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For Madge and Barry Shaw, who gave me a Bramley apple tree that will outlast us all, and George and Angela Ritchie, for their endless support. Good neighbours are everything.




Autumn 1839

She was still smarting from his words as she stormed along the cliff edge. There was a stiff wind blowing from a turbulent sea, but it was not responsible for the salt tears that blurred Ophelia’s eyes even an hour after their latest disagreement.

‘It’s absurd,’ Milton had said, dismissively. ‘But what am I saying? Of course it is, Ophelia – because you’re absurd. I’ll not hear of it. You’ll not go. You’re supposed to be my wife, for God’s sake, at least pretend to act like that means something to you.’

Ophelia Greville would usually be able to brush off her husband’s dismissiveness. She’d learned well enough how to do that over the taut first year of their marriage. This, though… this was a cruelty too far. Milton well knew how dear this plan was to her heart, and he would not even begin to countenance the idea. It was spite alone that made him keep her close. There had never been any love in their marriage, only money and his pressing need for an heir.

As she walked, she reached one hand up to her face and wiped away furious tears. She’d been such a childish fool. She should have argued harder, fought for herself more, but no. She’d been bought off with a promise that had turned out to be worth no more than her father’s word. One per cent of her father’s land! It was a penny thrown into the ocean, she saw that now, and even that Milton had found a way to argue about. She had wanted to sell her share – had offered to sell it to Milton, in fact, because she needed the proceeds for the trip she had been dreaming of since she was a child, to Africa, to see the vast Savannahs, the wondrous animals that roamed them. Lord Greville had laughed in her face. Firstly, why would he pay for what he already owned? Secondly, even if she had money to spend as she liked, what made her think he would let her go? Ophelia had pointed out that she had not intended to go alone, Milton would accompany her, but that plan was also laughed out of existence.

No, it seemed that ‘her’ land was as much a trap as money and as much of a prison as marriage. Her father had left her nothing, after all.

Ophelia’s laboured breath ended in a short sob. She stopped, hands on her hips at the cliff edge, and realized she had no idea where she was. In the wake of Milton’s scathing words, Ophelia had walked and walked, fleeing the suffocating rooms that marked the narrow boundaries of her life. After all, she couldn’t get lost. All she had to do was retrace her steps along the cliff edge back to the village and then to the house above it.

She looked about her. She was ankle-deep in rich pasture, but ahead the land dropped away down a slope, half-hidden by gorse that had grown across a well-trodden path. It seemed natural to her that she should follow, and so she did. The gorse picked at her skirts as she pushed through it, then finally set her free. Ophelia walked the grooves left by other feet, noting with a faint chill both of exhilaration and fear that she was now very close to the cliff edge. In fact, one wrong step and she’d plunge down onto the jagged rocks that waited in the surging waves below. This thought stuttered her feet and a step later she was in danger of doing exactly that. Ophelia stumbled, uttering a short shriek as she realized there was nothing for her to catch hold of. Her life – such as it was – flashed before her eyes and she shut them.

Strong hands clamped around her shoulder and arm, pulling her back from the brink. Ophelia opened her eyes to find herself on solid ground again, and in the grip of a young man in a tweed cap, heavy jacket and trousers, who was looking at her anxiously from warm brown eyes.

‘You all right, ma’am?’ he asked, in as deep a Scots burr as she’d ever heard. ‘Nearly went a fair cropper there.’

Ophelia opened her mouth to reply but laughed instead, then clamped a shaking hand over her mouth. Her heart was a soldier’s drum, thumping far too fast. Her saviour let go of her shoulder but kept a lighter hold on her elbow.

‘Come,’ he said, shepherding her down the slope. ‘You’ve had a shock.’

She concentrated on not looking down into the water as he steered her onto a strip of level ground. Once there, he let her go. Ophelia looked around, feeling a little dazed, as if she really had fallen. She was surrounded by trees, as small and tangled as knots of wool.

‘What is this place?’ she asked.

‘It’s the old orchard,’ he said.

‘An orchard? On the cliff?’

He laughed at her incredulity, but it wasn’t the way that Milton laughed. His eyes were hazel and kind. Her heart had stopped thumping, but now it clenched a little, with a sort of grief she couldn’t quantify.

‘Aye,’tis a strange thing, I’ll grant you.’ He regarded her for a moment. ‘You’re Lady Greville, from the Big House. I’m sorry I did not know you, ma’am.’

‘I’m not “ma’am”,’ Ophelia said, the numbness spreading still further. ‘I’m just Ophelia.’

He smiled. ‘Well,’ he said, into her silence. ‘I’m George Crowdie. Wait there a moment. I’ve something that will settle your nerves.’

Before she could reply he’d vanished into the gathering shadows. Ophelia did as she was told and remained where she was, listening to the wash of the tide against the cliff and the movement of the wind in the branches of the strange little trees. She felt removed from the world, as if she’d stepped through a door and into another place entirely. Presently George Crowdie returned bearing a bottle made of brown glass, which he held out to her.

‘I’ve nothing for you to drink it from but the bottle,’ he said, a note of apology in his voice. ‘But drink it anyway.’

She was expecting whisky but the taste that filled her mouth was far sweeter. ‘Oh,’ she exclaimed, in rapture. ‘Is it apple juice?’

His eyes twinkled at her again. ‘Aye, but it’s more than that. We mix it with the juice of strawberries and a little honey from the hives.’

She was an instant glutton for it. It was the best sweet thing she had ever tasted. Before Ophelia knew it, she had gulped half the bottle. She stopped at last, drew the back of her hand across her lips, feeling restored. George Crowdie was still smiling at her as she held out the bottle for him to take back.

‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘It is good for the soul, as you see.’

Ophelia looked at the bottle. She could not return to the house with it. She had been out so long, and alone. When she finally went back it would be under scrutiny, and if she had this with her… She surveyed the funny little trees, crouched along this peculiar nook in the otherwise unforgiving cliff.

‘I cannot,’ she said. ‘But I thank you for your kindness, George Crowdie.’

She passed him the bottle and turned to retrace her steps, reluctant to leave despite the now swift falling of evening. This time she would be more careful, keep away from the edge. Before Ophelia had gone two steps she spun back.

‘Don’t ever tell anyone this is here, George,’ she said, suddenly impassioned. ‘If my husband knew it existed, he would want it. He would want all of it. Keep it a secret.’

A shadow passed over George Crowdie’s face, and he shrugged a little, his gaze wandering past her to where the land fell into the sea.’Tis his land, ma’am. They’re his trees. The cider we make goes into his stores.’

‘Not forever,’ she said. ‘I will make sure of it. I will.’ He looked at her, those hazel eyes curious. Ophelia didn’t explain. One per cent. It was a penny lost in the ocean, but it was her penny, and it would be enough. Perhaps she would never go anywhere. But neither would this place. Neither would the Crowdies. Neither would this boy with the kind brown eyes.

‘And another thing,’ she said. ‘I believe you should put a railing up along that treacherous cliff. The estate will cover the cost. It will keep me safe when I come to visit.’ She risked a glance at him. ‘If I may? Sometimes?’

‘Aye, Ophelia,’ he said. ‘You may. Whenever you like.’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Yes,’ he said. He was smiling again. She wished she could see that smile, always. ‘Come tomorrow.’




Chapter One Now

Nina stood at the kitchen door in a shaft of summer evening sunlight. She watched the branches of the old oak tree that towered over the milking barn as it moved in the warm breeze. She could remember doing the same thing when she was little, mesmerized by the separate flickers of each individual leaf. She had once told her father that she thought the tree was trying to speak to her, to communicate with each minute movement in a kind of leafy sign language that she might be able to decipher if only she paid enough attention. After that, they would stand there together, making up stories for each other from the shapes they saw formed by the leaves. The tall tales Bern Crowdie translated for his younger daughter had never failed to make her laugh, and seeing her laugh would always make him laugh, too, and so there they would stand, two loons cackling at a tree, until farm business took him away into the barn to see to the cows or out into the fields with the dogs to gather the sheep. He’d always made time for her, that was what Nina would remember most about her father. It was the greatest lesson he had given her as a parent, that no matter what he had to do in his day, he could always find time to make her laugh.

A noise came from the kitchen and Nina turned back into the house to see her mother coming towards her. At sixty-two, Sophia Crowdie still possessed the arresting beauty that had stopped the farmer in his tracks (so the family story went) the second they had met and that both their daughters had inherited. Tall, with olive skin, wild dark curls (silver now, but wild all the same) and sharp green eyes, Sophia had been born in Edinburgh to an Irish mother and an Italian father, gifted with the kind of poise that always made her seem as if she’d stepped from the front cover of Vogue. Nina loved both of her parents dearly, but once she had been old enough to wonder, she had never been able to imagine quite how either of them had thought the marriage would last. Their union had been a clash of city meeting country, with their mother craving daily the kind of life that Bern could only ever enjoy for weekends at a time. Still, the union had persisted for twenty years, far longer than many had predicted and long enough to produce two children and a caring friendship that had endured despite everything else sputtering out once both their daughters had fledged. But then, no one fell out with Bern Crowdie. He’d understood that Sophia had always missed the bustle of Edinburgh and that she had long harboured the idea of extended travel to climes with more certain sun than Scotland. Sophia meanwhile had understood that this coastal Scottish farm was where Bern belonged. In the end, they had loved each other too much as friends to make each other unhappy as spouses. The reasonableness of her parents’ behaviour had fooled Nina into believing that this was how all adults acted when it came to affairs of the heart. She hadn’t discovered the truth of that until much later.

‘Are you all right?’ Sophia asked now, arriving at Nina’s side and slipping one arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

‘Yeah,’ Nina said, though a lump had formed in her throat and she could feel tears pricking at her eyes. She hugged her mother back. ‘Just thinking about Dad.’

Her mother held her closer and together they looked out at the farmyard that had been Bern Crowdie’s life.

‘Do you remember,’ Sophia asked, her voice growing husky, ‘that Christmas it snowed and we woke up on Christmas day to find that he’d built a whole family of snowmen out here in the yard?’

‘Oh yes!’ Nina laughed. ‘One for each of us.’

Sophia shook her head. ‘He’d even made the dog. What was it called, the one he had then?’

‘Turtle,’ Nina said, smiling. ‘That was Turtle.’

‘Silly man,’ Sophia said, with an affection that made Nina smile despite her tears. ‘He must have been out there for hours. His hands were frozen. He never did like wearing gloves. I asked him why he didn’t wait until you girls were up so that the three of you could do it together and he said he’d started one and hadn’t wanted to leave anyone out, so he kept going. And then we all had to help with the milking because he was running late! Poor cows.’

Nina snickered again, remembering the sight of Sophia Crowdie herding Ayrshires on that snowy Christmas morning so long ago. She’d never been a natural when it came to farm work, much like Bette. Although, Nina reflected, their mother had at least tried in a way that her sister never had.

‘He loved you girls so much,’ Sophia said, into Nina’s hair. ‘He used to tell me how he’d never understand how he got so lucky. Thank you for being here for him, for the past few years. He couldn’t have managed this place without you.’

Nina smiled through more tears. ‘I was the lucky one,’ she said. ‘Coming back home saved me and Barnaby. I’m not kidding.’

‘Best Barnaby Barnacle,’ her mother corrected, and Nina laughed.

‘Right,’ she said, her laugh resolving into a troubled sigh at the thought of her son. ‘Best Barnaby Barnacle. Did he go to bed without too much moaning? I’ll go up to him in a minute.’

Her mother squeezed her again and then stepped away back into the kitchen. ‘He’s up there with Spider-Man or some such. I told him he could read until you go to say goodnight. You might be able to persuade him to take that mask off – I couldn’t.’

Nina groaned as together the two women began to tidy up the dinner things. ‘It’s like he’s glued inside that costume, Mum. He hasn’t worn anything else since Dad died. I’m worried he’s going to insist on wearing it to the funeral. I don’t think I’d be able to bear a battle over that on Saturday morning.’

‘Ach, let him wear it if he wants to,’ her mother said, running hot water into the ancient Belfast sink and beginning to wash up. ‘Your father wouldn’t have cared. In fact, he probably would have encouraged it. The boy’s six! No one else will bat an eyelid either, darling, and if they do it’s their problem, not yours. Whatever gets you through.’

Nina picked up a tea towel and reached for a wet plate, leaning her head against her mother’s shoulder. ‘I still can’t believe he’s gone. I think there was a part of me that thought he’d be with us forever.’

Sophia kissed her head again and went on with the washing up. They were both quiet for a few moments as they continued their task. The farmhouse was empty in a way it never had been before, an essential part of it that couldn’t be replaced now missing. They must have both been thinking something similar, of absence and family and the past, because then Sophia said: ‘I wonder when your sister will get here?’

Nina screwed up her face as she moved away to stack the clean dishes. ‘I wonder if she’ll bother coming at all?’

Her mother made a clucking sound with her tongue. ‘Of course Bette will be here. She’ll arrive tomorrow, I should think. She’s probably just got caught up with work.’

‘She’s always caught up with work,’ Nina felt compelled to point out, although she realized how petulant her voice had become. Talk about her sister had a way of doing that, as if thoughts of Bette created a vortex that crossed time, taking Nina back to the resentment of her younger years. Nina sighed. ‘Part of me wouldn’t mind if she didn’t make it, Mum. She’s not going to want to be here, is she? It’s not as if she cared about Dad when he was alive, is it?’

Sophia Crowdie grabbed a towel and dried her hands, turning to face her daughter with a troubled expression. ‘Don’t say that. Your sister loved your dad just as much as you did.’

Nina puffed out her cheeks. ‘How can you say that? You do know that in all the time me and Barnaby have been living back here, she’s only visited once, and that was before the pandemic? That’s once in five years, Mum. Five. The only other time she’s seen Dad in that time was when she had some work thing going on in Aberdeen and he agreed to go and meet her there for dinner. She’s met her nephew exactly twice in his life and the first time was because of that trip you and I took with him to London. We had to go to her, with a one-year-old!’

‘Nina,’ her mother said. ‘Please. You and your sister are very different people, that’s all. You deal with things in very different ways. Your life is here. Hers isn’t.’

‘Well, as far as I can see there’s only one way of showing you actually care about your family and that’s to be there for them,’ Nina said, ‘which I can’t see that she’s ever been. How is that anything other than selfish?’

Her mother looked as if she was about to say something in reply, but then didn’t. With a rush that made her want to kick herself, Nina felt a pang of guilt – she hadn’t meant to tar her mother with that same brush, however alike Sophia and Bette were. Before she could say anything, though, Sophia had moved to the stove. ‘Shall we keep these leftovers?’

‘Cam will stop by soon,’ Nina said, glancing up at the clock. ‘He might want them if he hasn’t eaten at home.’

‘Cam?’

‘I told you about him, remember? Our neighbour? He bought the Bronagh farm a few years back. He’s been helping out since Dad died, doing the evening milking for me so I don’t have to leave Barney on his own after dinner.’

‘Really? That’s good of him,’ Sophia said. ‘Doesn’t he have enough of his own to do at home?’

‘Yes, and that’s what I said when he offered,’ Nina said, ‘but he insisted. I don’t know what I’d have done without him, to be honest. I’m going to have to look at getting more help but I just haven’t been able to think about that yet. Cam’s been a godsend.’

When Nina had moved back to the Crowdie farm five years before, she’d been juggling re-learning farm life and being a single mother with some hefty emotional baggage, all while looking after a father who had aged far more than she’d realized at a distance. It had been Cam who’d had the patience – both with her son and with Nina herself – to show her what Bern hadn’t always had the energy or strength to himself.

Nina could feel her mother’s eyes on her. She looked up to see Sophia watching her speculatively. ‘What?’

‘This Cam of yours,’ she said. ‘How old is he? Is he single?’

‘Ahh!’ Nina said, raising a hand. ‘No. Nope. No. Don’t even think about it.’

‘Don’t think about what?’ her mother asked, with an innocent expression that Nina did not believe for a second.

‘Cam and I are friends, that’s all,’ Nina said. ‘Good friends. Don’t go getting any ideas. I’ve got enough on my plate without you meddling.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Sophia said, with a studiously straight face.

‘You know exactly what I mean,’ Nina said. ‘And I don’t need you and your matchmaking antics getting me into trouble. It’s all right for you, you’ll be off home again in a couple of days. Cam and I both live here.’

Sophia picked a grape from a bunch in the fruit bowl on the table and popped it in her mouth. ‘Exactly. And I notice you’ve sidestepped my questions about him. Which tells me a lot.’

‘Stop it,’ Nina warned her. ‘I’m going up to say goodnight to Barney. And that is the end of this conversation.’

‘That’s the problem with the youth of today,’ her mother sighed with false drama, as Nina left the kitchen and made for the stairs. ‘You’re all just so serious all the time. When do you get to have fun?’

‘We can’t afford it!’ Nina yelled back from the hallway.




Chapter Two

When Nina pushed open his bedroom door she found her six-year-old son sitting propped up against the headboard with his bedside lamp on and a comic book open on his knees. His faithful black-and-white collie dog, Limpet, was stretched out beside him as usual. Limpet had been rescued from farm dog ignominy by Bern as a puppy not long before Nina had arrived at the door with her baby boy. Deathly afraid of sheep despite his obedient nature, Limpet was never going to be a working dog, but as a pet had proven to be a loyal companion for Barney. The two had effectively grown up together and were now inseparable. If her boy wasn’t in school, Limpet was there at his side. Nina had given up telling them both that Limpet should sleep on the floor. Barney always looked at her as if she’d told him he had to leave the dog outside alone all night to be eaten by bears or wolves… or perhaps even sheep. Besides, she was glad that Limpet was so devoted – Nina knew that the dog wouldn’t hesitate to risk its own life to keep her son safe, and that was good enough for her to forgive all manner of minor transgressions.

Despite being in bed, Barney was wearing a knitted black mask that covered his face and head. Nina was relieved to see that Sophia had at least managed to persuade her grandson out of the rest of the costume, which consisted of a black jumper and trousers combo with added knitted cape. He was in clean pyjamas instead and while these did still continue the caped crusader theme, covered as they were in Marvel superheroes, they were at least appropriate bedwear that hadn’t been worn incessantly for the past week.

‘Hey, you,’ Nina said, softly, crossing to the bed and settling in beside her son, dropping a kiss on his covered head. She could feel the heat radiating through the wool. ‘You’re hot. You really should take this off, bub. You won’t sleep well in it.’

She went to raise the mask, but Barnaby grabbed hold of it beneath his chin with such determination that Nina gave up for the moment. The costume had been a favourite ever since Nina had found it in a charity shop, but since Bern had passed away it had taken on a different aspect. Barnaby (who also now insisted on being called Best Barnaby Barnacle, for reasons either too obvious or too convoluted for him to explain to the mere mortal who was his mother) flatly refused to wear anything else, to the point where Sophia had suggested Nina find another just like it that could be worn in alternation for washing. Nina, on the other hand, was hoping that this phase wasn’t going to last long enough for this to be necessary. After all, she didn’t think it took a child psychologist to work out where this current compulsion had come from or the purpose it was serving. She just wasn’t looking forward to the battle she could see coming when it came to putting on his school uniform when he went back to start the new school term on Monday.

‘What are you reading?’ she asked, moving her attention to the colourful pages on his lap.

‘Spider-Man. I just finished. He was fighting Hobgoblin.’

‘Did he win?’

‘He always wins. In the end, anyway. Even if he has to lose something first.’

Nina hugged Barnaby to her. ‘Like all good superheroes.’

‘Mu-um!’

‘It’s time to go to sleep, munchkin.’

‘I want to read the next comic.’

‘Tomorrow. Spider-Man will be right here waiting for you when you wake up, all right?’

He sighed heavily, with all the weight of the world. ‘All right.’

‘Are you going to take that mask off?’ she tried again. ‘I really think you should. Even Spidey takes his off when he goes home, doesn’t he?’

‘That’s because Aunt May doesn’t know he’s Spider-Man,’ her son pointed out, with the kind of studied patience children reserve for foolish adults. ‘Everyone knows I’m Best Barnaby Barnacle.’

It took another five minutes to persuade him to remove it, but once the mask was off he fell asleep almost immediately. Nina brushed Barnaby’s dark hair out of his eyes, watching the dreams flicker rapidly beneath his eyelids, hoping whatever adventures he was on were good ones.

She heard voices in the kitchen as she came downstairs and found her mother and her neighbour, Cameron Hayes, sitting together at the table, Cam eating the last of the lasagne Sophia had warmed through for him with a gusto that suggested he’d not had time for lunch. He paused in whatever tale he was telling and smiled at Nina as she came in, his blue eyes twinkling.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Is our friendly neighbourhood sea creature fast asleep?’

‘Yup.’ Nina went to the washing machine and added Barnaby’s mask to the load that was waiting inside, starting the cycle before joining them at the table. She noted gratefully that Sophia had poured her a glass of wine.

‘Well, maybe you can relax for a little while now,’ Cam said. ‘The milking’s done and I took fresh salt licks up to the top field earlier so you can take that off your list.’

‘Dammit – I meant to do that yesterday,’ Nina said. ‘I got distracted when the deli called about delivery details for the wake. Thanks, Cam. You’re a life-saver.’

‘What a lovely neighbour to have,’ said Sophia, leaning over to give Cam’s hand a pat. ‘Thank you for looking after my daughter, Cam. How lucky she is to have such a handsome man helping out around the place.’

‘Mum,’ Nina warned as Cam gave her mother a cheesy grin.

‘What?’ Sophia asked, looking at her daughter with wide eyes. ‘You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed.’

Nina shook her head as her neighbour turned the same grin on her, raising his eyebrows to comic effect. ‘You are a nightmare,’ she said, to the room.

‘Who, me?’ Cam asked, the picture of innocence. ‘I thought I was a life-saver?’

‘She means me,’ Sophia said, wryly.

‘Both of you,’ Nina said. ‘You’re both as bad as each other. Cam knows exactly how handsome he is, as do his many female admirers.’

‘Ouch,’ Cam said, with another grin. ‘Harsh but fair.’

‘Well,’ Sophia said, getting up from the table and picking up the bottle of wine, splitting the last of it between Cam and Nina’s glasses. ‘I think I’ll turn in. Lots to do tomorrow. You two carry on, though. You won’t wake me.’

‘Unbelievable,’ Nina said, as Sophia slipped out of the kitchen, pulling the door shut behind her. ‘Sorry about that. Ignore her. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man in her presence that she hasn’t tried to marry me off to.’

Cam laughed. ‘I love her. She’s about as subtle as a stop sign.’

‘Yes,’ Nina agreed, ‘which at least means I can always see her coming.’

They fell into a few moments of silence as Cam finished his meal. Nina watched him as she sipped her wine. Despite the smiles and laughter, he looked tired and she felt guilty. He had no responsibilities here besides being a good neighbour and friend. And she couldn’t deny that her mother was right, he was good-looking. Mid-thirties with fair hair, blue eyes, tall and broad-shouldered, Cam’s face was tanned by his hours outside on these cliffs he now called home. Her faint teasing of earlier was true: Cam was never short of female company, though his girlfriends never seemed to stick around for long. He’d never tried anything on with her aside from exactly the kind of gentle flirting he’d been unashamed of in front of Sophia. Nina was grateful for that, suspecting that if Bern hadn’t already told Cam of her unhappy history with Barnaby’s father, he’d inferred it for himself from her deliberately careful distance – and also possibly from the scar she mostly kept hidden beneath her hair but that would forever linger across her left cheek.

Cam chose that moment to look up and caught her looking at him. ‘What?’

She shook her head. ‘Nothing. Sorry, zoned out there for a minute.’

He looked sympathetic and she felt guilty again. He had done half of her work as well as his own today. If anyone had a right to be mentally absent it was him.

‘How are you doing?’ he asked.

‘Oh, fine,’ she said, putting down her wine glass, twisting the stem in her fingers so that it turned in a circle on the old wood. ‘The wake’s all organized now, the order of service will be ready to pick up from the printers tomorrow and I’m pretty sure I’ve managed to let everyone know who would want to be there if they can.’

Cam reached across the table and caught his fingers with hers.

‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said, softly. ‘How are you doing, Nina?’

She swallowed around the lump that suddenly rose in her throat, and had to take a couple of breaths before she could answer. ‘I just… miss him. That’s all. I can’t believe he’s gone.’

Cam nodded and they sat like that for a while, until Nina pulled her hand away.

‘Mum was asking about my sister earlier,’ Nina said, glancing at the clock on the wall. ‘I haven’t even heard from her since I let her know when the funeral was going to be.’

‘She’ll be here,’ Cam said, taking a mouthful of wine. ‘You’ll see.’

Nina snorted. ‘That’s the problem with you, Cam,’ she said. ‘You’re determined to see the best in everybody.’

‘Not everyone,’ Cam said, quietly, and she thought he might have glanced at her cheek as he spoke.




Chapter Three

Bette frowned as another Vesper Martini appeared in front of her. At least, she thought it was a Vesper Martini. It was hard to see. The lights had dimmed as the music had taken on a pounding beat, a kaleidoscope of lights coruscating from above the lines of bottles behind the bar. What time was it?

‘I didn’t order this!’ she shouted, to the man-boy behind the bar. He shrugged, indicating behind her as he put another drink down beside hers.

Bette turned to see Mae reaching for the second drink.

‘Mae!’ she shouted, leaning in so that her friend would hear her. ‘I told you, I’ve got to go!’

‘You can’t!’ Mae shouted back. ‘Not yet! I just got you another drink!’

‘I told you I was only stopping for one.’

Mae made a ‘pfft’ motion with her lips, waving her fingers to dismiss Bette’s protest. The mistake had been to come out at all, Bette realized. What had she been thinking? She’d never been this person, not even when she’d been young enough for it. She should have gone home, gone over her notes one final time. She needed to pack, too.

‘One more,’ Mae begged, still battling to be heard against the music. ‘It’s been forever since you came out! Come and dance! I’ve got someone who wants to meet you! Couldn’t you do with a bit of idle distraction right now?’

‘You know what I’ve got to do tomorrow,’ Bette pointed out. ‘I need to go home, prepare, get some rest!’

Mae rested a hand on her arm. ‘You’ve had this Locatelli thing sewn up for months,’ she said, her voice carrying through the noise of the bar as well as it ever did through a courtroom. ‘You should be celebrating. And we both know you won’t be doing that tomorrow night, or at the weekend, or next week, and then after that you’ll be too high-and-mighty to ever do this with us again.’ Mae raised her eyebrows, an oblique reference to the promotion she technically wasn’t supposed to know about because it, like the merger, still wasn’t official. ‘Let yourself have this. Everyone needs a break some time, Bette. Let yourself go – at least for one dance!’

Bette flicked her gaze towards the dance floor. It was heaving. Who are these people who can party on a Thursday night and still get up for work tomorrow? she wondered. Do none of them have families, children to put to bed? She supposed they all had partners to do that. Mae certainly did – a doting husband who was at home with their two-year-old. And the others… Well. They were most likely exactly like the guy Mae was trying to fit her up with. She could see him from where she sat at the bar, looking her way from the midst of the morass. Passing for late thirties but more likely early forties, raised knowing the world was shaped for him, dark hair falling over his eyes, blue pinstripe shirt open at the neck. In finance, without a doubt. Good at betting on odds with other people’s futures. He had the look of the perpetual public schoolboy about him, as if he’d watched Four Weddings at a fatefully formative moment and Hugh Grant had become an imprint he couldn’t – didn’t want to – shake. Or maybe that was just how they came out of wherever he’d been made.

She thought of the pages of notes spread out across her bed that she really should take one more look at before tomorrow morning. Why, why, why had she chosen this over that? Because you didn’t want to be alone, a voice whispered to her from her deeper self. It sounded horribly, hatefully desperate, and Greg was a perfect example of why she should never listen to it. She didn’t, most of the time. Work was usually enough to drown it out. But at the moment…

‘No,’ she said to Mae. ‘Absolutely bloody not.’

‘Oh, come on!’ Mae said. ‘He’s cute. Isn’t he?’

‘He is,’ Bette agreed, ‘and I will bet my imminent new salary that Greg is married with at least one child.’

Mae joined Bette in staring across the dancefloor. ‘Really? You think so?’

‘Yup.’ Bette turned away before Nice Guy Greg could take their attention as an invitation. ‘And I don’t do that, Mae. Ever. You know that. Not even if they “have an arrangement”.’

She picked up her drink as her phone flashed up a message. Bette didn’t want to look at it in case it was Nina. Tomorrow was going to be hard enough to manage without thinking about what she had to do straight after it. Her heart constricted briefly as she thought of her father, of her family, of going somewhere that was supposed to feel like home but that she’d scrambled away from long ago and now rarely visited. She gulped her first mouthful of fresh Martini too fast, lemon twist bumping against her lip. She’d have a headache in the morning and really, why hadn’t she just gone home?

‘Hi there.’

Bette shot Mae a look before she turned to face him. When she did, Bette glanced at Greg’s left hand and wondered why serial cheaters never worked out that it’d be a good idea to make sure they didn’t have a telltale tan line where their wedding ring usually sat. Or was it just that they didn’t care and they assumed the women they went for in bars like this wouldn’t either? Maybe I’m the naive one, Bette thought. After all, this is why I make such a good living, isn’t it?

She flipped a business card from her jacket pocket and held it out to Greg, whose eyes took on a sudden glint. He grinned at her wolfishly.

‘Give that to your wife,’ Bette yelled over the music, standing up before he could speak. ‘Tell her to call me when she wants a divorce. Mae – I’ll see you tomorrow. Get home safe. I’ve got to go.’

She downed the rest of the Martini, air-kissed her friend, and left, ignoring the man still holding her card in mid-air as if he’d been an unwilling participant in some sort of magic trick.

Outside, she looked at her phone. The message was there on the screen, stark and brief in the city night.

Don’t disappoint Mum, was all it said.



The next day, mid-afternoon, and Bette allowed herself a swift glance out of the window, a breath of relief as the two parties present in the now-concluded meeting began to file out of the conference room. Outside the summer sun was still high over the City of London. From up here on the gleaming glass and steel of the twenty-fifth floor it was possible for her to see the unsettled glint of the Thames, the wide river’s surface rippling with the passage of the tourist clippers zipping back and forth. She loved this view – would love it even more from the corner office five floors higher still that she was expecting to take possession of soon. The thought made her smile briefly. Then she felt a stab of grief. Her father was dead. Bern Crowdie was dead, and now this action was settled there was nothing left to stop her thinking about it.

Bette blinked and looked up to see her client, a successful businessman by the name of Arnold Locatelli, watching her with a shrewd look in his cold blue eyes. Behind him, his soon to be ex-wife was already a receding figure as she walked with her own lawyer out of the life the couple had shared for fifteen years.

‘It’s been good working with you, Ms Crowdie,’ he said, as if they had merely been dealing with one of his many hostile takeovers rather than the dissolution of a long marriage. ‘You’ve got my details. You ever tire of this place, give me a call. I might have something for you. I can always use someone like you.’

Bette schooled her flash of surprise at this declaration out of her expression. ‘Thank you. I’ll… do that.’

He nodded, and then pulled open the conference room door to leave. Bette went after him, drawing level as they reached the elevators, shaking hands with him before he stepped inside and the door slid shut.

She saw Mae at the other end of the corridor as she passed from one room into another and waved. Mae waved back, apparently none the worse for wear despite the previous night.

‘Oliver!’ Bette announced, walking into the office that adjoined hers with an alacrity that caused the young man behind the desk to look up with a start. ‘Did you check out that flight for me?’

‘Yes, Ms Crowdie,’ he said. ‘The last BA flight out of Heathrow to Aberdeen leaves at 9pm.’

‘Book me on it, please,’ she told him. ‘The Locatelli action is settled. I’ll be out of the office on Monday but I’ll be back in on Tuesday morning. Once you’ve organized my flight out, you should get out of here too.’

Oliver looked a little stunned. Since he’d taken the position as her legal secretary they’d rarely left the office early. Bette wasn’t known for short work hours. ‘Really? Thank you, Ms Crowdie,’ Oliver said.

‘Make the most of it,’ she advised him. ‘I think things are likely to be pretty hectic when I get back. The announcement should be very soon now.’

The joining of the two firms had been rumbling on for longer even than the Locatelli divorce, but she knew the deal was now at the sharp end. In a week or two, Bette’s life would change forever. She’d finally have achieved what she’d always wanted – full partnership in a successful law firm – and she was still four years off her fortieth birthday. That’s what focus and hard work got you.

She went to her desk and looked at the list of calls that Oliver had taken for her while she’d been occupied with the Locatellis. There was nothing that couldn’t wait, except—

14.51, call from Sophia Crowdie. Message reads: Hello, darling. We’re wondering when you’re going to get here. Please call when you can. I’m at home.

There was that word again. Home. Bette knew her mother was in Scotland, at the farm. She wondered how it had been for Sophia Crowdie to return to the place she had raised her children – although, of course, it wasn’t the first time in the years that she’d split from Bern. The funeral was tomorrow, and maybe Bette herself should have been there earlier, but there was no way she could leave before closing the Locatelli divorce. It had been so close to conclusion – prevarication would have looked terrible, especially with the merger and her ascendance to partner so close. Besides, the less time she had to spend at the farm the better. She’d return her mother’s call later, Bette decided, when she was on her way to the airport.

‘You should get a confirmation of that flight in a minute!’ Oliver called from his desk.

‘Thanks!’

Bette glanced at her reflection in the window behind her desk. There was a slight kink to the ends of her short bobbed hair, the annoying and unruly curl she expended so much energy forcing into submission beginning to fight back. Her make-up remained sharp, though, the discreet hint of eyeshadow in the creases below her neat brows still doing good work of highlighting her dark eyes. Bette looked exactly as she wanted to look – in control, efficient.

Her phone beeped in her hand. Bette looked at the screen as an email confirmation of the flight Oliver had booked for her popped up on her screen. Seeing the destination made her heart pulse. She couldn’t think of anywhere she wanted to go less right now than Crowdie farm, above Lunan Bay, Arbroath, Scotland.




Chapter Four

Bette woke early the next morning from a nightmare she hadn’t had for years. It had rolled her into a black fug of fear, tied her up and tossed her about for a while before allowing her to wake, and so when she did the sheets were tangled and damp with sweat. It took several seconds for her to remember that she was in a hotel at Aberdeen airport, where she had landed on the last flight from Heathrow the previous night. She lay breathing hard, staring at the ceiling, frustrated to feel the familiar, aching void that was always left in the wake of that particular dream. She hated the way it made her feel so helpless.

She checked her phone, which was still open on the text of the eulogy for her father that she had fallen asleep reading late the night before. Nina had sent it to her days ago, asking if there was anything Bette had wanted to add, but it had been too painful for Bette to read. She had known she was going to have to be on top form for Locatelli that day, and couldn’t deal with both. Bette had told her sister she had no time but was sure whatever Nina had chosen to put in would be perfect. She had received no reply to that message, and indeed that was the last time they had communicated since their father’s death aside from the curt instruction to not let their mother down. Bette was sure that Nina was irked, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Not today.

She got out of bed, showered and dressed in her best black suit, the jacket worn over a crisp white silk shirt. As she buttoned this up Bette thought again about the nightmare. She hadn’t had it for ages, but wasn’t surprised it had returned now. It always resurfaced in times of stress, of which returning to the place she’d grown up was top of the list of causes. In fact, the last time she’d had it had been the last time she’d come home for a visit, pre-COVID. Before Nina, good and dutiful daughter that she was, had moved back home to take on the farm in a way that Bette had spent her life trying to avoid.

She was on the road in a hired car by a little after 8am, taking the A90 south from the city with a passable coffee in one hand and wearing a pair of sunglasses to mask the shadows of her unsettled night. Bette had contemplated going straight to the funeral rather than heading to the farm first, but had decided that she didn’t want what was sure to be an emotional reunion – one way or another – with her sister to take place in front of a ton of people she either barely knew, didn’t know at all or couldn’t remember. Bern Crowdie had been a popular man in his long life and the event of his funeral would surely bring many of those friends together.

Besides, Bette wanted to see her mum. She’d not seen Sophia since a brief weekend trip she had taken to Naples back at Easter, where their mother was now living with her new partner. He was rather young, in Bette’s opinion, it would never last, but then what did – and if it made her happy, so what?

The Crowdie farm was tucked away on the way to Dundee, above a small seaside town called Barton Mill. Once the A90 reached Stonehaven she would have to leave it for the smaller coastal A92, a journey that wouldn’t take much more than an hour.

The sun was strong as she drove, the small towns and fields that stretched either side of the roads once she left the city verdant in the warmth of a late Scottish summer. Bette passed more than one roadside stall selling strawberries, some of the wares of the large soft fruit producers that thronged this area of the country. Beyond Stonehaven her eye was drawn to the dramatic hulk of Dunnottar Castle. In the Saturday morning light it crouched as a huge silhouette over the waters of the North Sea on the promontory it had occupied since the Middle Ages.

Bette tucked a short strand of hair behind her ear and drove on, down through the small town of Montrose, where she had gone to school, and across the estuary of the South Esk. By the time she reached the final turning that would take her up to her childhood home, Bette had steeled herself for the familiar route. This road and what bordered it were seared into her memory. After all, she had walked home every day come rain or shine from where the school bus would drop her off at the end of the lane. The road was shared by two farms, theirs and the Bronaghs’, and often Bette would end up with Nina trailing along behind her. She had resented the responsibility of looking after her ‘baby’ sister but hadn’t had much say in the matter. Then, of course, there were the later trips up this road when she was a little older, being dropped off after a night out, or driving herself once she had passed her test.

But no, she wouldn’t think about those nights, or the person who had sat beside her on those particular journeys, however sharp his young face still was in her memory, especially after the nightmare that had woken her that morning.

Bette drove on, passing the undulating field on her right that led right up to the farmhouse. It was a large building of two storeys and a full-length attic with windows that as a child she would sequester herself beside in order to watch storms rolling onto shore. To the rear of the house would be a yard laid in concrete that she had walked across each morning to feed the chickens and the goats, a task that had always been Bette’s responsibility. The yard connected the farm buildings together around a sort of courtyard that featured, besides the house itself, an open-fronted Dutch barn where the tractor and attendant equipment was kept, a milking parlour and a dairy. Beyond this little knot of structures was the strawberry patch and then more pasture, persisting all the way to the cliffs. Bette wondered what effect the erosion of two decades would have wrought on those unfettered edges. She and Nina had grown up with the mantra that they must never go near the cliffs echoing in their ears.

As the house came into view Bette slowed, the tarmac turning into a sea of toffee-coloured gravel that curved in front to the main entrance, while the tarmac track continued past the building towards the rear and the farmyard beyond. The gravel had been where guests would park – the only time the front door, protected from the Scottish wind and rain by a wooden, steepled porch, would be used. Family and close friends that might as well be family always used the back. Which was Bette now, she wondered? Technically family, obviously, but she wondered quite how her return would be received. After another moment of hesitation, she drove around the side of the house and into the farmyard, parking beside the farm’s old Land Rover and a battered, red two-door Fiat – Nina’s, presumably.

Getting out of the car, Bette half-expected her arrival to prompt someone to appear in the kitchen doorway, which was standing propped open by an untidy pile of shoes that were spilling over the threshold and onto the old stone step. There was no sign of anyone, although the old farmhouse kitchen had always been the place where everyone congregated when Bette had been young. As she thought this, she became aware of a sound. It was the burble of voices accompanied by music and sound effects – a television was playing inside. As she got closer she identified the sound as children’s cartoons. Of course, she thought. Her nephew, Barnaby. Nina’s son, whom Bette had only met twice. How old would he be now? Eight? Ten? Until she had tasked Oliver with keeping the date Bette had consistently forgotten the little boy’s birthday, which she could acknowledge was one legitimate reason for her sister’s persistent annoyance with her.

She stepped over the discarded shoes and pushed open the door further to go inside. There was no one in the kitchen, the sight of which caused another visceral reaction in the pit of Bette’s stomach. It looked almost exactly as it had when she had lived here almost twenty years before, except that the old cathode ray television that had always stood on castors at the far end of the room had been replaced by a large flat-screen version affixed to the wall. It was the source of the noise, playing something so colourful and frenetic that it was virtually an acid trip, though there was no one watching it.

Bette suspected that the television was the only really significant change in the décor of her old home. Everything else seemed untouched, including the old sofa with large, sagging brown leather cushions and two huge matching armchairs. One was covered by an old crocheted blanket that jogged something anew in Bette’s memory – it had been made by her grandmother, Jean. On the worn stripped-pine floor between the sofa and the television was a low-slung coffee table that might have been a slightly newer addition, though Bette couldn’t be sure. On top of this was a slice of jammy, half-eaten toast (no plate) and a scattering of Lego bricks. There was no sign of anyone. It was as if the Marie Celeste as commanded by a crew of five-year-olds had run aground amid the stormy seas of Saturday morning children’s programming.

‘Rrrraaaaaarrrrrgggggghhhhhhh!’

The childish bellow was accompanied by a volley of frantic barks and both made Bette jump despite the loud volume of the TV. She spun around to see a feral pint-sized figure wearing a black mask and cape over a matching black jumper and sweatpants. It was wielding a flashing lightsaber in one hand and there was a small collie dog at its side. Both came charging towards her from the corridor that led to the rest of the house.

‘Intruder!’ The child yelled, leaping onto the sofa in front of Bette and waving the toy in her face, missing her nose by millimetres while the dog bounced in place, still barking. ‘Go away!’

‘Barnaby?’ Bette asked, taking a step back and raising both hands.

‘That’s not my name!’ The kid shrieked, swishing the toy sword at her again. ‘You’re not allowed in here! Intruder!’

‘Stop that!’ Bette grabbed the lightsaber before it really did hit her, pulling it out of her nephew’s hands – because it had to be Barnaby, nothing else made sense. ‘Barnaby, my name is Bette. I’m your aunt. Your mum’s sister. Calm down, for goodness’s sake!’

At the loss of his weapon the boy screamed. ‘Help! Help! Mum! Mummy!’

‘Barnaby—’

Bette went to reach for him but the dog leapt between them, teeth bared, and for the first time Bette thought it might actually go for her.

The back door of the farmhouse crashed open hard enough to hit the wall inside with a loud bang. Bette spun around to see a young woman with olive skin, a mass of dark curly hair and fiery dark eyes storming towards her. For a strange moment Bette though it was her mother, young again, but no, because in the next second her mother appeared in the doorway too.

‘Nina!’ Bette exclaimed, still holding the lightsaber. ‘Mum!’

The miniature superhero was hauled into her younger sister’s arms as Nina looked over Barnaby’s head with an angry, defiant look that hadn’t changed since she was five years old herself.

‘Seriously?’ Nina said. ‘You finally bother to turn up here the morning of Dad’s funeral and the first thing you do is traumatize a child?’

‘Me?’ Bette spluttered. ‘All I did was walk in and your little hooligan attacked me!’

‘Oh yeah,’ Nina said, indicating the flimsy plastic sword with contempt. ‘You barely got away with your life, there. Good job.’

‘Girls,’ said Sophia Crowdie, coming further into the room and reaching for the TV remote, clicking it off. In the resulting quiet Bette could hear Barnaby whimpering into his mother’s neck. The collie was sitting at Nina’s feet, anxious eyes fixed on the crying child. ‘Now let’s all just take a breath, shall we?’

‘She can take a breath,’ Nina said, jerking her chin at Bette before turning on her heel, still carrying the boy as she stalked back out into the farmyard, the dog glued to her side. ‘I’ve got work to do.’




Chapter Five

‘It’s all right,’ Nina said, as she carried Barnaby out of the kitchen and into the farmyard. It was only just after nine o‘clock, but the August sun was already hot. ‘That’s your Auntie Bette. Mummy’s sister. You were just a baby the last time you saw her.’

‘She stole my lightsaber,’ he mumbled, his words lost against Nina’s shoulder and the sound of a car engine as Cam’s silver Hi-Lux pulled into the yard.

‘She’ll give it back,’ Nina said, hugging him tighter. ‘I think you scared her as much as she scared you.’

‘Everything okay?’ Cam asked, climbing out of the truck.

‘Fine,’ Nina said, ‘except for the fact that my sister’s finally turned up. She and Barney—’

‘Best Barnaby Barnacle.’

‘—Best Barnaby Barnacle gave each other a bit of a fright.’

‘Anything I can do?’ Cam asked, ruffling Barnaby’s hair as Nina put him down. He was already dressed for the funeral, Nina noticed, in a dark grey suit she’d never seen him in before. He’d left the first two buttons of the shirt open, but she could see a black tie rolled up in his top pocket. Nina looked down at herself in comparison, dressed in dirty old jeans and a grimy striped T-shirt. Her nails were caked in dirt.

‘Mum and I just finished picking the strawberry order for Merson’s. Jen will be here at any minute to collect them for the grocery. They’re still in the polytunnel – they’re in punnets but they need boxing.’

‘I’m on it,’ Cam said, and then looked at Barnaby. ‘Hey, superhero. Seems we’ve got an emergency. Can I rely on Best Barnaby Barnacle to spring into action?’

The boy nodded vigorously. ‘I know exactly what to do,’ he said. ‘Follow me!’

Nina watched as he and Limpet took off in the direction of the polytunnel behind the barn, relieved that the upset with Bette seemed to be forgotten. It was going to be an emotional enough day for them all as it was. Nina already felt tired, wrung out in a way her body usually saved for the end of the day. She hadn’t slept much.

‘You go ahead and do what you need to do,’ Cam said, heading after Barnaby, who had already vanished around the side of the barn. ‘I’ll keep him occupied.’

‘Thanks, Cam.’

He lifted one hand in a cheerful wave as he went. For the millionth time Nina wondered what she’d do without him.

She went back inside to find that Sophia had put the kettle on. The sound of boiling water filled the kitchen. The way the two women were standing, so close together, surprised her. She’d never thought of Bette as being willing to be in close proximity to anyone. When Nina thought of her sister, she always imagined her at a distance – from everywhere and everything, an unreachable island in a rushing stream. Bette Crowdie, to her knowledge, never let anyone close, either physically or emotionally. She assumed her sister had friends and partners down there in London, but no one significant enough to tell her family about, or that seemed to last for long.

Bette looked up as Nina came in. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, an apology that surprised Nina even more, both for the fact that it existed at all and was apparently genuine. ‘I didn’t mean to scare him. He didn’t know who I was.’

‘Well,’ Nina said, ‘that’s not really surprising, is it?’

‘Nina,’ her mum cautioned, her back still turned as she filled the old teapot. ‘Let’s not argue. Not today.’

Nina shrugged. ‘Fine. Talk to him later, maybe without yelling. And apologize for stealing his lightsaber. That might help.’

A flicker of annoyance crossed Bette’s face. ‘I didn’t steal it. He nearly took my eye out with it! And that dog—’

‘Girls,’ her mother said in warning, interrupting before Nina could retort. ‘Nina, do you want tea?’

‘No,’ Nina said. ‘I’ve still got too much to do. I need to get showered and changed and then I need to go over to the village hall to make sure the catering’s sorted for the wake, and on the way there I have to deliver the order of service to the chapel of rest so they can give them out as people arrive.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’ Bette asked.

Nina stared at her. ‘Is there anything you can do three hours before a funeral you’ve had absolutely zero hand in organizing up until this point? No, Bette, there isn’t. You put your feet up and have a nice cup of tea so you can recover from your strenuous journey into the boondocks. I know just making that effort was a nightmare for you.’

She walked out of the kitchen, leaving a silence behind her as heavy as lead.



The funeral went well, or at least as well as these things can. The service was packed with Bern’s many friends. Afterwards most of them came to the wake to tell stories of the man they remembered, some as far back as their school days, sixty or more years before. The place won’t be the same without him, they said, and Bern Crowdie was one of a kind. Nina cried and laughed, holding Barnaby, her boy bewildered by the whole event. Bette was calm throughout. Nina wondered whether she was employing some lawyerly trick to disguise her emotions or whether her sister did not in fact have any to display. She was probably counting the minutes until she could leave, and Nina wondered when Bette’s flight back was. Tonight? That afternoon even, perhaps. Maybe she’d even go straight to the airport from the wake once it was over. Nina knew for sure she wouldn’t want to stick around for longer than absolutely necessary. It was sad, but Nina was relieved. Life was just easier when they were further apart. They had absolutely nothing in common. Perhaps it was as simple as the age gap being too great. Bette had spent a decade being the only child before Nina, whom she had never seen as anything other than a sheer annoyance, came along. Perhaps there was never going to be a way to bridge that. Nina wished she’d been able to understand that when she was little. It would have saved her a lot of wishing and disappointment.

Once the wake had wound down, though, and the guests had begun to make their departures, Sophia revealed other ideas.

‘You’ll come back to the house with us, won’t you?’ she asked Bette. ‘You’ll stay with us until Monday night? I’m here until then and we all have so much catching up to do.’

‘Mum!’ Nina said, a little more sharply than she’d intended.

Her mother gave her a steady look. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘Have you forgotten that the will is being read on Monday? Bette should be there.’

Nina looked at Bette. ‘Do you want to be there?’

‘I don’t want anything about this weekend,’ her sister said, with a studied patience that just infuriated Nina more. ‘But Mum called me last week and asked me to come with you both to the solicitor. It’s just a formality, anyway, isn’t it? We both know
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