish slippers and ropes of pearls at her neck, and she looked like an exotic 1920s spy. She turned as I came in, brightened and removed the brush. ‘What’s up, doc?’


Her accent was cut-glass, though her voice was as smooth as silk, and that made the way she used slang very funny. Nora’s voice, gentle and yet direct, was just one of the things I loved about her.


Dad and Nora had been seeing each other for about three years. At first, I’d been conflicted about it – on the one hand relieved that Dad had found someone just as I was leaving home, and on the other protective of our close bond, our team of two. My mother had left us years before, in search of excitement and experience, and after many adventures had ended up in Arizona, where she married a deeply religious man who wanted nothing to do with her past, including me. As a result, I rarely saw her. The divorce had cost us our house and we’d scraped by for years, moving from one rented property to another, Dad working hard to support me and see me through school. I didn’t want him to be with someone who might dilute us, or even break us apart by making him choose between us. I also felt, vaguely, that it was unfair to like Nora when I couldn’t stand Mr Arizona, even though Mum had abandoned us, leaving Dad to bring me up, and rifled through a pack of boyfriends before she got married again, while Dad had barely had a drink with a woman. Nora, kind and wise, had sensed all this and gently overcame my initial chilliness with diligence and quiet persistence, until I warmed to her and we became good friends united not just by our affection for Dad but by our affection for one another. Now my only real worry was that Nora might break up with Dad – I didn’t think either he or I could bear it – but so far, she was a fixture, and she brought light and sparkle into my life. She was clever, exotic and different, with her old-fashioned voice and eccentric tastes, and the way she called me Hélène in the French way, which I didn’t mind at all.


‘I’ve had an interesting invitation,’ I said, and pulled it out of my pocket. She took it and regarded it thoughtfully.


‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Well, well. Ballintyre.’


‘Do you know it? You’re from Scotland, aren’t you?’


‘Yes . . . a long time ago. Come on, tea first.’ She put down her brushes and went to her little Primus stove to heat up the water. The electric kettle I’d given her for her birthday was still in its box. Nora preferred to boil her water over the gas flame, her brown teapot ready with four teaspoons of Fortnum and Mason’s Assam, milk in a little Spode jug, and proper cups and saucers. ‘From my old home,’ she’d said once, when I’d admired the delicate floral china cups with their rim of gilt.


I sat down in an armchair, horsehair and springs spilling from its torn velvet seat, and looked about while Nora busied herself with the tea things. The studio, at the bottom of the garden of her tiny Victorian terraced house, was a place of fascination for me. It was crammed with Nora’s collections: books, antique objects, plaster cameos in cases, old toys and bits of silver. A marble bust of a goddess was festooned in costume jewellery and wearing an original 1960s pillbox hat. Next to her, the wagons of an old tin train were loaded up with antique marcasite brooches. A pile of art books was topped off with a vase of drooping orange tulips. Around the room, canvases were stacked and hung, some half finished, some completed. A pile of square brown paper packages were ready to be dispatched to their owners. Nora painted portraits, mostly of children, and the studio was full of angelic faces, wide-eyed, cherry-lipped, glowing with the soft tones of childish skin and hair. It was, I sometimes thought, like a silent nursery.


‘So, tell me everything,’ she said over tea, and I did. She sat back, smoking one of her little brown pungent cigarillos, and frowned. ‘I think it’s obvious. Rollo has asked Charlie to invite you. He wants to see you again in a gorgeous romantic setting.’


‘Really?’ I was doubtful. ‘Do you think he’ll be there?’


‘Don’t you?’ Nora let a trickle of smoke emerge from her pursed lips. ‘Perhaps he’s realised what a mistake he made and wants to relight the torch.’


‘I find that hard to believe.’ Rollo had chucked me without any regret and rather cruelly at the end of the term before last, actually taking me out for a romantic Valentine’s dinner with roses, chocolates and a gushing card, followed by a passionate night at my place. In the morning, he’d stretched, yawned and said that it wasn’t working and he needed space to work out where his head was at. He was off before I’d quite realised I was being dumped. He’d shown no interest at all in getting back with me. It had hurt but the relationship had been far too young and casual for it to be a deep wound. ‘And I don’t particularly want to see him, to be honest.’


She smiled at me. ‘But even if he is there, you simply must accept if only for the pleasure of turning him down. You can’t miss the opportunity of a Hogmanay in Scotland.’ She stubbed out her cigarillo and said, ‘Honestly, darling, I’m quite jealous. Ballintyre is beautiful. It’s half house, half castle – granite walls, huge windows, turrets, rather austere. I believe it was an eighteenth-century hunting lodge that got expanded into a very grand house. I haven’t seen it in years, but I doubt it’s changed much. How funny that you’re going up there.’


‘But . . .’ I wrinkled my nose at the stiff card and looked at her anxiously. ‘I’m nervous about fitting in.’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ Nora said breezily. ‘My finishing school is officially open. You’re my first and only student, Hélène, and you’ll get all the benefit of my wisdom. And remember my motto – if in doubt, smile and say, “How marvellous.” It works nearly every time.’


Nora helped me write my acceptance – Miss Helen Spencer thanks Mrs Josephine Ballintyre for her kind invitation . . . – and took me on a shopping trip to Bristol.


‘You need a dress for the party,’ she said as she nudged her little VW Golf into a parking space. ‘It’ll be black tie for the evening, long dresses for the girls. Luckily you don’t have to worry about tartan sashes and the like, not having a family tartan.’ She gave me a sideways look from her clear grey eyes. ‘Steer clear of fake tartan, thistle brooches and paste tiaras, won’t you?’


‘Er, yes, I wasn’t really thinking of going anywhere near them,’ I said faintly.


‘Good. But you’ll be there the whole weekend, so you’ll need a few other things too. Come on!’


We went to three big department stores and found a black velvet evening gown that was the stuff of fairy tales as far as I was concerned: a full skirt with netting beneath, a sweetheart neckline and long sleeves cleverly cut so I could raise my arms.


‘Very important for reeling,’ Nora said. ‘You’re going to spin and all the rest.’ When she saw my face, she added, ‘I’ll show you some moves when we get home, but don’t worry too much, the boys will be in charge. They just push you about. It’s easy.’


‘Is it fun?’ Being pushed about and having to spin did not sound it.


‘The best fun. You’ll love it. But we must get you some flat shoes. You can’t dance in high heels – not only will you fall over but you could very well spear someone through the foot.’


We went home loaded with packages, and Nora gave me a crash course in fine dining, cooking an elaborate feast for me and Dad with a properly laid table, napkins, candles and four different glasses.


‘All nonsense, really,’ Dad said, laughing as he filled the largest of his wine glasses.


‘No, Gordon, not nonsense,’ Nora said firmly. ‘You’ve just poured wine into your water glass. Doesn’t matter here, not a bit. But it might make Helen feel ill at ease if she saw she’d done something like that at Ballintyre.’


Dad laughed again and shook his head. ‘It’s all so silly. It really doesn’t matter.’


Nora looked cross. ‘I’m sorry, Gordon, it does matter. Fitting in matters. Manners matter. No one will tell Helen if she does it wrong, but they’ll notice. It can’t do any harm to know the accepted form.’


I knew Dad was right, it was rather silly. But I agreed with Nora: knowledge was power. Why put myself in a position where I might look a fool? ‘I’m with Nora.’


She smiled at me. ‘Good girl. Now, I’ve made soup and we’ve got shellfish and all the tricky things. So let’s get started.’


Nora was round at ours when another thick envelope arrived for me. She stayed over a few times a week and I was used to seeing her at the breakfast table, resplendent in her turquoise silk robe, a bandana around her mad, lion-coloured hair. The coffee was always twice as strong when Nora was there, and she got the special marmalade out too, as if it was for everyday. Dad didn’t say anything to stop her either.


‘Oh!’ I said, when I’d opened it. ‘I’m not going to Ballintyre after all.’


Nora looked up from her toast, startled. ‘You’re not? But why?’


‘Well, I’m going to the party, but look – they’ve sent me this! Lots of information about trains and maps, and what to bring . . . and I’m staying somewhere else.’


Nora nodded sagely. ‘Ah – that’s quite normal. Ballintyre is big but I expect they’re having a very large gathering. So some of the guests will go and stay with friends of the Ballintyres. Where are you off to?’


I consulted the sheet. ‘A place called Tie-glack-ack. I think. That’s so weird, it sounds like someone clearing their throat.’


‘Oh – Tighglachach.’ Nora gave it the Scottish lilt, changing the hard ‘k’ sound to a soft one and stressing the ‘glach’. Tie-GLACH-ach. A smile curled her mouth.


‘Do you know it?’


‘Yes, I do, as it happens. I used to go there as a girl. It’s a house owned by a family called the Drummonds, very close to Ballintyre. I thought it might have been sold by now. But if you’re staying there, perhaps not. They were a slightly eccentric family; it’s funny to think that they’re still there.’ She looked rueful. ‘How time marches on.’


‘How do you know all this, Nora?’ Dad asked, surprised, finally roused from his copy of The Economist.


‘My family comes from that area,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I told you that, Gordon, you’ve forgotten. I knew it when I was young. But I expect it has changed a great deal since then.’


‘I don’t know how I feel about staying with complete strangers,’ I said, worried. ‘It was bad enough when I thought I was staying at Charlie Ballintyre’s house.’ I glanced at Nora. ‘How eccentric are they?’


‘Don’t be nervous. They were sweethearts, really, and there’ll be other partygoers there. Besides, you’ll only go there to sleep.’


I was only slightly comforted. It felt as though there was a whole new hurdle to cross, another obstacle to tackle. But Nora had promised it would be fun, and I had the feeling that going to this party was something I had to do. At the very least so I could wear my wonderful new dress, nestling in tissue inside its stiff paper carrier upstairs.


How marvellous, how marvellous, how marvellous.


As I travelled north on the train in the dank days after Christmas, my suitcase packed to the gills, a dress case for my ballgown and a bag for boots and shoes all safely stowed (so much for one weekend!), I was mentally rehearsing Nora’s instructions. She had got quite carried away in the end, giving me no end of advice and information. I stared out of the window, saying ‘how marvellous’ under my breath every now and then and watching as the landscape grew rockier and more magnificent and the short day began to turn grey and purple. After I had changed train twice, spending a few hours in station cafes over cardboard sandwiches and instant lattes, it was getting dark when I finally arrived at the station nearest Ballintyre on the western edge of Scotland.


I staggered off the train, weighed down by all my luggage, into the freezing air of the darkening afternoon. The platform was empty except for a slender young man loitering at the station entrance. He had a mass of black hair, an intense dark gaze and a moody mouth, and he watched, smoking, as I disembarked and hauled my things down the platform. When I finally came up level with him, panting from the effort, I said, ‘Excuse me, do you know where I can get a taxi?’


‘Where do you want to go?’


I’d expected him to sound Scottish but his accent was more English than anything. ‘I’m going to Tighglachach. Do you know it?’


‘Yeah.’ He threw down the end of his rolled-up cigarette and crushed it under the toe of his boot. ‘You must be Helen.’


‘Yes,’ I said, surprised, as he began to take my bags from me. ‘How did you know?’


‘I’m Sebastian Drummond. I’ve come to collect you. Come on, the car’s over here.’


I gaped at him as he strode off towards the car park. ‘But how did you know when I was arriving?’


‘Only one connection arrives at this time of day. You have to come on this train unless you set off last night and no one does that. Easy.’


I followed him to a battered old estate car, still bewildered by the fact he’d turned up to collect me. He slung my bags into the boot, not much caring what might be in them, before turning to face me holding a pair of old slippers. ‘You might want these. The heating in the old banger isn’t up to much.’


‘Oh, er . . . no thanks. I don’t think they’re my size.’


Sebastian shrugged. ‘They’re probably not, but that doesn’t matter. Still, your choice.’


I knew I didn’t want to put on someone else’s slippers, and didn’t want to put them on even more, if that were possible, when I slid into the passenger seat, brushing a load of rubbish into the footwell first, where there was already a mass of newspaper, discarded food wrapping and empty plastic bottles. The car smelled powerfully of dog and I had a feeling that, before too long, my luggage would too.


Sebastian climbed into the driver’s seat. ‘There’s a blanket in the back if you want it.’


‘I’ll be fine, thank you,’ I said stoutly.


‘You really won’t. Scotland’s cold.’


‘I know.’ I shivered slightly. The train had been cosy and the icy air outside had come as an unpleasant shock.


Sebastian started the engine. ‘Take the coldest you think it can be, and double it. Then add some wind chill and frost.’ He grinned at me. ‘Let me know if you want those slippers.’


A moment later, we roared out of the car park and bombed down the road, taking the corners far too fast.


‘I’m afraid it’s a bit grim at home at the moment,’ he called over the sound of the engine.


‘Really?’ I remembered Nora’s remark about the family’s eccentricity and felt anxious.


‘The electricity went off this morning. Bit of a bore. Someone’s overloaded something, I expect. The old place finds it hard to cope with a houseful when we’re all charging phones and the rest. Dad thinks I’ve got some kind of cannabis farm in the attic and I’m using super strong heat lamps or something. I’ve told him it’s just because he’s too arsing tight to upgrade the system.’ His black eyes slid across to me as if to see if I was shocked, but I wasn’t particularly. I was thinking about my hairdryer, and said nothing.


We proceeded in silence for a while, leaving the small town and taking a road that ran between a loch and a huge hillside. I turned to observe the glorious scenery as we sped along the winding roads. In the splendid barrenness of winter, it was granite and grey, and the water of the loch had tints of khaki and charcoal as the colours leached away with the sun. In the distance a great ferry was ploughing slowly out towards the islands.


After a while Sebastian said, ‘So, how do you know Charlie Ballintyre?’


‘Well, I don’t really, except that we’re both students at Edinburgh. I was quite surprised to be invited actually. I went out with a friend of his last term, so that’s the connection.’


‘Ah. I thought you might be a friend of Hamish.’


‘No. I don’t know him.’


‘Good. Hamish is a prize twat.’


‘Oh. Is he?’


‘Incredibly wet. He’s got the biggest crush on my sister Daphne and for ages my greatest fear was that she would actually go out with him. She seemed to fancy him for a bit; they would sneak off at parties to do their pubescent experimentations on each other. He’d dance with her, panting all over her, grooving away like a dad. Thankfully she grew out of it, but he hasn’t. Still goes all moony over her whenever she’s around. Hamish hasn’t got a chance now, thank God, she’s got another bloke. He’s staying with us now and if they don’t stop pawing each other every five seconds, I’m going to be physically sick.’


‘Hamish is younger than Charlie, isn’t he?’ I asked, trying to make sense of it all.


‘Yeah, but they’re pretty close in age. I think he’s a student in London. If you’re lucky, you might not meet him.’


‘You don’t seem to like him very much.’


Sebastian shrugged. ‘Oh, he’s all right. Just not my cup of tea. He’s fine if you like soggy, wet blankets.’


I felt almost sorry for this Hamish. Sebastian’s sneering made me wonder if Hamish was actually just a gentle, kind sort, the type who could make other men scornful. Perhaps Sebastian was even jealous of him. Didn’t it work that way sometimes?


I would have to make up my own mind, if I ever did meet him.


With his eyes fixed on the road and one hand on the steering wheel, Sebastian scrabbled with the other in a pocket for a tobacco tin, which he deposited on his lap and opened, taking out a roll-up and putting it between his lips. Next he retrieved a lighter and sparked up the roll-up, releasing a plume of thick, pungent smoke into the car. I discreetly lowered my window an inch, shivering as the icy air came in, and we went along in silence, following the soft curves of the loch.


The afternoon light was almost gone and I was beginning to wonder how long we would be travelling and how much colder I would get – even starting to think positively of the grimy old slippers – when Sebastian took a sudden turn off the road, steering the car nimbly through a pair of pillars topped with lichened orbs, empty rusting hinges showing where gates had once hung.


‘Here we are,’ he announced as we followed a bumpy grass track past huge copses of pine trees and then turned at a high stone wall, before coming to a wide entrance in front of a large, square house, its rows of windows illuminated from within. The electricity was back on then.


‘Tighglachach. It’s a dump, but we like it.’ Sebastian switched off the engine and bounced out of the car, tossing his cigarette end into a round ornamental pond with a fountain in the centre, which sat in the middle of the drive. He opened the boot and began unloading my luggage. I tried to get out of the car, only to find my feet had frozen into unwieldy blocks. By the time I had managed to get up and stamp some feeling back into them, he was taking my bags across the drive and through the front door of the house. I hurried after him, afraid to lose sight of him.


Inside, he was depositing my things onto the floor.


‘I’ve got her,’ he announced to no one. The interior of the hall was messy, crammed with objects – furniture, pictures, shoes, coats, bags, piles of newspapers and assorted bits and pieces scattered everywhere. Wherever I looked there were large glass cases of Victorian taxidermy: kestrels on the branches of trees, owls gazing through amber glass eyes, rabbits sitting upright on artificial moss, trouts, stiff and varnished, swimming motionless behind convex glass. In one enormous display, a fully grown fox stood outside a burrow, where other woodland creatures had been frozen mid-frolic, as though a spell had been cast on them. It was eerie. Only a vase of peach roses on the central table looked serene and alive. Sebastian waited, then shouted, ‘Eve!’ He glanced at me. ‘She’ll be here soon.’


He stalked off and I was alone in the musty-smelling hall, wondering what on earth I was to do and who Eve was. I took off my coat and put it on a chair. No one came, and I stood for some time, debating my next move. My phone had no signal, I couldn’t even call a taxi to get back to the station. At last I ventured tentatively into the dark corridor Sebastian had disappeared down and peered into the gloom. There was silence. ‘Hello?’ Nothing. I tried again, louder. ‘Hello?’


‘Over here,’ said a voice suddenly behind me, and I turned to see a girl standing in the hall, sulky faced and bored looking. She was around fifteen or sixteen, in jeans and a sloppy hoodie with enormous earrings dangling over her shoulders. Like Sebastian, she had dark hair, spiralled up into a messy bun at the back of her head.


‘Ah! Hello.’ I was relieved. ‘Are you Eve?’


‘I am actually,’ she said crossly, as though I’d deprived her of a punchline. ‘You’re one of the Ballintyre guests.’


‘Yes, I’m Helen.’


She shrugged. ‘Come on.’ She immediately set off and I scrabbled for my luggage and followed. She led the way up a staircase illuminated by a large hanging lantern and then along a corridor until we reached a door. ‘Your room,’ she said. ‘The bathroom’s over there.’ She gestured across the hall as she opened the door for me. ‘Come down when you’re ready for a drink. Dad said six thirty.’


‘Thank you.’ I went into the room with my things, and turned round to ask her where I should go for the drink when the door slammed shut. She had gone.


For a moment, I felt indignant, even tearful. What kind of welcome was this? Then I swallowed, and laughed. Who cared? I was, at least, where I was supposed to be, and had a shabby but comfortable bedroom to myself. They weren’t the most welcoming people in the world but I wouldn’t let it spoil things. The main event was New Year’s Eve, after all.


I thought of Nora. Be brave, she had said. No matter what happens. So, despite being alone, I smiled brightly and said airily to my empty room, ‘How marvellous.’


Half an hour later, changed into a smart dress, I emerged into the corridor and retraced the earlier route until I found the staircase and started down it. As I descended I heard a rumpus and then a roar.


‘You’re all brats! Brats, do you hear? Especially you, Eve!’


‘Fuck off,’ came a shrill, fainter retort. ‘You’re a disgusting old man.’


‘You little monster, come here and say that.’ The speaker came into view as he lumbered across the front hall to pursue Eve. Then he saw me, looked up and spoke in a completely changed voice. ‘Oh, hello. Are you a friend of Daphne?’


‘No. I’m here for Hogmanay. I’m Helen.’


‘Of course you are.’ He was a huge man, with enormous, slightly stooped shoulders, a thatch of dark grey hair, a gingery beard and deep-set black eyes. His face was lined and craggy, and he was dressed in well-worn, rather stained clothes: a mustard waistcoat over a blue-checked shirt, baggy cord trousers and hiking boots. ‘We’ve got a couple of others as well as you. One of them is a president of somewhere, would you believe. Very grand. Quite an honour. I’m looking forward to learning the ways of his country.’ His eyes brightened and he beckoned conspiratorially. ‘Come here, I must show you this, it’s my newest acquisition.’


I followed him down the gloomy hall passage to a door, which he opened before turning on the light inside. ‘There!’ he said proudly.


I looked inside and saw an old-fashioned lavatory with a high cistern and a dangling chain. A speckled old mirror hung over the basin and the floor was littered with more piles of discarded shoes and boots, as well as a collection of cricket bats, tennis rackets and lacrosse sticks.


‘Very nice,’ I said, bewildered.


‘I think it’s my best yet,’ he said proudly.


‘Lovely,’ I agreed, wondering what we were talking about.


‘Isn’t the pattern splendid?’ he demanded. ‘It’s miraculous, if you ask me.’


I looked at the curtains at the window. They were striped, so not particularly patterned but what else could he mean? ‘It’s . . . very, very nice.’


He followed my gaze. ‘Not that! That!’ He pointed at something by the lavatory. ‘That!’


A long, narrow strip of what looked like thin leather hung from a hook high on the wall almost to the floor; it was pale with an intricate pattern of black lines and diamonds running down it.


‘It’s a very fine specimen,’ said my host, going to stand beside it and eyeing it with satisfaction. ‘The bugger must have been eight feet long. Quite a beauty too, a big old solid Indian python. And look.’ He pointed upwards to the top of the strip. ‘See those holes? Two bloody great bullets, right in the head. Apparently a bloke came out to find the snake had swallowed his dog, so he got the gun and gave it two blasts in the skull. One would have done the trick. He must have been furious.’


‘Oh,’ I said faintly, trying to banish the gruesome mental image. ‘Well, yes, understandable.’


Sebastian put his head around the door. ‘You’re not showing her the snakeskin, are you?’ He looked over at me sympathetically. ‘You’ll have to excuse him, he loves doing that. You love to shock, don’t you, Dad?’


He shrugged. ‘It’s worth seeing.’


‘Absolutely,’ I said, trying not to look at it.


‘Come on, Dad, you’re needed. The president’s just arrived.’


I went after Sebastian, grateful for a familiar face, and his father followed us in turn, coughing noisily, until we reached a drawing room and went in. There were young people lounging about everywhere, or so it seemed. Eve was by the fire, lolling on a sheepskin rug, plugged into an MP3 player. On the sofa sat a girl who looked a little older than me, and was extremely beautiful. She had the family’s trademark dark hair cut into a sharp bob, the fringe low over big black eyes that had a slight downward swoop at the edges and were heavily rimmed in liner and spiky lashes. She had pale skin and a slender elegance given character by a slightly kooky knock-kneed charm. She sat close to another young man on the sofa and was holding his hand and stroking his hair with great fondness; I guessed she must be Daphne, and the man must be the boyfriend that so irritated Sebastian. She did seem to be completely fixated on him. A boy who appeared to fit in age between Eve and Sebastian was sitting on the arm of the sofa, sketching in a large notebook, oblivious to everyone else. In the middle of the room, looking faintly surprised, was a man in immaculately casual clothes: a green cashmere sweater over a checked shirt and velvety rust-coloured cords, his fair hair carefully greased and flattened, his feet in a pair of black suede Gucci loafers.


‘Ah, Your Excellency.’ Sebastian’s father went marching up to him, holding out his hand. ‘Alastair Drummond. How do you do?’


‘Good evening.’ The man took the proffered hand and shook it with a smile. ‘Arthur Bell. How do you do?’


‘Bell, Bell.’ Mr Drummond frowned. ‘Now that rings something, can’t think what . . .’ Then he burst into huge guffaws of laughter at his own joke. ‘Glad to see you here in our wet little country. You’ll need to tell me something of your own place over dinner.’


‘I came up from London today,’ said Arthur Bell, trying to look unperturbed, but I could tell he was puzzled.


‘A fine city,’ said Mr Drummond heartily. ‘I hope you found time to visit its many sights. Now, can I get you something from the grog tray? What’s your poison? Gin? Wine? Sherry? I know – we’ll have a Benedictine. Sebastian, get some drinks, will you?’


‘Get them yourself,’ retorted Sebastian, and left.


‘Little shit. Children are ungrateful, aren’t they? Don’t have any if you can possibly help it, that’s my advice – maybe too late, but that’s your business.’ He went over to the drinks tray on the sideboard and poured three measures of a spirit into rather dusty glasses and brought them over. ‘Chin-chin!’ He knocked his back in one, and coughed loudly before saying, ‘I’d better not have too much of that, as I’m driving.’


‘Where are you going?’ I asked, wondering whether to sip the murky liquid in my glass. Mr Bell was sniffing his, frowning.


‘I’m taking us all to Ballintyre, of course. For dinner.’


‘I thought we were going tomorrow night,’ I said, suddenly panicking I’d got things very wrong. It wasn’t New Year’s Eve yet, was it?


‘That’s for Hogmanay. Tonight, we’re going for dinner. Get to know the crowd. Nothing fancy, according to Josephine – so that means the second-best silver and the Meissen with the cracks. I would happily give it all a miss but the children insist on going. We’ll leave in five minutes when the other chap is here. Goodness knows where he is. I’ll have to ring the bell if he doesn’t come soon.’ He cast a sideways look at his other guest and said, ‘Not you, Bell, don’t worry.’


‘I’ve heard all the bell jokes, actually,’ said Arthur Bell politely but Mr Drummond’s attention was already taken by the door opening and the other guest arriving.


‘Stand down! Here he is.’


I turned and saw Rollo walking towards me. In an instant I guessed it all. So, Nora had been right. He had arranged to stay in the same house as me and he must want to start things up again, just as she’d suggested. Despite myself, I felt a burst of satisfied pleasure. He must have remembered and missed my special qualities, and repented of treating me so horribly. I wouldn’t let him close to me immediately but perhaps if he were very repentant and adoring, I might let him kiss me. He was very handsome, after all; I’d forgotten quite how handsome with his dark quiff and hazel eyes. I began to prepare a casual yet ever so slightly coquettish greeting.


But Rollo’s smile faded as he saw me and then he did a not-so-subtle gaze around the room as if looking for someone else. ‘Er . . . hi, Helen. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.’


A nasty clammy feeling crawled over my skin as I readjusted all my ideas. Thank goodness I hadn’t tried to be flirtatious. I said in as dignified a voice as I could muster, ‘Hello, Rollo. I wasn’t expecting to see you either. Charlie must have put us in the same house by mistake.’


Rollo was blinking quickly as if thinking it over rapidly. ‘Um . . . yeah . . . I don’t understand it . . .’ He frowned. ‘I mean . . . did Charlie actually invite you?’


‘Yes, he did,’ I said, a hot flush of embarrassment appearing on my face. ‘Of course he did. I’d hardly be here if he hadn’t.’


‘But . . .’ Rollo’s frown deepened and he shook his head in bewilderment.


‘Drink, young man?’ interrupted Mr Drummond.


Rollo remembered himself. ‘Yes, please, sir, that would be fantastic. Beer, if you have it.’


‘I have but you’ll have to drink it quickly. Or bring it with you. We’re leaving sharpish. In fact, I’m off to get the bus now. Daphne, bring everyone out in five minutes, will you? And get this young man a beer!’


Daphne, in the middle of lighting a cigarette, nodded, and her father put his glass on the side and headed out. I was collapsing inside in an agony of mortification. What if everybody here thought I was a gatecrasher? I was definitely invited, I told myself firmly. I had an invitation upstairs. Rollo was just being cruel.


‘So you two know each other, how nice!’ said Arthur Bell, smiling enthusiastically.


‘In a way,’ Rollo said briefly, and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He flicked a gaze up at me. ‘I still don’t understand what you’re doing here.’


My face was now scarlet. ‘Well, I’m sorry if you’re not happy about it.’


Rollo ignored me, clamped his phone to his ear and wandered off, out of the room entirely, not seeming to mind that he didn’t have his beer.


‘What a rude young man,’ Arthur Bell remarked. ‘You mustn’t let him upset you. You’ve every right to be here. He won’t speak to you like that again, not if I can help it.’


‘You’re very kind,’ I said, feeling crushed and yet comforted. Then added quickly, ‘I was invited, you know!’


‘Of course you were, I never thought otherwise.’ He leaned towards me and said confidingly, ‘Don’t let him see he’s got to you.’


‘Thank you.’ I returned the smile weakly. ‘I won’t.’


Outside there was a strange roaring, rumbling sound. Daphne, hearing it, stood up and pulled her boyfriend up after her, the cigarette dangling from her scarlet lips. I could see now that she was wearing a tight black dress that stopped at the tops of her thighs, with fishnet tights and heavy black biker boots. I felt suddenly very prim in my silk navy dress with the sensible wool wrap and kitten heels.


‘Come on,’ she said to the room at large in a smoky voice. ‘Time to go.’ As the boy with the pad closed it and put down his pencil, Daphne wandered to the hearth rug and kicked Eve lightly on the leg. Eve pulled out her headphones. ‘Come on, we’re off.’


Sebastian put his head round the door to chivvy us along and I followed him out.


In the hall, Rollo was pacing about and talking furiously into his phone.


‘No, not her, you idiot. I chucked her ages ago! I gave you Bella’s number, you were supposed—’ He cut off quickly when he saw us. I lifted my chin and tried to act as though I didn’t mind at all, though my heart was sinking harder than ever. It was obvious that Rollo had thought this Bella would be waiting in the drawing room here at Tighglachach, because he and Charlie had cooked up a scheme, and Charlie had got it wrong. I was not meant to be at the party at all. It was a stupid mistake. No wonder he hadn’t been able to hide his dismay at seeing me.


Oh God, what a humiliation. I wanted to run back upstairs and hide under the bed until it was all over. But I couldn’t. Not only would Nora have killed me if I’d been such a coward but something inside me – perhaps helped by Arthur Bell’s words – was turning my spine to steel. I wasn’t going to let Rollo see how I felt. If I made him uncomfortable, then good. I bet he’d thought he’d never have to bother with me again, and now he did. All right then – fine. I’d see it through with spirit and not let him know how crushed I was.


With this in mind, I walked with dignity back through the hall and into the cold night air, picking up my coat as we went from where it still sat on a chair. Outside, the roar was louder and I could see from the light of the house that on the driveway was an ancient school bus, its engine thudding away as it idled there. In the driver’s seat, I could just make out Mr Drummond. He hit the steering wheel and a loud, raucous horn sounded. ‘Get in!’ he yelled. ‘All aboard!’


I followed Sebastian across the gravel, past the old fountain, and we climbed in. I chose a seat halfway along, pulling on my coat as I sat down. Rollo came on, studiously ignoring me, which was fine with me. He chose a seat near the back. Daphne and her boyfriend followed, her cigarette glowing in the gloom, and they nestled together on the back seat. When everyone was on, Mr Drummond shut the doors and off we went, the engine juddering so noisily there was not a chance of anyone being heard if they spoke, except Mr Drummond, who yelled at the top of his voice: ‘Ballintyre, here we come!’




Chapter Three


When the old bus roared up the driveway of Ballintyre all I could see were its lighted windows and the large arched front door open to welcome us in. A moment later we were clambering off the bus and crunching over the gravel towards it.


Now I had finally arrived, I was gripped by shyness and hovered near Arthur Bell as we went inside, following in the wake of the exuberant Drummonds. We were in a grand hall with a Victorian tiled floor and stags’ heads mounted above the doors. A large staircase lined with family portraits curled away upstairs and the sound of voices and music came from the various rooms leading off the hall. It was grand and intimidating where Tighglachach had been shabby and full of junk.


A woman in late middle age stood in the centre of the hall, ready to greet us, resplendent in a frilly purple dress, her grey-blonde hair fluffed out into a smart do, diamonds glittering in her ears and at her neck.


‘Josephine, hello,’ said Mr Drummond, as he lumbered up to her. He stopped short for a moment, as though suddenly overcome with shyness, before landing a hesitant kiss on one of her cheeks. ‘You’re very kind to invite us.’ He had put on a jacket to smarten himself up but still looked very shabby in his boots and baggy cords.


She laughed but subtly pulled away from his embrace as if worried he might muss her up. ‘Hello, Alastair, so lovely you could make it.’


‘Of course we wouldn’t miss a Ballintyre party. All the brood are here.’


‘Under-eighteens are eating in the back, where there’s a film showing,’ Mrs Ballintyre said quickly. ‘Eve, Sholto, you know where to go!’


Eve and the boy who’d been sketching in the drawing room at Tighglachach, who was obviously Sholto, scampered gratefully off.


‘Daphne’s brought her bloke, hope that’s okay,’ Alastair Drummond said, as Mrs Ballintyre blanched but smiled bravely, murmuring it was perfectly all right. ‘And I brought the president, just as you wanted.’


‘Arthur Bell.’ The immaculate Arthur bowed over Mrs Ballintyre’s hand. ‘Charmed to be here, Josephine.’


‘Delighted you could come, Arthur. Why is he calling you the president?’


‘I’m afraid I’ve no idea—’


‘You know me, Mrs B,’ Rollo cut in. ‘Hello, lots of love and I’m just going to find Charlie.’


‘And this is . . .’ Alastair Drummond frowned at me and then said triumphantly, ‘Elsie.’


‘I’m Helen Spencer,’ I said meekly, and just stopped myself from curtseying as Mrs Ballintyre smiled, though her eyes were beady.


‘Ah, yes, I remember you on the list. Welcome. You’re a friend of Hamish’s, are you?’


‘Um, no, Charlie invited me.’


‘Did he?’ She looked surprised. ‘Are you a friend of Sylla’s?’


Cilla? Who’s that? ‘No,’ I said, feeling like an imposter about to be unmasked. Desperate to get some provenance, I added, ‘A friend of Rollo’s.’


‘Oh.’ She still seemed incredulous. ‘I see.’


Mr Drummond interrupted. ‘Excuse us, Josephine, Ellie needs a drink and so do I. I have to process it all through the old liver before we drive home, so I need a double.’ He leaned towards me as we walked away and whispered loudly, ‘Ignore her. She’s a gorgon.’


I smiled as I went into the drawing room behind him, but I felt depressed. I was a fraud, only invited here by mistake, and Mrs Ballintyre had spotted it. I should have realised, and refused the invitation. I’d known it was an error, I’d let myself be talked into it by Nora and Dad. And now I was going to look like a prize idiot. I took the very strong gin and tonic I was offered by someone with a tray, and loitered near the curtains, trying not to feel too intimidated by the crowd of sophisticated guests, some of whom I recognised from my time as Rollo’s girlfriend but was far too shy to talk to. Everyone looked impossibly smart and confident and I wondered if I could actually hide inside the curtain and go completely unnoticed, perhaps for the entire evening. Instead, I pretended to be looking at the view, which was ridiculous as it was completely dark outside. I seemed to be getting away with it, though, until the boom of the gong sounded through the house and everyone began filing out of the drawing room. I followed them across the hall to the dining room, which was set up with a vast table laden with plates and cutlery. On a sideboard, hot trays held huge dishes of steaming food, where a tall, slender girl with poker-straight fair hair was removing lids and putting ladles into the dishes. Name cards on the plates showed where people should be sitting and I went along the table looking for mine.


‘Oh no,’ I said crossly, when I finally saw my name, right next to Rollo’s.


‘Sorry you’re so disappointed.’ It was a light, pleasant voice and I looked up to find myself staring into a pair of pale blue eyes under a thatch of brown hair. The face was unremarkable but attractive, with a long nose and a narrow mouth that was smiling at me. ‘There’s still time to switch the cards, you know, if you’re desperate to escape.’


I looked at the name on the other side of my place. It was Hamish Ballintyre. I flushed. ‘I didn’t mean you. It’s not you I want to escape. It’s Rollo.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? You’ve been put next to him on purpose so he can chat you up. Is he already dead in the water?’


‘It’s all a mistake. A complete misunderstanding. He doesn’t want to talk to me and I don’t want to talk to him!’


‘Oh dear.’ Hamish looked amused. ‘Then we’ve got ourselves in a bit of a mess, haven’t we? You’d better tell me all.’


Before there was time for that, Rollo appeared at my other side to stand by his plate. ‘Hello again, Helen.’ He looked bored and unhappy to see me.


I gave him a frosty nod, like a Victorian miss standing on her dignity. To my relief, another girl came and stood next to him. He could talk to her. She introduced herself as Penelope in a raspy, enthusiastic voice that seemed to indicate she’d be good, chatty company who would keep him occupied. A moment later, we were all sitting down and Hamish poured wine into my glass from one of the many bottles on the table, murmuring, ‘I think you might need this.’


The meal was clearly informal, and people began lining up for plates of stew from the sideboard.


‘Come on,’ Hamish said, nodding towards the queue. ‘Let’s get some dinner.’


I realised, gratefully, that he intended to look after me and I followed him with relief. The blonde girl was still by the sideboard, helping to hand out plates and keep the queue moving along. ‘There’s bread in the baskets on the table,’ she was saying as we filed past her. ‘Help yourselves.’


‘This is an amazing spread, Sylla,’ Hamish said to her as we started to ladle the stew onto our plates.


‘You’re very kind,’ the girl said with a smile. ‘It’s pretty standard but, you know, hearty.’


So that’s Cilla. She’s so pretty. I wonder who she is . . . His sister? No, that doesn’t seem right.


Back at the table, Hamish worked to keep me occupied as we ate, asking me questions about Edinburgh and how I was finding university. I blossomed under his attention and gained confidence when he seemed genuinely interested in my answers. Sebastian had been so scornful about him, but he seemed very nice to me – kind and attentive, listening carefully to what I said, and asking questions.


‘What about home?’ he asked. ‘Where’s that?’


I told him about my mother living in America, thinking it was the most interesting thing about me.


‘You never see her?’ He fixed me with his intense, light blue eyes.


‘Not since her wedding. She doesn’t want me to visit. It upsets things for her with her husband. She emails me and we talk on the phone a few times a year – Christmas, birthdays, that sort of thing.’


‘That’s awful. I can’t imagine a mother behaving like that.’


‘Well, I’m not a baby anymore, so it’s not so bad.’


‘How old were you when she left?’


‘Ten.’


‘God.’ He looked almost personally pained. ‘That’s shit, it really is.’ He glanced down the table to where his mother was holding court, talking effusively to her neighbours. ‘I can’t imagine my mother ever doing anything like that. She could never have left us. After my dad died, I don’t suppose she had much choice, but she never made us feel like it was a chore for her. She couldn’t do enough to keep me and Charlie happy.’


I felt a pang of sympathy. ‘I’m sorry to hear that – about your father.’


He was still just for an instant, then said in a slightly flatter tone, ‘That’s all right, you know. It was ages ago now, when I was seven. But thanks.’ He smiled, cheery again. ‘I’m going to get some seconds. Want some? There’s shedloads. Sylla never knowingly under-caters.’


‘Is she a friend of yours?’


‘She’s my brother’s new girlfriend. An actress. And a bloody good cook. That’s why I’m off to get some more before it runs out.’


By the time the main course came to an end, the conversation had moved up considerably in volume, fuelled by the wine that was disappearing at a startling rate. I hoped Mr Drummond was managing to resist.


‘Smokers, outside,’ Mrs Ballintyre called, waving her hands in the direction of a man who’d lit up, his eyes a trifle glazed. ‘We won’t be able to see a thing if you all start, let alone breathe!’


There was a general exodus outside, including Rollo and Penelope. Hamish was chatting to a friend who’d come over to say hello. I got up to help clear the plates, taking armfuls of them to where Sylla was serenely piling crockery on the edge of the sideboard.


‘You’re an angel, Sylla!’ Mrs Ballintyre called from her place but she did not get up. ‘Charlie’s getting the pudding, isn’t he? He’s so clever!’


Sylla smiled at her, then at me as I brought over my load. ‘Thanks for helping.’


‘You’re welcome. Where do they need to go?’


I followed her back through the house to the kitchen and then to a scullery where a flustered woman was loading two dishwashers with mountains of dishes and cutlery. Charlie was in the kitchen, shouting questions to Sylla as she helped to load and I scraped plates.


‘Where’s the cream? How much should I use? Where’s the beater? Good God, how does this thing work? Where are the mixing bowls?’


‘You wouldn’t think he lives here,’ Sylla said dryly between shouted replies. ‘I’ve only visited twice.’


‘He’s bloody useless,’ declared the other woman in a rich Scottish accent. ‘Can’t be bothered to learn either.’


‘But he made the pudding?’ I asked.


‘Not exactly. He’s whipping the cream.’ Sylla winked at me. ‘I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Sylla. Not like Cilla Black. Like the Scylla from Greek myth, but without the “c” because people kept calling me Skilla. My father’s a Classics academic so he named me after an actual monster.’ She laughed and shrugged. ‘Thanks, Dad.’


‘I’m Helen. Your name’s much more interesting.’


‘Ah, but you launched a thousand ships with your beauty, whereas I ate sailors alive. So I think you won as far as names are concerned.’


Just then Charlie bellowed, ‘Come on then, it’s ready!’ and we were recalled to the dining room, where Charlie brought in the huge pudding topped with cream to much acclaim.


‘Charlie, you’re a miracle!’ cried Mrs Ballintyre. ‘Oh, it looks delicious! Isn’t it marvellous, everyone? Isn’t Charlie clever?’


During pudding, Hamish turned and talked to the girl on his other side, while Rollo remained lost in conversation with Penelope. Further down the table, I could see Sebastian and Daphne, and Mr Drummond deep in an intense talk with his neighbour. Mrs Ballintyre was laughing flirtatiously with a young man. More wine was needed. Somehow we’d sunk all those bottles and fresh supplies were demanded. I didn’t mind having no one to talk to, it gave me a chance to look at all the people seated around the table and wonder who they were and what on earth I was doing having dinner with them, in the depths of Scotland, in a strange house with people I barely knew. I let the waves of noisy chatter wash over me, tasted the softness of cream on my tongue with the tartness of Scottish raspberries and the crunch of something almond along with them, and felt suddenly as though I was on the cusp of transforming into someone quite different, although who, I had no idea.


When the plates were empty, I got up to help clear again, feeling distinctly woozy myself and glad of the cooler air of the kitchen and scullery. Sylla was making big pots of coffee when Charlie came swaying in.


‘Where’s the bloody port, Sylla?’


‘I think we finished the last lot. You’d better get some more.’ She nodded her head over her shoulder and Charlie stumbled off in the direction she indicated. I left them to it, still feeling dazed and floaty, partly from the wine but also from something else: an obscure sense of destiny knocking on the door and wanting to be let in.


Back in the dining room, smokers were impudently lighting up from the candles, dropping ash into dirty pudding plates, and now the port was circulating.


‘A game, a game!’ proclaimed one of the girls, her eyes glittering with wine. ‘We have to play a game.’


There was a chorus of agreement and a barrage of suggestions.


‘Nothing where we have to write!’ shouted Charlie. ‘I’m too pissed!’


People laughed, while others shouted more suggestions.


‘I know!’ Penelope declared. ‘We’re going to play sardines. This house is made for it.’


This caused a lot of excitement. I wondered if Mr Drummond wanted to be getting back, but he seemed perfectly happy with the idea of us playing something.


‘And with that,’ Mrs Ballintyre said, rising in a stately way to her feet, ‘I, and the other oldies, will retire to the drawing room for coffee and civilised talk. It’s out of bounds to you youngsters. And so is my bedroom.’


The young men started up at once.


‘Boo, Mrs B, you’re no fun!’


‘I want to hide under your cosy blankets!’


‘Come and play with us, Mrs B, you know you want to.’


She seemed to revel in their drunken shouts. ‘Naughty! Don’t you dare. I shall see you all tomorrow night for the party. Don’t drink too much and spoil yourselves for Hogmanay.’ She went out, followed by the more sedate grown-ups, including Mr Drummond.


‘Who’s the sardine?’ cried someone.


‘We’ll draw names from a hat,’ decreed Penelope, and a piece of paper was found, all the names scrawled on it, and ripped into pieces that were thrown into a hat. ‘Charlie better draw, as he’s the king of the castle.’


Charlie dipped a hand in, rustled it and pulled out a scrap. He squinted at it. ‘I can’t read it.’


‘Give it to me.’ Penelope snatched it and stared for a moment before she said, ‘Helen?’ and looked around.


‘That’s me,’ I said.


‘You’re the sardine.’


All eyes in the dining room turned to me and it felt as though I was being seen for the first time. It was uncomfortable, almost too much, as though the walk-on part had suddenly become the lead.


Hamish leaned over to me and murmured, ‘Don’t worry, there’re lots of places to hide. Try the attics.’


‘You’ve got ten minutes to find somewhere, then we come looking!’ Penelope said, hamming it up to sound sinister. ‘Off you go!’


I got up and slipped out of the room. I had only played sardines once before at a friend’s house and I thought I remembered how it went: one person hides, the rest seek. When a seeker finds the hider, they squash into the hiding place as well, and it goes on in that way until the last person discovers the hiding place, which should now be full of closely packed bodies. Hence the name.


I have to find somewhere a lot of people can hide. I mean, a lot.


I could only think vaguely of under a bed somewhere. And I also felt an obligation to be a good sardine, who hid in a decent place and didn’t get discovered too easily. But time was already running out. Soon the hordes would be on my tail. I needed to be tucked away somewhere before they burst out of the dining room.
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