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Jen


They had been on the island less than five hours and already the whole thing was falling apart.


There was a bite to the breeze as Jen stood outside the house, a reminder that though the calendar said late June, it was still night-time on a remote Scottish island on the edge of the Atlantic.


She saw no sign of Samira. She had said she was going to grab some air, but from the state of her there was a greater chance she was actually off to be sick. It turned out Jen’s future sister-in-law was a mouthy rage-monster who couldn’t handle her drink, and she was the least of Jen’s problems.


She glanced back at the house, where she could see the others through the drawing room’s huge windows. None of them was speaking. This whole shebang had been a stupid idea, and she was an eejit to have let herself get talked into it.


It hadn’t helped that Zaki, her fiancé, had been thoroughly encouraging of the notion. She’d wondered if that was because he had big plans for a stag weekend. If so, they hadn’t materialised.


She pictured him back at home, popping open a can and getting comfy in front of the TV. She wished she was there instead. Suddenly she just wanted to be with Zaki, and Zaki alone. That was a good sign, right?


Then she remembered how they had left things.


She had as good as told him she didn’t trust him. It hadn’t come out of nowhere; it had been a background hum to their relationship from the off. But that she had put it out there in the open on the morning she departed for her hen weekend was a hell of a red flag.


He had been acting secretive of late, shifty and evasive. A couple of weeks ago, she had suspected that he had gone through her bedside drawer. Nothing was missing, but she got this instinctive feeling that the things in it weren’t quite how they had been before. Then last week, in the documents folder of his laptop, she found a scan of her passport. Zaki didn’t have a private log-in for the laptop, something he had presented as a sign of openness, but it struck her that it also ensured she believed she was seeing everything.


Then last night he had shut the lid just as she walked into the kitchen, trying to be nonchalant about it but merely having the opposite effect. She had caught a glimpse of what was on-screen. He was replying to an email from an account identified only as grimpox02@vapourmail.com. Jen had looked up the domain and found that it specialised in disposable email addresses. But more troublingly, she had accessed the laptop while he was in the shower this morning, and couldn’t find the incoming email or the reply he was composing. She checked the inbox, archive and sent folders. There was nothing. He had deleted all trace.


That was why, when he emerged from the bathroom, she had asked him directly. ‘Who were you emailing last night?’ she asked. ‘Who is grimpox02?’


‘It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.’ He tried to sound casual, though he surely knew it was pointless.


‘If it’s nothing, why did you delete it? Yes, I looked. You emptied the trash too. That’s a lot of steps for nothing.’


He had seemed angry at this, though he tried to disguise it by appearing hurt. ‘For God’s sake, Jen, you need to chill. Not everybody’s playing an angle all the time.’


‘So why don’t you just tell me?’


‘Because maybe I’d rather you took me at my word. I could prove it’s nothing you need to worry about, but then we’d be no further forward, would we?’


‘I’d know the truth. That’s a step forward.’


He looked exasperated. ‘You’d know the truth, but you still wouldn’t trust me. That’s the issue, not whether I’m deleting emails or who grimpox02 is.’


It was the moment she should have said she did trust him, even if they both knew it was just lip service. But it hit her that they were past the point of pretending, and Zaki had nailed why.


He stared at the ceiling, like he was asking for strength, and when he looked at her again there was frustration in his eyes. ‘I’d like to say I can’t marry someone who doesn’t trust me, but the sad fact is I’d marry you anyway. But you shouldn’t marry someone you don’t trust. And you’ve never trusted me.’


It hurt to hear this because it was the truth, and it hurt more to contemplate the consequences.


She finally said something conciliatory. ‘We should take the weekend to talk this through. I’ll cancel the trip.’


‘No,’ Zaki replied. ‘You should take the weekend to have some distance, have a good time. Maybe it will let you get some perspective.’


‘I don’t need perspective on us. I think we’re great. It’s just—’


‘Not perspective about us, Jen. Perspective about you.’


He had been right. It was her problem. She had never fully trusted him, and at the root of it was this inescapable fear that he was too good to be true.


Not everybody’s playing an angle, Zaki had told her. But that was what a man who was playing an angle would say, and she had been fooled by such a man once before.


Zaki was different, though. She had to accept that. He was insisting on paying for the honeymoon, which she knew was his way of demonstrating that he wasn’t expecting to leech off her. Unfortunately that meant they were only having a few days in Skye rather than the luxury trip she would have happily sprung for, but it was important to let him have this.


She wanted to trust him. Right now, standing outside the house on Clachan Geal, she wanted to be able to tell him how she was feeling, to confide her thoughts and opinions on everyone and everything. Wasn’t that what marriage, what companionship was about: having someone you could tell anything and know they’d keep it safe?


But that was all moot for now, because it was Friday night and the helicopter wasn’t due back until Monday. Before that, the only other way off the island was their host Lauren’s boat. Jen would have to make the best of it. The booze and the outpouring of aggro might have vented some of the underlying tensions, so maybe there was hope for this weekend yet.


As for the wedding to which it was supposedly an overture, that was another matter.


Jen took another lungful of the cool air, gulping it in like it could magically sober her, then ascended the front steps. She was reaching for the door handle when she heard the scream.









Ten hours earlier









Jen


‘So, what’s the trip? Business or pleasure?’


The taxi driver sounded chirpy. Jen took that as a good omen. She wasn’t superstitious, but there was this one indefatigably miserable bugger you sometimes got whose conversation was entirely dominated by previous passengers’ cancer diagnoses. He had picked up her and the kids for a flight to Majorca this one time, and it rained the whole holiday. She was convinced he had jinxed it.


‘Would you believe a hen weekend?’ Jen couldn’t keep a chuckle from her voice. She was finding it difficult to believe it herself. How had she been talked into this? The idea seemed to have evolved from a vague notion into an imminent reality all by itself.


‘Ooft. Fasten your seatbelts. Who’s getting married?’


It took her a moment longer than it should to answer that question. She’d need to watch that if she didn’t want to be answering harder ones.


‘Me.’


‘Oh, nice. Congratulations.’


‘Thanks,’ she replied, though in her head she was saying: Don’t speak too soon, we’re not over the line yet.


‘Where are yous away to? Prague? Barcelona? Budapest?’


‘Clachan Geal. It’s south of Barra.’


‘Oh, right. I’m finding it hard to picture male strippers and nightclubs.’


‘No. We’re all a bit old for that. Just a get-together with some pals.’


She caught his reflection in the rear-view, their eyes meeting briefly. He was checking her out, estimating her age and a whole lot more, she suspected.


‘First time, or you been around before?’


She knew he wasn’t talking about Clachan Geal. ‘Second time.’


‘Aye, me as well. First time lasted less than two years. Second time nearing thirty. You know nothing when you’re young.’


Ain’t that the truth, she thought.


‘How long you been divorced?’ he asked.


‘I’m not.’


It seemed to take him a moment to process the implication. ‘Oh. Sorry to hear that.’


‘Don’t be. I wasn’t.’


She watched his brows jump in response. She had actually surprised herself with her vehemence, and her candour.


‘How long you been a widow, then?’


‘Technically three years.’


‘Technically?’


‘That’s when he was legally declared dead. He was missing for seven before that. Though I can’t say I looked that hard.’


The driver smiled. Either he approved of the sentiment or he was pretending he did in pursuit of his tip. ‘Does that mean you got the life insurance?’


She scoffed. ‘He’d have needed to be paying the premiums before he disappeared.’


‘Oh, like that, was it?’


No, she thought. That was the merest fraction of what it was like.


‘Do you ever worry what would happen if he turned up? A bit awkward if it was at the wedding. “Any person here present who has a reason why these two should not be wed, speak now or forever hold your peace” – “Aye, I’m no deid!”’


She couldn’t help but laugh. There were many worries that kept Jen awake at night, but her husband ever coming back was not one of them.









Jen


The fare had been forty quid. The airport run was normally thirty-six or -seven. When she queried it, he insisted it was the standard rate, which was when she remembered that the cab was from a different firm. Jen paid up and tipped him, but it was too late. The moment had left a bad taste, and it was her fault. Again. Was it really worth souring the mood over three quid? Especially now, when she had so much in the bank?


Not everybody’s playing an angle.


She endeavoured to shake it off as she made her way into the terminal and up the escalator towards security. Even though she was only taking a puddle-jumper to the Hebrides, something about this place tapped into a sense of adventure that went right back to childhood.


As she placed her toiletries into a tray, her eye was drawn to the open case of the woman at the adjacent bay, in which sat an unmistakable pink and blue box. The label stated ‘Muffin in Particular’: the variety four-pack of Jen’s own product.


Muffin Finer had started as a single shop on Bothwell Main Street, expanding a few years later to two more premises in Glasgow and Edinburgh. The locations were strategically chosen for building brand awareness, but the real marketing success was driven by the names. Every variety of muffin Jen sold was labelled with a daft pun. Muffin Serious, Better than Muffin, Muffin But Trouble. She seldom missed a tie-in opportunity either: You Know Muffin, Jon Snow for Game of Thrones, and Muffin Really Matters when the Bohemian Rhapsody movie came out.


Once the brand was established, Jen had concentrated on expanding manufacturing, getting the product into supermarkets rather than just her chain of coffee shops. That was when the big boys had come calling. She had done a deal last year to sell the company, though she would still be in charge.


Something in her swelled. If she was reading a chirpy cab driver as a good omen, then this was a sign from the heavens. And God knows she needed reassurance. She was gathering six women from completely different periods of her life, some out of sentiment and nostalgia, some out of wishful thinking, and some out of obligation. It was a Venn diagram in which she was the only mutual overlap. Many of them didn’t know each other, one of them didn’t know anybody, including Jen, one of them quite possibly hated her, and two of them definitely hated each other. What could possibly go wrong?


Jen assumed she would be the first one here, as she was meant to meet Samira, her prospective sister-in-law, off a flight from London. But as she emerged from the duty-free labyrinth into the departure area, she spotted Helena up ahead. She was hovering just outside the Jo Malone shop like she was afraid if she crossed the threshold she wouldn’t be able to control herself.


Jen had suggested her taxi could pick Helena up en route, but she had insisted she would make her own way. Jen hadn’t pressed the offer. Helena had been acting cagey of late, untypically so. She was normally candid to the point of oversharing, the way you get after years of motherhood have utterly eroded all sense of personal privacy, dignity and discretion.


They had both become mothers around the same time, and now they were both dealing with the empty-nest thing. The difference was that while Jen had embraced it as a chance for a new beginning, Helena seemed to be focused on what was coming to an end. Though to be fair, Helena’s husband leaving her hadn’t helped.


Helena seemed lost in her thoughts, oblivious of Jen’s approach. Jen cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘Bing-bong. Passenger Eckhart, the next flight to PARTY ISLAND will soon be boarding at gate number . . .’


Helena took a step towards Jen and pulled her into a hug. ‘Are you Dunne?’ Helena asked.


‘No, I’m just at the tickly bit.’


It was an in-joke dating back to schooldays, when they met in first year at secondary. They were seated together for registration class because their surnames were adjacent alphabetically: Michelle Cassidy, Jennifer Dunne, Helena Eckhart. But despite knowing each other for so long, Jen and Helena had never felt like best friends. That was largely because Helena had known Michelle since Primary One, so when Jen met them they already came as a package. You were never getting as close to either of Hel and Shell as they were to each other, even when they fell out for a few days. Or even when they fell out for seventeen years.


‘So how is the beautiful bride-to-be? Counting the days until you’re Mrs Hussain?’


It took Jen a moment too long to respond, and Helena noticed. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘Something up?’


‘Oh, nothing. Just nerves. Worried it’s all too good to be true.’


‘That’s a good sign,’ Helena assured her. ‘Better than worrying you could maybe have done better.’


Jen wasn’t sure whether Helena was talking about how she now viewed her estranged husband or how she thought Neil had viewed her.


‘You ready for this?’ Jen asked, eager to get away from the subject of husbands past and (possible) future.


‘I can’t wait.’


It sounded like Helena’s words were genuine; or at least that she was making a genuine effort to sound so. It’s easier to tell if someone’s putting on a face when you’ve known them all your life. Or maybe it’s just that they don’t feel the need to hide the truth quite so much.


They locked eyes for a moment, a beat to acknowledge that it was reasonable to not be ready for this.


‘Fun, goddammit,’ Jen said.


‘Fun, goddammit,’ Helena replied.


‘What time is Salena’s flight due in?’


‘Samira. About half an hour.’


‘And what time are Nicolette and . . .’


As Helena said this, Jen’s phone chimed. She smiled and held it up, showing a message from Kennedy, their tennis coach. This is Sergeant Goodtime of the Party Platoon. Recruits are to report for duty at table thirteen in the Caledonia Bar.


‘She made it, then,’ Helena said.


Jen felt a surge of relief. They had got a WhatsApp from Kennedy yesterday with a selfie posted from A&E. She had gone over on her ankle during a game. She assured them she would still make the trip, but Jen couldn’t help but worry. She knew Kennedy was the glue needed to hold this thing together.


Jen and Helena walked briskly through the departure lounge to where they could see Kennedy and Nicolette waving to them. Kennedy’s left foot was lodged inside a support brace, a burdensome plastic affair that looked like a ski boot. They were seated at a table bearing a bottle of Prosecco and five glasses. They had remembered that Samira was also joining them, which was thoughtful, but the sight prompted a nagging memory of something else Zaki said last night. ‘Don’t let Samira drink too much. She can’t handle it at the best of times, and this is her first time let loose in forever.’


They exchanged excited greetings: four people who played tennis together twice a week now acting like none of them had seen each other in months. It was like everyone was getting into character, but there was something fun about the mutual complicity.


‘How’s the ankle?’ Jen asked.


‘It’s not broken. This is just so I don’t aggravate it. I’m allowed to take it off, like if they ask me to for the plane, but I’m not supposed to put weight on it without the brace.’


There were no hugs, for which Jen was kind of grateful. If your relationship hasn’t reached that stage over a decade, as was the case with Nicolette, it would feel weird to suddenly start. And as for Kennedy, well, she didn’t hug anyone. Even on nights out she was bubbly but not tactile. The only time Jen had seen her in direct physical contact with anyone was adjusting their posture as she taught them to serve. Maybe it seemed more noticeable because Kennedy was much younger than the rest, late twenties at most, and Jen’s impression of that generation was that they were more physically affectionate with each other.


Kennedy was wearing jogging pants and a plain T-shirt, but managed to look dressed up at the same time. Some people just had that about them, a natural grace that made them look well-presented in whatever they wore. Michelle had always been like that.


Nicolette was looking super-glam, of course, but in contrast to Kennedy her appearance indicated that much planning and effort had gone into achieving the result. Nicolette’s husband Paul had grassed to Jen that she had once cancelled a match because she had run out of foundation.


What was more surprising was how well Helena had scrubbed up for this. She looked smarter, younger even. Helena often looked mumsy and bedraggled, but she had splashed the cash on a new wardrobe. If it had happened six months ago Jen would have assumed it a response to her husband leaving, but she suspected such a recent transformation had been driven by a different motivation. Helena had a point to prove, and Jen knew who to.


‘Now that Jen’s here, the weekend is officially underway,’ Kennedy announced, lifting her bag from the floor. ‘So it’s time for these.’


She pulled out a stash of bright red T-shirts wrapped in cellophane. Jen’s eyes immediately went to Nicolette to take in her horror at this honking article that was about to banjax her carefully chosen ensemble. She was wearing a purple silk blouse with the top three buttons undone to display a precisely calculated expanse of cleavage.


Kennedy held one up, showing the back first, which read: ‘Jen’s final fling’. Then she turned it around to display the front: ‘Fun, goddammit!’


It was a catchphrase at tennis, something Jen said when someone was taking things too seriously. Jen’s first crush had been Kevin Costner, back in the early nineties. It was one of his lines from Bull Durham: ‘This game’s fun, OK? Fun, goddammit!’


‘Get these on you,’ Kennedy commanded, handing them around the table.


‘Do we have to?’ Nicolette protested. ‘It’s all a bit clichéd, and this really isn’t my colour.’


‘No exemptions,’ Kennedy replied.


‘Geeza break, Nicolette,’ Jen said. ‘We know you don’t want to cover up your best assets, but let’s be honest, we’ve all seen enough of your tits to draw them from memory.’


‘I just want my money’s worth,’ she replied, thrusting out the features in question. ‘These tits cost me more than my first car, they turn more heads than it ever did, and I’m hoping to get better mileage out of them.’


Nonetheless, Nicolette accepted the proffered garment and everyone donned their matching horrible T-shirts.


They all clinked their glasses and Jen took a gulp, feeling the bubbles, the burn and the buzz, all of which seemed more intense for it only being eleven in the morning. The chat soon started to flow along with the fizz, though she kept an occasional eye on the departure board.


Her gaze was briefly drawn to a TV monitor showing a building she recognised from a visit to Barcelona, her last trip abroad before the pandemic. From the subtitles she gleaned it was something about a corruption scandal involving ‘the Catalan Kardashians’, at which point her interest waned.


That was when she noticed a young woman hovering at the end of their table, as though waiting for a pause in the conversation to ask something. She was smiling shyly, eager but apprehensive. It took Jen a moment to realise this was Samira. Jen had only seen a couple of photos of her, the main focus of which had been the twin babies also in shot.


Jen had the impression of her being petite because Zaki always talked of her in protective tones. She was six years younger than him, not long turned thirty. However, Jen wasn’t ready for just how slight she appeared in the flesh. She looked five feet tall and seven stone soaking wet. She was the in-house lawyer for a TV production company, and a bit of a Rottweiler by reputation, so Jen knew not to make any assumptions regarding her apparent meekness. However, she also looked knackered, and Jen knew she was safe to make assumptions on that score. Samira wasn’t working at the moment, being five months into maternity leave after having the twins, and she was not having an easy time of it.


It had been Zaki’s request, bordering on insistence, that Jen invite Samira along to the hen weekend. It was ostensibly so that they might get to know each other, but mostly to give the girl a break. Jen had been happy enough to oblige. She was more worried about how Samira would feel knowing absolutely nobody, not to mention being thrown in with (Kennedy aside) a bunch of women in their forties. However, Samira had all but bitten Jen’s hand off, sounding almost tearily grateful on the phone.


‘Everyone, this is Samira,’ Jen announced.


‘How did you find us?’ Nicolette asked, a joke reference to the T-shirts.


Kennedy handed one to Samira, who gamely pulled it over her head. It drowned her. Helena slid a glass of fizz along the table towards her as Samira took a seat next to Jen.


‘Oh, no thanks, but someone else ought to have that,’ Samira said, holding the glass delicately by the stem and nudging it away. ‘I’ve hardly touched the stuff in months and I need to pace myself. I’m a total lightweight at the best of times.’


Jen was pleased to see Zaki’s request rendered redundant. She had considered it a wee bit unfair, as the last thing she wanted on her hen weekend was to be responsible for anyone else.


Jen did the introductions, Samira shaking hands or waving in response, depending on who was in reach. ‘And is that everybody?’ she asked.


‘For now,’ Jen said. ‘We’re meeting Beattie on Barra. She’s got a boat and she’s sailing there herself from her holiday home on Islay.’


‘Why not all the way to Clachan Geal?’ Helena asked.


‘I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t want to miss out on arriving in style.’


‘And what about the celebrity special guest?’ Samira asked, with a curiosity that made Jen wonder whether Michelle’s attendance had been part of the draw.


‘She’s doing some kind of spiritual retreat on Rum. She said she would charter a boat to get her across from there.’


‘But she’s definitely coming?’ Kennedy asked. She sounded anxious rather than excited. In her case it was not so much that she was keen to meet Michelle as that she had become so invested in the outcome of Jen reaching out to her.


Jen had known Kennedy less than a year, but there were ways in which she had become as much life coach as tennis coach. After everything that had happened to her, Jen had issues with self-esteem, which was why she had been reluctant to bother Michelle about the hen weekend. Kennedy had been the one who helped her see that just because Michelle was famous and they hadn’t seen each other in a long time, it didn’t mean her old friend wouldn’t make the effort for something special like this. Kennedy was probably worried that if Michelle didn’t show up, it would set Jen’s esteem back further and prove all her counselling and positivity wrong.


‘I don’t know for sure,’ Jen told her. ‘Nothing’s ever one hundred per cent certain with Michelle.’


‘Oh, she’ll be there,’ said Helena. ‘She just didn’t confirm because she knows it makes everyone all the more grateful when she does turn up. Classic showmanship.’


‘I’m just not making any assumptions after what Michelle’s been through in recent months,’ Jen replied. ‘She might not want to be around a bunch of people.’


‘Why, what happened to her?’ asked Samira. ‘I’ve never been very up on celeb gossip.’


‘But Jen said you work in television,’ Nicolette said.


‘I do, which is why I’ve become adept at filtering out showbiz bullshit. That, and being lost in baby-land for five months.’


‘She was in rehab or therapy or something,’ Nicolette told her. ‘It all stemmed from her sex tape.’


‘Someone hacked Michelle’s cloud storage and posted explicit pictures and videos all over the internet,’ Jen explained.


‘Fuck. I’d need all the drugs and therapy after that,’ Samira replied.


‘In my case I’d just be shocked there was footage on something more recent than Super 8,’ said Nicolette.


‘What’s she like?’ Samira asked. ‘Is there anything we should know in advance?’


‘Depends who you ask,’ replied Helena archly.


‘Oh, that’s right,’ said Kennedy with a gossipy giggle. ‘She did the dirty on her bandmates, didn’t she? Took a big-money solo deal but told them they could stay on as her backing musicians. That must have been awks.’


Jen gave Helena a kick under the table by way of prompting her to come clean before anybody said too much.


‘Can’t say it’s my favourite showbiz memory,’ Helena said.


Kennedy and Samira looked puzzled, Nicolette astonished. In the latter’s case she had at least put two and two together, but was having trouble accepting the answer.


‘Helena was in Cassidy,’ Jen clarified. ‘She was the guitarist.’


‘Oh my God,’ Kennedy said, sounding embarrassed. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.’


‘It’s fine. I generally don’t like to talk about it, but it’s kind of unavoidable this weekend.’


Jen guessed this explanation was more for Nicolette’s benefit than anyone else’s. They had known each other all these years and Helena had never mentioned this fairly juicy aspect of her past.


‘I must look you up,’ said Samira. ‘Are you in the videos?’


‘Please don’t. It was a long time ago. You would barely recognise me. And as Kennedy indicated, it didn’t end well.’


‘Does this mean we’re going to be Team Helena or Team Michelle by the end of the trip?’ Samira asked, a hint of relish in her eyes. Jen recognised an appetite for mischief that Zaki had not prepared her for.


‘No. Absolutely not,’ said Helena. ‘This weekend is all about my oldest mate Jen, so I’m going to be on my best behaviour. Remember—’ she ran her hand under the slogan on her T-shirt ‘—Fun, goddammit!’


‘Fun, goddammit!’ they all replied, some raising glasses like it was a toast.


‘Let’s get a picture,’ said Nicolette.


‘I’ll take it,’ Kennedy offered.


‘No, I’ll do a selfie. We want everyone in it.’


They all crammed around the table in an ungainly pose. Nicolette took an age about it. She made out she was ensuring she got everyone in shot, but Jen knew she was holding off pressing the button until she had the best angle on herself.


Sure enough, when she showed it around, Nicolette was looking elegantly composed while everyone else just happened to be there. Kennedy’s face was partly obscured by the glass she was holding, but nobody could be arsed with taking another. ‘That one would be shit as well,’ said Kennedy. ‘I’m cursed when it comes to photos. My eyes are always closed or I’m looking the wrong way, or somebody’s finger is over the lens.’


Jen glanced at the departure board and saw that their flight was being called. A voice in her head asked whether missing the plane would be so bad, but she ignored it.


The group responded with surprising obedience, immediately getting up and grabbing their bags. The only straggler was Nicolette, who noticed that there was still a near-full glass on the table.


‘Kennedy, you barely touched your fizz.’


‘Too busy gabbing, as usual,’ she replied, grinning.


‘Never mind. I’ve got the flight covered anyway,’ Nicolette said with a wink.


They made their way towards their gate, Kennedy fairly spry despite the ski boot. Jen reckoned she would still beat any of them in a singles game, even with the brace on.


There were jetways and aircraft visible through the windows to their left. Jen saw an Emirates jumbo next to a BA 737. The further they progressed along the walkway, the smaller the planes seemed to get.


Nicolette started handing out an assortment of miniatures she must have picked up in the duty-free shop. ‘I didn’t imagine there would be much of an in-flight service on this thing,’ she explained.


Jen accepted a bottle of Stirling gin. Again, Samira refused. ‘I’m not always the best flyer. Don’t want to risk feeling sick.’


Her fellow millennial Kennedy said no thanks also. Just the old soaks, then.


As they neared the end of the corridor, Jen noticed Samira looking out the window then checking her boarding pass. She suspected the words ‘operated by Loganair’ were taking on a deep significance as she noted the name printed on the tiny aircraft.


‘You are joking me.’


‘Ach, don’t worry,’ Nicolette said. ‘We’ll be down on the beach before you know it.’


‘You reckon it’s going to be warm enough for the beach?’ Samira asked sceptically.


‘No,’ Jen told her, ‘the plane lands on the beach.’


Samira’s eyes bulged, then she turned to Nicolette. ‘I’ll take that miniature after all. And Kennedy’s as well.’









Helena


As the helicopter ascended above Barra, Helena was more conscious of its motion than on even the tiny plane they just got off. The pitch and yaw felt more immediate, prefaced by the vertical nature of the take-off, which seemed weird without the attendant acceleration. She was grateful for the lack of wind. It had felt pleasantly warm outside, not something ever guaranteed so far north.


She looked around the cabin. Everyone was smiling at each other whenever it banked and they all felt it in their guts. She was pretty sure everyone was equally terrified but pretending to enjoy it, which felt like an appropriate leitmotif for the weekend ahead.


Helena glanced at Beattie, who she had known since she was in primary school, and who had worn the same expression of sour disapproval for three decades. It wasn’t so much that Beattie was in her fifties as that she was one of those women who was born in her fifties.


They say keep your friends close and your enemies closer, but Jen inviting her former sister-in-law on her hen weekend had sounded like a step too far. As it was clearly an implicit way of asking for Beattie’s blessing on her new marriage, Jen was gifting her the opportunity to demonstrably withhold it. Maybe enough time had passed for her bitterness to have faded, but Helena was not convinced. She of all people was qualified to recognise someone reluctant to let go of a grudge. Jen would do well to watch herself around that one.


Samira was nearest the window, looking down at the waves with a queasy expression. Helena was seated opposite, Beattie to her left. The noise level meant it was difficult to talk to anyone further away. Jen was seated closest to Samira but Nicolette was already in her ear.


‘We’re probably not as low to the water as it looks,’ Helena assured Samira.


‘It just looks so cold and unforgiving,’ she said. ‘It’s weird, but I’d actually feel safer floating on the water than flying above it like this.’


‘I know what you mean,’ said Beattie. ‘A boat’s meant to be on the water. Whereas if this thing hits it . . .’ She gave a shudder.


‘Why didn’t you sail to Clachan Geal, then?’ Helena asked.


Beattie’s reaction was briefly defensive, then her expression softened. ‘Nowhere to moor. There’s a jetty near the house, I think, but it’s small, just for dropping off and picking up. I couldn’t tie up there as it would be an obstruction. I’d certainly rather have taken my boat.’


‘I used to be pretty fearless,’ said Samira. ‘But now all I can think about is how I can’t let anything happen to me because of the twins. I’m hoping it’s just a phase.’


Helena and Beattie shared a look, a moment of connection.


‘I’m afraid not, dear,’ Beattie said. ‘Something they don’t tell you about becoming a mother, or indeed a grandmother, is that you just see potential danger everywhere, and your state of vigilance never ends.’


Samira glanced at Helena as though appealing for a second opinion, but she was coming to the wrong place.


‘I was looking forward to a time when I no longer needed plastic covers on the plug sockets and safety catches on all the cupboards in case they drank the bleach,’ Helena told her. ‘Suddenly they’re crossing the road themselves, getting buses into the city, then before you know it they’re learning to drive. But here’s the kicker. You change into a completely different person until you can’t remember who you were before they came along – and then they fuck off.’


Samira laughed, though Helena hadn’t entirely meant it as a joke.


Helena was facing forward, so she was the first to see that they were approaching Clachan Geal. She had read on the website that it was Gaelic for ‘white stones’, and there had been photos of a sandy beach, turquoise waters lapping it beneath a clear blue sky. She couldn’t see anything matching that description on the southern shoreline, which was mostly grey and rocky. The beach must be to the north, at the bay where the house was situated.


Beneath them she could see a boat speeding towards an inlet. It was a RIB with an outboard motor, a single figure aboard dressed all in black. It was probably a wetsuit or waterproofs, but from up in the chopper it looked like the SAS or something.


‘I thought we were going to be the only people here,’ said Nicolette in the tone she might use to complain that there were kids in the adults-only pool of her hotel.


‘People love to explore all these wee islands,’ said Beattie. ‘It’s not like you can stop them. At least this one looks like he knows what he’s about. You’d be amazed at how many people end up needing rescued because they go for a nosey without checking the charts first.’


‘Looks like some extreme outdoorsy type,’ said Samira. ‘One of those blokes who are always boring on about the isolated and inaccessible places they’ve slept in a flimsy tent. He’s probably looking forward to bragging about Bear-Gryllsing it on a remote and uninhabited Scottish island. He’ll be gutted when he discovers there’s a mansion house with its own spa and a six-hole golf course.’


The mansion was also named Clachan Geal, built as some Victorian aristo’s retreat. It was Nicolette who had first shared an article about it on WhatsApp: a magazine feature about Lauren Combe, the property developer who owned it. She specialised in renovating houses and flipping them, but in this case she had held on to the place. In the Airbnb era, she had realised she had a unique quantity on her hands: stately-home grandeur blended with high-end luxury on what was effectively a private island.


The accompanying photos showed a heated infinity pool, alongside a hot tub sunken into a slate-tiled terrace overlooking that unspoiled beach. All the rooms were individually decorated in a measured blend of the traditional and ultra-modern. Four-posters and sleigh beds, claw-foot baths and hydromassage shower cabins, 4K TVs and fibre-optic broadband. The only caveat was that there was no mobile reception, but that was marketed as a plus. If you couldn’t leave the outside world behind for a couple of days in a place like this, you were doomed.


Given the remote location, it was harder to imagine a finer image of exclusivity. And for that reason it was booked out until forever, proving an irresistible draw for corporate retreats, fashion shoots and the odd celebrity wedding. It was the kind of place Helena had never imagined visiting in a million years. But then Kennedy somehow got wind of a cancellation: some tennis connection who knew somebody who knew somebody. And though it was costing Jen more than if she had flown everyone to New York for the weekend, she had jumped at the chance, still feeling super-flush after selling her business.


They had all been posting about it non-stop, counting down with far more anticipation than over the wedding itself. No point going somewhere so upscale and indulgent if you couldn’t boast about it on Facebook in advance and then spam out Instagram stories while you were there.


There was a fitness trail and a gym as well as the swimming pool, spa and golf course. You had to let Lauren know in advance if you wanted the groundskeeper to visit, or an instructor for sports. Similarly, there could be staff on-site if requested, otherwise they would prepare everything in advance and leave you to it. You could take the house purely on a self-catering basis, but Jen had chosen to have a private chef at their disposal.


Plus, of course, there was the helicopter transfer, intended to make you feel like an A-lister before you even set foot on the place.


Helena remembered being in a helicopter once before, when they were playing a music festival in Germany. They weren’t exactly top of the bill – they were on at four in the afternoon – but it was still one of the main stages. The helicopter had been laid on by the record label to fly them from the nearby town where they were staying and thus avoid the traffic around the festival site. This was despite their second album failing to set the heather alight. At the time she remembered thinking this was a sign of the label’s long-term confidence in the band. She later understood it was all about them buttering up Michelle ahead of her going solo.


She felt the chopper descend, which meant the flight was mercifully nearing its end. Down below she spotted a row of derelict cottages and wondered when they had been inhabited; wondered what kind of miserable existence anyone had eked out here in those days.


The helicopter banked again, heading back out to sea. It’s never over till it’s over, Helena thought. The pilot was doing a circuit of the mansion so that they could all get a long look at the place from the air, with its towers and crenellations, the glass dome of its winter-garden conservatory, its walkways and terraces, its gardens and its landing pad.


As they began their final approach, two women emerged from the grand entrance. By process of elimination, Helena was able to identify the brunette as Lauren, their host. This was because even from this height and distance she recognised the blonde beside her as the diva known to millions as Mica, but known to Helena and Jen once upon a time as Michelle Cassidy.


Helena felt something lurch in her gut, and it wasn’t caused by the helicopter’s vertical descent. When she had so confidently asserted that Michelle would be here, it had been much the same as when Neil predicted a defeat for his beloved Rangers. It was like an insurance bet. She had been hoping to be proven wrong.


Helena often worried how it would feel to be in Michelle’s presence again after everything that had passed between them. Now that the time was at hand, she remembered that seeing her face to face was never the danger. It was when your back was turned that you had to worry.


Nicolette began hauling off her red T-shirt. She had agreed to wear it throughout the journey, but now that the chopper was touching down she had evidently decided she was free once again to show off her designer blouse and her designer cleavage.


Helena used to feel intimidated by Nicolette’s confidence in her physical appearance. Helena had been busty from around the age of fourteen, which proved the source of unwanted attention and painful self-consciousness growing up. She remembered an A&R guy talking about Mica’s success and telling her that if she had undone a few buttons in the videos, she and Michelle would be a pop duo now. She had done well not to deck him.


It used to bother her how conceited Nicolette could be, but that was before. Although Helena couldn’t pretend to anyone that she was happy to be back in Michelle’s company, she wasn’t lying when she told Jen she was looking forward to this weekend. Sometimes when you have a secret it makes you feel vulnerable. You are afraid of what you could lose, afraid of what everyone might discover. But what Helena had come to learn of late was that being the one who knew a secret gave you power over everyone who didn’t.









Lauren


Watching the helicopter coming into sight was normally when Lauren could start to relax, confident that her part was done. By the time the guests were planting their feet on the ground, all appropriate preparations had usually been made, meaning she could simply welcome them to Clachan Geal and leave them to it. That was often what they wanted: they sense that the place was entirely theirs, nobody watching, nobody judging.


Sometimes she would be off the island within an hour of the guests reaching it, particularly on weekend bookings. She wasn’t kidding herself that her daughter Darcy still needed her to cook the tea or make sure she was tucked up in bed at a sensible hour, but Lauren was always impatient to get back to her anyway.


Not today, though. This weekend she would be observing at a discreet distance, staying in her private apartment within the house.


Darcy was with her dad this weekend, though that wasn’t the main reason Lauren had decided to stay on-site. Sometimes she just got a feeling, a sixth-sense tingle. It was never a genuine fear that they were going to trash the place, but there were occasions when she felt uneasy, and this being a hen weekend must have put up some subconscious red flags. She knew they weren’t all twenty-one and about to get pissed on cheap vodka, so she didn’t need to worry about anyone puking in her planters or ending up drowned in the hot tub. Nonetheless, a bunch of women over forty on the randan unsupervised could be a danger to themselves in less predictable ways. She wanted to be on the spot in case some firefighting was required, though hopefully not literally.


As she stood before the main entrance alongside a woman whose every album she owned, Lauren had to admit that, just maybe, another reason for staying was simply that she wanted to spend some time around Mica. She was not above deriving a thrill from being introduced to certain celebs who had visited, seeing them enjoy the environment she had so lovingly created and hearing them compliment her taste. For a lassie who had grown up in care homes and council schemes, there was no shame in wanting to rub shoulders with the stars.


Michelle had arrived on a Quicksilver motor launch a couple of hours ago, her hair protected from the wind by a headscarf, eyes shielded from the spray by a pair of sunglasses. She looked like a sixties Italian movie star arriving in Sorrento, and Lauren suspected she knew it too. Lauren had expected an entourage or at least a PA; if not for the whole weekend, then at minimum to drop off her charge along with a list of instructions, including details of when Ms Cassidy would be picked up again. Instead it had just been her and the gnarled-looking bloke who was piloting the boat.


Lauren was fairly certain she had come from Rum, specifically the Askival Spiritual Retreat Centre, which was the discreet name of a rehab and counselling facility increasingly favoured by high-profile clients due to its remoteness from prying eyes and zoom lenses.


She was taller than Lauren had imagined. From what she had seen on video, Lauren had pictured her as petite, but she could see now that it was all in the proportions. Instead, she was tall and stringy, athletic even. If she didn’t know otherwise, Lauren might have thought she was some kind of sports star.


Lauren’s Sealine was tied up at the jetty, bobbing in the wake as the Quicksilver accelerated away. She remembered the moment when it had dawned on her that boats would be her primary means of getting to and from her new investment. It was the one thing that made her think she might have made a mistake, as it struck her that she would either have to remain reliant on other people or learn to pilot her own vessel. Neither had seemed an attractive option.


She had been tremulously anxious the first time she sailed here unaccompanied. Now she felt much the same way about getting behind the helm of her F42 as she did getting behind the wheel of her Tesla.


Lauren had greeted the goddess at the foot of the gravel path that led up to the house. ‘Ms Cassidy, welcome to Clachan Geal.’


She had a confidence to her poise. A woman with a good conceit of herself, as an acquaintance used to say.


‘Ms Michelle Cassidy,’ Lauren had stated, making a show of reading the details from her iPad. ‘You’re Mica, right?’


Again the thin smile. ‘That’s right.’


‘I find it’s best to acknowledge these things up-front,’ Lauren explained. ‘We have a lot of high-profile visitors here, and I have learned that coyness can have its pitfalls. I’ve no poker face and I’m easily star-struck, but it’s all allied to a healthy respect for boundaries.’


‘It can be a balancing act for both sides,’ Michelle had replied. She sounded at ease, which made Lauren feel that bit more relaxed too. It was a gift, one she recognised. That confidence and poise, she wondered: did it come with success, or did naturally having it help success come along?


‘How is it you know Ms Dunne?’ Lauren asked now as the chopper overshot the house, the pilot giving them the full bird’s-eye experience.


‘Oh, Jen and I were at school together,’ she replied, this time with a warmer smile. ‘We don’t see enough of each other, you know how it is. Life gets in the way. But you’ve got to make an effort for something like this, especially as I doubt I’ll be free for the wedding itself. Tour rehearsals start next week.’


She added this last as though an explanation was due, then frowned as if reflecting that it wasn’t a very good one. Maybe attendance at a hen weekend as one of seven was easier than turning up at some massive hotel bash full of strangers, and the rehearsals were a convenient cover.


‘So is this weekend going to be like a miniature school reunion?’


‘God, no,’ she replied, relief evident in her laughter. ‘I only know a couple of the other guests. But I’m here as Jen’s mate Michelle, so no showbiz bullshit.’


Lauren nodded, though she wasn’t quite clear what she meant.


‘Is it easier socialising with people who knew you before you were famous?’


‘It can be. But that said, having a public persona is a shield sometimes. If I’m answering questions about being a pop star, it means nobody is prying into the side of me that’s real. Do you know what I mean, or am I sounding like an arsehole?’


Lauren gazed out at the sea, at once a frightening threat and a protective barrier. ‘Not so long ago I wouldn’t have had a clue, but a while back there were a few magazine features about me and about this place, and that’s given me a glimpse of what it must be like. I got a lot of business inquiries out of it, which has been great, but there was also . . . some unwelcome interest.’


Michelle nodded, a bitter, knowing smile at the corners of her mouth. Lauren felt like she had just described a minor rain squall to a sailor who had rounded the Cape of Good Hope.


‘All I do is sing and dance,’ she said. ‘How can that be pissing people off? I used to wonder. Comes a point where you realise that existing while female is your primary offence. You have to remember it’s not personal. Just the irrational hatred of sad, angry randos screaming into the void.’


These were the sage words of someone who had navigated the roughest seas, but they weren’t as reassuring as Michelle intended. What troubled Lauren was that the hatred in the messages she’d received was not entirely random or irrational. And though Clachan Geal was not the most accessible place, if someone wanted to make good on an online death threat, they’d know exactly where to find her.


Worse still was that she couldn’t tell anyone she had been targeted, because then she’d also have to tell them why.


She heard the door swing open behind them and saw that it was Joaquin, the chef Jennifer Dunne had booked, come out to confirm her arrival. Lauren noticed him steal a look up and down at Michelle, then observed Michelle steal a similar look at him before he headed back inside. She met Michelle’s eyes, sharing a smile that she had been caught ogling. Lauren didn’t know what his desserts were like, but the guests would certainly be well-served for eye candy.


She hadn’t recognised him. Sometimes when people insisted on booking their own personal chef, it turned out to be one of the guys on her own list. Not this one, though, because it wasn’t just his name that stuck out. Joaquin Hernandez was built like a boxer, chiselled features atop a ripped physique. When Lauren first saw him get off the boat she wondered if he had been booked as a stripper. That was until she saw him hefting a box of provisions.


Lauren had heard music from the hallway as Joaquin pulled open the front door, audible while the chopper was downwind, banking over the bay. She thought for a mortifying moment that it was Mica’s last album, which she had been playing yesterday on Spotify. Fortunately it wasn’t, but it prompted an important consideration.


‘We’ve got this networked speaker system throughout the house,’ she told Michelle. ‘It means Ms Dunne or whoever can have her own playlists in the public rooms, but if not, it will default to random songs based on previous lists people have made. I’m mentioning this in case you want me to vet what’s likely to come up; you know, make sure there isn’t some of your material on there if that’s awkward.’


Michelle gave a light shrug, though she smiled to acknowledge the offer. ‘I don’t mind. I’m not one of those artists who pretends I’m precious about hearing my own songs. Sometimes there’s something fresh about encountering a song in a different context.’


‘So we’re good to leave it to chance?’


‘Sure. I mean, I think it would be conspicuous if nothing by me showed up over three days. Though maybe Jen’s playlist will blank me.’


Her smile suggested how unlikely she thought this.


The helicopter slowed to a hover, then came down to the landing pad in a gentle descent. They stayed where they were, watching as the pilot secured the blades then opened the door.


Lauren glanced at Michelle to take in her reaction, witness the moment when someone caught a first glimpse of old friends emerging onto the steps.


There was a smile of anticipation, but a flicker of something else too: an anxiety. A wariness, even.


She turned to Lauren, once again wearing that thin smile. ‘Actually, regarding the music. Can you make sure there’s no Cassidy? Especially not . . . you know.’


She knew. ‘Are you sick of the sound of that one?’


‘Something like that.’
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