
[image: Cover Image: Meet Me at the Seaside Cottages: A Novel by Jenny Colgan]




[image: Title page image: Meet Me at the Seaside Cottages: A Novel by Jenny Colgan, published by Avon, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers]





Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063437432








Epigraph


Where my heart has room to grow

Where I can open up my hand

This space to be

In which to love and be loved

What’s that worth to me?

What’s that worth to us?

‘Tyrannic Man’s Dominion’, lyrics by Karine Polwart

‘I made your whole body from scratch – the least you can do is put some lip balm on it.’

Sandwich by Catherine Newman
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Chapter 1

‘Berne?’

The dark locks cascading down Essie Munroe’s back retain just a bit of the expensive styling they’d had the day before, to tame them before the Burns Night charity ball, and she tries not to fiddle with them as she stands in front of her boss. He hasn’t even asked her to sit down.

‘So,’ she says, keeping her voice absolutely level, which is difficult, because the party only finished at three a.m., and she vaguely remembers drinking something that might have been on fire. ‘So . . . I’m moving to Berne?’

Essie’s suave boss, Hari Mendip, looks at her with a hint of sad affection in his eyes. As finance bros go, he certainly isn’t the worst. Her boyfriend Connor’s colleagues are much worse. But even so . . .

They are in the smart boutique office in the West End of Edinburgh where Essie works. Nobody has changed the expensive lilies in a couple of days, and they are starting to smell weird. Belatedly, Essie wonders if this might have been a sign.

Even to Scottish people, coming from as far north as Carso, as Essie does, is pretty extreme, and Hari calls her Teuchteress (first having checked with her that she won’t report him to HR, which is frankly very progressive behaviour for the industry).

‘Teuchteress, where do you think Berne is?’



Essie bites her lip. She isn’t from the kind of family that went on fancy foreign holidays, so the question makes her prickle. She doesn’t have the faintest idea.

‘Uh . . . Europe?’

‘It’s okay,’ says Hari. ‘There’s no good way of saying this, Teuchs: you won’t need to know. The news is right: I’m afraid we’re relocating. The mother ship is calling us back home. And . . . we’re going to have to do it without you.’

Essie is so stunned that it takes a moment or two for her eyes to start pricking with tears. She’d read the news alert first thing this morning, but she hadn’t believed it until she’d got the text summons to come in on her day off.

It had taken her so long to get this job. Unpaid internships – where other people got their parents to pay their rent, she was working long shifts in bars and living off purloined peanuts, desperately networking and burnishing her CV and cosying up to posh people she had nothing in common with. Plus some begging.

‘You can’t . . .’

‘Have you got French or German or Italian language skills?’

‘I’ve got a phone with Google on it!’ she says, defiantly.

She glances round the shiny glass office. It is incredibly quiet. People must be being summoned in one at a time. Starting with her. Bottom up, she realises. Get the bad news out of the way first. The ones coming in this afternoon will probably get a party. They’ll go to the free-flowing champagne fridge Hari has in his back office and talk about mountains, tally ho.

She isn’t going to cry. She isn’t.

‘When . . . when is this happening?’

‘Beginning of March,’ says Hari, trying to be hearty. ‘Lovely for you! Take the spring off, plan your next move. There’s a severance package.’ Then he frowns suddenly and checks his laptop. ‘If you’ve been here two years. Ach. Sorry.’

‘But I’m . . . I’m good at my job.’

‘You are!’ says Hari. ‘You’ll find something else in five minutes!’

He is beaming at her in a way that suddenly makes her want to poke him with his poncy fountain pen.

‘Please can I come to Berne?’ she says, quietly, swallowing hard. It costs her a lot to say it.

‘It’s the other side of the Himalayas,’ says Hari. ‘You’d have to commute by elephant.’

Essie frowns. ‘That’s not funny,’ she says.

‘I know,’ says Hari. He puts both hands down on the shiny boardroom table, lets his jolly face slip. ‘Honestly, Essie. I have to spend today telling people with families, mortgages, kids, caring responsibilities that they’re losing their job. I’m sorry. You’re young, free, great head for figures, completely employable. I genuinely thought you would be the easiest.’

Essie nods. ‘I’m glad you have faith in me,’ she says.

‘I do!’ says Hari, surprised. ‘I absolutely do!’

‘Okay,’ says Essie.

‘You can look for another job using the resources here; we’ll help as much as we can,’ says Hari. ‘Maybe not as a geography teacher?’

Essie tries to smile, but she doesn’t make a very good fist of it.

‘It’s just losing your job,’ says Hari. ‘It’s not the end of the world.’

Essie comes from the end of the world. She doesn’t want to go back there.






Chapter 2

At the end of the world, in Carso, Janey Munroe – her corkscrew curls just like her daughter’s, if rather less glossy but instead tightly pinned back for work, her blue eyes shrewd, and certainly shorter in the eyelash department – is having a rather wonderful morning.

Her scrubs are turquoise with a navy trim, which she rather likes; they don’t cling, but they do accentuate her softness and her large bosom. She knows her daughter Essie spends quite a lot of time in the gym trying to defeat this particular genetic quirk. Janey has decided to embrace it.

‘Come on, then, let’s be having you,’ Janey signs with a grin to the tiny child she has in her clinic that afternoon. This is her very favourite part of her job, by miles.

As chief audiologist at the county hospital, she has her own consulting room, even if it is in a prefab shed. Most of her clients are either children or the elderly, so she has flowers and a big squishy bear called Frisko who wears hearing aids (in case you’re feeling nervous and need something to cuddle). A surprising number of people, young and old, quite like clinging on to Frisko, it turns out. His nose is nearly worn away, and one of the women in Carso, where they are intense and competitive knitters, has knitted him a cheerful red hat with ear holes. He is quite a smart bear these days. In fact, she would quite like a red hat for herself. She might mention it to the knitting circle. It would suit her dark curls, which, with a bit of cunning root-dyeing, still look pretty good. She knows they are a bit long for a woman of her age – Essie points it out quite often – but she is vain about her hair, if little else these days.

Janey spends a lot of time improving the lives of elderly people in particular; the small renewal of independence a better hearing aid brings is incredibly rewarding, giving people a huge fillip in wellbeing, even if the grumpy old codgers sometimes then complain that everyone is, in fact, too noisy and they’re going to keep it switched off for the foreseeable. But that’s alright too. After her dad died, ten years ago, her mum upped and moved to Spain and is living it up like nobody’s business, which is great that she’s happy, but Janey misses her.

Her very favourite times are days like today, when she joins the ENT clinic for babies who require aftercare for their cochlear implants. Implants aren’t for everyone, and Janey entirely sympathises with people who do not think they are suitable for them or their deaf children and don’t see being deaf as a handicap. Janey respects this a hundred per cent.

But for those who want them, it can be transformative, and this morning is one of those days.

Baby Ruaridh, the magnetic receiver on his head, looks around nervously, his large hazel eyes blinking anxiously as his mother strokes him reassuringly. His dad is filming the whole thing on his phone. The ENT consultant, Dr Joshi, a well-respected colleague of Janey’s, nods at her as she hushes the room, and for the first time they turn the implant on.

The child’s face is comically confused as his head shoots up, and his mother, her voice cracking a tiny bit, says, ‘Hiya there, Ruaridh. Hello.’



The head twists as she moves him round to see her; his eyes go wider, if that were even possible. His mother kisses him.

‘Hello, my beautiful baby boy. It’s very nice to say hello.’

Janey has seen it a hundred times, and it gets her every time. Dad puts down his phone, eyes shining. ‘Hey, wee man,’ he says, clearing his throat. ‘Hiya.’

The baby’s head turns again, and he points a small chubby finger directly at his father.

‘Oh, my God,’ his mum says. Then, quickly, ‘Sorry. That sounded like a swear. I don’t mean it.’ She turns bright red and buries her face in the neck of her goggling baby. ‘Oh, my beautiful boy.’

Dr Joshi takes various notes prior to starting to run tests but glances up to say briefly, ‘I believe everything seems to be working reasonably successfully at this stage,’ in the quiet murmur Janey knows indicates he is delighted with the results.

So Janey is in buoyant mood heading off for lunch – until she remembers what’s on the lunch agenda.

Her pace noticeably slows as she cuts through the hospital, which was put up shiny and new by one government, and left to lapse by another. The once-cheery wall paintings are looking a bit faded, particularly the mural of a group of children having a good time in a field, something everyone feels is a bit embarrassing anyway, as they can’t imagine anyone, particularly children, wanting to be reminded that they aren’t, currently, children having a good time in a field, rather than in hospital.

It is hard to talk about sex at the best of times, never mind when you’re looking at a pallid omelette and a very wilted excuse for a salad. But her friends have decided it’s time. After a rotten divorce, finally, it’s time.

The nutshell version Janey has learned to spiel off – as if she doesn’t care, it’s all years ago, even though it can still wake her in the middle of the night as if it’s happening that very day – is that Colin had an affair, they decided to stay together for Alasdair and Essie, their then teenage children, and then neither of them had been able to be the thoughtful, endlessly kind, unselfish outstanding citizens the counsellor and endless magazine articles had ordered them to be. Janey had been sad and snappy, then menopausal, which had taken sad and snappy and hurled in a touch of simmering rage; Colin had been unable to give up the other woman entirely, and they had bumped along for years trying to do the right thing, making everything worse day by day. Being a little older, Al was already one foot out of the door; Essie was right in the middle of enough teenage drama of her own without adding her parents to the mix, and, when Colin had filed for divorce the week after she’d moved to Edinburgh for college, it had cracked her world apart. Her dad had moved away, to a new build on a new estate with a new wife and, eventually, a new child, Logan, with whom he was utterly besotted.

Janey had had to give up the house and rebuild everything she had ever known, as well as taking the blame from Essie, who needed someone to use as a punching bag. What Essie thinks is more or less what Janey feels about herself – she should have been kinder, should have worked harder. It drives Al up the wall. And her friends, in fact, who are spending this lunchtime giving her an ultimatum: it is finally time to get back out there and date again.

Janey wonders what Essie will think about this, then discards the thought immediately. Essie will think it is gross, almost certainly. Her funny, contrary daughter. She hopes she’s having a good day.






Chapter 3

The real kicker is, Essie thinks, meandering very slowly back from the office, completely distraught, that the day had started so well.

She had woken up with a hangover, but a happy feeling when she realised where she was: her favourite place in the entire world, her boyfriend Connor’s vast, beautiful apartment set high in Moray Place, in the heart of one of the world’s most glorious cities: Edinburgh, Scotland.

Moray Place is the loveliest street – it isn’t even a street; it is a circus, or circle, of huge grey stone houses laid out around a private garden. Cars aren’t allowed all the way round, so it is a blissful haven of quiet in the noisy city, normally just busy with people recreating scenes from the many films and television shows shot here. Essie quite likes passing them, heading up to the shiny big black door as if she belongs there. It would be nice if she also had a key, but they aren’t – she’d glanced at her blond boyfriend Connor, happily snoring next to her – they aren’t at that stage yet.

She had nipped up to the huge bathroom with the vast claw-footed bath on the black and white tiles to make herself look nice before he woke up. They had both taken a day off, after the ball the night before, and thank goodness. She felt ropey but not too awful. The boys – Connor and his flatmates, Tris and Trumpet – had drunk a lot more. It was some finance-sponsored shindig, everyone in kilts. She’d worn a pretty red cocktail dress from Mulberry Walk – it had been far too much money, and she’d justified to herself that she’d wear it again but in the ceilidh it had got ripped and, well. That was what credit cards were for.

She had pulled the silk scarf out of her long dark curly hair and let it drop to her shoulders. It still retained the glossiness of the blowdry, more or less, and was still mostly ringlets. And getting the eyelash extensions had more than paid for itself; they made her blue eyes pop, even though her mother and her brother Alasdair both teased her about them. They were wrong – her mother was basically wrong about everything, so it was useful to listen to what she said, to give her a view from Opposite World – and she was right. She’d taken some tinted moisturiser out of her handbag – it would be very nice to have a drawer, frankly, but Connor gets a very haunted look if she mentions it, so she keeps all the essentials in travel size in her handbag so she can slip back to bed and pretend she wakes up gleaming.

Essie had admired the cornices as she put on a touch of under-eye concealer. This flat was so gorgeous. She is obsessed with property; her own flat is an overpriced shoe cupboard in an Instagram-gorgeous cottage in Stockbridge, the city’s boho area, full of vintage shops and independent bakeries, where she tries not to get in the way of the owner, Persephone, who does quite a lot of performative yoga.

She can’t envisage a place of her own. Everything in the city is crazy-making expensive, totally out of reach. Instead Essie often finds herself scrolling modern glass boxes with clean lines and no cupboards, with floating staircases and cathedral ceilings. Or she’ll explore perfect little mews, cobbled and hidden behind the great terraces of Edinburgh, with planters outside and pastel doors. She looks at huge grand apartments with vast kitchens in dark blue; winding stone staircases; porticos in the sky; sunny balconies; private gardens which promise mysterious beauties and riches in the heart of the city. Despite the fact that her room at Persephone’s has a tiny basement window that looks out over a pavement, she already has a view on whether a swimming pool in a home is too much trouble or not.

Of course house prices are astronomical, daydreams, but she so loves to have a sticky beak. Her mum has even said Carso prices were going up massively, and that’s completely mad; who could possibly want to live all the way up there?

Early spring sun dappled the bathroom; they were higher than the trees in Moray Place park, the private gardens that only allowed entry to Feuars: local residents who held a treasured key. They had spent happy picnics there, long weekend lunchtimes with prosecco and expensive and delicious treats from Valvona & Crolla. She has liked Connor, his easy ways and his blond hair and rugby player’s shoulders, ever since they’d met at some Young Financiers get-together at his office. And she fancied him rather a lot, she reminded herself, even before she’d seen his gorgeous apartment. Although he might have mentioned he lived in the New Town. Men who wanted to impress women normally did.

The first time they’d got together was one of the most romantic times in her life. On their third date, Connor had taken her back to his swanky West End offices, late at night.

‘Come here,’ he’d said. ‘I want to show you something.’

And he had taken her to the back of the offices, behind the fancy flowers and polished dark wooden tables, to the old warren of servants’ quarters, along the corridors and down a flight of ancient, forgotten worn stone steps.



‘Look at this,’ he’d whispered, and pulled open a back door she hadn’t even known existed – and she’d gasped.

The door opened out of the back of the building, into the tiny cobbled mews behind. An old lantern glowed in the autumn dusk; there was not a soul in sight, nor a sound in the air, and the effect was akin to stepping out of the twenty-first century and into the seventeenth. He hadn’t even known about her obsession with property; he’d got it right completely by accident.

‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Connor had said as she nodded furiously. He’d opened another door just next to it – the original door had a code, but this was just an old wooden door you could walk past a thousand times and not notice it – and they’d found themselves, with the help of the torches on their phones, inside an old coaching loft.

Every other one of the buildings had, long ago, been converted into mews cottages and sold. This had to be the last one, so much money swilling about that it had never even been necessary; it had, in all likelihood, been completely forgotten about. There was a dusty earth floor, with, amazingly, an old carriage wheel, bolts and chains for the horses set in the walls and, up a very old rickety wooden flight of stairs, a hayloft.

‘You are kidding me,’ Essie had said, in shock.

‘Roll in the hay?’ Connor had said, his blue eyes sparkling, and she’d laughed, couldn’t help it. For once, she’d found herself thinking less about potential and whether or not the property had good bones, and more about his big blue eyes, and obvious excitement. He had moved towards her and she’d pushed his blond hair off his face, and he’d kissed her strongly with his wide passionate mouth, and when they finally broke apart she had looked at him, flushed and full of lust, and said, ‘Are you serious right now?’ and he had hummed the tune of an old, old song, ‘Little Red Corvette’ at her, and his eyes had flicked upwards.



‘How many women have you taken up to the hayloft?’ she’d giggled.

‘None!’ he’d insisted. ‘I’m just hoping the ladder holds!’

And he was so adorable that she’d decided that she would believe him. They had crept down later, covered in dust, giggling their heads off.

* * *

Connor works for a boutique firm for ultra-high-net-worth individuals, very closed and exclusive, which his friend Tris had set up. Her dad thinks it is a smart venture, and that matters a lot to Essie. Originally Essie had thought Connor’s living and working with his old schoolfriend was very cute. That was before she’d spent much time with Tris. Connor is a sweetie-pie, everyone agrees. She likes his gentle manner, the way he puts up with teasing, his kindness. And what he stands for: money, security. After her dad left, her mum made such a hash of everything. Losing the family home; so many of their things had had to go. Essie wants something solid to come back to. Or she’ll be like her mum: left with absolutely nothing.

Tris is another story. The fly in the ointment. 

‘Morning, Yoko,’ he’d said this morning. It was meant to be an affectionate nickname but she hated it. He’d nodded over to the coffee machine at least. 

‘Would you like one?’ she’d offered.

‘Flat white,’ he says, as if he’s at Black Sheep. ‘How’s Sleeping Beauty?’

‘Still sleeping.’

Tris had shaken his head. ‘No stamina, that boy. I’m guessing you’ve seen the papers?’ He’d smirked in a way she didn’t like and turned his iPad towards her, and she had read the financial news headline, first in confusion, then in shock and disbelief.

And now, three hours later, here she is. Connor, she realises, hasn’t contacted her. She can’t call her dad as he’s away with the new family. And soon her mother will hear the news and Essie realises she just doesn’t know what to do.






Chapter 4

‘Okay, it’s MOJO TIME,’ says Lish, Janey’s best friend at the hospital, shoving over the dating app. She has filled in most of it already. The problem is, Lish is a midwife, and a superb one, which means she has developed over the decades a certain way of telling you how to do stuff that you just obey without question. It’s in the tone of voice. Mind you, as Essie is always telling her, and not as a compliment, she herself has been known to talk incredibly slowly and distinctly in order to make a point.

‘I don’t know how it happens,’ says Janey, shaking her head and diverting her attention to the laptop and the app that is absolutely guaranteed to find her missing mojo, although she’s not a hundred per cent sure she didn’t pack it off to the charity shop when she moved. She got rid of a lot of stuff. ‘But every time I have to write down my age, I think I’m thirty-five. I can’t help it. Inside I am absolutely thirty-five.’

‘You look thirty-five,’ says Lish automatically.

‘You look twenty-five,’ says Janey quickly.

‘You look like you’re still at school,’ says Lish. ‘You could sneak in and re-sit your Highers.’

‘Oh, lord, no thanks,’ says Janey, who still occasionally has anxiety dreams about her exams, even though when she sat her school exams they all had perms.



‘Well, anyway,’ Lish continues kindly, ‘stop worrying about it. Being in your fifties is cool now. Everyone is at it. J.Lo is at it. Look at Aniston. Bullock.’

‘I don’t want to look at them. They make me feel bad.’

‘Gillian Anderson?’

‘Oh, God, stop it. I’m just saying, it’s fine; I feel fine about it. I just forget, that’s all.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I just don’t know why I feel exactly the same age I was twenty years ago. Do you think everybody does?’

‘Of course,’ Lish says, nodding wisely. Nodding wisely is also an exceptional midwife skill. ‘Evolution doesn’t need you to know how old you are. By the time you’re thirty-five you’ve either reproduced the species or not. It has no more use for you. You can basically die now.’

Janey makes a long fuffing noise. ‘Can I identify as young?’

Lish glances round the cafeteria. ‘Come on. Before Milton gets here. You know he won’t approve.’

Milton the porter tries his best not to look shocked about divorces and ribald talk; however, it is more or less unavoidable where they work, in a hospital full of women, dealing with very much the pointier end of the human experience, particularly the female experience, day in, day out.

Janey really does not want a single person more to know what she’s doing, which is why they chose the special low-lit breastfeeding canteen corner the hospital built at great expense, whereupon everyone revolted about why they should have to cover up breastfeeding and started doing it in the middle of the foyer on purpose to set a good example, so hardly anyone ever goes there.

‘Okay,’ she says, pressing the button on her laptop. ‘Let’s have it.’

‘MATCHES FOR YOU’ flashes up on the screen.



‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

‘Come on,’ says Lish, squishing her over. ‘Maybe Pedro Pascal is passing through and has set his parameters to local.’

Janey nods. ‘Probably.’

‘Or for sure there’ll be a stray billionaire who has left the shallow confines of the city in secret for some real people who love him just for him. Who wants to chop wood and stuff.’

‘Of course most billionaires fancy women in their fifties,’ says Janey. ‘That’s why you see them out with their middle-aged wives so much.’

Lish holds up her water bottle. ‘To Pierce Brosnan,’ she says, not for the first time, and Janey raises hers and clinks back.

‘To Pierce. And Keanu.’

‘Practically a trend,’ says Lish.

Janey blinks at the screen. Then they both put their glasses on.

‘Oh, God,’ says Janey. ‘Oh, lord.’

‘Who?’

‘That guy used to be Essie’s modern studies teacher. Mr Harris. No way. Oh, my God. She hated him so much. She says he used to pick his nose at them while he was teaching.’

‘It doesn’t say that in his profile. It says he likes gardening.’

‘NOSE-GARDENING!’

‘You can’t be too picky.’

‘Tell him that.’

Lish smiles, but moves on.

‘Is that Radge Jack?’

It is indeed the famously grumpy local groundsman. He is posing with a dog, which obviously someone has told him is the right thing to do for a dating profile, except that the way the photograph is angled, the dog is enormous and he looks absolutely tiny, as if he’s going to ride the dog like a horse.



‘I didn’t know Jack was looking for a girlfriend,’ says Janey. ‘I thought he hated all humans. That’s how he behaves, anyway. My God, these are slim pickings. Please. Please just show me somebody I don’t know.’

‘Everyone is famous in a small town,’ says Lish. ‘And Carso is such a very, very, very small town.’

* * *

Amsan and Milton spot them and appear with their trays. ‘Why are you hiding over here?’ says Amsan immediately, putting down her passive-aggressively large bowl of salad and oversized Stanley water bottle. ‘Are you doing something weird like going on dating apps or something?’

‘No,’ says Janey hastily.

‘Good,’ says Amsan. ‘Because my Yasmin put a profile up on one, against my advice, and she wrote as her last line in her description, “Also I have a tail.”’

Janey is confused.

‘She just wanted to see if men read to the end of the bios or just went by the photos.’

‘And . . . ?’

Lish blinks and says, ‘Don’t tell me. Not a single man asked her if she actually had a tail.’

‘Not a single one,’ says Amsan smugly, and cracks open her Tupperware as if this settles the matter.

‘Oh, God,’ says Janey. ‘This just gets worse and worse.’

‘You said—’ begins Lish.

‘I know what I said!’ says Janey. ‘That’s before I got so old!’

‘You said, in the depths of divorce misery, during which we were all extremely patient and sympathetic, you may recall . . .’

‘I do,’ says Janey. She does.



‘. . . that once you were properly in your new house, we could do this . . . Has Essie seen the house, by the way?’

Janey shrugged. ‘Oh, you know Essie. She’ll probably send me something expensive and tasteful.’

Lish nods sympathetically as if she understands, but she doesn’t really. Her kids still live in Carso; Willoughby is the pharmacist; Emma is expecting.

‘She never tells me anything,’ says Janey, trying to make a joke of it. ‘She talks to Al more. I am glad she’s happy. I am. Honestly. It’s only my repulsive old neck that’s giving me all the grief. And being fifty-five when every bit of me that isn’t the mirror is absolutely convinced I’m thirty-five.’

‘Write that you have a tail,’ instructs Amsan. ‘Yasmin got all the no-strings guys.’

Janey groans and lets her head slip to her desk. She gets salad cream in her hair and decides it counts as a conditioning mask.






Chapter 5

It has been a long day, and Janey is happy to get home to the row of tiny stone cottages, which look as if they were built like an afterthought, a sentence petering out.

Once upon a time people came to Carso, which can be described as a town if you need to show a stranger you know how to order a complicated coffee, or a village, if you ever feel called upon to stress your Outlander credentials – to build holiday homes.

Big houses too. Carso sits on the very north edge of Britain, higher than the Highlands, where the swirling waters of the Atlantic and the North Sea meet, and do their best to whack the earth to bits.

The big sandstone houses there, all along the shoreline, were built by stout Victorians who were happy to breathe the clean air and never once anticipated that people would seek out sunshine to take a holiday – that people would even have holidays – or that women would, heaven help us, expose their bare limbs to get bronzed. On purpose! The very thought!

So: there are large, comfortable homes for trips that involved shooting and hunting and wearing rather a lot of heavy tweed, which were constructed with money from various nefarious places and means; and then, behind them, the old stone cottages that had been there to start with and were used for staff who did not live in, or people who did the everyday fishing and weaving, built with the crumbs that fell from the master’s table. And although those Victorian homes still stand, proud against the storms, red sandstone blasted by salty air, their vast rooms and untuned pianos are hard to heat, the plumbing temperamental; they require maintenance and upkeep from a generation more interested in being somewhere warm, with cocktails.

But, oddly, the little cottages, the rough little homes, seem rather sweeter. If you don’t look too closely and see the dilapidated paintwork. They are protected from the full force of the sea’s rage by the large houses in front of them, sheltering them from the storms; they are on a quiet street because the road was paved so late – who, after all, wants to visit the cottages of the poor? – and nobody has ever bothered to lift the cobbles, which gives the street a pretty air, as does the old wrought-iron lamppost at the end that Janey adores even though it is rusting and faded, which is just as well, as it is where she has washed up, after a divorce that was not so much a bitter conflict as much as trench warfare that went on for so long that both sides eventually surrendered from sheer exhaustion.

The cottages aren’t connected to the gas mains, and they added indoor plumbing extremely late; indeed, they all still have a shed outside that once held a dunny until the council, exasperated, came and took them away. It was pervasive for a long time, the idea that it was incredibly unhygienic to use the toilet indoors.

But the street itself . . . as you walk down it, the dusk settling in around you, pink cutting through the softest grey, a faint navy growing through the bottom of a clear sky, it feels as if you have strayed from the modern world altogether – something that already increases with every step you go above Inverness. And there is nothing that underlines this feeling more than stumbling on this tiny little lane, untouched by time only by weather; unchanged by wars, by the break-up of the land, by the storms and warfare that swept over it. When you look at this street, Seagate, anyone could step out from one of the old weathered wooden doors: a Highlander off to fight the dreaded Campbells, a washerwoman, a young man off to war, a boy of twelve about to join the fishermen, or a young one off to join the great Victorian expeditions to search for the Northwest Passage; any one of them might seem equally likely, as if the tiny street were dropped out of time, completely oblivious to modern concerns, even as the grass grew between the cobbles, and most people clattered past to the main shore road and didn’t even notice it.

And these days Janey tries to be proud of what she’s managed to achieve here, from the ashes of the settlement. Hers is the only finished house next to the very run-down batch of four; it’s the smallest, at the end, but the windowsills and door are in a pale, pretty, optimistic blue. You’d have to look very closely to notice that they are quite badly painted, possibly by a slightly annoyed midlife woman who has just gone through a divorce (window frames), and her slightly more practical son (doorframe), but they are painted nonetheless.

Alasdair, her son, is in fact standing there. This is unusual. She’s used to seeing him on a Sunday for lunch, and occasionally a weekend night if he’s hungry and his terrifying girlfriend Jacinta has served him up one single tiny bowl of salad, as per, but six p.m. on a Tuesday is a bit unusual.

‘Have you seen this?’ he starts, walking up to her. ‘Also, answer your phone.’

‘It’s a soundproofed room,’ frowns Janey. ‘Shut up about the phone.’



She has actually had a good afternoon; she feels constantly sorry for her tinnitus patients, who come looking for a cure when she has little to offer them; but Big Mad Jim Eckles, father of Wee Jim Eckles, who is about six foot eight square in his stockinged feet and works the rigs, had turned up, smelling of engine oil and weed as per, but minus his usual glowering. ‘Tell you what, doc,’ he’d said (she isn’t a doctor), ‘those pointy needle things worked a charm.’

‘You’re kidding,’ she says, genuinely delighted. Tinnitus is one of the few branches of medicine where they encourage any alternative remedy of any kind that might help people deaden the buzzing or whistling that lives in their ears, threatening to drive them mad.

‘Sticking me full of pins aye right enough!’ he chuckles. ‘A few of my exes wouldnae mind.’

‘Perhaps they could volunteer and take it in turns,’ says Janey.

Big Jim frowned. ‘Yeah, but they’ve got to be wee pins,’ he says. ‘Moira would come at me wi’ a chisel. Again.’

And she had sent him off, happy he was finding a way of coping.

Now Al was brandishing his iPad at her, getting her to look at the Financial Times of all things.

STIRLING CAPITAL TO PULL OUT OF EDINBURGH BASE

Job Losses Expected

Janey frowns. ‘Hang on, does this mean . . . I mean, is Essie going to lose her job?’

‘Dunno,’ says Al. ‘She hasn’t told me anything. But if there’re going to be layoffs . . .’

Janey squints at the tiny text. Stupid thing. She puts her glasses on and tries it again.



‘They’re moving to Berne? Where even is that?’

‘Switzerland.’

‘She’s moving to Switzerland?’

‘I don’t know; she hasn’t called me. Has she called you?’

All of Janey’s good feelings from the day slowly drain out of her. ‘No,’ she says, trying to keep any disappointment out of her voice, make it sound like a joke, which it doesn’t. ‘No, of course she hasn’t.’

‘She will,’ says Al, stoutly.

He knows it was easier on him, a couple of years out of the house before the actual divorce. He lives in Caithness, in a scruffy little cottage. He has the family look, of dark curly hair and blue eyes, which along with his Highlands accent and Land Rover makes him absolute catnip to a certain type of generally blonde, sexy, very skinny posh English women. He can’t resist them either. There’s been an endless parade of Harriets and Juliets and Tamaras and Jacintas through the door of the cottage. When his mum and sister aren’t there to take the piss, he’s been known to wear his kilt to work, and not just for parties and weddings; it drives the girls wild. They generally retreat to somewhere with a Harvey Nicks eventually, and Janey has tried to befriend them, but normally without success. They are quite enamoured of a Highland lad with a rugged outdoor job and a twinkle in his eye, but they’re notably less fussed about his mum, who has a comfortable bosom, a good recipe for chicken pie and an enviable number of points on her Boots Advantage card. They don’t last for long, but they tend to buy Alasdair incredibly expensive gifts for Christmas. He has an unusually nice collection of watches for someone who works for the council.

Also, he has possibly a clearer-eyed view of Colin’s behaviour than Essie, who idolised her dad. Colin’s affair knocked the stuffing out of his mum, completely messed up her confidence, and it felt as though his dad then got annoyed with his mum for making him feel bad. They should have broken up years before. And he wishes Essie hadn’t blamed Mum. She can be a right brat about it, even now.

‘Let’s call Essie,’ he suggests.

They do.

She doesn’t answer.






Chapter 6

It is three weeks later, and Janey is telling herself yet again that she’s not going to ask her daughter, as she drives home from work to the cottage. She has noticed that a For Sale sign has finally gone up on the crumbling cottages beside her. They’re in a terrible state; it’s partly how she was able to just about afford her tiny place next to them. But these were incredibly dilapidated, even if they looked pretty from a distance, or if you squinted. There was glass broken in the windows; cracks running down the outside of the ancient rendering. Old Mrs MacAleese, the last of the family to live in the cottages, hadn’t had the wherewithal to look after them, and living so close to the sea is hard on buildings; hard on everything, the wind and the water and the salt.

But these days, it seems, housing is all anyone talks about. How much will they go for? Will a developer swoop in, splash some grey paint on them and turn them into short-term holiday rentals, which means instead of three families moving to the area to work and grow and have children and support the school, they will get rented a week at a time from May till September by people who drive up in their Land Rovers full of shopping from Waitrose and sit in the garden playing music, sloshing wine and loudly complaining about the midges and the lack of local amenities.



Janey will have to go online and see what they’re on for. Which is a truly shameful habit that she would not confess to anyone she knows, even though she suspects everyone else does it too and in fact Googling how much other people’s houses are worth might be the default for anyone with an address. She doesn’t mention it just in case it’s her being weird, like that time she said she could see what people saw in Jeremy Clarkson and nobody would speak to her for a week. That was when Lish started making the first noises about how she had to get back out there and brought up the whole dating app fiasco.

Janey gets into her wee car, tucking her dark hair behind her ears and trying to make a mental note to pick up some root dye plus something that will tame the frizz . . . Essie would know. Young people know everything about beauty products now, despite the fact that they don’t actually need them. They know about phone filters too, something Janey wished she did. All Essie’s selfies with her friends look like Bratz dolls, not something Janey had anticipated when she bought the pencil cases.

Still, she thinks. She has her car. It has taken her so long to pay off her debts after the divorce, plus Essie’s university, that this is the newest car she has ever owned, or, well, leased at least, and she loves it dearly, even though it is the blandest, most common car on the road, just a wee Kia. But it is hers, and it isn’t constantly terrorising her as to whether it is going to limp through its MOT, and it is, to her constant secret joy, bright red. Colin would have hated it. Every car he has ever had has been silver.

She pootles home from the T&C – their hospital serves a very large area and is called the Town and Country; affectionately known as the T&C, or the Tired and Cranky if you’ve been on a long Saturday night shift. She tries not to be smug that she specialises in audiology – she doesn’t work on call, or Sundays, something all the others, particularly Lish in obstetrics, love to remind her of if she ever dares to complain about anything, as apparently she doesn’t know she was born.

And it is true, she does love it: she mixes up in-hospital appointments with going out into the community, trying to help people do the best they can with what they have; and lots are grateful, and some not so much, but that’s okay too. Some people get given a tough road. She feels she knows a bit about that.

But tonight, the drive, just as the sun is setting, with everything good ahead – long, light nights are coming; they are further north than Copenhagen and Moscow – and the colours of the hills on the single-track roads – there is an A-road, but it is dull and clogged with tourist campers – is beautiful and ever-changing. And if you get stuck behind a tractor, well, you get stuck behind a tractor, and can slow down and enjoy the hedgerows bursting into life, the early swallows swooping down on freshly planted fields looking for a feast, the copses of hardy trees starting to show their newest greens, or the bursts of pinkening sky throwing dramatic shadows through the immaculately planted geometric shapes of the fir trees.

And the earliest lambs are here! Which is troubling, really, as they are very early indeed. But even so: as harbingers of spring, these little creatures never fail to enchant. Today after rainfall there is a large muddy puddle at the bottom of McPherson’s second field, and three brave ones are huddled, leaping over it, watched over by their attentive mamas standing back, looking exactly like women at a playground waiting for their children to give up on the slide before someone gets hurt.

She slows down – there isn’t another car to be seen for miles; ‘rush hour’ is when a timber truck passes through – to watch for a little while. After some tentative baaing, the bravest takes a leap, and lands, with a comically surprised look on its face, right in the middle of the puddle, its immaculate white coat spattered with brown. Your mum is going to be very cross with you, she finds herself thinking, stupidly, before moving on again.

She wonders how Essie is. Al has ascertained that she’s lost her job but maybe she’s finding another one really fast? Or has lots of money saved? She was certainly making enough. Janey has asked her how she was getting on but has got the usual one-word answers. She can’t imagine her parents ever did that with her, did they? They saw her all the time anyway. Her mum worried, of course; she never liked Colin. Did she listen? Did she stuff.

The stupid thing is, she remembers being Essie’s age, not feeling terribly attractive, just a trainee nurse, not one of the fun party girls at all: mousy and awkward. She looks back at the photos now and she can see she was perfectly lovely: she had a nice slim figure – they wore proper dress uniforms in those days with the elastic belts, which were so flattering – and shiny hair and that fresh young skin. She was gorgeous! Why didn’t she know it? She was always hiding what she thought were her big thighs. Honestly, she was insane. She should have worn nothing but slip dresses and heels and miniskirts and swimsuits the entire time. Not that that was incredibly conducive to living on the north coast of Scotland, it’s true, but honestly, if she had that figure now she would run about half-naked the entire time and catch her death, who cares?

Of course she tried to tell Essie how gorgeous she was, all the time, but it never quite seemed to work. Essie complained she was trying to control how she dressed or something, and then she put herself into huge hoodies all the time that made her look as if she was incredibly sad about something.

Her Spotify shuffle in the car throws up an old Deacon Blue song Janey didn’t like very much. It’s the weirdest thing, she thought. The songs you absolutely love, well, you’ve played them half to death. You can’t remember where you first heard them; you associate them with all the different times in your life because your desert island songs follow you wherever you go, from LPs to cassette tapes, to CDs to Napster – bloody hell, Napster, that makes her feel old – all the way to Spotify.

But the album tracks she didn’t like, the singles she felt weren’t worth her £1.25 at Woolworths – they’re the ones that hurl her straight back into exactly where and who she was when she heard them; in this case, at the school dance, with big Alan, not to be confused with Wee Alan or the Allan with two ‘l’s. She smiles to hear it again, smelling Impulse Black in the air – they don’t make it any more and Essie used to fall out with her if she bought anything that sprayed. But it took her back anyway. And reminded her just how very long ago it was. And how she hopes Essie is making a better fist of it than she did.

* * *

‘Babe, you are going to be fine.’

It isn’t Connor’s fault, not really. Life has been mostly kind to him, and, as with many people who find life kind and are sunny in return, it works as a virtuous circle. He is finding Essie’s worry concerning, but if everything went wrong for Connor he’d just move back to his parents’ huge house in Perth, or they’d find him something, or someone from that posh school he went to would give him a job.

Essie on the other hand is looking, frantically; nobody is hiring, and Stirling Capital’s move has had a huge effect on the market, as though the big ship has gone down and everyone is scrabbling for the same lifeboats. There are some entry-level accountancy jobs, nothing at all like the fun, fast-paced investment desk in the West End, with its free Nespresso dispenser and fresh orchids on the desk. These jobs are in great big industrial estate behemoths, way out beyond the reach of the tram, on the other side of the bypass, and mainly consist of adding up student loan payments.

Everyone, including Connor, assumes she has some savings from her well-paid job.

Everyone is wrong.

Essie can’t believe it herself. Money had always been tight growing up; she had been so excited to find she actually had some. She had needed new clothes and of course there were the minibreaks with Connor, who assumed her family was well-off, more or less, because she had a nice accent; the nights out at trendy George Street nightspots, the Ubers . . .

And the rent on her beautiful, if tiny apartment, the little raised colony house down by the Water of Leith – where, if you ignore how tiny it is and just focus on the views, she can imagine herself living the dream.

Her mother had always been much more make-do-and-mend, and Essie has just been so keen not to have to do that any more that she hasn’t put aside enough for a rainy day. She hasn’t put aside a red cent.

Connor heads off to rugby training, kissing her on the head and giving her shoulder an ‘it’ll be alright’ squeeze – which is, she has already ascertained, not at all the same thing as a ‘move in with us for a bit’ squeeze. They are only in their mid-twenties; it’s a bit soon for all that. Plus it’s Tris’s flat and he has a strict bros code.

Essie opens her laptop, takes a deep breath, and once again starts searching for a cheaper place to live.

At first, she had thought it would be easy. She had started two weeks ago, and at first, as she pushed the button, loads of properties had popped up all over the map, right in town.



Then she looked closer. These were ‘flats to rent’, alright – but they were only for a night. Or a week, at most. They were all on Airbnb or other rental sites, all short-term, all completely unsustainable. Some are as expensive as hotels.

That couldn’t be right, she’d thought, looking closer. It couldn’t possibly be . . . there were flats she could see that she had known were once rentals; had had friends staying in them, long term. But now, they were all there for one-night visitors; people coming into town for fun or a stag night or a brief trip, who didn’t mind paying a bit more.

Of course, she and Connor had . . . loads of times – gone on minibreaks and stayed in other people’s places, in Paris, or Prague; they were often lovely and they’d congratulated themselves on getting to stay somewhere so cool when travelling, cheaper than a hotel . . . but that had been then. She’d never really thought what it meant back in the place she actually wanted to live.

She had shut down that window; started again, looking for long-term rentals.

There was almost nothing in the city. Nothing at all. It was as if an entire sector had disappeared. Everything available was miles away. And so incredibly expensive, so much so that she’d realised she was practically getting a bargain in the lovely colonies place in Stockbridge. All the flatshares she looked at – she started off looking at studios, but ruled that out very quickly – were hundreds and hundreds of pounds, and every time she called one that had just come on, it was gone already. The couple she did manage to get to see were in scary old tumbledown buildings, miles from anywhere, filthy dirty and with creepy older men already ensconced there. And even then, they still cost a fortune. And, whoops, they’re gone.



Her college friends have scattered far and wide, many to much cheaper areas of the country where they have mortgages and, in some cases, babies on the way, and were mildly surprised to hear from her, which made Essie blush. Her new colleagues and work chums are acquaintances, either out of work themselves now or not in need of a flatmate. Plus, the whole thing is horrendously embarrassing.

Two weeks later, by the time she’s been turned down by both a temp agency and an utterly nondescript apartment in Bruntsfield where she would have had to share a bathroom with three posh nineteen-year-old student girls who on the evidence of the bathroom floor left their hair extensions everywhere, she is deeply and seriously worried.

Essie sits in the lovely Stockbridge back bedroom, watching the evening light die over the water of Leith, which is thronged with couples walking, happy dogs, and small children on ethically produced wooden scooters.

She can’t believe everything is crumbling so fast. She was meant to be going out to dinner with Connor, Tris and that lot tonight, but she already knew it would be a very expensive affair, and almost certainly end up with the rugby boys attempting to debag one another on the street or make themselves drink something that was already on fire, and it wasn’t quite as much fun as it had seemed a while ago.

And her landlady, now she is at home all the time looking at job ads and heating up tinned soup, has started to make loud sighs and ‘oh, you’re here again’ remarks whenever she is in the kitchen or the bathroom and reminding her that the rent is due and basically pass-agging the hell out of her.

The phone rings. It’s her mother – of course it is. She looks at it for a while. Then she answers. What choice does she have?
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