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Dedication

To Andrea MacDonald, whose commitment to keeping an affordable Highland dance school open and running for the children of Fife, both throughout the pandemic and beyond, is an absolute inspiration
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Introduction

HELLO THERE!

And welcome to the island of Mure. It is, I will tell you, writing this, a blustery spring day, and the sun keeps popping its head in and out of the clouds and then changing its mind. I wanted to write a few quick words if you’re new, or actually even if you’ve read other Mure books: we’re all so busy and have a lot going on.

So! Here is a quick reprise just so you are up to date. (I find it particularly tricky reading on an e-book if I have to check who somebody is, and it’s hard just to flick back a few pages.) Also, I am not crazy about books that do it all in exposition—you know the kind of thing I mean:

“Hey, Peter! How’s your sister Jane?”

“Jane, my younger sister of age twenty-eight, you mean? Who just lost both legs in a terrible traffic accident in Minsk?”

“Yes, that’s the one. The one whose wedding we—by which I mean you and me plus your brother John, thirty—are all here to celebrate.”

So I am going to get you up to speed, whether you’ve just joined us (welcome!) or whether you have just finished reading all the others.

Okay, Flora MacKenzie moved back to the tiny island of Mure, off the northeastern coast of Scotland, where she grew up, after her mother died. Her father and three brothers still run the family farm there. She opened the Seaside Kitchen, a small café, and has now taken over the fancy Rock hotel following the death of its proprietor, Colton.

She is also engaged to be married to Joel, her complicated American boss from London, who was raised in a series of foster homes and has found settling down something of a challenge. They have a baby called Douglas, who is now almost one.

Lorna MacLeod is the primary school headmistress, who is having a secret relationship with Saif Hassan, the local GP, who is a refugee from Syria. They are nuts about each other. His two sons are on the island (and attend Lorna’s school). His wife was lost in the war in Syria; Saif has recently seen a photograph in which she appears to be not only remarried, but pregnant.

Of Flora’s brothers, the widowed Fintan is very relieved he doesn’t have to run the Rock any more; Innes is giving his marriage another shot while trying to raise his daughter, Agot; and Hamish is just being Hamish. He doesn’t change very much.

And okay, I think we are all caught up!

Normally I like writing books, but if I had the chance to make films, now you would definitely see one of those little breezes, just a little one, that comes out of nowhere, and it would flap the pages a tiny bit . . . and there would be a salty tang to the air, and suddenly I would have one of those soaring camera shots—you know the ones I mean, that go really fast over the sea, faster and faster, zooming toward a tiny dot in the distance, that becomes bigger and bigger on the horizon, a cool breeze blowing even under sunny morning skies, a great long stretch of golden sand appearing that reveals itself to be the Endless Beach, followed by a lighthouse and then the Rock, right at the top, and on the other south side of the beach, you can make out a jumble of little friendly buildings in different colors—red, yellow, pink—and the slightly faded black and white of the old Harbor’s Rest hotel. And now you are slowing, just gently dipping over the top of the fishermen’s clattering masts with their jolly flags, and now you are being deposited gently on the gray cobbled wharf, just in front of where the Caledonian MacBrayne ferry is puttering up on its first run of the day, with papers and parcels ready to be unloaded from the mainland, with the captain looking out on the wharf, maneuvering carefully. Bramble the dog is padding past with the paper in his mouth, heading back to Eck, Flora’s dad, at MacKenzie Farm, and the door of the pink building—the Seaside Kitchen—is already open, and you can already hear BBC nan Gàidheal playing some fiddle music inside, and smell good coffee and fresh cheese scones, so you may as well come in and sit down for a while, next to the Fair Isle knitting group, take a little break for yourself, and watch the comings and goings at the harbor—welcome back to Mure.

Love,

Jenny

xxxx





Chapter One

IT WAS THE tail-end of March, and the Rock hotel on Mure was booked absolutely solid. The visitors had got lucky too: the end of the Atlantic storms had brought snow and ice well into the third month of the year, but for the last week the sun had shone bright every day.

As long as you had a decent coat and some stout shoes (the hotel would of course lend you some wellingtons), the island looked glorious: the sand on the Endless Beach was so pale it was practically white, the water lapping turquoise and clear, the sky huge and blue as a child’s painting. The little brightly painted houses lopsidedly leaning against each other in the harbor were jolly and gay, and the fishing boats were freshly painted and eager to take to the waves.

“It is absolutely. Sodding. Freezing,” said Flora, stepping out into the bright sunshine, going round to check the gardens around the back of the house, where the daffodils were in full bloom.

Her fiancé, Joel, on the other end of the phone, let out a barking laugh.

“It’s because you heat that hotel so much you’ve got soft.”

Flora sighed. This was almost certainly true. In the MacKenzie farmhouse, where she’d grown up, the windows were single-paned and drafty and you had to hurtle to the damped-down peat kitchen fire every morning, your feet freezing on the icy stone, to stir it up again, then heat your chilled fingers around a warm, strong cup of tea.

The Rock, on the other hand, a huge old gray stone building, had been converted into a hotel by a rich Texan who couldn’t bear discomfort of any kind. The traditional-style windows were triple-glazed; a heat pump had been installed, giving out vast amounts of cheap energy; and every bathroom had underfloor heating. There were thick rugs and cozy blankets everywhere, as well as deep carpets in the library and sitting rooms. Colton, Flora’s brother Fintan’s late husband, had basically compared living at the very northern tip of the British Isles to living in a ski resort, and built accordingly. Except, as a newcomer to Scotland, he had gone for what he thought would be a design to blend in with the locals, and as a result there was tartan carpet of deep greens and blues and stags’ heads everywhere. At first, Flora had thought it was cheesy and ridiculous. Now, she rather loved it. It reminded her of Colton every time she strolled the long corridors or opened the door to the restaurant (then quickly shut it again, if Gaspard the temperamental chef was shouting at someone in the kitchen).

She found her way round to the side of the hotel that faced the water; there was a little dock there, and many people arrived by boat. The gardens by the wall hosted a sunny spot the wind could not reach, and they had benches for people to sit and watch the big boats go by in the distance, on their long journeys up and over to the fjords. In the direct sun, it was incredibly pleasant. She sat down for two seconds’ break from the endless demands of running a hotel and a café—nobody could see her from here, but it wasn’t hiding exactly—and she continued her conversation with Joel.

“How’s it going?”

Joel sighed in a way that indicated he didn’t think he’d be back soon. He administered Colton’s trust fund, which had contributed to the development of a global vaccination program. It had made him busier than they had ever thought possible, particularly after he’d moved to Mure for a quiet life.

“That well?” said Flora, glancing at her watch. It was six a.m. where he was, in Mexico City.

“It is going well,” said Joel. “This is a problem. They think it might be down to me.”

“Because it is,” said Flora. Joel was the best and smartest man she’d ever met, in her opinion. The rest of the world catching up to this fact didn’t surprise her in the slightest.

Joel harrumphed. “I think several thousands of actual scientists might have something to say about that. Anyway. I am desperate to get home.”

Flora looked out at the sea. It was habit, scanning the horizon for whales. There was a pod due, she felt it in her bones, though the horizon was choppy but clear. Everyone on the island knew the MacKenzie women were descended from selkies, the seal people. It was clear as day in their pale hair and translucent eyes; creatures who came from the sea, who might one day return. Of course it was absolute nonsense, Flora would harrumph. Nonetheless, there was no denying she did have a connection with the wild creatures around the shores of the island. She did feel a kinship, particularly with the whales. But surely every islander felt that way, she told herself.

“Come back before the whales come,” she said. “Then the whole of summer will be ahead of us.”

“Okay, my selkie girl,” said Joel, smiling to himself. He liked thinking of Flora as a sea spirit sometimes. Joel himself, although he had used to be a keen lap swimmer, did not like the deep seawater at all. He kept this from everyone but Flora, and was trying to get over it by joining the RNLI and becoming an ocean lifeguard.

“I’d better get back to it.”

“Be careful,” said Flora frowning. “Is it dangerous where you are?”

She could hear the smile in Joel’s voice.

“Everywhere is dangerous compared to Mure,” he said. “It’s not rational, what you think is dangerous.”

That was true. Ewan Clark, the local policeman, worked pretty much full-time on his farm and was only occasionally called to an altercation outside the Harbor’s Rest hotel late on market day, or to sort out some optimistic parking by tourists who didn’t quite understand that the strong discouragement to bring cars over on the ferry also applied to them. Children roamed free most of the year, and everyone knew everyone else, more or less.

“How’s Douglas? Walking yet?”

“Stop pressuring Douglas!”

All the MacKenzies had been, apparently, “nine-month walkers,” and, now that Douglas was almost one, the pressure was on.

“No, I don’t want him to walk! I want to be there!”

“Oh well. In that case, he’s pretty much still all drool and snot.”

“Good, good,” said Joel, who as someone who had never known much parenting himself had nonetheless turned into the most devoted father imaginable. “Also, we need to talk about . . . Oh, it can wait.”

“What?” said Flora, sitting up straighter. Nothing good ever came from the phrase “we need to talk,” in her experience. “What do we have to talk about? What?”

“Oh, nothing, honestly; wait till I’m back.”

“That’s not for days! And now I will panic and think it’s something bad.”

“It’s nothing bad,” said Joel. “At least I don’t think so.”

“What? Oh my God oh my God oh my God what?”

“Nothing! Honestly!”

“TELL ME!”

“When I’m home . . . Can we talk about the wedding?”

“Our wedding?”

“No,” said Joel, “all those other weddings I take a deep and abiding interest in. Probably a Kardashian one.”

FLORA HEADED INTO her office after the phone call, wondering what he meant exactly—presumably he didn’t mean “cancel” the wedding if he was making jokes about the Kardashians, but even so. He’d proposed at Christmas, and it had just been wonderful and gorgeous and there seemed no reason to delay having it this summer—but he had been rather cagey about discussing actual wedding details and the like. Flora would have been perfectly happy if he had said “do what you like,” given she had a hotel, a chef and a lot of good pastry at her disposal, but he hadn’t said that either. And if they did want to do it this summer, they had better get moving . . .

She looked out at the north end of the Endless Beach. Tourists had taken up residence in wildly optimistic swimsuits and more realistic windbreakers. Every so often someone would dare go up and touch the water, pale blue as a Caribbean shore, lapping gently up to the perfect white sands—then jump back in absolute horror as they felt the temperature. Flora smiled. It didn’t really matter how hot the sun shone: it was still the North Atlantic. They had lots of so-called wild swimmers who turned up all winter with lots of expensive kit and huge dry robes talking about how wild swimming was amazing and had completely changed their lives and how fantastic it was, before running in and out for five minutes. On Mure, they just called it swimming.

The phone rang in the office the second she opened the door, and Flora looked out of the window as she picked it up. Oh, there they were—she thought she’d run into them on her way to the garden. Eck, her dad, and Hamish, one of her three brothers, were trying to persuade Douglas into a standing position. Agot, the daughter of Flora’s brother Innes, who had followed her in, looked out and sniffed dismissively.

“That Baby is RUBBISH at walking. Tha e gòrach.” Agot was learning Gaelic at school and liked to mutter in it, particularly remarks too cheeky to say aloud.

Flora’s funny, serious-looking baby, the spit of his dad, was sitting in the grass, toggled up in the nine layers of knitted wool considered essential by Mure knitters, i.e., most of the population, and eyeing them suspiciously. It was a look Flora knew well from his father, and it said “whatever you think you’re talking about, I’m going to do exactly what I think is right in my own good time.” It was what made Joel an excellent lawyer and an occasionally frustrating partner.

Still, they made a pretty sight, three generations of MacKenzie boys—plus Bramble of course, who was looking for the muddiest patch of the flower beds to roll in, and avoiding the enthusiastic attentions of Bjårk Bjårkensson, the huge and rambunctious kitchen dog. They really shouldn’t have a kitchen dog, Flora thought, for the nine thousandth time, as she answered the phone.

“Hello? The Rock hotel.”

“Yah, hello?”

The voice was calm and flat. It was, from the first syllable, a voice that sounded used to getting its own way.

“Am I speaking to the proprietor of the Rock hotel?”

Flora’s heart sank. Whatever they were selling, she didn’t want to buy it and couldn’t afford it anyway.

“Yes, hello, this is Flora, but we’re not really in the—”

“Jan MacArthur gave me your number.”

Ah. Jan MacArthur née Mathieson. Jan was a local woman who ran camping and survival courses and had an entirely inexplicable dislike of Flora, who had got off with her husband years ago. Way before they were married, in fact, but somehow this didn’t seem to let Flora off the hook.

“Oh, great!” Flora said brightly.

“Actually, she tried to discourage me, but I’d seen your article . . .”

A journalist had come to the hotel last Christmas to sneer, but had ended up thoroughly enjoying herself and had written a massive rave.

“Anyway. I want to talk to you about weddings.”

Flora was ready for this.

“I’m sorry, we don’t do weddings,” she said apologetically.

The plan was that soon they absolutely would do weddings; they got called all the time about them, and a more photogenic spot could barely be imagined. Once Flora was confident that the hotel, which had only been open for three months, could handle it, that Gaspard wouldn’t have a meltdown, that guests wouldn’t throw up in the flower beds, that they could serve a hundred people at the same time, then she was definitely going to start running it as a wedding venue. She and Joel were going to get married first—well, at least, that was the plan—as a test run, and after that they’d go for it.

But there was a little more to it than that: she couldn’t forget Colton and Fintan’s wedding. It had been the most glorious day, the most perfectly planned occasion, wonderful in every way—weather, food, guests, toasts, speeches, everything a dream under a bright blue sky—and it hadn’t saved him from the cancer that had spent the following year eating him from the inside out, breaking Fintan’s heart in the process. It had made everyone a little superstitious.

“Jan said you would make an exception for us? My name is Jacinth; I’m calling on behalf of her sister?”

Flora’s eyes went wide.

“Olivia?”

“Yah!”





Chapter Two

“OH MY GOD, Olivia Mathieson!” said Flora, heading into the farmhouse to return Agot, who absolutely was not meant to go to the hotel after school, but was supposed to go straight back to the farmhouse. Unfortunately, she was a great favorite in the hotel kitchens, where Gaspard was trying to develop her palate and would make her try olives, anchovies, ducks’ hearts, raw garlic, and whatever else was in season. She would then return and try to get her uncle Fintan to make his cheese stinkier, to everyone’s annoyance apart from Bramble’s.

Flora’s oldest brother Innes, the day’s work done, was lying stretched out on the sofa and Flora perched Douglas on top of him, where he immediately started pulling at his uncle’s buttons. The cold sunlight streamed through the windows, making the room, with its shabby rugs, old family photos, piles of back copies of Farmers Weekly and chipped earthenware on the Welsh dresser, look pleasant and inviting.

“Your baby’s an idiot, sis,” said Innes without getting up, but caressing Douglas’s face fondly nonetheless. “He still can’t walk. Every MacKenzie baby is a nine-month walker. Every single one!”

“He’ll walk when he wants to walk!”

“Maybe he could crawl around with brushes strapped to him and clean out the high barn.”

“Shut up,” said Flora as Douglas held up his chubby arms again for his mother, although, as Flora always thought, with a slightly disappointed air that she wasn’t his beloved father. Between Eck, Joel, and Flora’s three brothers, Douglas had a very man-heavy existence. It would have been nice to get his cousin Agot involved, but Agot hated him with a deadly and unrelenting commitment.

“I think That Baby has done some poo,” she said now, wrinkling her tiny nose. “I can’t believe we have something in this house that does poo. Bramble doesn’t even do poo in the house, and he’s a dog.”

“Stop talking about poo,” said Innes lazily.

“Poo poo poo,” said Agot instantly. “Poo poo poo poo poo.”

“I’ll change Douglas,” said Flora, picking him up.

“Hang on,” said Innes. “Did you say Olivia Mathieson?”

He sat up suddenly.

“Um yes,” said Flora over her shoulder, carrying Douglas to the bathroom. Innes got up and followed her.

“Wow!” he said. “I haven’t seen Olivia for . . . God. Since school.”

“Jan never even mentions her. I thought she was a myth . . . You know you are allowed to change my baby,” said Flora, looking at the bomb disposal site that was Douglas’s nappy. Innes bid a hasty retreat.

Agot was still singing the poo song when Flora came back in with a sweetly scented baby to find Innes rapidly scrolling on the farmhouse’s ancient laptop.

“She’s not on Facebook,” he said, a slightly dreamy look on his face.

“I never knew her; she’d left for boarding before I got to high school. But she was famous even then,” mused Flora.

“Olivia Mathieson,” said Innes again in a slightly reverential tone, then looked around guiltily. His wife, Eilidh, was out having a drink with Inge-Britt at the Harbor’s Rest.

“What’s she like? Why does Jan not talk about her? I don’t think I really connected them until just now. I didn’t know Jan then either. No loss.”

Innes smiled to himself. “Oh, it wasn’t ever easy for Jan, having a sister like Olivia.”

“Why not?” said Flora, intrigued.

“Prettiest girl on the island,” said Innes. “For miles around, I mean. High school too.”

Flora bristled.

“Yes, but is she nice?”

Innes shrugged.

“Dunno.”

“Did you ever go out with her?”

Innes had been quite the island lothario in his day. He shook his head sadly.

“Nope. I always thought I might have a chance, but she was very clear she wasn’t interested in island boys. Hardly ever here. And you know Malcy: he’s got money, you know.”

Indeed, the Mathiesons were the richest family on the island. Or at least they had been, till some awkward development with Bitcoin nobody quite understood. Flora had had quite the run-in with Malcy, the patriarch, the previous Christmas when he had tried to have the island statue pulled down.

But time had worn them down: if you didn’t patronize the Rock for your birthday lunch or the Seaside Kitchen for your sandwiches and pastries, you were going to be on fairly thin pickings as far as eating on Mure was concerned, and with a great deal of huffing and puffing, Malcy and the rest of the family had gradually sidled back in, making a great show of criticizing the drinks, Flora always noticed, if they could find something without enough ice in it. They never complained about the food as a) there was very rarely anything to complain about and b) they were terrified of Gaspard.

“What kind of a famous lothario are you?” said Flora, as Innes immediately threw a cushion at her.

“Shut up!” He smiled. “So anyway, what’s she up to?”

“She wants to get married at the Rock.”

“Who does?” said Fintan, wandering in from the dairy and washing his hands down in the big old butler’s sink. “Hey, Douglas! Hey, Agot!”

“Poo!”

Fintan glanced at Innes, who held his hands up innocently.

“Agot, how old are you?” said Fintan gravely. “Are you a big girl of six or are you a tiny baby who says silly words all the time?”

“I am poo years old,” said Agot, and Fintan gave up.

“Who is getting married at the Rock?” he asked again.

“Olivia Mathieson.”

Fintan burst out laughing and clutched his hands to his chest in a faux swoon.

“Ooooh, not Olivia Mathieson, loveliest little lady on the whole damn island!”

“I swear to God I never saw her around,” said Flora.

“That’s because she vanished the second she could. Got the hell out of Dodge. And so did you, if I recall.”

Flora harrumphed.

“Didn’t she go off to be a fashion model or something? She never ever comes back.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Neither did you!” said Fintan, until Flora hushed him with a look.

“I bet she’s not marrying anyone local,” said Innes, opening two beers and handing one to Fintan, who took it gratefully.

“Where’s my beer?” said Flora.

“Oh, aren’t you breastfeeding?”

“Not for, like, four months!” said Flora, wishing not for the first time that there were a few more females in her family. Fintan fetched her a beer, which Flora didn’t really want, but she didn’t like being left out.

“Who is she marrying then?”

“I didn’t ask,” said Flora. “In the scheme of weddings, grooms aren’t actually that important.”

“I didn’t find that,” said Fintan, and a look passed over his face that was so sad. It hadn’t even been two years since Colton had died; it would be this summer that their wedding day had dawned, so glorious in the sunset in the grounds of his own home.

“Sorry, bro,” said Flora softly.

Fintan shrugged.

“Aye, well, it is what it is.”

Innes was staring at his laptop and scowling.

“I can’t believe Mure finally gets enough internet to run Facebook and everyone immediately leaves Facebook.”

“It’ll be Instagram,” said Flora, trying to maneuver Douglas, her beer, and her phone all at the same time.

Innes made a face.

“Instagram has been very good to us,” reminded Flora. Iona, who ran the Seaside Kitchen, spent a lot of time posting beautiful pictures of cakes interspersed with the harbor, the pretty houses, and the wonderful landscapes. She might possibly also have taken most of the photographs on sunny days, thus leading to something of a false sense of security in people showing up with bikinis for their holidays.

Flora scrolled and finally found Olivia Mathieson from who Jan followed. Jan posted a lot of pictures of her round-faced baby, Christabel, and them dressed up in identical outfits. But . . .

“There she is,” said Innes immediately. “Cor. She hasn’t changed a bit.”

“She has,” said Fintan, peering over his shoulder. “She’s got better-looking.”

Olivia’s ’Gram was something else. Innes whistled through his teeth. Olivia was tall and willowy, with high rounded breasts shown off to some advantage in a succession of extraordinary bikinis and swimsuits with cutouts. Here she was getting onto what looked like a private plane. Here she was, pouting a suspiciously large mouth on the prow of a white boat. Here she was in a very expensive shop waiting as someone wrapped her up a handbag. They were almost all of her, and she was making the same pouty face or broad, evenly white grin in all of them. But there was no doubt she was swishing around the world doing some pretty amazing things—there were infinity pools and skyscrapers and LA and Hong Kong and Singapore and the hashtags #lovingmylife #blessed #beyourself.

Innes looked with some regret at the bikini shots; Fintan and Flora pointed out the expensive bags to one another. In one of the final shots, there was a picture of a ring and two hands clasped. The diamond in the ring was the size of a Lego brick. It looked like it would break Olivia’s delicate hand. The two hands—the person who had given it to her wasn’t in shot at all—appeared to be clasped over the back of a yacht at sunset. It had thousands of likes.

“Bloody hell,” said Fintan.

“Oh lordy,” said Flora. “And she wants to get married at our place.”

FLORA LAY AWAKE half the night, wondering what on earth a rich Instagram influencer would expect from them, and whether or not she ought to do it. She could just say no, of course. But then, if Olivia was from the island, and wanted to come back to her roots—well, who was she to tell her she couldn’t?

And if she didn’t book the Rock, she might book the only other place suitable on Mure, the Harbor’s Rest, and that would not be nice. It was a homey place, the Harbor’s Rest, the big black-and-white hotel and bar on the harbor front, but run very sloppily and half falling down. Flora didn’t think she could bear it. They were going to start sometime, weren’t they? To be honest, they needed the money. Staffing costs were high: Gaspard in the kitchen was brilliant, but he demanded top-quality produce.

And she wanted to hear the rooms of the Rock echo with laughter, with toasts and happy feelings and dressed-up people. If Olivia’s friends were as beautiful as she was too, that would be something to see . . .

Half convinced, Flora dropped off, sending a goodnight kiss to Joel and mentally adding thinking about the wedding to her extremely long list of things to do the next day after baby clinic. To anyone who asked, she would say baby clinic was a waste of time as Douglas was so obviously healthy and thriving.

But secretly, like many new mothers, she rather loved any excuse to discuss her baby with anyone, even someone paid to ask her dry medical questions about him. And given how busy she was, going to baby clinic counted as a good time these days.





Chapter Three

NEDA OKONJO ALWAYS enjoyed arriving on Mure, particularly on sunny freezing days like this one, as the morning ferry chuntered back and forth to a stop. Normally based in Glasgow, she was in charge of refugee resettlement, and some cases went better than others.

Dr. Saif Hassan’s was one of their great success stories: he had taken over from the doddery old island doctor and proved a great hit in the community with his slow, patient manner, his thoroughness and gentleness. Now, as well as doing a quick check-in on his two sons, who lived with him, she was finally bringing some excellent news.

She made her way up through the little harbor streets; daffodils—already over, further south in Glasgow—were waving in full bloom from every bank. She smiled wryly at the huge angel statue someone had plonked in the middle of town, which was becoming quite the tourist attraction. It was certainly striking, the sun’s rays hitting it full on, the great wings rising behind it. Mure was such a lovely place, she thought. If her job wasn’t in Glasgow, and Mhairi wasn’t so committed to her library job and all the restaurants and bars of the West End . . . No. It was a pipe dream for them. But still. She could see its appeal.

She knew Saif’s schedule well enough: he stopped work at three to pick up the boys, even though Ib pointed out that he was a seventh grader now (he’d been held back a year as he adjusted to his new life) and absolutely didn’t need to be picked up like a tiny baby, then did his house calls once they were settled with a peanut butter sandwich and Horrible Histories or, on days like today, the football out in the back garden while Mrs. Laird kept an eye on them.

Right now, Saif had morning surgery, which was just as well because Neda had notes to write up, which she would happily do in the Seaside Kitchen with a cheese scone warm and fragrant from the oven—nowhere did a cheese scone as good—and a large mug of coffee, and her good news could wait. Then she could pop in on those lovely boys. As workdays went, this one was shaping up to be excellent.

NORMALLY ON THE mainland, nurses would run baby clinic, but here on the distant and small island of Mure, they didn’t have the staff, so Saif did it.

He normally enjoyed it: healthy patients were always a bonus, and he marveled at how quickly the pregnant women turned into mothers, the bouncing bairns got their MMRs, then the next minute they were nearly ready for school. Realizing how quickly the children grew up made him slightly panicky from time to time. He remembered how his wife Amena had gone to the large, noisy clinic near their home, even though he had been able to keep an eye on the boys’ progress perfectly well. She had liked it, she explained, because she could see how obviously superior and more beautiful their boys were to the other babies there, and Saif had said didn’t she think the other mums would be thinking the same thing and she had looked pityingly at him and said yes, it was such a shame they were so deluded and wrong.

First off, Flora MacKenzie charged in with Douglas, coming up on a year old and so like Joel with his dark curly hair and intense gaze.

Flora grinned as Saif put the baby on the scales and tested his reflexes.

“My brothers say he’s an idiot because he can’t walk or do very much,” she said.

“Can he sit?” said Saif, testing the hypothesis. Douglas sat up carefully, surveying the clinic like a little pasha. He stuck a little hand out for the toy giraffe Saif kept on his desk.

“He can but he can barely crawl! He just scoots along on his bum! Innes says he’s a moron and is going to end up in prison.”

“This is Agot’s father you speak of?” said Saif, with a slight twitch of his mouth. Agot was his son Ash’s sworn best friend and defender against the world.

“Exactly! So I said, ‘Better a drooling moron than an evil psychopath going to take over the world.’ And instead of disagreeing he said, ‘She’ll remember that when she takes over the world.’”

Saif smiled, tracing his pencil in the air and watching Douglas’s eyes follow it wherever it went, both pointing in the same direction. He then put headphones on the baby, which was so comical Flora wanted to take a picture but was gently dissuaded.

“But he’s so cute!”

“Don’t distract him, please,” said Saif, testing the baby’s hearing with a set of buttons. Douglas responded in the right direction.

“What words and sounds is he using?”

“None! Oh my God, is Innes right? Joel says just ignore him, there’s nothing wrong with Douglas.”

“There is, to the best of my knowledge, nothing wrong with Douglas,” said Saif, listening to his heart, then putting a measuring tape round his head. He hid the giraffe behind his back and watched as the baby pointed toward where he thought it was.

“Good boy,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“Except . . .”

Saif smiled and went to collect the syringe.

“I promise it’s very quick,” he said.

“I know,” said Flora. “But I hate it. Like, nothing bad has ever happened to this baby. Except when the person who loves him most in the world, the person he trusts completely, holds him down while you hurt him. I feel this is like the beginning of the end of his innocence.”

“It is also,” said Saif, tapping the syringe, “the beginning and the end of his measles.”

Douglas looked shocked as the needle slid into his chubby thigh, but recovered after a quick yelp and a huge cuddle.

“All done,” said Saif. He looked up at Flora.

“And you,” he said, “in yourself. How are you?”

“What do you mean, how do I feel?”

He shrugged. It could be a tricky question. “How is motherhood treating you?”

“Oh!” said Flora, understanding his meaning. She grinned at Douglas, who grinned back at her, showing his five teeth.

“Well, it’s exhausting, terrible, I will never ever get my hips back in my old jeans, I am weirdly grubby all the time, Joel and I never get to the end of a sentence without one of us having to get the baby or falling asleep, and I basically stopped breastfeeding like four months ago but sometimes he still likes some before he goes to sleep and I haven’t the heart to refuse him—don’t tell anyone—which means I will be a terrible soft parent who never gives any discipline and will raise an absolute brat and I can’t focus on my relationship, my work, my friends, my home, and my baby all at once so I do an absolutely terrible job at most of them.”

She smiled again.

“I absolutely love it.”

Saif nodded and made a note.

“That is all very normal.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” said Flora with a grin. “I brought you a Bakewell slice.”

“That is kind,” said Saif. There were few women on the island who didn’t think he needed feeding up, but Flora’s offerings were by some way the best. “What are you up to today?”

“I am going to work, then I am going to phone Joel and then we are going to put out a joint conference call to my stupid brothers to tell them that my baby is perfect. Can I have a certificate of some kind? Perhaps a badge or a gold star to say my baby is the best?”

Saif smiled.

“That is a good idea. I should definitely give all the babies on the island grades. I think that would work very well.”

“Lorna says you’re very sarcastic,” said Flora, referring to her best friend and Saif’s secret girlfriend. “But I am choosing to take you literally. See you later.”

And she walked out, holding a placated Douglas, beaming.

IN THE WAITING room, Jan was trying to get Christabel to stop yelling and remove her from her stroller, where she was bucking and squirming and bright pink in the face. Jan had, up until twenty-four hours ago, also been feeling happy to be going to baby clinic. Christabel was gifted, and she needed Saif to see that.

Since yesterday, however, the worst had happened.

It wasn’t the worst, she knew. In the scheme of things, there were almost certainly other people who would be really happy for their rich, beautiful, talented sister, whom everybody loved, to be getting married to a millionaire and coming home to rub it in everyone’s faces.

They hadn’t had to live with her.

One of Jan’s earliest memories was an old lady coming up to Senga, her mother, pointing at Olivia, and saying, “But that one! That one is beautiful!” as if completely amazed. Stolid, nearsighted Jan had stood there, innocently waiting for her own compliment, which had never come.

As they had grown up, it didn’t matter how well Jan did at school or how efficiently she ate her vegetables. Olivia was graceful, beautiful, and sweet as pie—to everyone who wasn’t Jan. As soon as the adults’ backs were turned, she would pinch her big sister hard on Jan’s beefy legs, then as soon as Jan complained, make her beautiful green eyes wide and brimming with tears and insist it was an accident. If Jan retaliated, things got very bad for her very fast.

Jan had learned to ignore her little sister, but as they grew that made things worse; Olivia was unendingly popular. Everyone was dying to be friends with the girl who looked like Snow White, who lived in the big house with the hot tub (so far the first and only hot tub on Mure; it had been and remained quite the sensation). Which meant that her weird, plain older sister got more and more ostracized and Olivia more and more triumphant. Finally, Jan gave up on girls altogether, having more or less decided they were all evil, and found her purpose working with little boys on the Outward Adventures courses for special schools, and never mentioned her sister (her mother knew better than to mention Olivia in her presence too).

Olivia had left their tiny, parochial island as soon as she could. She had moved to London, modeled for a bit, found a nebulous kind of job in travel PR, which involved her jetting off expensively to fabulous places, posting them on Instagram—and now she was engaged to someone clearly very, very wealthy, if the vast rock on her finger was anything to go by.

And suddenly she was coming back! Storming in with some presumably super-rich, super-hot lover, stomping all over Jan’s turf, and it was going to be school all over again. Olivia hadn’t even bothered to come to Jan’s wedding, pretending to be too busy in Hong Kong, and had sent a set of Louis Vuitton luggage, incredibly expensive and something she must have known Jan, who never went anywhere, couldn’t possibly use. Now Jan was in for a solid year of people going on and on about how amazing Olivia was again. Great.

“Hello,” said Flora to her in the waiting room as she left, trying to be nice and thinking, well, as usual she was not getting much back for her efforts. “We’re all done! Good luck!”

Jan looked at Douglas suspiciously, as if expecting to see something terribly wrong with him. Jeannie the receptionist glanced over.

“Okay, Miss Christabel MacArthur, you’re up!”

Christabel, bright red in the face, screamed louder than ever as Jan fumbled with the straps.

“Good luck,” Flora said again, as Jan shot her a filthy look that made Flora feel slightly guilty.

“I THINK,” SAID Jan, “she’s very gifted.” Christabel hadn’t stopped screaming from the moment she got into Saif’s consulting room. “She can speak and baby-sign.”

“That is very good,” said Saif, warming his stethoscope. He was intrinsically rather suspicious of baby sign, and even now Christabel was frantically waving her arms in the air and hitting out in a bit of baby sign that very clearly meant, “GET AWAY FROM ME RIGHT NOW, STRANGE MAN!”

“Hello, little baby, do not worry,” he said softly in his gentle accent.

“She’s very advanced for her age,” went on Jan stolidly. Christabel bit Saif on the finger.

“Okay,” said Saif, disengaging himself as carefully as possible and handing her back. “Would you like to hold her facing me while I check a few things?”

He looked at Jan. Normally so in control and bossy running the camping group—his boys had taken her courses and had had an absolutely wonderful time—she looked drab and downtrodden today. The practical short-cut gray hair looked messy rather than neat, her glasses were smeared, and her mouth was in a downward line.

She took the baby with bad grace, almost roughly, and Christabel hollered even more. Saif frowned. The contrast between Flora’s harassed but easy acceptance—shared by most new mothers—was rather noticeable.

He examined the infant but kept talking to Jan.

“So, in yourself, how are you?”

There was a short pause.

“I’m fine,” snapped Jan. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Saif frowned.

“Some people find having babies quite an . . . emotional experience. And can find things difficult.”

“Not me,” said Jan immediately. “I look after children all the time. And I’m good at it too. I looked after your boys.”

“I know,” smiled Saif, keeping his voice very soft and gentle, “and I am so grateful. They loved spending time with you.”

Jan almost told him about Olivia. There was something about the tall, thin doctor, with his huge, dark puppy-dog eyes, his palpable sense of sadness, of loneliness, that made you think he would understand. He was so gentle and careful and quiet. She very nearly did. Then Christabel let out a huge yell and she was distracted, shushing her and too tired to talk any more. She saw his concerned face and could not bear it, so ended up saying, “I’m fine!” as he finished up testing Christabel’s tracking and hearing.

“Good,” said Saif, marking quite the opposite on her notes. Just in case. “Now she is ready for her vaccine.”

Once more, as Jan heaved a screeching Christabel back into her arms, she wanted to tell him—to tell someone, who she knew would be kind and sympathetic—but it was pointless. In fact, worse than pointless. Now Olivia had grown up and hadn’t, as Jan had hoped, betrayed her early promise and turned out to be disappointingly unattractive or suffer from untreatable boils, she didn’t just have to deal with women wanting to be her friend, but also with men turning into slavering idiots with their tongues on the floor.

“Bye,” she said gruffly, as if she’d done Saif a massive favor coming into the surgery.

“Goodbye,” said Saif, genuinely worried about her.

IT WAS, AS ever, a busy morning. After three more babies in baby clinic, which was a pleasing population increase for the island in recent years, there were his regular patients.

“So.” Saif was squinting at his notes. “You have ‘languishing syndrome’?”

Mattie McGuiness nodded doughtily.

“Aye, right enough.”

Saif blinked and rubbed his beard thoughtfully. He normally didn’t mind people looking up symptoms on Google: it could be very useful once he’d persuaded them they almost certainly didn’t have dengue fever. Other times, however, he was stumped.

“And the symptoms are . . .”

“No, really fussed to get out of bed, like? And feeling it’s all a wee bit pointless, ken?”

Saif ran through the official depression and anxiety assessment, but as far as he could tell Mattie wasn’t suffering at all. In fact, in his private opinion, Mattie was suffering from a case of “mildly fed up,” but of course he wouldn’t say that.

“Has anything changed in your home life?” he asked in his slow, mild way.

Mattie shrugged.

“Lambing. Little buggers. Get you up all night they do too.”

Saif smiled apologetically. He knew a little about being woken at odd hours of the night.

“I don’t know how I could write you a sick note for the lambs,” he said, but Mattie was still talking, going on about how they bounded away from you so you couldn’t catch them, how some of the mothers just ignored their offspring and no other mother would have them, so the abandoned lambs tore around, increasingly frantic, looking for milk and you had to either find a ewe who’d lost her lamb, slice fur off the lamb who had died, and tie it on the new lamb so they caught the smell, which was impossible, or take the lamb back and hand-rear it in the house, which was worse because then they wanted to live in the house all the time and they wound up all the other animals, like the dogs, who weren’t allowed in the house.

Saif realized belatedly that all unmarried Mattie needed, in fact, was a listening ear, so he kept an eye on his appointment timer and let it run down, making sympathetic nods at appropriate moments. He knew farming was a business but, like so many others, he couldn’t help but be cheered when the lambs turned up, sometimes born to the cold, wild storms of the stinging tail-end of winter, but sometimes, like this week, arriving in a soft golden morning, mists rising above the meadows as he drove down to surgery from the drafty house where he lived. There was a bog at the bottom of Mattie’s field and the braver young lambs liked to congregate there and take turns daring each other to jump over it. Ash, Saif’s youngest, thought it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen in his life.

“Aye,” said Mattie finally, finishing up.

Saif nodded.

“I . . . Anything I could prescribe you would just make you feel worse,” he said. “Like life was just passing you by. My best prescription would be a holiday, but there aren’t a lot of those on the NHS.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Mattie. “I went to the mainland to get my knee replaced and it was like being in a hotel. Do you know they bring your meals round? And there’s a TV? Four days I was in there. They said I could go home earlier, but I said, no you’re all right, doll, this is heaven.”

Saif tried to figure out what was the right expression for someone whose life was so unrelenting that a stay in hospital was the best fun they’d had in years, but he didn’t quite know what it was.

“I have this leaflet,” he said. Unfortunately, the leaflet—as was common to much of the centralized NHS advice—had a lot to say on the benefit of exercise. There was absolutely nothing you could tell a Mure sheep farmer about exercise. They all lived to 106.

Mattie looked over to behind Saif’s computer. There was the telltale recycled brown cardboard box with “Seaside Kitchen” printed on it that Flora had left.

“What’s in the box, like?”

“That is not a medical question,” said Saif.

“Is it a Bakewell slice, is it?”

Silence fell. The Seaside Kitchen was a sensational local bakery, with the lightest of pastries and pies. Everything there was a treat.

“Why are you asking?” said Saif, feeling as if this consultation was slipping away from him somewhat.

“I just . . . I was thinking,” said Mattie, who had in fact thoroughly enjoyed his morning, coming into the village from his farm on the other side of the MacKenzies’, popping in to see everyone, planning on finishing up at lunchtime with a pint and perhaps a game of dominoes at the Harbor’s Rest, “that do you know what I bet would see me right?”

Saif looked at him.

“A Bakewell slice?”

“Well, it’s psychological, isn’t it? Looking to put the zest back into life?”

“With my Bakewell slice?”

“It is a Bakewell slice! I knew it!”

Silence fell as the phone buzzed for Jeannie the receptionist to let him know his next scheduled meeting was here.

“You think I can cure you by giving you my Bakewell slice?”

“Worth a shot,” said Mattie.

“I DIDN’T KNOW you let people eat during consultations,” said Neda, breezing in in a dark business suit, her flat-top as sharp as ever, her makeup perfect, throwing everyone else in their fleeces and wellies into sharp relief. She glanced backward at Mattie McGuiness happily munching his way down the hallway.

“Don’t ask,” said Saif, his farewell smile to cunning Mattie vanishing from his face, which became guarded and wary.

Mure, the small island with its changing weather but steadfast inhabitants, had proven the perfect place to escape the stress of war, of being a refugee, of a world that had cracked in his hands. Neda was his link to that world, and they were both aware of it. His heart started beating so quickly that he gave a sharp, betraying glance to his stethoscope coiled up in its black case on his desk.

“How are the boys?” said Neda.

“They are well . . . I do not know how much Ib is looking forward to boarding.”

Mure children had to weekly board on the mainland when they reached secondary age; the Monday morning and the Friday afternoon ferries were both absolutely raucous affairs. With very few exceptions, the island children (the Faroes and the outer-island children also boarded) were fiercely loyal, tight-knit groups who loved their time away.

Neda nodded.

“I’ll speak to him about it. He’s twelve though, rising thirteen—he’ll have to separate at some point.”

Saif nodded.

“I know, I know.”

Already, Ib had the ghost of a moustache on his top lip, and the occasional pimple. His glower, though, had always been with him and could not be put down to becoming a teenager.

“Anyway,” said Neda with a smile, putting down a file on the desk, “for once, I have good news!”

She realized her error almost immediately. What would he think? They had tracked down a picture of his wife, although not a location. She had been getting married, and was visibly pregnant. She’d looked, to Saif’s eyes, happy. And she would not contact him, would not answer messages. She was, in many ways, no longer even his wife at all. The pain cut deep. He could not even think of telling the boys. How could he? She had moved on with her life, and he would not hurt his sons with that information.

“. . . Not like that,” she added quickly. “Sorry, sweetie.”

Saif nodded shortly.

“No, it’s this.” She pulled out a sheaf of papers. “You’ve officially been here nearly five years . . . Now you can apply for legal residency.”

Saif blinked.

“Become a Scottish person?”

“Well, not yet, but it’s a step toward citizenship. And it’s ‘British person.’ At the moment.” She smiled privately to herself. “You’re integrating too much.”

Saif blinked.

“And the boys . . . ?”

“So. First, you’ll get your leave to stay for another five years; I think that’s pretty clear. I think your usefulness is beyond question, and I’ll be your sponsor. That will go straight through this summer. And at the end of that, you’ll get your citizenship. Assuming you don’t, you know, launch a major crime ring in the interim.”

She leaned forward.

“And you know, then the boys would have British passports—Ib will still be a dependent in five years. It’s happening, Saif.”

He stared at her, taking it all in.

“They’d be safe,” she said softly.

Saif felt something shift inside him. He wasn’t quite sure what it was and suddenly didn’t quite trust himself to speak.

To be safe. The boys too. To have a nationality that would grant them access to the world—British people, he felt but never said, had no idea how lucky they were to be born in a rich country. They moaned and complained about the government; they never dreamed of turning on a light switch not knowing if there was electricity, or worried about being turned away from a hospital or not being able to get on a plane and go wherever they damn well pleased.

To be western Europeans, from the worst of starts—what an extraordinary hand his children would be dealt, their passport a golden ticket millions would risk their lives for. Did, every single day.

He looked at Neda directly.

“What else?” he said mildly. But he knew what was coming. He shouldn’t really have to think about this now. There had to be a reason for the urgency.

“You have to do it now,” she said. One thing he liked about Neda, she never tried to pretend things were different, never lied to him. He nodded.

“You know, they are saying Damascus is safe,” said Saif. “Have you seen the pictures? It is not even rubble. It is what comes after the rubble is blasted. It is dust.”

Neda nodded.

“How could anyone raise a family in that?”

“Nonetheless,” said Neda, “you were granted refuge here while your country was at war. They are saying your country is no longer at war.”

“Only because there is nothing left to fight over,” said Saif bitterly. “Bleached bones and burning tires.”

“I agree with you. Unfortunately, I have to tell you, we are expecting some political pressure. At some point in the future. I think this is going to become important. Maybe very important, if there’s an election in London. Obviously, you’re a doctor in a region with a shortage. Which helps you. But even so. Scotland wants to protect you. But it may not be able to. That is why,” said Neda, “I strongly recommend that you get your application in. Right away.”

He nodded, trying to take it all in.

“It’s good news,” she said. “It’s great news. I’m just saying act fast, that’s all. Don’t risk a change of policy at Westminster; they spin with the wind.”

She left the forms and a booklet on his desk and told him she’d meet him at the school. He stared at it thoughtfully, his hand reaching forgetfully to the now empty bakery box.





Chapter Four

IN ALL THE great expanse of the universe, in all of space and time, in all worlds created, in all planets, continents, oceans, countries, cities, towns, islands, streets, homes, rooms, in all of those places, there was one spot, one tiny infinitesimal point where Lorna MacLeod felt happy, could always feel happy.

And it was here, this evening. In her bedroom at the back of her tucked-away flat above the tiny Mure museum (usually closed) and the library (only open in the afternoons), in the little home of her own that was cozy with the peat fire in the wintertime and had a sunny kitchen and fire escape to sit on in the summertime. Her blue bedroom, with its windows looking out over the backs of the stone cottages, was completely private, completely hers and, at this precise moment in time, shared, under crisp white sheets dried in the fresh clean spring winds of the island, fast asleep, with Saif Hassan. He had had a busy day.

She pulled his hastily discarded shirt around her—she so loved the smell of him—and simply gazed. Part of her wanted to wake him up: they spent so little time together and she treasured every moment.

But part of her was greedy for this, when without words, she could simply drink in the golden sheen of his skin, the softness of the shaggy dark hair, the cast of his absurdly long eyelashes on his cheeks, the mouth, which was usually set pillowy and soft in sleep. He was the most beautiful man, the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She loved him so much she felt her heart could burst out of her chest. The only sound to be heard other than its beat was his quiet breathing and the distant gulls.

It was almost impossibly difficult for the town’s GP to secretly meet up with town’s headmistress, who taught the aforementioned GP’s children.

In fact, it was a nightmare of secrecy and subterfuge. Flora knew, of course, but was sworn to secrecy. And Jeannie, the practice receptionist, had a pretty good idea of what was going on. But the excitement, the pent-up passion that exploded whenever they were alone in a room together, the desire, the love and muttered words and stolen gasps—they did not always compensate for the lonely nights when the phone could not ring, the occasions and parties at which they would arrive separately, nod politely at each other, and either avoid each other completely (that didn’t always work well: Lorna’s colleague, Mrs. Cook, was convinced Lorna disliked him and was worried that she might be a bit racist) or make tortured small talk about Ash’s latest school report.

She watched what Flora and Joel had—a love they nurtured, a gradual opening up, a deepening of their time together now with Douglas as well as encompassing Flora’s family and Joel’s adoptive parents Mark and Marsha, slowly stitching
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