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Chapter One

Nadia Kumar was too busy catching her breath to notice the unlocked door. The white stone cottage had loomed up on them as the three visitors stepped off the concrete of the funicular railway and made their way into the compound. Nadia had been focused on her feet most of the way up, trying not to drop the crate of beer she and Adam Cartwright were carrying between them. This really is the middle of nowhere, she thought, not without some pleasure, as they moved across to the front door of the cottage and carefully lowered the crate.

Adam was looking rather windswept in a woolly hat and thick jacket, his thin, freckled face red with exertion. He was something of a beanpole, underneath all that clothing, but you couldn’t see it just now with that heavy rucksack on his back. He took a moment to recover himself and then gestured to the house. ‘So, what do you think? Not bad for five hundred pounds a night!’

The cottage was a two storey affair in rough white stone. It had wooden framed windows and a wide, sloping roof.

‘If it’s got four walls to keep the wind out, that’ll do me.’ Nadia laughed. She pulled her scarf tightly around her neck. It was freezing out here. ‘You wouldn’t think it was July, would you?’ Nadia had never been much good with the cold. She had grown up in Dubai, where the temperature rarely dropped below twenty-five degrees. But at least the low stone wall protected them a little from the bitter wind.

‘I did tell you. There’s no such thing as sunshine in this part of the world.’

Nadia grinned and slowly pulled off her rucksack. It was a relief to get shot of it. She slid a hand into her pocket and dug out her mobile phone. She couldn’t resist taking a photograph. Our new home, for one weekend only.

Adam was standing by the door. He stuck his tongue out at her as she raised the camera, but then relented and adopted a suitably cheesy grin. Nadia crouched down, trying to get in as much of the cottage as she could. Adam struggled to maintain his smile while she fiddled with the framing. Finally, she tapped the screen and then flipped the phone around and showed him the results.

‘God, I look old.’ Adam grimaced.

‘Rubbish. You don’t look a day over a hundred and three.’ Actually, at forty-one Adam was a year younger than she was. They were an odd looking pair, she thought. He was six feet tall, ginger and as skinny as a broom handle, she was five feet one, dark haired and a little on the plump side. ‘That woolly hat really suits you,’ she said. ‘Very chic.’ Adam stuck his tongue out again. She glanced down at her phone. ‘I’m going to send this to Suzy. Let her know what she’s letting herself in for.’ Suzy was one of the others who would be staying here this weekend.

Adam sucked in his cheeks as she tapped at the screen. ‘You won’t get a signal out here. Didn’t you read the small print? We’re miles from anywhere.’

The place was certainly isolated. Flaxton Isle was a desolate chunk of rock some miles off the coast of Scotland. It was covered mostly in grass. The only signs of habitation, apart from the cottage, were the ruins of a small chapel and the outline of an old railway track snaking down to the landing stage on the east side. And, of course, the lighthouse.

Nadia gazed up at the great stone tower. She had seen the photos on the booking website, but it was far more impressive in the flesh. The lighthouse was about twenty five metres tall, a long, thin tower made from the same white stone as the cottage. A glass-ringed lamp room protruded out from the top. The tower was connected to the cottage by a narrow corridor and the entire complex was surrounded by a rather basic stone wall. The compound itself was the only bit of flat land on the island.

Nadia took another photo and then returned the phone to her pocket. Adam was crouching down, fiddling with his rucksack, and Nadia took a moment to catch her breath. She had always considered herself a practical sort, but struggling up here from the landing stage with that crate of beer – not to mention the rucksack – had certainly knocked the wind out of her. The path was ridiculously steep. There was a rough handrail up the side of the cliff, but that was not much use when you were carrying a crate of alcohol. I’m glad we didn’t have to drag all the luggage up ourselves. A couple of rugged looking sailors were even now dumping the rest of the supplies at the top of the cliff, about a hundred metres from the compound.

They had brought quite a lot of stuff just for two and a half days, she thought. The food alone filled two small crates.

The owner of the cottage, Jim Peterson, had met up with them that morning after breakfast. They had stayed the previous night in a B&B in Stornoway, on the Isle of Lewis. Peterson had organised the boat. He seemed a decent enough guy; good humoured if a little taciturn. He had come with them to the island and carried a fair chunk of their supplies up the slippery steps from the landing stage. He’d arrived at the compound ahead of them and had quickly disappeared inside the cottage.

Adam saw a shadow flitting past one of the windows. ‘Everything all right?’ he shouted through.

‘Aye, I think so.’ Peterson’s voice was a deep grumble. He was a thick set man in his early fifties with a ruddy face and thinning hair. ‘But I could have sworn this door was locked when I left it.’ His head popped out through the gap. The door had apparently been wide open when he had first arrived.

‘Probably just the wind,’ Nadia thought, adjusting her gloves and shivering at the cold.

‘Not if it was locked,’ Peterson muttered darkly.

Adam gazed out, beyond the compound, at the rough, sloping grassland. ‘I can’t imagine you’d get many burglars out here,’ he said. The island was not exactly easy to access. The northern cliffs were a good eighty metres above the level of the sea and even to the south, on the opposite side of the island, they were a good thirty metres high.

‘It could have been an animal, I suppose,’ Peterson said. ‘Nothing seems to have been touched anyway.’ He dismissed the matter from his mind. ‘Come in, the pair of you. Make yourself at home.’ He stepped back and gestured for them to follow him inside.

Nadia picked up her rucksack and exchanged an excited grin with Adam. He bowed theatrically and indicated for her to go first.

The hallway was light but functional with a polished wooden floor and white-washed walls. The lighthouse was off to the left, accessed by a heavy wooden door. A small sign declared it “For Authorised Personnel Only”. That was a shame, Nadia thought. Peterson owned the cottage but the tower belonged to the Northern Lighthouse Board. The building was off-limits to visitors.

They moved right, past an elaborate spiral staircase. ‘Hey, I didn’t think the cottage would have one of those!’ Nadia had presumed that sort of thing would be reserved for the tower. They moved into the lounge and she dumped her bag on the floor, while Adam pulled off his hat.

It was a bright, cheerful room, a pleasing mix of styles. The floor was the same light polished wood as the hallway but a carpet was laid out across it, in front of a wide stone fireplace. There was a comfortable looking sofa and a couple of armchairs. ‘It looks brand new!’ Nadia said. There were radiators on the walls and a television set in the corner. Most importantly, the place was warm. Nadia grinned and slowly unwound her scarf. Adam was busily disentangling himself from his rucksack.

‘It’s just been refurbished,’ Peterson explained proudly. ‘Cost a pretty penny, I can tell you. You’re the first ones to see it.’

Nadia smiled. ‘I wasn’t even sure we would have electricity.’

Adam rolled his eyes. ‘What, you didn’t notice the solar panels outside?’ The far side of the cottage was covered in the things.

‘I haven’t seen anything except my feet for the last twenty minutes. This is really lovely, Mr Peterson. The photographs don’t do it justice.’

‘Jim, please.’ The owner stood back. ‘Well, you have a look round. Make yourself at home. That’s the master bedroom over there.’ He gestured to a light panelled door. ‘The head keeper’s room, as was. The second bedroom is in the far corner and there’s another one at the back over there. The bathroom you’ve seen already.’ They had passed that in the hallway. ‘The kitchen’s on the first floor and the dining room too. I might just pop up there and have a quick look at that.’ He scratched his chin. The matter of that unlocked door was still troubling him.

Nadia unbuttoned her coat as he left.

Adam moved across to the master bedroom. ‘Very plush,’ he said, peering through the door. The room had the same white walls and light wooden panelling as the rest of the house. There were two windows, facing eastward, and a rather impressive double bed. ‘That’ll have to be for Liam and Suzy,’ Adam suggested.

Nadia skipped past him and sat down on the bed. The mattress was soft and springy beneath her. ‘That’s really comfortable.’ Adam came and sat next to her. She smiled across at him. ‘This was such a good idea.’

‘You think they’ll like it?’

‘I think they’ll love it,’ Nadia assured him. Despite the confident image Adam liked to present to the world, he was a born worrier. He had gone to a great deal of trouble to organise things this weekend. If it was a disaster, he would blame himself. ‘It’s a step up from that castle, anyway,’ she added mischievously.

That was where they had held the last reunion, ten years ago. God, was it really ten years? She shuddered at the thought. How time flies. It had been really cold then too, in North Wales, but it had certainly been a memorable weekend. For all the wrong reasons, she thought, with a grin.

‘I suppose we ought to grab the rest of the luggage,’ Adam suggested. ‘Get the food in the fridge.’

Nadia slapped her hands down on her lap. ‘No rest for the wicked,’ she agreed, pulling herself up. It would be nice to get everything unpacked before the rest of the gang turned up. ‘This is going to be such a laugh,’ she said again, as the two of them moved back into the living room.

Adam poked his head into the second bedroom. ‘This one’s a twin,’ he called out. ‘Jill can go in here and we can put the two lads in the far bedroom.’ That would take care of most of the group.

‘I suppose I ought to share with Jill,’ Nadia said. That would be a laugh. Jill Clarke was the lunatic of the bunch. She could drink any one of them under the table, even John Menhenick. ‘Are you sure she’s going to be all right, with John here?’ Jill and John had been married at the time of the last reunion but they were now divorced.

‘Well, let’s hope so,’ Adam said, grabbing his woolly hat from the sofa. ‘I did ask them and they both seemed fine about it. Keen to catch up with the rest of us. And John’s got a new girl now anyway. We can keep them at arm’s length. There’s another couple of bedrooms upstairs.’ He gestured vaguely at the ceiling. ‘A twin and a double, if I remember rightly. So you don’t have to share with Jill. It might be easier sleeping upstairs, if you’re planning on staying up late. Oh, I thought I might leave the double room free, though. Just in case anyone gets really drunk.’

Nadia chuckled, catching his drift. Not everyone had stuck to their allotted bedrooms the last time around. ‘I think we’re all getting a bit old for bed hopping.’

Adam disagreed. ‘You’re never too old to behave disgracefully.’

‘Well, you should know.’ She laughed. ‘You’ll be drawing out your pension any time now.’

‘You before me! Come on, we’d better get that beer inside first.’

They met Peterson coming down the stairs as they made their way back to the front door. ‘Everything all right?’ Nadia asked him.

‘Yes, it looks to be.’ He managed a brief smile. ‘No sign of anything amiss. I must be getting paranoid. I might open up the tower for a minute, though, just to be on the safe side.’

Nadia’s eyes lit up. ‘The lighthouse?’ He nodded. ‘Ooh, can I come and have a look? I’ve always wanted to climb up the inside of a lighthouse.’

Peterson hesitated. ‘Ah. Strictly speaking, the tower is out of bounds, even to me. Although I do have a key in case of emergencies.’

Nadia grinned mischievously. ‘I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.’

He bit his lip. ‘I suppose I could stretch a point, if you promise to behave yourself.’

Adam was hovering by the front door. ‘Not much chance of that,’ he said.

‘No, I mean, you’ll have to be careful on the stairs.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Nadia said. ‘I’ve had a lot of practise today. I shall watch every step.’

‘Well. All right then. Just a quick look.’

Adam made a pretence of being annoyed. ‘So I’ll just collect all the food by myself then, shall I?’

‘Yes, if you would.’ Nadia laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll only be a few minutes.’

Peterson had already pulled out a key and was moving across to the far door. It opened with a pleasing creak. Adam disappeared into the wind to grab the beer from outside while Nadia followed the other man into the base of the lighthouse.

It was bigger than she expected. There were a couple of small windows but even with the addition of an electric light, which Peterson flicked on, the place was rather dim looking. A few crates were piled up in one corner and there was a clatter of equipment. Almost a third of the room was taken up with an enormous generator, which looked as if it hadn’t been used in decades. There were a couple of store cupboards as well and some shelves laden with bric-a-brac. ‘How long has it been, since the lighthouse was manned?’ Nadia asked.

Peterson scratched an earlobe. ‘About forty-five years, give or take. The place was automated back in the seventies, but the lighthouse itself was built well over a century ago.’ The spiral staircase certainly had a Victorian feel to it; a mesh of metal steps swirling up into the heavens. It was just like Nadia had imagined. ‘1906, in point of fact,’ Peterson added. He nodded towards the handrail as she moved towards the stairs. ‘Be careful with your footing. We’re a long way from a hospital out here.’

‘At least these steps aren’t slippy.’ Nadia grabbed the rail and placed a foot on the lowest stair. Any tiredness she’d felt had now all but evaporated. She loved seeing new things. It had been the same last time, at that castle in Wales. She had spent hours exploring the battlements. Even as a little girl, she would be the one scrabbling over the next sand dune or climbing the neighbour’s fence. Her father had always teased her about it, saying how unladylike she was, but she hadn’t cared.

Her parents had been born in India but Nadia had grown up in Dubai before coming to England to study. That was where she had met Adam and her other friends. She had lived in Britain for some years after that and married another Englishman, Richard Gillespie. Eventually, she had returned to Dubai and now they had started a family. But she had never lost her inquisitive streak. She didn’t have the most athletic of bodies – not like Adam, who could eat like a horse and never put on a single pound – but she was never one for sitting around if there was some exploring to be done. Even if it was just a white stone tower.

The lighthouse had four storeys in all: the ground, two side rooms and the lamp at the top. Nadia stopped at the curve on the first floor and peered at the closed door. ‘Is that a storeroom?’ she asked.

‘That’s right. And a spare bunk for the keepers too, in the early days.’ Normally, of course, the three man crew would have slept in the cottage. ‘If there was a fog, someone would need to be up here all night, blowing the horn,’ he explained.

‘How did they keep in contact with the mainland?’

‘By semaphore, to begin with.’

Nadia boggled. ‘What, flags?’

‘Aye. On a good day, you can just about see the tower from the Isle of Lewis. They had a telescope trained on the island. And then came radio, of course.’ He gestured for her to continue up the stairs. ‘And we’ve got a satellite phone now, in the kitchen, which you’re welcome to use. But I’m thinking it’s the lamp room you really want to see.’

He was not wrong there. Nadia all but skipped up the last few steps and then emerged happily into the glass walled room at the top of the tower. A huge central column dominated the space. Inside it was the lamp itself. Nadia took out her phone and began to take a few photos.

‘It’s an old-fashioned acetylene lamp,’ Peterson explained. ‘One of the last ones in operation. It comes on shortly before sunset each evening and sweeps around once every thirty seconds. That’s four flashes a minute.’

‘How far does the light travel?’

‘Oh, a good twenty miles or so. You can see it from Lewis on a clear night.’

‘And it’s all automatic?’

‘It runs itself. The board sends a boat out every three months and there’s a proper inspection once a year, to make sure the equipment is in good working order. Otherwise, it’s left to its own devices.’

Outside the glass bubble there was a small balcony, a walkway surrounding the lamp room, made of the same meshed metal as the stairs. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting to take a look at the view,’ Peterson guessed. A glass door granted easy access to the balcony.

‘If that’s all right. I will be very careful.’

The man considered for a moment. ‘Well, all right.’ He slid back the door. He probably felt obliged to be accommodating. We’re his first paying guests. ‘But do watch yourself,’ he warned. ‘It’s quite windy out there.’

Nadia stepped tentatively outside. The wind certainly was strong. For all the fences she had climbed as a child, she had never had a particularly good head for heights. But she had no intention of looking down and there was at least a protective rail running around the edge of the balcony. She turned back to the owner and handed him her phone. ‘Would you mind?’

Peterson took the mobile without comment. ‘I wouldn’t lean too hard against that,’ he said, as she positioned herself with her back to the railings. ‘That’s part of the original fittings. I’m not sure it’ll take too much pressure.’

Nadia pulled herself upright and gave her best smile as Peterson tapped the screen. That taken care of, she swivelled around and gazed out to sea. That must be east, I think. She screwed her eyes up and was pleased to make out the Isle of Lewis in the distance. Somewhere over there, in the next couple of hours, the rest of her friends would be gathering.

––––––––

John Menhenick was not impressed, peering through the plastic windows of the boat at the barren lump of rock ahead of them. ‘Adam should have booked a hotel on the moon,’ he said, leaning back in his seat and glancing at the blonde woman sitting next to him. ‘It would have been easier to get there.’

Suzy Heigl laughed. ‘I think you may be exaggerating a teeny bit.’

A special boat had been chartered to carry them out to the island. There was no ferry service from Lewis to Flaxton Isle and the craft Adam had arranged for them was a pretty rudimentary affair. Three rows of plastic seats under a covered roof with see-through sheeting either side to protect them from the spray. Not exactly travelling in style, though it was by no means the worst form of transport they had endured.

‘I’m telling you,’ John said. ‘In the last twenty four hours, I’ve been in a taxi, a train, a bus and then an aeroplane from Manchester. And now this. Talk about trains, planes and automobiles.’ He chuckled. ‘I just need a pair of bloody roller skates and I’ll have the complete set.’ John was a stocky, bald man with a broad smile and a heavy Romford accent. ‘It’s all right for Adam. He lives in this part of the world. He don’t appreciate what the rest of us have to go through. All the hassle and the expense.’ That last was a genuine sore point. They had all chipped in for the cottage and the food, but the transport costs had nearly doubled their outlay; and John was not exactly rolling in it these days.

‘You only came from London,’ Suzy pointed out. ‘Nadia had to fly all the way from Dubai.’

‘Yeah, but her husband’s loaded.’ He waved a hand airily above his head. ‘She probably flew in by private jet.’

Suzy laughed again. It was a light, pleasing chirrup. She was a great girl, Suzy. Blonde, blue eyed and as mad as a box of frogs. It had been a while since they had last met up but they kept in touch online. She was into all kinds of New Age bollocks. Vegetarian too. She’d done well on it, though. As slim as anything in her early forties but with a few nice curves.

They had met up on the quayside a couple of hours ago. Suzy’s husband had been there with John’s ex-wife Jill and their other friend Twinkle. John had been less happy to see Jill Clarke, but they had greeted each other politely. Well, they had exchanged good-natured insults, which amounted to the same thing. The five of them had gone for a drink together in a local café before boarding the ferry. The boat master had come to collect them. The others had decided to sit at the back of the vehicle, like kids on a school trip, but Suzy wanted to be up front, so she could see the island as they approached it. John sat next to her and at last they were able to have a proper catch up, away from prying ears.

‘I have missed you,’ Suzy said, placing a hand on his arm.

‘Careful!’ He gave her a wink ‘Your husband might see.’ Liam Heigl was sitting two rows behind them.

‘Stop it!’ she said. But she kept her hand exactly where it was. ‘So did you stay with Twinkle last night?’

‘Yeah, in Manchester.’ Twinkle – their old mate Derek Fonteyn – was the fifth member of the group. He was sitting at the back with Liam and Jill. ‘He hasn’t changed. We got the flight out together this morning.’

‘I love Twinkle. He’s so sweet.’

‘Not the liveliest of conversationalists,’ John lamented. He’d had his work cut out keeping the chat going last night. Twinkle still lived with his mum in a semi-detached in Rusholme, not far from Manchester city centre. She had kept out of the way last night, thank god, while they had stayed up drinking. ‘Still hasn’t found himself a girl. Mind you, with a face like his, that’s hardly surprising.’ The poor bloke. Talk about lop-sided. One eye was a good half inch lower than the other. ‘Blimey, you wouldn’t want to wake up next to that in the morning.’

‘You’re so cruel,’ Suzy said, trying not to laugh. ‘It’s what’s inside that counts.’

‘Yeah, that’s what everyone says. But we all judge by the cover. You know we do.’

‘At least he’s not gone bald!’ Suzy teased, stroking the side of John’s head in apparent wonder. ‘What happened to your hair?’

John rolled his eyes. ‘It was starting to disappear anyway. I thought I might as well go the whole hog.’

‘It makes you look like a bouncer.’ She chuckled.

‘Some people go for the rugged look. It works for me anyway.’

Suzy was not convinced. ‘You’ve found yourself a new girl?’

‘Yeah, Jennifer.’ They had been going out for about a year now. Great looking bird, but boy did she know how to talk. ‘I sent you a photo, didn’t I?’

‘Yes. She looks about half your age! I’m glad you’ve....moved on.’ Suzy glanced briefly back to the rear of the boat. ‘I was so sad when...when things didn’t work out with you and Jill.’

John didn’t really want to talk about that. ‘I should never have married her. Silly bitch. I love the kids to death, but they’re the only good thing that came out of that marriage.’ The two of them had divorced some years ago now and John had become a weekend dad, taking the kids off to the cinema or wherever, when he could afford it. Money was a bit tight right now. John had his own business, a small garage in Peckham, but it wasn’t doing well. The cost of this reunion had been a bit of a stretch. Adam had been decent about it, letting him pay what he could. Otherwise he might not have been able to come. He was glad that he had, though; even if it meant being nice to his ex-wife for the duration.

‘You promise to behave this weekend?’ Suzy said. ‘We don’t want any rows!’

‘Scouts honour, princess.’ He held up his fingers. ‘I’ll be like a little kitten.’ He gazed out of the window. The boat was churning up quite a surf. The whole vehicle was bouncing up and down as they hit the waves head on. It was worse than on the train. ‘So how are things going with you and Farmer Giles?’

Suzy’s husband had a distinct west country accent. ‘Don’t call him that!’ she said. Liam and Suzy had been married for almost fifteen years now. John had never liked the bloke. Sure, he was good looking, in a bland kind of way, but he didn’t have much else going for him. John couldn’t understand why Suzy had married him. A girl like that, beautiful and talented, she could have had anyone she wanted. ‘He’s such a good father,’ Suzy enthused. ‘You should see him with the kids.’

‘No regrets then?’

‘With Liam? No, none at all.’

Farmer Giles had not been at the last reunion in North Wales. He had had to go to a funeral. ‘You couldn’t stop him coming this weekend though?’ John teased. ‘He’s not going to let you out of his sight a second time!’ 

‘He’s one of the group,’ Suzy insisted. ‘He deserves to be here.’

John wasn’t so sure about that. ‘He doesn’t know what you got up to last time then?’

‘No, he doesn’t!’ She suppressed a laugh. ‘He can’t know. You must promise not to say a word. You know how jealous he can get. He has a fit if I even look at another man.’

John raised a finger to his mouth. ‘My lips are sealed, darling. What happened in Wales stays in Wales.’

Suzy sat back in her plastic seat. ‘It seems like a long time ago now,’ she said.

It had been the tenth anniversary of their graduation. Adam had arranged it all, of course. He was the self-appointed father of the group, and a right old bossy boots too. Typical ginger nut. He had booked a medieval castle in Wales and they had met up for three days of fun and frolics. Lots of games and lots of drinking. Actually, it had been a good laugh. And all the better because Liam hadn’t been there.

‘That’s why I’ve been so looking forward to this,’ Suzy said. ‘It’ll be so lovely to see everyone again. It’s a shame Samantha couldn’t make it.’

Ah, the elusive Samantha. ‘She’s too high and mighty for the likes of us,’ John suggested, ‘swanning around in Hollywood.’ Samantha Redmond was the big success story of their year. She was the one who had actually made it as an actress. She had hit the big time, since their last reunion, and was now a household name in America as well as the UK. She lived in LA these days and was a regular feature in the gossip columns on both sides of the Atlantic. You could barely open a paper without seeing her face somewhere. ‘Wouldn’t give us the time of day any more,’ John reckoned.

‘You used to say the same about me, when we first met.’

‘Yeah. Because your dad was loaded. I was only teasing, though.’

‘That’s all you ever do,’ Suzy said, with affection. ‘I had an email from her, though. Samantha. Wishing us well. She still keeps in touch with Twinkle. And Nadia.’ If Adam Cartwright was the dad of the group then Nadia was definitely the mum. ‘It will be so good to see her again. I haven’t seen Nadia in years. We’re going to have such a good time this weekend. I can feel it in my bones.’

‘Your little angel tell you that, did he?’ John asked slyly.

‘Don’t mock! Yes, he did.’

He chuckled. The daft cow. ‘You don’t still believe that rubbish?’

Suzy had made a big thing at university about the Guardian Angel she believed was watching over her. It was ridiculous. He would hover above her right shoulder and talk to her, apparently, offering her advice. ‘You only call it rubbish because you don’t understand it,’ she said. ‘We all have an angel looking after us. You just need to be able to hear him. Then everything will work out for you.’

‘Tell that to Twinkle.’ John laughed.

‘Oh, he’ll find someone. He has a soul mate out there somewhere. Everyone does. He’ll find her eventually.’

‘If he listens to his angel.’ John shook his head. The girl really was as mad as a fruitcake. ‘Mind you, you’ve done well enough on it, princess. I bought one of those books of yours for my daughter, last Christmas.’ Suzy made a living as a children’s author. ‘She can’t get enough of them. Doesn’t believe I know the girl what wrote them.’

Suzy beamed with pleasure. ‘I’ll have to sign a copy for her.’

‘She doesn’t like them that much.’

‘Oh, you!’ She punched him affectionately on the shoulder.

The books were pretty basic, from what John had seen of them. A boy, his cat and their Guardian Angel. Suzy had started out writing self-help books, but it was the children’s stories that had catapulted her into the big league. They sold by the bucket load. ‘So how does Farmer Giles feel, playing second fiddle to a successful author?’

‘Liam’s not second fiddle.’

‘You’re the one earning the loot. He’s just living off your immoral earnings. I suppose he must be used to it by now.’ Liam Heigl was a country boy at heart, from a rather modest background. Suzy’s parents had been as rich as sin and she had always been able to do anything she wanted. Liam had never quite got over not being the bread winner in the family.

‘He works very hard. He handles all the business side of things. He has a very logical brain.’

John chuckled. ‘Can’t think what he sees in you, then!’

‘I can think logically when I have to.’

‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’

She leaned in closely. ‘You won’t...you won’t say anything about last time? About what happened? We’ve never talked about it. He gets a little paranoid about that sort of thing.’

‘I told you, princess. My lips are sealed. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. You know that. You’re my Guardian Angel.’

‘Stop it!’ She thumped him gently again.

‘I’d do anything for you. You know that.’

Suzy eyed up her luggage, which was resting in front of the seats. ‘In that case, you can carry my suitcase up to the cottage. I hear it’s quite a steep climb.’

John grimaced theatrically. ‘Well, almost anything,’ he said.

––––––––

Jill Clarke lifted the two plastic carrier bags and placed them on the kitchen table. Nadia stifled a laugh as all the bottles clinked together.

Some people never change, she thought.

‘Four bottles of vodka. Three Bacardi. And a couple of bottles of tonic water for the wusses.’ The ones who didn’t want to drink their vodka neat. Jill grinned as she lifted the bottles out of the bags and lined them up on the worktop next to the kitchen sink.

‘You’ve certainly come prepared.’ Nadia smiled.

‘Not half.’ Jill grabbed a bottle of vodka and twisted the top. ‘You got any glasses?’ Nadia rolled her eyes but pulled open a cupboard.

Jill Clarke was a veritable force of nature. ‘Hiya, babes!’ she had screamed, from halfway up the cliff face, when Nadia had popped her head over the top fifteen minutes ago. ‘You’re looking gorgeous!’ It was a good five years since they had last seen each other but Jill had not changed a bit. She gave Nadia a hug as soon as she reached the top, temporarily discarding her luggage. ‘God, you haven’t aged a day. How do you do it?’

Nadia felt a little guilty, not being there to greet them all when the boat pulled up at the landing stage. She had lost track of time, there had been so much to do. Jim Peterson had left the island mid afternoon and that had given her and Adam barely two hours to unpack everything before the others arrived. Peterson had given them a set of keys to the cottage, which Adam took charge of, but the man himself would not be back until Monday morning. Nadia was preparing a bit of food in the kitchen when she heard the horn from the boat and Adam called up to say they had arrived. He raced on ahead, to help with the luggage, and by the time Nadia got to the top of the cliff her friends were already halfway up.

Nadia couldn’t help but smile, watching them all struggling on the slippery steps, without any help from the boat master, who was already making ready to depart. Once they’d got to the top, she was able to give Jill a hand with her luggage. The woman babbled away happily as they made their way across the island, giving Nadia barely any time to exchange a nod or hello with the others. Twinkle raised a shy hand, though, as they moved towards the compound.

As soon as she hit the cottage, Jill abandoned her suitcase and was straight up the stairs to the kitchen, where she was now unloading the booze. Nadia chuckled to herself as she watched her friend lining up the bottles. John Menhenick had always said Jill was an alcoholic, and he was not far wrong. Somehow, though, the woman seemed to run perfectly well on it.

Jill measured herself out a generous glass of vodka and quickly knocked it back. ‘You want a glass, babes?’

Nadia grabbed a beer from the crate. ‘It’s too early for me.’ Better to get some food inside her first, she thought. She clipped off the top of the beer bottle with an opener from the drawer and took a quick swig.

Jill was admiring the kitchen. ‘They’ve got all the mod cons here, ain’t they? It’s really swish.’

‘Yes, it’s not bad, is it? It’s just been done up.’ There was a microwave and a dishwasher and plenty of glasses. ‘Well, cheers.’ Nadia raised her bottle. ‘It’s lovely to see you again.’ They clinked the bits of glass together.

‘It’s good to be here, babes.’ Jill grinned happily. She was an unusual looking woman with a thin, wrinkled face, straggly red hair and thick glasses. She was a fair bit taller than Nadia and had a nice figure, which she always made a point of displaying. Even now, as a mother of two, she dressed like a teenager. Nadia had never seen her in a pair of trousers or even a knee length skirt. Everyone else had been well wrapped up outside – apart from Twinkle, who had been content with a woollen sweater – but not Jill. She looked like she was about to head off clubbing. The girl didn’t seem to feel the cold at all. She wasn’t even wearing tights. It was that gleam in her eye, though, alongside the loud and rather infectious giggle, that had always ensured her popularity with both sexes, though for rather different reasons.

‘We’re going to have such a laugh this weekend,’ she declared. ‘Hey, you wait until you see the fancy dress I’ve brought. It’s such a scream. The kids were in hysterics when I showed it to them.’ Jill had two children, a girl and a boy. ‘I’ve been practising my party piece all week.’

Adam had asked everyone to prepare a short routine. It was one of the many events he had lined up over the next forty eight hours. Something fun and light for a group cabaret, he’d told them, with an American theme.

‘That’s not ‘till tomorrow,’ Nadia said. ‘I think it’s just dinner this evening. And then a film show.’

‘Oh, God! What’s Adam put together this time?’

‘I’m sworn to secrecy. How are the kids, by the way? Did you leave them with Nathan?’

‘Yeah, he’s looking after them.’ Nathan was her new husband. She had remarried the previous year. ‘Alfie’s really taken to him. Julie’s still a bit snotty. She’s always been a daddies girl. But she’ll come round.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get to the wedding.’

‘Hey, no worries. You’re halfway round the world. And it was short notice.’

‘I loved the dress, though.’ Nadia had seen the photographs online. Jill had been positively swathed in lace. ‘You looked stunning.’

‘Yeah, I scrubbed up all right on the day. Tits to the fore.’ She grinned and poured herself another glass of vodka. ‘I wanted to do it properly this time. Big church wedding. All the razzmatazz. Rolls Royce, flowers, live band. I only had a registry office with John.’

‘Yes, he was never one for splashing out.’ Nadia took another swig of beer. ‘You’re sure you’re all right, him being here this weekend?’ The last thing anyone wanted was for there to be any awkwardness.

‘Yeah, it’s fine, babes. I see him anyway every few weeks, when he comes to pick up the kids. And he’s got himself a new girl. Jennifer. Half his age.’ She laughed again. ‘Typical John.’

‘Yes, I heard.’

‘She’s a right goer, so he says. Still, it takes his mind off things, don’t it? He’s a mean old git, but it wouldn’t be the same without him.’

‘No. It’s good to have everyone back together. It’s just a shame Samantha couldn’t make it.’ Their Hollywood success story. ‘It would have been nice to have the full set.’

‘Maybe next time, eh? Hey, how are things with you and Richard?’

‘Oh, ticking along.’ Nadia had met her husband, Richard Gillespie, shortly after graduating from university. She had got a job as a secretary in a property company and Richard had been her boss. She had fancied him from day one. He was quite a bit older than her, but she’d pursued him with some vigour and eventually worn down his resistance. They married soon after that – twelve years ago now – and Nadia had no regrets. Richard was a kind, intelligent man.

‘You always did prefer older blokes. He doesn’t mind you flying off on your own?’

‘No. He’s never been clingy. He knows I like to do my own thing from time to time.’

‘Don’t we all!’ Jill chuckled. ‘And he’s looking after your little
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