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Epigraph

‘When those are the very things one is hoping to escape from through silence, it is not at all surprising that one starts to see one’s longings as “works of the devil” and this sense of the demonic is itself intensified by the silence.’

Sara Maitland, A Book of Silence
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Prologue

It begins, they say, with a woman screaming.

You can’t tell at first if it’s pleasure or pain, or that tricky place where the two meet; you’re almost embarrassed to hear it, but if you listen closer it comes to sound more like anguish, a lament torn from the heart: like an animal cry of loss, or defiance, or fury, carried across the cove from cliff to cliff on the salt wind.

If you stand on the beach with your back to the sea, they’ll tell you, looking up at the McBride house, you might catch, behind tall windows on the first floor, the fleetest shift of a shadow. All the rooms dark through glass; not even the flicker of a candle, only the shape that shivers at that same window and vanishes, quick as breath, under the broken reflections of clouds and moon. They’ll say the woman’s keening grows louder as the gale seeks unprotected corners of the house, swirls around the pointed gables, shakes the weathervane on the turret and rattles the attic windows in their frames. But listen again; when the wind drops, there is nothing but the wild sea, and the occasional drawn-out moans of the seals beyond the headland.

Only on certain nights, the islanders will tell incomers; when the moon is high and the air whipped up like the white-peaked waves in the bay. Be patient and you might hear her. Plenty will swear to it.

The two boys crouch by a ridge of rocks at the foot of the cliff, watching the house. It is still half a ruin; naked beams poke into the moonlit sky like the ribs of some great flayed beast. They hesitate, each waiting for the other to move. They have come this far to test the old stories, they can’t lose face now. The summer night is mild and clear; too balmy for ghosts. They are girding themselves when the screaming starts. They turn to one another in astonishment; fear makes them giggle.

‘Let’s go,’ whispers the nimble, ginger boy. He has his phone in his hand, ready to capture it on film.

But his companion has frozen to the spot, stricken, his eyes stretched wide and fixed on the house.

‘Come on, we’ll miss it.’

The heavier boy retreats a few paces, shaking his head.

The ginger one hesitates, his lip curling with scorn. ‘Pussy.’

He sets off over the sand and marram grass to the half-open door, his phone held out at arm’s length. Left behind on the beach, his friend watches him disappear into the shadows.

The waves break and retreat, over and over, dragging layers of shingle into the restless water. A new scream echoes across the beach, a child’s cry this time. The last traces of light ebb from the sky and behind the windows of the McBride house there is nothing but solid darkness.


1

The island appeared first as an inky smudge on the horizon, beaded with pinholes of light against the greying sky. As the ferry ploughed on, carving its path through the waves, the land took form and seemed to rise out of the sea like the hump of a great creature yet to raise its head. Bright points arranged themselves into clusters, huddled into the bay at the foot of the cliff, though the intermittent sweep of the lighthouse remained separate at the furthest reach of the harbour wall.

The only passenger on the deck leaned out, gripping the rail tighter with both hands, anchored by the smooth grain of the wood beneath her fingers. Doggedly the ferry rose and fell, hurling up a cascade of spray each time it crested a wave and dropped away. Wind whipped her hair into salt strands that stung her lips; she wore a battered flying jacket and pulled up the collar against the damp as she planted her feet, swaying with the motion of the boat, determined to take it all in from here as they docked and not through the smeared window of the passenger lounge downstairs, with its fug of wet coats and stewed tea. Outside, the wind tasted of petrol and brine. She pushed her fringe out of her face and almost laughed in disbelief when the noise of the engines fell away and the men in orange waterproofs began throwing their coils of rope and shouting orders at one another as the boat nosed a furrow through oily water to bump alongside the pier. Two days of travelling and it was almost over. She tried not to think about the old saying that the journey mattered more than the arrival. She tried not to think about what she had left behind, thousands of miles away.

The ferry terminus hardly warranted the name; there was a car park and one low, pebble-dashed building, the word ‘Café’ flaking off a sign above the door. She edged down the gangplank, pushing her wheeled art case in front of her and yanking the large suitcase behind like two unwilling toddlers, a travel easel in its holder unwieldy under her arm. Each time it hit the rail as she turned to wrestle with one bag or other, she was grateful that now, in mid-October, the ferry was not crowded, so that at least she did not have to worry about how many of her fellow passengers she had maimed in the process of herding her luggage ashore.

At the head of the slipway she saw a man in a leather jacket, its zip straining over a comfortable paunch. He was holding a home-made cardboard sign that read ‘Zoe Adams’; as soon as his eyes locked on to hers and met with recognition, he broke into a broad smile and started waving madly at her, as if he were trying to attract her attention through a crowd, though she was only yards away and the few remaining foot passengers had all dispersed. She smiled back, hesitant. He was around her own age, she thought; early forties, with thinning blond hair and a round, open face, cheeks reddened by island weather or a taste for drink, or perhaps both together. He approached her with an anxious smile.

‘Mrs Adams?’

She hesitated. She could have let it go, but there would only be more questions later on.

‘Uh – actually, it’s Ms.’

‘Eh?’

Zoe tilted her head in apology.

‘I’m not a Mrs.’

‘Oh.’ He looked afraid he had offended. ‘My mistake. You’re no married, then?’

She made a non-committal noise and set down one of her cases so that she could stretch out a hand. ‘You must be Mr Drummond?’

‘Mick, please.’ He beamed again, grasping her fingers and shaking them with a vigour intended to convey the sincerity of his welcome. ‘I’m the one who’s been sending all the emails.’ He released her hand and held up the sign with a self-conscious laugh; the wind almost snatched it from his grip. ‘My wife’s idea. I told her, it’s no as if there’s going to be hundreds of them pouring off the boat, but she said it would spare you feeling lost when you first set foot here.’

Zoe smiled. If only that were all it took.

‘It was very thoughtful of her.’

‘Aye, she’s like that. Kaye. You’ll meet her. Here, let me take those.’ He tucked the sign under his arm and hefted her cases into each hand, nodding across the car park to an old Land Rover, its flanks crusted with mud.

Zoe looked back at the harbour as he loaded her bags into the trunk. Through the lit windows of the ferry she could see the shapes of people cleaning, swinging plastic bags of trash, ready for the return trip, the boat garish in its brightness against the encroaching dark of sea and sky. The gulls shrieked their tireless warnings. Here, the rolling of the waves seemed louder and more insistent, as if the sea wanted to make sure you did not forget its presence. She wondered if she would grow used to that, after a while. A faint wash of reddish light stained the line of the horizon, but it was too overcast for a proper sunset like those in the photographs. Still, there would be time.

‘Hop in, then.’ Mick held the door open for her. For one panicked moment she thought he expected her to drive, before she realised she had made the usual mistake. That perverse habit of driving on the left. Perhaps she would get used to that in time, too. The quick flurry of palpitations subsided.

‘Is it far, to the house?’

‘Five miles, give or take.’ He glanced over his shoulder, shuffled his feet. ‘Look – it’s been a long journey, I know, and you’ll be tired, but we wondered if you’d like to come by the pub for a wee drink before I take you up to the house?’

Zoe began a polite refusal but he cut across her.

‘Thing is, we’ve music on tonight, local band, it’s a thing we do on Thursdays, so there’ll be a lot of folk out and we thought – well, it was Kaye’s idea – she thought it would be nice for you to say hello while they’re all in one place. Since you’re staying a while, you know. Only a wee glass.’ He twisted his hands together and looked at his boots before raising his eyes briefly to hers, as if he were asking for a date. ‘She’s dying to meet you,’ he added. ‘They all are.’

Zoe sucked in her cheeks. Christ. She was far from dying to meet them, whoever they were; quite the opposite. She felt grimy and dishevelled from the overnight flight, the five-hour train journey and two hours on the ferry; she probably didn’t smell too fresh either, under all her layers. And the point was to be anonymous here, to slip quietly into her coastal house and be left alone. She had not come here to make friends. But it had been naïve, she now realised, to imagine that a newcomer to a small community, out of season, would not immediately become a subject of gossip and speculation. If she was going to stay here a few weeks, it would be wise not to offend the locals on day one.

‘I’m not really dressed for going out,’ she said, though the protest was half-hearted.

‘You’re grand,’ Mick said, giving her a cursory glance. ‘It’s no as if they’ll all be in dinner suits.’ He clicked his seatbelt. ‘Just the one. And then I’ll run you up to the house, I promise. We can leave all the bags in the car.’

Zoe leaned her forehead against the window, the cold solidity of the glass reflecting her exhaustion back at her. Without make-up, the jet lag and all the sleepless nights of recent months were etched on her face, like a confession. Was that why she was so reluctant to go to the pub, she wondered – plain old vanity? Was it that she didn’t want to be judged by her new neighbours until she could at least brush her hair and paint some colour into her washed-out face? Of course, it could be a scam; she would blithely go in for one drink and when she came out there would be no sign of Mick or the car, or her bags. But if she was going to think like that, the whole thing could be a scam, as Dan had repeatedly pointed out. All she had seen was a website – an amateurish one at that – and a few emails. Maybe the house didn’t even exist. If that were the case, it was too late to worry about it now; she had already transferred the money.

‘Sure,’ she said, forcing enthusiasm. ‘Why not?’

‘Lovely. I wouldn’t hear the last of it from Kaye if we’d no given you a proper welcome.’ Zoe could hear the relief in his voice as the engine belched into life. ‘You’ll like it – they’re a colourful crowd. I mean – it’s no exactly the nightlife of New York,’ he added, as if fearing he might have created false expectations, ‘but then I suppose you’ve come here to get away from all that.’

‘I’m not from New York,’ Zoe said, watching the mournful lights of the café recede as he pulled away. Then, thinking she ought to offer something else, she added, ‘Connecticut. You’re not far off.’

‘Oh, aye?’ Mick turned out on to the main road. ‘Never been myself. America. I’d like to, mind. When the kids are older, maybe. Kaye wants to go to Nashville. She’s into all the country music and that, you know? Now me, I’ve a fancy for somewhere more rugged. Hiking, fishing, that sort of thing. I’ve always liked the idea of moving to Canada.’

‘So does half my country right now,’ she muttered.

‘Aye, the great outdoors,’ Mick continued, missing the point. ‘That’s where I’m at home. Can’t get my girls interested yet, though they’re quite into animals and all that. We get otters up here – you’ll maybe see some around the bay.’

Zoe leaned against the window and let Mick fill the silence with his wilderness dreams. For as long as he was talking about himself or otters, he was not asking her questions. They passed through what she assumed was the main street of the town: a general store; a place that sold hardware, electronics and fishing supplies; a tea room; a bookshop; a few vacant shopfronts, the windows opaque with milky swirls of whitewash as if to veil their emptiness from public view. At the far end, the street broadened out into a triangular green with a war memorial in the centre, a school playground on one side and a small, plain church opposite. Mick swung the Land Rover to the right, past the churchyard, into a narrower lane. The cottages on each side lined up crookedly against one another, like bad teeth, but they looked snug, with lights glowing warmly behind drawn curtains.

‘Have you always lived here?’ she prompted, when he seemed in danger of running out of talk. He slid her a sideways look and she sensed that a certain wariness had descended.

‘Born and bred,’ he said. She was not sure if the note in his voice was pride or resignation. ‘Got away as soon as I could, mind. All the young ones do. But my mother passed away five years back and my da couldn’t manage the pub on his own, he was getting on, you know? So I came home. Brought my wife and daughters with me.’ He heaved a deep sigh. ‘Sometimes a place is in your marrow. It pulls you back. Nothing you can do about it.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Zoe nodded. ‘My grandmother came from this part of the world, actually.’

‘Is that right?’ He eyed her with greater approval. ‘So you’ve come in search of your roots?’

‘Something like that. I guess my Scottish blood’s pretty diluted by now. She married an Englishman. My mother grew up in Kent. I was born there too.’

‘I’d keep that quiet round here, if I were you.’ He winked. ‘You don’t sound like you’re from Kent.’

‘We moved to the States when I was a kid. My dad’s from Boston.’ She wrapped her arms around herself; the thought of her father speared her with a sudden pang of longing. No use thinking of that now. She forced a brightness into her voice, changing the subject. ‘So did the house always belong to your family? The one I’m staying in?’

Again, that slight hesitation, the flicker of a glance, as if he suspected her of trying to catch him out.

‘Aye.’ It looked as if this was the extent of his answer, but as they approached a turning with a painted sign at the entrance showing a white stag on the crest of a hill, he cleared his throat. ‘But it didn’t come to me until my father passed on last year.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Zoe said automatically. ‘About your father.’

‘Aye, well, he was eighty-seven and still working, more or less – that’s no a bad run.’ Mick sniffed. ‘But he’d let the house go over the years. They all had. Took a lot of work to make it fit to live in. Don’t get me wrong’ – he turned to her with that same anxious expression – ‘it’s all good as new – better. I did most of the work myself – that’s what I used to do, down in Glasgow, you know – restore houses. It’s lovely now, though I say so myself. Well, you’ll have seen the photos on the website. They’re no Photoshopped or any of that,’ he insisted, a touch defensive.

‘It looks beautiful. You didn’t want to keep it for your family home?’

He snapped his head round and his eyes narrowed. Then his face relaxed and he laughed, almost with relief. ‘Too far out for us. We stay here, above the pub. That way we’re on hand if there’s any problems. And the girls can walk to school in five minutes. That’s the only reason,’ he added, as if someone had suggested otherwise. ‘No sense in making life more complicated.’ He indicated the building in front of them, a whitewashed inn of three storeys with gabled windows in the roof. The car park outside was busy, and as he switched off the engine, Zoe heard music and laughter drifting through the clear air. ‘But if it’s peace and quiet you’re after, it’ll be perfect for you.’

He was trying too hard, Zoe thought. Perhaps there was something wrong with the house after all. It had looked so idyllic on the website; eccentric, as if the original architect had thrown at it all the excesses of the Victorian Gothic and hoped for the best. From the pictures she had seen, the interior was tastefully restored and minimally furnished, but what had really hooked her was the light. The photographs had been taken in summer, but even in sunshine there was a bleakness to the island’s beauty that had whispered to her, stark bars of cloud lending shadow and depth to the sky. A veranda ran around the west and south sides of the house, overlooking an empty strand of sand and shingle, marked only by coarse clumps of seagrass, tapering down to a small bay that gave on to the vast silvered expanse of the Atlantic. The house was set a little way back from the beach, built into the slope of the cliff at its shallowest point, while a ridge of rock rose up behind, as if to protect it from prying eyes. She had noticed the quality of the light with a painter’s eye, and known with some instinct deeper than thought that she needed to wake under that sky, to the sound of that empty ocean and the seabirds that wheeled and screamed above it, if she was ever going to find her way back. Whether some ancestral tug in the blood had drawn her there, she could not say. She had only felt a certainty, on seeing the house, that had eluded her for months; the knowledge that it was meant for her.

‘Peace and quiet is absolutely what I want,’ she said, but with a smile, so as not to seem antisocial.

Mick opened his door, then turned back to her. ‘The thing is, Mrs Adams – Ms – sorry, Zoe …’ He chewed his lip, unsure how to continue. ‘There’s a lot of history to this place. Legends, and so on. And a lot of families have been here for generations. So people have their superstitions, you know? Plenty of folk here have barely been off the island.’

Zoe nodded. ‘I guess that’s part of the charm.’

‘Aye, but …’ He looked uneasy. ‘It’s only – if you hear people telling tall tales, as they like to do with a drop of whisky inside them, pay them no mind. Fishermen’s yarns, old wives’ gossip – that’s all it is.’

‘Oh, I love all those folk tales. My grandmother used to tell them when we were kids. Selkies and giants and whatever.’ As soon as she’d said the words, she regretted them, picturing herself trapped in a smoky corner by some ancient mariner.

‘As long as you know that’s all they are. Bit of fun. Tease the incomers.’ Mick smiled back, but he did not look reassured. ‘Come on then, you must be gasping for a drink.’

The warmth of the pub hit her face like a blast from a subway vent, thick and yeasty, homely smelling: woodsmoke and winter food, stews, hot pastry and mulled cider. A wave of sound broke over her at the same time, a fast and furious jig from the band, accompanied by raucous singing, foot-stamping and the banging of beer mugs, so that for an instant Zoe felt overwhelmed by the force of it, the noise and heat and smell of so many people crammed into a lounge bar designed for half their number. She stood very still, one hand to her temple as if her head were fragile as an eggshell, and closed her eyes as the weight of her jet lag settled inside her skull. When she opened them, every head had swivelled to stare at her. She allowed her gaze to travel the room, taking in the questioning faces – no hostility in them, as far as she could see, most had not even missed a breath in their singing – and felt her own expression freeze into a tight little smile, fearful of offending. She cast around for Mick with a flutter of alarm, until she realised he had flipped open the bar and taken up a position of natural authority behind it. He beckoned her over and pushed a heavy crystal tumbler across the polished wood. A generous measure of Scotch glowed honey-gold, with no ice.

‘Get this down you,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Put some colour in your cheeks.’

Zoe lifted the glass to her mouth and breathed in peat and smoke, ancient scents, the land itself. The heat slid down her throat and uncurled through her limbs. Behind her eyes the headache intensified briefly, then began to melt away. She set the glass down on the bar and Mick immediately refilled it, with a wink.

‘That’s my Kaye there,’ he said, nodding to the makeshift stage where the band were building to a crescendo. Zoe turned to look. The singer was a buxom woman dressed younger than her age, in drapey black skirts and a black lace top, her long pink hair bright and defiant. She sang with her eyes closed, a fist wrapped around the microphone, one foot in floral Doc Martens pounding the stage to the beats of the bodhran, her voice bluesy and hard-edged, smoke and whisky. Though Zoe could not make out the words, she surmised from the ferocity of the singing that it was some kind of nationalist rebel song, and that the anger soaked through its lyrics was still keenly felt by a good many of the patrons.

The rest of the band were men; all – apart from the young fiddle player – well into middle age, with grey hair pulled back into ponytails, and grizzled beards, leather waistcoats and cowboy boots. There was an accordion, a pennywhistle and a guitar as well as the bodhran and the violin; the music sounded vaguely familiar, the kind she had heard on a loop in Irish bars in Boston and New York, but here it did not feel manufactured for tourists. The musicians played with their eyes closed, as if every note mattered.

The rebel song ended in a burst of cheering and applause, but the band did not even pause to acknowledge it; instead the woman launched into a wild and wrenching lament, accompanied only by the violin and the heavy heartbeat of the drum. The room stilled to a reverent hush as her voice soared to the blackened rafters, transformed now into a fluting, other-worldly alto, holding tremulous notes that made goosebumps prickle along Zoe’s arms and the back of her neck. Though she did not understand the strange language, she could not miss the heart-cry in the music: a grief that seemed centuries old. Looking around, she saw old men with tears running down their faces, mouthing the words to themselves. The woman’s voice faded out and the young fiddle player stepped forward for a solo, his lips pressed tightly together, slender fingers moving nimbly over the strings, brow furrowed behind the long fringe that fell over his face. Zoe sipped her second whisky and experienced a sudden urge to reach forward and brush it out of his eyes, the way she would with Caleb when he was bent over his iPad, absorbed in whatever animation he was making, oblivious to everything. She became aware that Mick was leaning over the bar behind her, a dishcloth pressed between his clasped hands.

‘She has an incredible voice.’ Zoe realised she was expected to comment.

‘She’s something, isn’t she?’ Mick said, not taking his eyes off his wife. That glimpse of tender pride caused Zoe to flinch briefly. She remembered seeing the same expression on Dan’s face, at the first exhibition she had invited him to when they started dating; admiration of her talent and the thrill of being allowed to claim some share in it. She could not remember when he had last looked at her like that.

At the end of the song, the band set down their instruments and announced a break. Around the bar the hum of conversation resumed; glances once more directed openly at her, murmured observations that made no effort to disguise the fact that she was the subject. The woman with the pink hair sprang down and pressed her way across the bar, scattering smiles to left and right. She stopped breathlessly and caught Zoe’s hand between both of hers.

‘Zoe! We’re so glad you’re here. I’m Kaye Drummond. I hope he’s got you a drink? Top her up there, Michael, will you? You’re our guest tonight. Are you hungry?’

Zoe shook her head. If she had been hungry, the whisky had blunted all memory of it. Kaye looked up at her with anxious eyes. Though her figure was voluptuous, her face was delicate, almost elfin, the wide blue eyes rimmed with black kohl, her rosebud mouth painted the same shade of fuchsia as her hair; Zoe guessed her to be in her late thirties. She wore large silver rings on every finger, so that Zoe felt she was being clasped by armoured gauntlets.

‘That was a beautiful song just now,’ she said.

‘Oh, aye, thanks.’ Kaye beamed, her eyes shining. ‘It’s an old one. Everyone round here remembers their granny singing it.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘Och, they’re all awful depressing. It’s about a woman who loses her love to the sea and drowns herself of a broken heart. Most of them are, if they’re not about the Clearances. People have long memories up here. Have you come to paint? I said to Mick, we could have a wee show here in the pub if you wanted. Folk might like to see them. They might even buy one, if they weren’t too …’ she made a knowing face and rubbed her thumb and forefinger together.

‘Oh – that’s kind, but …’ Zoe felt herself growing flustered. ‘I hadn’t thought of selling. I’m a little out of practice. I’m here to find my way back to it, I suppose.’

‘Well, you let us know,’ Kaye said, undeterred. ‘It’s no like we’re experts. They could be total shite, we wouldn’t know any different.’ She broke into peals of laughter and flicked Zoe on the arm with the back of her hand. ‘I’m only messing with you. I’m sure they’re no shite. You’d buy one, wouldn’t you, Ed?’

She nudged the young man next to her, the fiddle player, in the ribs. He turned from the bar and gave Zoe a shy smile from under his fringe. He wore large tortoiseshell glasses that reflected the light, making it hard to see his eyes clearly.

‘Buy what?’

‘One of Zoe’s paintings.’

‘Oh. Well – ah – what are they of?’

‘I haven’t done any yet,’ Zoe said, smiling to ease his embarrassment. ‘Well – not here. But I guess I paint landscapes. Or I used to. Kind of impressionistic. Not very original,’ she added, with an awkward laugh.

He shrugged. ‘Everyone likes a landscape, don’t they? I mean, at least you know what it is. People don’t stand around in galleries arguing about what a landscape means, right?’

Oh, they do, Zoe almost said, but stopped herself; condescension would not be a good look. The boy took off his glasses and rubbed them on the hem of his shirt; his face appeared soft and exposed without them. A pint of dark beer was slopped down on the bar top in front of him. She glanced up and caught the eye of the barmaid, a thickset girl of about eighteen with heavy make-up, a top that was too tight to flatter and dyed black hair scraped into a messy topknot, pulling her small features taut under ruthlessly plucked brows. She looked at Zoe with evident disdain, even when Zoe ventured a smile.

‘Cheers, Annag.’ The boy, Ed, replaced his glasses, took a sip from the top of his pint and fished in his pocket for coins with the other hand. She noticed he did not look at the girl behind the bar. Instead he cocked his head towards Zoe. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

She glanced down at her glass. While her back had been turned, it had magically acquired another two fingers of Scotch. She would have to take it easy; already a gentle numbness had begun spreading up the side of her face, warm and comforting, as her head was growing lighter.

‘I’m good, thanks.’ She hesitated. The barmaid continued to watch her. ‘I’d take one of those, though.’ She nodded towards the open breast pocket of his shirt, where a pack of Marlboro Lights nosed out. As soon as she’d asked, she wondered why she’d done it. She hadn’t smoked for over a decade, not since before she was pregnant with Caleb. She hadn’t even been aware that she’d missed it. She had a sudden memory of the first day of college, self-consciously lighting a cigarette almost as soon as her parents had driven away, because for the first time there was no one who knew her and she was at liberty to try out a new version of herself, one less timid and constrained by expectations. Perhaps this was the same thing, twenty-five years on. Dan would be appalled. She supposed that was precisely why she had asked.

‘Course.’ The boy picked up his pint and patted the cigarettes in his pocket. ‘We’ll have to go out the back.’

As she turned back for her drink, Zoe saw the look of naked hostility on the barmaid’s flat face and realised, too late, that she might unwittingly have stepped on someone’s toes.

‘I don’t really smoke,’ she said, by way of apology, as the boy held open a door at the side of the bar and led her through to a paved courtyard that opened on to a grassy area with picnic tables overlooking a low wall. Beyond this, some way below them, lay the vast black expanse of the sea.

‘Nor do I.’ He flipped open the pack and offered it to her, glancing around as he did so. ‘At least, not where the children might see me.’

She looked at him, surprised. He could not be past his early twenties. People started younger in the country, she supposed. ‘How many kids do you have?’

‘Eleven.’ He left a significant pause, grinning at her expression. ‘Youngest four, oldest nearly twelve. I’m the schoolteacher here.’

‘Oh.’ Zoe laughed, to show that she had fallen for the joke. She regarded him with a new curiosity. ‘Just you?’

‘Just me. There’s only one class. The older kids take the ferry to the mainland and board during the week.’

‘Wow. How long have you been here?’

‘Since Christmas. The previous teacher had to retire on health grounds, they needed someone quickly. I was lucky. It’s my first job out of college.’ He gave a diffident smile and struck a match, cupping his hands around the flame as he brought it to the tip of her cigarette. He leaned in close enough for her to see the fine dusting of freckles over the bridge of his nose. Behind his glasses, his lashes were so long they brushed the lenses, and dark, darker than his hair. He sensed her looking and raised his eyes; a gust of wind snuffed out the flame before it could make contact.

‘What made you choose somewhere so remote?’ she asked quietly, as he threw down the burnt match and struck another.

‘I could ask you the same thing,’ he said. He laughed as he said it, but she glimpsed a flash of wariness in his eyes. The match guttered out and he dropped it with a soft curse.

‘Running away,’ said a firm voice behind them. Zoe jumped, as if caught in a forbidden act; she whipped around to see a man seated on a bench by the door, against the wall of the pub, almost hidden by shadows. He spoke through a pipe clamped comfortably between his teeth. A black Labrador lay at his feet, half under the bench, so dark its hindquarters seemed to disappear. ‘Everyone who comes here is trying to escape from something,’ he repeated, amusement lighting his eyes. ‘And those who were born here dream of running away.’ He rubbed his neat white beard and smiled, as if they were all included in a private joke. ‘Here, Edward –’ he held out a silver Zippo – ‘you’ll be there all night with this wind.’

The boy stepped forward to take the lighter. ‘What are you running from then, Professor?’

The older man considered. ‘History,’ he said, after a pause. His gaze rested on Zoe. ‘And you must be the artist from America. We’ve been looking forward to meeting you.’ He did not speak with the local accent, but in the rich, sonorous voice of an English stage actor. A reassuring voice, Zoe thought.

She inclined her head. ‘Zoe Adams.’

‘Charles Joseph.’ He held out a hand, though he didn’t get up, obliging her to cross to him so that he could shake hers with a brisk grip. Even in the half-light she could see that his face was tanned and weathered, his eyes a sharp ice-blue. He could have been anywhere between fifty and eighty. ‘And this is Horace. Named for the poet. He has a decidedly satirical glint.’ The dog raised its eyebrows and thumped its tail once in acknowledgement.

‘Are you a professor of history, then?’ she asked, to turn the conversation away from herself.

He laughed. ‘I’m afraid this young man is flattering me. Or mocking me, I’m never sure which. I have been a university teacher in my time, it’s true, though I never held tenure. Never stayed anywhere long enough.’

‘Everyone calls him the Professor, though,’ Edward said, cracking the Zippo into life. Zoe held her cigarette to the flame, inhaled and coughed violently as her head spun. ‘He’s our local historian. Anything you want to know about the island, he’s your man.’

‘Well. I can’t promise that, but I can usually find a book to help.’ Charles Joseph puffed on his pipe and folded his arms across his chest. ‘I own the second-hand bookshop on the High Street. Do drop by sometime. I make excellent coffee and it gets quiet out of season. I’m always glad of a visitor.’ Pale creases fanned out from the corners of his eyes, Zoe noticed, as if he smiled so often the sun had not had a chance to reach them.

‘He’s being modest,’ Edward said, breathing out a plume of violet smoke. ‘He’s the one who wrote most of the books. Get him to tell you the island’s stories. He can talk the hind legs off a donkey, mind.’ He grinned at Charles. Zoe sensed an unspoken affinity between these two men, despite their difference in age. Perhaps it was a matter of education; in a community like this, those who read books tended to huddle together against the corrosion of a small-town mindset. That was how it had been where she grew up, anyway.

‘My price is a cinnamon bun from Maggie’s,’ Charles said, lifting the pipe out of his mouth. ‘That’s the bakery three doors down from my shop. Bring me one of those and I’ll tell you all the tales you have time for.’

Zoe thought of Mick’s hesitant warning in the car, about the locals and their legends, embellished to frighten incomers. She took another drag, the second easier than the first, and felt the nicotine buzz through her blood.

‘How do you know so much about the place?’ she asked.

‘I lived here for a while, many years ago.’ Charles paused to relight his pipe. After considerable effort and fierce puffing, he looked up at her through a cloud of smoke. ‘After I retired, I drifted back. I think I always knew I would, deep down.’ He made it sound fatalistic, the way Mick had.

‘You missed it?’

‘It called me back. Simple as that. I took a look around and it occurred to me that people here could do with a bookshop.’ He drew on his pipe again with a rueful smile. ‘Not many of them agreed, if my accounts are anything to go by.’

‘Rubbish,’ Edward said. ‘People love the bookshop. Your profit margins would be a lot better if you weren’t always giving books away for nothing.’

‘Well, that’s the trouble, you see.’ Charles leaned forward, pointing the stem of his pipe at Zoe as if he were imparting a confidence. ‘Whenever someone comes in, I think, a-ha, I know just the thing he or she should read. But people have very fixed ideas about what they think they like – have you noticed? Sometimes I have to fairly insist they take it, and then I can hardly charge them. But I’m almost never wrong – Edward will tell you. Besides,’ he sucked on the pipe and sighed out a fragrant haze, ‘I hate to see books sitting alone and unloved on a shelf. I’d much rather they found a home.’

‘Not the smartest way to run a business,’ Edward said, with affection. Charles inclined his head.

‘True. But only an idiot would open a second-hand bookshop to get rich.’

‘Did you live here as a child?’ Zoe asked.

Charles looked at her, his white eyebrows gently puckered, as if the question required careful deliberation.

‘There you are!’ The door banged against the wall and Kaye stood on the step, a pint glass of water in one hand, jabbing a finger towards Zoe in mock-admonishment. ‘Thought we’d lost you.’

Zoe saw her take in the cigarette and felt immediately guilty, as if she were still her adolescent self and had exposed herself to the censure of the neighbours. Kaye’s look changed when her gaze fell on Charles, stretched comfortably over his bench, Horace’s chin resting on his boots.

‘Has he been filling your head with nonsense?’ She nodded towards him. She was trying to keep her voice light, but Zoe did not miss the underlying sharpness, the anxiety in Kaye’s eyes.

‘None that wasn’t there before,’ Zoe said with a smile.

‘He’s a great one for the stories, is our Professor,’ Kaye said, fixing him with a stern eye. ‘Keeps us all entertained round the fire when the nights draw in. Ed – Bernie wants to go in five. Give us a drag of that.’ She took Edward’s half-smoked cigarette from his hand without waiting for an invitation, throwing a guilty glance towards the upper windows of the building behind them. ‘If my girls are looking out, I’m in trouble.’

She hauled in another lungful and leaned down to stub out the butt in a pot of sand by the door. Edward dug his hands into his jeans pockets and dipped his head towards Zoe. ‘Nice to meet you. Hopefully we’ll see you up here again, if you’re around for a while.’ The diffident angle of his glance, the not-quite-meeting of her eye, the studied nonchalance of his tone, all caught Zoe off guard; was he flirting with her?

‘Sure,’ she said, aiming to sound neutral. The idea seemed so unlikely that almost as soon as it had occurred she felt embarrassed by it, in case he had guessed at her presumption. He nodded, gave Charles a brief wave and disappeared back inside the pub. Kaye beamed widely and looked at the door, as if she could will her guest back inside with the force of her smile. Zoe was too foggy with tiredness to offer any resistance. She looked at the cigarette burning slowly down between her fingers as if she couldn’t remember how it had come to be there. She ground it out in the sand and turned back at the door to Charles.

‘I’ll look out for your shop, Mr Joseph.’ She did not quite have the nerve to call him ‘Professor’.

‘Please do,’ he said, reaching down to tousle the dog between its ears. ‘Horace and I are there every day, putting the world to rights with whoever drops by. We’d be delighted to see you. I promise I’ll find you an interesting read.’

A brief twitch of alarm passed across Kaye’s face. ‘Mind you behave yourself,’ she said, pointing at him. ‘Mrs Adams is our guest.’ Once more, the jokey tone, with the undercurrent of warning. It was curious, Zoe thought; Kaye obviously liked the Professor, but she seemed keen to keep him away from her, without ever quite making it explicit. Did she fear he might tell her some local legend that would spook her so much she’d run away tomorrow and shout it all over TripAdvisor? She almost laughed, that they could think her so skittish. They had no idea; no story could be worse than the one she carried with her. Besides, she had already paid half the rent up front.

‘I like history,’ she said to Charles. ‘And poetry.’ Her tongue felt thick and woolly in her mouth as she spoke. She looked down at the glass in her hand and realised it was empty; she did not remember drinking it. She felt Kaye’s solid presence at her back, ushering her firmly but gently indoors.

After the night air of the courtyard, the heat of the log fire and the press of bodies crowded in on her. The whisky churned in her empty stomach and the nicotine pulsed in her temples, dizzying her and blurring her vision. She leaned against the wall, briefly closing her eyes. Her skull seemed to squeeze tighter and she took a deep breath to quell the nausea. Though she had no interest in making friends here, she did not want to be known forever as the woman who threw up in the bar within an hour of arriving.

‘You all right?’ Kaye laid her metalled fingers lightly on Zoe’s shoulder.

Zoe nodded. ‘The bathroom?’

‘Past the bar, on the right.’ Kaye patted her, as you might a small child.

The bathroom was even more stifling, airless with the heat of hand-driers in a confined space. Zoe took off her flying jacket and tucked it between her knees, splashed cold water over her face and dried it with the sleeve of her shirt. She rested her forehead against the cool of the
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Prologue

October

Sunday

She wakes face down, tastes blood and dirt. Slowly, she registers sensations; her lips are numb, she can’t feel her hands or feet, but her head is pounding fit to split her skull.   A lone cry rips through the air like a warning; she jolts and blinks to see a large black bird eyeing her from a fallen log. Dry needles and leaves prick her cheek; overhead, the trees close in, the sky beyond a mosaic of white and grey. Daylight, then, though no clue as  to  what  time. She  rolls  cautiously to one side, attempts to lever herself to her knees, but when she leans her weight on her left hand, pain slices up her arm and she curses as she slumps back. The bird flaps its wings, indignant, and hops a few feet further off. Jo squeezes her eyes tight and opens them again to clear her vision, sees a vertical cut running down the inside of her left wrist, blood dark and crusted against the tender skin. A memory almost finds her then; it dances for a moment, out of reach, and fades.

She runs her tongue around cracked lips and locates the cut and swelling where her teeth broke flesh as she fell.  She has no idea where she is or how long she has been there. Pushing herself up with her good arm, she lurches to her feet; the bird skitters away, protesting. The light seems off-colour; queasy, she flails to catch the trunk of a tree as her legs threaten to collapse under her, and all at once she knows it, deep in her gut. Something terrible happened last night, but the hours before she woke are a void.

Jo leans against the tree, willing herself to recall. Images stutter and snag like an old home movie: she remembers running through the forest, branches tearing at her  face,  blood dripping down her arm. The clearing in the pines, the old leper chapel, white figures moving between  the  trees. The feeling of being watched. How much of it was real and how much the effect of the drugs, she can’t work out. She thinks she remembers Storm’s face in the firelight, all planes and hollows and stretching shadows. Flames glinting off a shard of glass.

Yes, the bottle; with sudden, awful clarity, Jo pictures her own fingers curled around it, the smooth fit of the neck in her palm, the broken edges catching the light as her  arm swung back and arced through the air. A bitter taste rises in her throat; she bends and vomits on to the leaves at her feet. The trees spin around her. This  is  ancient forest, spreading for miles in all directions, she  could  wander  for days and not be found. Her jacket is damp; it must have rained in the night. A quick pat of her pockets tells her that, by some miracle, she still has her phone, but when she draws it out, the battery is dead. Will the others have noticed she’s missing? 

She picks a direction and sets off, stumbling through the undergrowth and broken branches. If she keeps moving, there is a chance she will come across one of the old logging roads, if not the boundary fence to the chateau. Her vision glitches and she has to stop and spit bile. Whatever she smoked last night has wrecked her head, like nothing she has tried before. Did Storm give it to her on purpose? The cut on her wrist throbs, and she has a cloudy, uneasy sense that she did this to herself. Dread lodges heavy in the pit of her stomach.

She walks with no idea how long or how far. Sweat slicks her back and every few steps she is convulsed by shivers. The air is damp and the sky looks  autumnal  for  the first time since they arrived three days ago. Only three, since Storm walked out of the dark and into their lives.

Jo passes mossy rocks and thin streams, the trails blurring into one another until she can’t tell if she is retracing her steps. Without warning she emerges into the clearing and sees the jagged outline of the chapel on one side like a broken tooth. The light is cold here, last night’s fire burned to ash, shards of glass strewn around the fallen masonry.

She stops short; in the shadows by the ruin, she sees two figures standing with their backs to her. Their heads are bent, eyes fixed on something at their feet, half-concealed inside the entrance. They are so intent on the object they are examining that they haven’t heard her approach. She takes a step forward, and another, until she glimpses a shape on the ground, a flash of white through their legs. Her vision is still wavering; she struggles to focus as one of the men, catching a sound, turns to look at her and she sees, stark against the darkness in the doorway, the pale outstretched arm of a woman, fingers curled stiffly among the dead leaves.


PART ONE 


1

October

Thursday

Golden autumn sun; a breeze scented with warm grass lifting her hair through the rolled-down window, and the sudden open vista as the taxi pulled under the stone arch of the gatehouse and rounded a curve in the drive that revealed a view of the chateau in full splendour, as beautiful as the first time Oliver had brought Jo here a decade earlier.

The main body of Chateau Henri dated from the fourteenth century, built in an L-shape around a manicured lawn with a spreading horse chestnut at its centre. Biscuit-coloured walls dripped with Virginia creeper beginning to turn fiery. The shorter branch of the L ended in a round turret with a conical roof like a hat, a watchtower that surveilled a drive flanked by box hedges, leading to the entrance and a single-track road. At the rear, beyond the outbuildings lovingly converted into a yoga studio and state-of-the-art gym, cultivated gardens gave way to wildflower meadows; further out still, hillsides of vines in geometric rows stretched away to a blue horizon. On the other side, a stream separated the formal grounds from a forest that marked the boundary between the chateau’s land and the next village. Jo and Oliver had only been going out six months or so the first time he brought her here, and he was still showing off his friends and connections to impress her. The sight of the house brought back the giddiness of that weekend in a rush: the smell of wild garlic, birdsong, the quick dart of bats at twilight over the long outdoor table. She had hardly believed her luck, that she should have found someone like Oliver, that she was now part of his life, a life that included friends with houses like this. How innocent she had been.

Jo swung herself out of the car with a crunch and tilted  her face, willing herself to appreciate the warmth of the sun, wishing she could swallow the knot of anxiety in her throat. This would be her first time here without her husband, and she couldn’t predict how she would react on encountering  the ghosts of their past selves around every corner. She was not sure, either, what was expected of her this weekend.  When she had received the invitation from Cressida Connaught, ‘an informal house party for our  twenty-first,  just the old gang’, her initial instinct had been to find an excuse. ‘The old gang’ meant Oliver’s three closest friends from university – Arlo, Max and Leo – and their partners.     It had become clear to  Jo, soon  after  she  met  Oliver, that his social life revolved almost exclusively around this group and so hers was expected to as well. She hadn’t minded at first; her own friends from her teacher training course were scattered around the country, while Oliver’s were based in London and saw each other all the time. Besides, his people were considerably more glamorous, and she had been beguiled by that at the beginning. But her status in the group had always felt uncertain, even when Oliver was alive, and it was all the more precarious now, as she sensed the others trying to work out what they owed her, for his sake, in terms of attention and inclusion.

For now she retained the sheen of tragic glamour that attached to young widowhood, but she knew it was beginning to wear thin. There was a limit to other people’s indulgence of grief, and she was conscious that fifteen months was considered long enough to begin moving on, even as Jo still expected to find her husband standing in the kitchen in the mornings, espresso in hand, arguing with the radio. And yet, despite all these misgivings, here she was, because being around Oliver’s friends, especially for Arlo and Cressida’s wedding anniversary, was a way of feeling close to him.

The driver hoisted her case out of the trunk; she fumbled in her purse for notes and he made a shushing gesture, pursing his lips and tutting. Of course it was all taken care of, but she tried to press five euros into his hand for a tip; he declined politely, managing to imply that either the gesture or the amount was vulgar, and reversed out in a shower of gravel, leaving her to take in the house, glad and apprehensive at the same time.

She was interrupted by a shriek of laughter; two children with matching dark curls barrelled around the corner and slowed to a wary trot as they caught sight of her. She lifted her sunglasses and raised a hand; they offered a shy wave in return. Oscar and Grace Garrett, Leo and Nina’s six-year-old twins; both absurdly, identically photogenic. They had once appeared in a Burberry Kids campaign, Jo recalled.

‘Is Mummy inside?’ she asked.

Grace shook her head and pointed across the lawn. ‘They’re all at the pool.’

‘We’re going to get our swimming stuff,’ Oscar offered. ‘Becca’s coming with us.’

Jo picked up her case and set off around the edge of the lawn towards the open door that led to the main hallway, where she was met by a capable-looking, freckled young woman in her mid-twenties with hair pulled back in a bun, a blonde infant clamped to her hip.

‘Hiya,’ the girl said, in a Lancashire accent, ignoring the trail of juice that was dribbling down the front of her striped T-shirt from the child’s sippy cup. ‘Are you Jo? They’re out  at the pool. I’m Becca. The nanny,’ she added, in case of doubt.

Jo smiled. ‘Thanks. I think we’ve met at the Richmond house. Hey Clio.’ She reached out to ruffle the baby’s white downy hair, but Clio turned her face away to Becca’s shoulder. 

‘She’s in a filthy mood, but she won’t let me put her down for a nap, will you, madam?’ the nanny said, laughing. ‘You should go on out, they’ve been waiting for you. Leave your case inside, someone will take it up.’

‘Oh, I can do that,’ Jo said quickly. ‘Do you know what room I’m in?’

Becca shrugged. ‘You’d better ask Cressida. She’s in charge, as we all know.’

Was there the smallest hint of an eye-roll as she said that? The girl held Jo’s gaze and grinned, as if daring her to complicity. Jo nodded and took her case  to  the  door;  she did not imagine that  Cressida  Connaught  inspired  warmth or loyalty in her staff, but she would not be drawn into criticism of her hostess, even in something as subtle as the exchange of knowing looks. That kind of thing  tended  to find its way back.

A path led from the horse chestnut lawn across a further grassy square bordered with flower beds, to a line of hedges that shielded the pool from the view of the house. She passed through the gap and down the stone steps, and the loveliness of it all took her breath away again. Sunlight scattered in bright patterns over blue water. Leo was swimming, his broad brown back and neon orange shorts cresting the surface with each determined breaststroke. It was Nina who saw her first, unfolding her long legs from her sun-lounger and rising to greet her, calling in her confident Californian accent: ‘Jo’s here, everybody!’ Her glossy black hair was swept up in a loose twist; she wore a navy-blue one-shouldered swimsuit and a long, white floaty wrap, and her toenails were painted   a perfect vivid violet that set off her olive skin. When they hugged, Jo caught a scent of vetiver, and felt suddenly conscious of how much she was sweating in a top and cardigan chosen hours earlier for a chilly October morning  in London.

‘Darling!’ Cressida levered herself up on her elbows and lifted her sunglasses. Jo could not help noticing that the taut skin on her stomach was beginning to look a little leathery. ‘How was the journey? Did the driver find you OK? Where’s your stuff? Go and get your bikini, quick – you might get       a dip in before the kids come down. Such a shame Hannah couldn’t be here.’

Jo heard a hint of reproach in this. ‘The state schools haven’t broken up yet,’ she said. ‘They only get one week  for half term.’

Cressida blinked. The workings of state schools were outside her frame of reference. ‘Oh. She’d only have missed a day, surely? Is she with Oliver’s parents?’

‘She’s with her friend Emily,’ Jo said, and then, because Cressida appeared to require further justification, she added, ‘they’re taking her to Devon with them on Saturday, so the girls can go pony-trekking.’

‘Well,’ Cressida said, though she still looked put out, ‘I suppose we can’t compete with ponies.’

‘Not in the eyes of a nine-year-old girl,’ Jo said, forcing a smile.

Cressida shaped her mouth into a moue of sympathy. ‘This last year must have been so hard for her.  She  and Oliver were so close. Still – nice for you to have some time to yourself.’

Jo was spared the trouble of answering because at that moment Oscar and Grace exploded through the gap in the hedge and hurled themselves into the water, creating a minor tsunami that smacked their father full in the face; he rose up, mock-angry, droplets streaming down his chest as he tucked one twin under each arm and pretended to dunk them while they screamed and giggled. Jo watched this with a small smile and looked away; seeing fathers with their children gave her a pang, though she couldn’t tell if it was grief or resentment. Behind them, the nanny appeared, sturdy and pale in a green swimsuit, and descended placidly into the shallow end holding Clio in her inflatable ring. At least there was one other woman here who didn’t look as if she’d stepped straight out of Condé Nast Traveller, Jo thought.

She glanced around the pool, taking them in. No sign of Arlo or Max yet, but at the far end of the grassy surround, in the shade of the box hedge, a tall, skinny youth sprawled on a lounger wearing a faded Pink Floyd T-shirt and black shorts, one arm and leg hanging off the side, his senses shut off by sunglasses and enormous headphones. Cressida followed her gaze and patted the bed next to her, grimacing in the boy’s direction.

‘Is Lucas lower sixth now?’ Jo asked, lowering herself gingerly on to the lounger, feeling the heat of the sun through her jeans. ‘I didn’t know he was coming.’

‘He’s not bloody anything,’ Cressida hissed through her teeth, glancing at him. ‘Little shit’s been kicked out of school. Drugs,’ she mouthed, leaning in. ‘Maybe you should have a word with him, Jo.’ She gave a  mirthless  laugh.  ‘We’ve tried to get him to see someone, but short of frogmarching him to therapy …’ She shook her  head. ‘Arlo’s  livid, you can imagine.’

Jo nodded. ‘You must be worried about him—’

Cressida gave her an odd look. ‘With the school, I mean. You don’t even want to know how much money we’ve thrown at them over the years, you’d think they’d have given him a second chance. But no – apparently they can’t risk accusations of preferential treatment.’ She snorted. ‘They wouldn’t have their new music block if it weren’t for Arlo, how’s that for preferential treatment?’

‘It does seem harsh,’ Jo said, careful to sound sympathetic. ‘Find me a teenager in London who hasn’t tried drugs at some point.’

‘Oh, he wasn’t trying them,’ Cressida said, her voice rising. ‘He’s too smart for that. He was bloody dealing them to other people, including boys in the lower school. Thirteen-year-olds! The Head agreed not to involve the  police as long as we took him out without a fuss. Arlo  refused to let him go away with his friends, so we’ve had     to bring him with us.’

‘The spectre at the feast,’ Lucas remarked, pulling off his headphones and making them both jump. He was staring at the sky behind his mirrored lenses. ‘Sorry for ruining your anniversary, Mother. And as I have explained about a million times, no money changed hands, so it wasn’t technically dealing.’

‘I’m sure the police would have appreciated the distinction,’ Cressida said acidly. ‘I was just saying, perhaps you could talk to Jo while she’s here. She does therapy for students, isn’t that right, Jo – something along those lines?’

Lucas propped himself up and removed his glasses. ‘I think that would be excruciating for both of us, Mother.  You  invited Jo here for a nice break, the last thing she wants is     to shrink your reprobate child.’ He seemed quite cheerful about the situation. Perhaps it was easy to be sanguine about wrecking your education when your parents could just buy you a place at some other, equally prestigious school that would be glad of a new music block.

‘I’m not actually a therapist,’ Jo said, though she was fairly sure Cressida knew this. ‘I’m a welfare adviser. The students who come to me usually need help with hardship funds,  visas, disability benefits, that kind of thing.’

‘You see, Mother? Jo deals with people who have real problems,’ he said, grinning at Jo. She couldn’t help smiling back; she had always rather liked Lucas, despite the insouciance that was an unfortunate effect of his upbringing. He was a handsome boy, with Cressida’s high cheekbones and blue eyes, and Arlo’s square jaw and frank expression. For all his privilege, he came across as a friendly, open kid; while Jo may not have been a qualified shrink, it didn’t take a doctorate to work out that, after fifteen years of being the only child of wealthy and indulgent parents, his nose might be somewhat out of joint since the unexpected arrival of a baby sister sixteen months ago. This acting out seemed entirely predictable.

‘Oh, real people. Like your new friends, I suppose,’ Cressida said. Then, to Jo: ‘He’s saying he doesn’t want to do A levels. He’s going to drop out and join an environmental protest. He wants to go and live in a van playing bongos with a bunch of crusties who shit in plastic bags.’

‘Compostable bags, please. God, do you ever listen to yourself?’ Lucas slammed to his feet and gathered up his phone and flip-flops. He pointed at the sun. ‘We’re all fucking burning to death. Do you think A levels are going to save  the planet? I’m getting out there and doing something, while you’re topping up your tan and Dad’s flying to fucking San Francisco every fortnight as if it’s business as usual. This is politics. You can’t complain, it’s in my blood.’

‘Don’t you dare! Your grandfather would turn in his grave if he could see you,’ she yelled after him as he stomped away. 

‘Who’s burning to death?’ Grace asked, her small face crumpled in alarm as she perched on Leo’s shoulders in the water.

‘Lucas said fucking,’ Oscar whispered, awed and delighted. ‘Twice.’

‘That doesn’t mean you’re allowed to,’ Nina said automatically, without looking up from her magazine.

‘God’s sake.’ Cressida’s face was pinched and furious. ‘I knew he’d ruin it. I said he should go to my brother’s, but Arlo wanted him where we can keep an eye on him.’ She shook her head. ‘Sorry about that, Jo. Come and see your room and have a drink.’ Cressida didn’t touch alcohol, but  she was always keen to push the contents of their expensive cellar on guests. She shaded her eyes with the edge of her hand and glanced up. ‘Definitely not too early.’
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A beautiful French chateau

Jo Lawless is still grieving her husband when his oldest friends invite her to a weekend houseparty in France. She’s always felt like an outsider in the group but she decides to go, hoping their shared loss will bring them closer together.

An unexpected guest

But the weekend is disrupted by the arrival of an unexpected guest, whose presence brings old tensions to the surface. Long-buried secrets begin to emerge, and it’s clear that at least one person is bent on revenge …

A night that will end in murder

The cold light of morning reveals a horrifying discovery. And the killer isn’t finished. A storm is coming, and no one at this party is safe …
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