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1.

May

‘You here for a wedding?’ the driver asks, his cheery eyes focused on me, and not on the tiny track we’re careering up.

‘No, no,’ I reply, as my fingers begin to ache from all the seat-clenching they’re having to do. He’s got to be doing at least seventy.

‘Aye, you’re not dressed for a wedding,’ he agrees.

I look down at my shirt, self-consciousness pushing away fear for a moment. I’d bought a white silk shirt for 60 per cent off from TK Maxx, but several hours into my journey I’d remembered that white silk shirts were only for rich people or anyone who liked doing laundry. The deal-clincher for me, when buying clothing, is whether or not it will come out of the dryer like it’s been ironed.

The car takes a sharp turn, and the single lane thins to a ribbon, before the woods clear completely and we drive through a simple iron gate fixed to two old stone pillars. Vast lawns rise slowly upwards and, along the approach, rows of towering trees stretch their branches across to meet in a tunnel of crooked wood and leaves. Everything is sepia in the fog.

Ahead, the house comes into view, though in truth it looks more like a small castle. A grey and sandstone mother-ship, with pointed turrets flanking the sides and an enormous staircase leading from the circular drive to the entrance. It’s far grander than I’d imagined, but strangely bleak. I text Tim immediately.

I’m in a fucking gothic novel.

I’m pleased with my tone. Funny, irreverent, mysterious. I think about calling him to elaborate but I’m not entirely sure he’d get the joke. Tim isn’t exactly well read.

The car tyres skid, jolting me back to the reality of the speeding vehicle. We are momentarily stuck as the tyres spin hopelessly in the mud and the driver revs the engine. He switches gears and we thrust forward.

‘Round the back there’s a short road to the stables and cottages. And then a small car park,’ I say, double-checking the instructions on my phone.

‘Staff entrance?’ he questions, with a single raised eyebrow.

‘Yup,’ I say, nodding, then stare wistfully out of the window.

The back of the house is just as grand but arguably more beautiful than the front. The ground drops away from a pebbled courtyard and rose garden down to a river, which I can hear but not see. The stables sit about a hundred metres to the side of the house, and the car pulls to a halt between them and a trio of small stone cottages. I look back at the house, which is barely in view through a small grove of oaks.

The largest of the three cottages has wood smoke rising in pleasing spirals from the squat chimney, and there’s a small slate-and-silver sign on the wooden door that I can just make out. Staff Only.

‘This is it,’ I say, getting out and handing the driver £200 in Scottish notes, trying not to wince as I say goodbye to all the money I had left in the world. ‘Thanks for the ride. Who knew you could get to the west coast in under one and a half hours from Inverness? It must be a world record.’

He looks inordinately proud.

There are about a dozen cars in the car park, a white van, some four-wheel drives, a few of those big, black expensive-looking SUVs and a couple of golf carts – but still no humans. A dog barks once, far in the distance, the sound echoing ominously around the estate.

I feel my anxiety blossom into full nerves. This is it. The literal end of the road, and potentially the craziest thing I’d done since walking out on that stupid West End play. Right before my first line.

‘Hope you enjoy Scotland, lass,’ the driver says, then takes off with a screech of tyres on gravel.

I knock a few times on the wooden door. For late spring, it’s far colder than I imagined, and my thin trenchcoat is proving a nonsense kind of cover-up for this weather.

My phone beeps and it’s Tim.

What do you mean? [image: ]

I chuckle. He’s so predictable.

There is still no sign of anyone. Crossing my arms to try and brace myself from the icy breeze, I look around the courtyard for some sign of life. I can hear the horses scuffing at the hay-covered stone floor in the barn, and I can sense the smell of mossy earth. I lean forward to look through the small window of the end cottage, and a small motion-light springs on, blinding me to my surroundings.

‘Heather?’

I jump at the voice behind me – deep, with a thick but soft Scottish accent. I hold my hand up to my face and try to make out the figure emerging from behind the white van. He is tall, dressed in chef’s whites underneath a dark coat that is open and flapping in the wind, with a dark woollen beanie pulled down over his forehead. Tall, mysterious and can poach an egg. I am instantly intrigued.

‘Hello! Yes, I am. That’s me,’ I say, saluting him like a general, my nerves apparently turning me into a comedy idiot.

‘We need you to start right away,’ he says nervously, pulling up the collar on his coat.

‘Right this minute?’ I reply, desperate for a hot cup of tea and a shower.

‘Our emergency cover fell into the River Ayr while taking a tinkle,’ booms a posh English accent, as a much older, shorter man in a dark suit with a bulging belly arrives, dragging one of those fancy bellhop trollies behind him. The light shines onto his reddish face, which is heavily lined but jolly. ‘Hospitalized with exposure.’

‘Double exposure,’ I reply, with a giggle – I can’t resist – and he shoots me a wicked grin.

‘I’m William. But everyone calls me Bill. And this is James, here to welcome you on behalf of the kitchen,’ he continues, glancing down at my bag. ‘Well, I won’t need the trolley. You travel light. Goodness gracious me. You should have seen last night’s late arrival – poor night porter had to make a dozen trips up and down the stairs. And he’s got a dicky leg.’

‘I don’t like having more than I can manage on my own,’ I say, smiling at him.

‘Well, I hope you bought some wellies,’ he says, glancing down at my shoes.

‘No. I’ll need to get some. And a coat. Didn’t anyone notify Scotland it’s May, for God’s sake?’ I say, clutching at my arms.

‘Northerly. They’re bitter, even in summer,’ says Bill, as he sticks the key into the lock of the cottage, and it makes a heavy thunk as he turns the old lock. He pushes the door open, but instead of showing me in, he pops my suitcase just inside and pulls the door shut. ‘Couldn’t grow a Pinot in this wind-chill, eh?’

I stutter, then scramble for a quick reply. ‘Yes. Certainly it needs to be warmer. Except when there’s a frost. You also sometimes need frost.’ He’s staring at me, so obviously I continue my verbal drivel. ‘For the grapes, because sometimes they need frost. To make the wine, er, better.’

‘We need you to start tonight,’ James says again, cutting through the chatter. He and his tense shoulders are looking back towards the main house as if he’s left a pan of hot fat on full.

I start to feel a little panicked. ‘I’m not dressed,’ is all I can think to say. ‘I thought there would be some kind of formal orientation first? Watch one of those Welcome to the company films. Spend hours getting your email set up? Meet the boss? Go for a welcome drink?’

‘My kinda girl,’ Bill chortles again.

‘We’ve got you a uniform.’ James furrows his heavy brow my way, then turns sharply away to do more brooding.

Bill turns to me with an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry, this is all very sudden. But I’m sure you’ll take to it just fine, with your incredible experience. Oh, don’t look so sheepish – I was the one who hired you, remember? I’ve seen your CV.’

‘Right. Of course. Okay, let’s go,’ I say, as confidently as I can. No need to discuss my CV in front of James, or anyone.

Bill jumps into the nearest golf cart and turns on the ignition. James offers an impatient smile and nods towards the passenger seat.

‘Cheers,’ I say as he jumps on a little platform on the back and hangs on.

‘If James is edgy, it’s because he needs to go over the menu with you, like now,’ Bill whispers.

I’m going to have to be careful with everything I say. Play the new girl. With the amount of jobs I’ve had, that’s one thing I can do.

We pull up at the entrance to the kitchen, and as the heavy modern door is pushed open, the light and noise spill out onto the courtyard, and suddenly a new set of senses comes fiercely alive.

The back kitchen is buzzing. There are three chefs in whites preparing for the evening service. Piles of small new potatoes are being scrubbed, and another chef has a great sheet of tiny herbs, which are being forensically picked through with what look like tweezers. There is a kind of rhythmical chorus as knives hit wood, pans slam on granite and my block-heels clip-clop across the stone floor.

‘Hi, Chef,’ says the youngest-looking of them. He’s covered in blood splatters and holding a comically large butchering knife. James nods in approval at the young lad, who blushes and smiles shyly back at him. It’s a cute exchange, and I warm a little to James.

Smells of lemon zest and rich, dark chocolate fill my nose as we pass the pastry counter. Then the sting of onions hits my eyes as we duck under a low doorway into the preparation area. There are two rows of stainless-steel cooking surfaces and large ovens, and another serious-looking young chef, her dark hair stuffed into a hairnet, is standing over a huge pot, carefully spooning in what seems to be an enormous ladle full of tiny lobsters.

‘Oh my God, baby lobsters,’ I whisper, aghast, but Bill has suddenly disappeared out through the swinging door into the restaurant. There’s a glimpse of a dark, candle-lit room with accents of deep red and tartan.

‘Langoustines, three minutes, fifteen seconds. Rolling boil,’ the chef says to herself, as she starts a small timer. Langoustines. I blush at my stupidity and take a deep breath. I won’t last five minutes if I don’t keep my mouth shut.

‘Heather?’ James calls to me from the service area, where he is sorting through scribbled sheets of paper.

‘Hey. Jamie for short, is it?’

‘James actually,’ he says abruptly, before glancing at the floor. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Sure,’ I reply, painting on a face full of efficiency and confidence.

He waves a piece of paper at me. ‘We’ve matches for the langoustine and hot-smoked salmon, but not the beetroot and pickled cabbage. We also need a pairing for the blade steak. I would have gone for a Cabernet, but there’s the spring greens and turnip foam to consider in the balance. What do you think?’

James puts the paper down and looks up at me, and for the first time I see his full face in the light. He’s definitely a looker, if you like that kind of accidentally handsome, full-lipped, furrowed-brow, forgot-to-shave-for-a-week kind of thing, which I most certainly do. Dark hair, chestnut eyes and cheeks flushed from the heat of the kitchen. And in those starched chef’s whites too. I try hard not to stare.

Okay. I’m definitely staring.

Still staring.

‘Heather?’

I shake myself out of my daze and back to the job at hand.

‘Do you have any ideas what we could pair them with?’

‘What do you usually pair them with?’ I ask, hoping for a shortcut.

‘The menu changes all the time, with the season, so this is a new dish, I’m afraid. There’s normally something new needs pairing every day. As I said, we often pair the blade steak with the Cabernet, but I think the turnip …’

‘The menu changes all the time?’ I gulp.

James takes a breath. ‘Sorry. I know this is a lot to take in. Before each service we sit and discuss the pairings for the degustation menu. The sommelier and me. Then I run it past Chef.’

‘Chef? I thought you were the chef?’

‘No,’ he says, with a shy smile. ‘Russell Brooks, our new executive chef, will check over everything tonight. It has to be right first time,’ he says, somewhat apologetically.

‘Russell Brooks,’ I smile. ‘Sounds like an electrical appliance.’

My gag hangs in the air for a moment, then withers and dies.

‘He’s got two Michelin stars,’ James says, his eyes wide.

‘Oh yes,’ I say quickly.

Two Michelin stars? That doesn’t make sense. I thought this place was meant to be stuck in the Dark Ages. I glance around the kitchen and realize the whole set-up does look rather too grand. ‘Of course I know who he is. Everyone knows Russell Brook.’

‘Brooks,’ he corrects.

‘Yes,’ I nod quickly. ‘Two Michelin stars.’

‘Do you want a little time to familiarize yourself? I can give you thirty minutes, and then we have to get the draft ready for Chef.’ He offers me the menu.

I study James’s face for a moment. I can’t tell if he is desperately begging for my help or angry that I’m not helping already. One thing is for sure: he is waiting for me to take control, and up until this point I’ve been trying to delay the inevitable. Time to bite the bullet.

‘Where do you keep the wine list? And the wine? I’ll need to see the cellar and maybe do some sampling,’ I say, reaching for the food menu. Christ, it’s complicated! This place is fancy as fuck. What the hell is smoked sea bacon? ‘What did you say I need to match again?’

‘The guinea fowl, the crab, the beetroot and fermented barley and the blade steak,’ replies James, the raised vein on the side of his neck dissipating somewhat. ‘The new wine list is here,’ he says, dumping a large black leather folder into my arms. ‘And the cellar is out back, the way you came in, and down the stone stairs by the deep freeze. I can show you?’

‘No need. I’ll be half an hour,’ I say, nodding in determination, deciding the quiet of the wine cellar will be the safest place to panic. New wine list?

‘One sec. Anis?’ he calls to the baby-lobster boiler, who frowns at the disruption. She is carefully pouring deep-green oil into a blender with all the steady seriousness of an open-heart surgeon. ‘Once you’ve finished the dill emulsion, make a tasting plate for Heather,’ James commands.

‘Yes, Chef,’ she scowls and heads to the refrigerator.

And with that, James nods and almost smiles, before going back through to the kitchen. I breathe out for a moment, before remembering the clock is ticking and I have very little time to spare.

I walk quickly back through the preparation area and make my way down the gloriously romantic stone stairs to the cellar. I fish around for a light switch just as another bloody sensor-light flicks on, but this time it’s a warm, dull yellow glow. My eyes adjust and, for a moment, I marvel at the space before me.

The cellar stretches out into the darkness, but it isn’t only wine down here. Large rounds of cheese are stacked on modern steel shelving, and huge legs of cured hams and bacons hang from stainless-steel hooks in the ceiling. And beyond that, more cheese. God, I love cheese.

But there’s no time to dither. I pull out my phone and lay the enormous wine list and the menu out on the shelf in front of me. Shit! This was certainly not the wine list I’d printed out from the website. The one I had stuffed in my bag back at the cottage had a dozen or so reds and whites, in varying degrees of cheap and less cheap.

The plan up until now – if you could call it a plan – was a crash course with my brand-new copy of Wine for Newbies, and Sir Google, as my tutors later this evening. Surface knowledge. A bluffable amount. Enough to blag my way through the summer at a crappy hotel in the middle of nowhere. Only the crusty, ramshackle, shithole Scottish hotel has not materialized, and instead I find myself in a fine-dining, luxury boutique property. This place is in need of a world-class sommelier to decipher the brand-new twenty-page wine list. Which I am definitely not.

It’s time to call for help.

It’s time to call the real Heather.
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2.

Two weeks earlier

‘So, are you all packed?’ I asked, shaking my head as I looked around her bedroom for things I could ‘borrow’ while she was gone. I spied her T-bar heels poking out from under her chair, and her hair straighteners, for starters. Then I saw the bikinis laid out on the bed. Just how fancy was this Scottish hotel?

Heather had been my very best friend since primary school, arriving with her father in our home town of Plymouth not long after her mother had died. I could see right away how afraid she was, twisting and pulling on her curls, eyes permanently on the floor. It went round the playground like lightning about her mum. I knew immediately: this girl needed me.

I marched right up to her. ‘Don’t be scared. I’ll show you round. I’m Elizabeth Finch and I’m already six.’

‘Finch? Like the bird?’ she whispered back. ‘I have a pencil with little birds all over it. Do you want it?’

‘Sure.’ I marvelled at the bright little pictures and the beak-shaped eraser. I had never had a special pencil.

‘Now it’s yours. Can we be friends?’

‘Sure, but you’re going to need a lot more pencils,’ I replied, grinning at her. Though of course it was never about the pencil.

From that day, we became inseparable. Me, her fierce protector, and Heather the kindest, most encouraging person in my life.

And little had changed. Here we were some twenty-five years later, and she had the London flat, the clothes, the make-up and a steady income that meant there was always milk for tea. And, following in her father’s footsteps, she was now one of the brightest young wine experts in the country. Heather had found her way in the world. I still felt like the kid with no fancy pencils of her own.

She perched on the edge of her bed, taking a deep, steadying breath before looking at me nervously. ‘Birdy, something big has happened. I’m fine, though. It’s all good. Great, in fact.’

‘Oh-kay, this sounds exciting,’ I replied, a little tingle inside me at the thought of some high drama. I rested my butt on the edge of her dressing table and readied myself. ‘Lucky for you I’m now officially unemployed again and so have time for all the drama, all the time. So do go on, I’m ready.’

‘It’s not drama,’ she said, her large eyes narrowing on me, hurt.

‘Shit! Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound flippant. Please. What’s going on?’

‘I think I’m in love with Cristian,’ she said as her mouth curved into a nervous smile.

‘Oh,’ I replied, trying to sound buoyant as my heart sank.

‘I know, I know.’ She was blushing and grinning, and I wanted to break something in half. Not him. Cristian, the coked-up shoe guy.

‘Really?’ I said, bracing myself. ‘The cobbler?’

‘The shoe designer – Cristian, yes,’ she said, sighing. ‘Anyway, I’m going to Rome for the summer with him, to see if it can be a thing.’

That explains the bikinis.

‘He’s going to break up with his girlfriend,’ she said quickly. To reassure me, I suppose. And then she took a deep breath. ‘Birdy, I think I might … I mean I think we might be in love. I think this is it.’

‘Oh-kay,’ I said, turning to inspect her bamboo-and-ceramic paddle brush, so I didn’t have to look at her. I flicked my finger across the bristles and made a mental note to blow-dry my frizzy mess of a head more often. ‘What about this job? You’re not going to throw it up for Cristian, are you?’

I already knew the answer. This was her Achilles heel. Heather wanted Love. She jumped in boots first at the sniff of it. In the last two years alone there had been Vile Kyle, the forty-eight-year-old pet therapist who called her ‘little kitten’; Kahlil the artisan baker, who couldn’t get a rise in the bedroom and told Heather it was her fault; Woke Warren, the world’s most sexist feminist; and now Cristian. Cristian with a girlfriend, whom he was apparently going to break up with, and a deep and lasting relationship with Class As. I’m no expert psychologist, but for a girl who lost her mum very young, and then her dad a few years later, there had to be some kind of connection between that and Heather’s desperate need to be loved.

It was incredibly frustrating, because if anyone deserved to meet a really fucking good life-partner, it should be Heather. She was a really fucking good person.

‘That was never my dream job.’

‘What do you mean? You said you wanted to go there. Specifically, that very place. You spent ages waiting for a role to come up. Why would you just bail?’

‘It was only a summer job,’ she snapped.

Support her, Elizabeth Finch.

‘Oh, okay,’ I replied, nodding.

‘And I only took it because I thought I should see Scotland at some point in my life because, well, I’m half-Scottish. It’s a rundown old place in the middle of nowhere. But it was near Skye, and I wanted to see Skye. You know how I’ve always wanted to go to Skye. My mum was born there.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said quickly.

‘Anyway, the place has terrible reviews on Tripadvisor. Honestly, they don’t need a bloody sommelier, they need a total overhaul. But, Birdy, I have to find out if this thing with Cristian is something. Would you miss the chance for real, true love?’ she asked me, her eyes big and round.

Don’t get me wrong, I love a happy ending, but Cristian was not it. Ugh. I couldn’t bear the thought of another undeserving arsehole taking up space in her good heart. And yet, I couldn’t tell her that. I had learned, through bitter experience, that lecturing and intervention didn’t work with Heather, when it came to love.

My job, as Heather’s best friend, was to support her, despite all my reservations.

‘If this is what you want, then go get the cobbler. Be in love!’ I sighed.

‘Oh, fuck off. You’re taking the piss.’

‘Sorry, I’m not. It’s just a bit sudden,’ I said. Support her, Elizabeth Finch. I looked her square in the eye. ‘If it’s what you want, then I’m happy.’

‘You’re happy for me?’

‘Do you need me to be?’

‘No. But it would help.’

‘Well, obviously I’m a bit worried, because that would be normal, given the circumstances. But I’m happy for you, if it’s really making you happy,’ I said, my knee starting to jig. I didn’t like this, not one bit, and I hated that I couldn’t tell her how I felt.

‘I just feel like I need to give this thing with Cristian a go. I know you think he’s a bit of a good-time dude or whatever, but he’s actually really sensitive. The sex is magic. Like we are so connected, and I’ve been really, properly sexually adventurous with him. When we make love …’

‘Ugh, don’t say “make love”, it makes me itch.’

‘Make loooove?’ she said, all sexy.

‘Yes. Yes, yes,’ I jumped in. ‘Okay, Italy. All the coffee and carbs. Can I visit, at least?’

‘Of course! When I’m all settled, though,’ she said sheepishly. ‘Thank you, Birdy, it’s a big relief to tell you.’

‘Have you told them? The hotel?’ I sighed, resigned to waiting an estimated three to four months before this whole thing caught fire and burned everyone to ashes, including Cristian’s poor girlfriend. I would be there to pick up the pieces, of course. I always was.

‘No. I’m not going to. I can’t face it.’

She tried to wave away the conversation, and I paused for a moment. That wasn’t like Heather. She was normally so professional. If I heard alarm bells before, now I heard air-raid sirens going off.

‘Heather, don’t be daft. You have to call them,’ I said incredulously. ‘Make up an excuse.’

‘I can’t lie. I’ve got enough on my plate.’ Her voice was tight and high, and I felt my shoulders straighten as I readied myself to try and talk sense into her.

‘Just tell them you were in a car crash. Or you have Ebola. Or you got stabbed, in a case of mistaken identity. Everyone’s getting stabbed these days.’

‘That’s not funny,’ she said sharply.

‘What about you were stabbed through the rib outside an Internet café in Benidorm?’ I said, on a roll.

‘What?’

‘No one would dare think you made it up. It’s good. Trust me. You got stabbed in Benidorm. Is it Benidorm or the Benidorm?’

‘Why was I stabbed? It sounds drug-related.’

‘Randomly.’

‘Why was I in Benidorm?’

‘Studying.’

‘Studying what?’

‘Spanish wine, of course.’

‘Spanish wine. Hmm. No. But it could be sherry. Wouldn’t it make the papers?’

‘No. People get stabbed all the time.’

‘You need to stop reading those awful tabloids.’

‘It’s a little slice of my trashy childhood,’ I said. And before she could protest and tell me I was not trash, I joked, ‘Anyway, trust me. No one is going to search through Spanish local news to find out if some posh English girl was stabbed.’

‘Did they catch the guy?’

‘No.’

‘He got away?’

‘I mean, the police are still looking, obviously.’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

There was a brief silence and then we both burst out laughing.

‘You should tell them, Heather,’ I said as the laughter subsided.

‘It will be fine. It’s only a summer placement, and they will replace me in a second. Paris in the autumn is my big next step. This was nothing. Well, mostly nothing. I’ll probably never have to see or speak to them again …’

I couldn’t let her do it. ‘How about I call them for you? I won’t pretend you got stabbed. I’ll say something appropriate, okay?’

‘Would you?’ she said, eyes wide with pure, genuine relief.

‘It’s no problem.’ It wasn’t the first time I’d stepped in to do something for Heather when she was afraid.

‘Okay,’ she said, visibly relaxing. It was something I could easily do for her, unlike paying my share of the rent. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t risk any blemish on my track record.’

I cringed, thinking about the dumpster fire that was my career. That ‘career’ was essentially a series of dead-end jobs, the best of which was the latest – something with ‘digital media’ in the title – which, to be honest, I had blagged my way into, with my pointless knowledge of Instagram influencers. I got fired when they figured that out. Before that, there were a couple of attempts at acting, but I really couldn’t bear the other actors; the bookshop job, which I quite liked but was made redundant from; the accountancy firm, awful; some bouts of unemployment; and two summers working in a bar on Tenerife that Heather had arranged for me. ‘Just to tide you over until you figure out what’s next. Find your calling,’ she’d said.

But I’m now thirty-one, and no closer to that mythical calling.

‘I’ll make up a good, reputation-preserving excuse for you, okay? But you’ll need to lie low. You can’t pull out of a job and then be all over the Internet, sunning yourself on the Riviera.’

‘Cristian actually wants me to lie low too, so no problem.’

I’m sure he does, I thought, my loathing of him redoubling.

‘Leave it with me,’ I said.

‘Thanks, Birdy.’ She let out a deep breath and there was a brief silence. ‘I really wish I could afford to let you stay here, but you know I have to rent it out. You have sorted somewhere, haven’t you? You don’t have to go to your parents’ house?’

‘Don’t worry, I’m going to try the cousin in Tooting,’ I said. I couldn’t bear to tell her he’d already said no.

‘Your cousin the butcher?’

‘Yes.’

‘But he hates you.’

‘No, I hate him. It’ll be fine. I’ll figure something out. You know me. Don’t stress,’ I said.

She frowned.

‘Heather, relax. As soon as you go, I’ll apply for a bunch of jobs and find something different that isn’t in front of a computer. Something more practical. Something with my hands perhaps,’ I said, injecting as much positivity as possible into my voice. ‘I wish I had a passion like you.’

‘You’ll meet someone, Birdy.’

‘I don’t mean passion for a dude – I mean for a career. The wine thing, like you have. Anyway, in case you forgot, I’ve been kind of seeing Tim again.’

‘Birdy,’ she said, furrowing her brow. ‘You can’t get serious about someone you met on the night bus.’

I stiffened a little. I knew what Tim was, and chose to hang out with him anyway. Heather just didn’t see Cristian for what he was, that was the difference.

‘I’m doing Tim with my eyes wide open,’ I said sharply. ‘Well, not literally. If I did him with my eyes open, I wouldn’t be able to think about Jason Momoa.’

‘I just want you to be happy. He wouldn’t even let you stay with him until you found a new place. And he’s an insurance salesman, for goodness’ sake!’

‘Insurance Investigator,’ I corrected. ‘Not everyone wants the big Italian love story, Heather. You forget: I was once turned down by a guy who worked as a shopping-mall Santa. I don’t have a lot of options,’ I joked, wanting to spin the conversation quickly back to her and away from my catalogue of inadequacies.

‘Love,’ she began, and I knew I was going to get the lecture about how wonderful I am, if only I could see it. But then she sighed, and I felt even worse.

I put the hairbrush down to rest beside me, suddenly reluctant to do a long drawn-out goodbye. ‘Hey, listen, Heather, you have to get a wriggle on.’

‘Oh, you’re right. Well, this is goodbye then,’ she said, standing up and giving me a hug. ‘But, Birdy, I won’t enjoy myself if I know you’re unhappy.’

‘I’m happy. Really, this gives me a chance to sit back and write that book, How to Avoid Responsibility for Almost Everything, that I’ve been banging on about.’

‘Only you could pen a self-help novel that devoid of action,’ she said proudly. I tried to ignore the small twinge that her joke caused in my chest.

‘Right?’

As our smiles gave way to the sadness of saying goodbye, Heather hugged me hard.

‘Will you let me know when you’ve made the call? Could you do it today?’

‘Will do.’

‘Thank you. And let me know where you end up staying? I won’t sleep if I know you’ve had to go back to that bloody house. I mean it, Birdy, your parents—’

‘Yes, I will, I will,’ I interrupted quickly. I didn’t want to get into a conversation about my parents. We’d been there a million times, and talking about it didn’t change the fact that they were, and always had been, completely shit.

‘Oh, good,’ she said, throwing herself back on her bed, breathing out with relief. I felt a stab in my heart again. I knew a part of me didn’t want anything to work out for her with any man ever, if it meant losing her even a little bit. Heather and I may have been each other’s family, but with every year that passed, I felt her cultivating a new life that was her very own, while I still flapped about, hoping that the answer to living and loving would somehow arrive on my lap.

I pushed away the tears that were beginning to form.

She suddenly sat up.

‘I forgot to tell you. There’s this black-tie thingy at the Ritz that I was supposed to go to tonight. My name is at the door – just do the usual and say you’re me. No one will ask any questions. And it’s free wine. Lots of handsome hospitality-types.’

‘What’s the event?’

‘It’s the British Wine Awards. Honestly, all you have to do is get in the door. There’s no formal dinner or anything. Go! I’ll leave the trapeze dress and the T-bar heels, okay? Oh, don’t think I didn’t see you eyeing them up!’

I grin. ‘Sure, why not? Is there a plus one?’

‘Yes, but you’re definitely not taking Tim.’
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3.

May

This is it. I’m ready.

I’m sitting at the edge of the bar, waiting for James and the famous Russell with my hastily scribbled notes, taken down during my emergency call to Heather. She was thrilled when I told her I was staying with my cousin, and even more thrilled when I told her I needed help choosing wine for a dinner party he was throwing.

‘At last!’ she’d squealed. ‘Oh God, where do I begin?’

Big mistake, I’d thought, vowing not to call her again – at least not to talk about what I’m supposedly doing in London while she’s away. I cannot be juggling more than one lie here. And I definitely don’t want to lie to Heather more than I need to.

She reeled off a ton of suggestions, which I quickly cross-checked with the wine list, then gently told her I had to go because the wine shop was about to close.

I thought the call had calmed my anxiety somewhat, but when Bill appears like a jack-in-the-box from behind the bar, I jump. He’s holding a bottle of red in one hand and some kind of spirit in the other, and his cheeks are redder than they were outside. I wonder if he’s been sampling the offerings. And then I wonder how I can get in on that scam.

‘You done?’ he asks.

‘Mostly. I went into the kitchen to show James, but Anis said I should wait here for Chef,’ I say, staring longingly at the bottle of whisky in Bill’s hand and wondering if this is the kind of place where the staff get wasted after work. All that booze, all these young waiters on seasonal placement. There must be a lot of sex at Loch Dorn.

‘You’re admiring this, aren’t you?’ Bill says, and I nod emphatically before I realize he doesn’t mean the whisky in his right hand, but the wine in his left. ‘It’s a very, very old Châteauneuf-du-Pape.’

‘Ooohh,’ I reply. ‘Can I take a look?’

‘Of course,’ he says, carefully presenting the bottle to me, label up.

‘Bloody hell, it’s older than me,’ I say, blindly walking into amateur territory. ‘I mean, it’s, uh, such a good year …’ My voice trails off.

‘Not our oldest,’ he replies proudly, as he turns to stack the liquor against the mirrored wall at the back of the bar. ‘You can arrange tastings, you know. Just speak to Russell when he gets here. You’re the sommelier. He won’t mind.’

‘James said something about a uniform?’ I say, catching myself in the mirror as Bill moves a bottle of gin. My new chic, shaggy Heather-styled bob has morphed into a serious case of bed-head, and I know I am starting to smell. ‘I don’t feel especially fresh.’

‘Oh, how rude of me.’ Bill spins round, knocking a brandy balloon off the polished countertop in the process. I baulk, waiting for the smash, but there is nothing but silence, and he reaches down and picks it up off the floor behind the bar. ‘Rubber mats,’ he grins. ‘After Russell is done with you, I’ll take you out back and you can freshen up in the staff loos.’

I take a deep breath. I totally have this.

‘What’s with the music?’ I ask him.

‘It’s traditional. Lyres and harps and suchlike.’

‘Thank God no bagpipes, at least.’

‘You’re not a fan?’

‘I don’t think one is ever a fan of the bagpipes, are they? A bagpipe never headlined Glastonbury is all I’m saying.’

He laughs, glancing across to the door anxiously. We’re both waiting for the famous Russell. Bill, I suppose, is feeling anxious to introduce his new hire, and I sit up a little straighter, finding myself wanting to make him proud.

‘You’re not how I pictured you,’ he says quietly. ‘And nothing like your Facebook picture.’ My heart stops. I’d got a matching haircut, but it had done nothing to narrow the gorge between beautiful, elegant Heather and me.

‘I’m very photogenic. It makes it hard to do online dating,’ I reply to Bill, trying not to feel too miffed. ‘Men are always disappointed when they see me in real life – my photos are so exceptional.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean that,’ he says, grinning. ‘Your profile picture is a cat.’

For a moment I’m confused, and then I recall my advice to Heather. Change your profile pictures to something nondescript.

‘Oh yes,’ I say, thinking quickly. ‘I really love cats.’

Don’t go on to social media. Make all your feeds private. You need to be offline for most of the summer. And a cat picture will do. I can be into cats for three months.

I spin round on my leather bar stool and take in the dining room. Crisp white linen hangs across large square tables and over the chairs, where the fabric is pulled taut and tied in a bow at the back. It is a little twee, but super-cute.

Each table has a small candle on a short silver holder, with a tartan ribbon at the base. The huge curtains are swept to the side with matching tartan tiebacks. The walls are a deep burgundy, with some original stone brickwork exposed along the top. There are gilded paintings of men in tartan, with spaniels and guns. The room has a faint whiff of cigar smoke and all I can visualize is rotund men in their seventies drinking brandy and peering at old maps.

‘This is the only room that hasn’t been renovated yet,’ Bill is saying.

‘Renovated?’ I say, confused.

‘Oh, you won’t have seen the rest of the place! We’ve done everything except this dining room. They’re starting here next week, so we’ll have a couple of slower weeks while they fit the new carpet and she gets a fresh lick of paint. Service in the bar area only, and a slimline menu. And then, come the first week of June, it’s all on. Summer, new hotel, new restaurant. We’re off!’

‘Oh,’ I say. A new head chef, a new wine list and renovations?

‘See that old badger?’ Bill says, pointing to a gilded painting on the wall. ‘That’s the great-grandfather of the current owner of the estate, Michael MacDonald.’

‘Come on,’ I say, grinning at Bill, who is now busy polishing a wine glass.

‘It is. And his faithful hound, Duke. I do wonder what he’d make of all the changes around here.’

The kitchen is open and runs half the length of the far wall, adjacent to the bar. Now that I think about it, it did seem strange to have such a modern set-up in such an old-fashioned place. From most of the dining room you can see the serving area, with its stainless-steel heat lamps and solid oak frame. James is there, now sporting one of those fitted black bandana chef-hats, tasting something from a small silver jug with the end of a teaspoon. He makes tasting things look like a very serious business indeed.

He smiles as the kitchen door flies open and a huge bulk of bruising masculinity comes striding through. He is wearing a dusty blue tweed suit, including a waistcoat, with a pop of bright-yellow handkerchief in his top pocket. His hair is a mess of dark curls and his eyes are dark and bright at once. He is a forty-something supermodel, the kind you’d see in a luxury watch advert in GQ, rising out of the oak-clad cabin of a vintage sailboat, shirt casually open, reaching for a faceless woman in a gold bikini.

‘Hello, Heather. Welcome,’ he purrs in an unplaceable British accent, his voice like the burnt caramel atop a vanilla-bean gelato. He tosses a copy of The Scotsman on the bar top next to me.

‘That’s me,’ I say.

‘James!’ he shouts as he looks me square in the face, pursing his lips ever so slightly. Handsome as he is, I have to say I find his Man Brand a total turn-off – any poor woman who married him would face a lifetime of bikini waxes, lunges and, in the worst-case scenario, vaginoplasty. It is less than a split second before the doors fly open again and James arrives, head down, examining his notes. Much more my type. If everything about Russell is hard and polished, everything about James is soft and easy. The way his hair looks like it smells of shampoo rather than expensive hair gel, for example. Good-looking, but not intimidatingly so, and far less likely to shave his balls.

‘Welcome to our wee restaurant,’ Russell continues, pushing back his sleeve to look at his enormous silver watch. ‘We have just forty-five minutes to service, and I can see you need to get refreshed from your trip, right?’

‘Yes, that would be good …’ I reply, tucking my hands under my armpits to serve as a fume barrier.

‘Good, then let’s go through the list quickly,’ he says, nodding.

I also nod, stealing a quick glance at James, who is biting his thumbnail. I mouth, It’s all cool to him, but he looks confused and I make a mental note not to do that again.

I swing my stool in Russell’s direction and pull out my notes. A deep breath, then I engage my ninth-form drama-class technique of speaking very loudly and clearly, with just a hint of Claire Foy from The Crown for authority.

‘It’s virtually impossible to make a perfect pairing without a thorough tasting of your cellar,’ I say.

‘Of course,’ says Russell, nodding in agreement.

‘And, obviously, I haven’t tasted the dishes, so this is best-guess work.’

‘You don’t need to explain, Heather,’ Russell says, touching my arm. ‘I am simply glad you are here with us, and that Bill is no longer choosing the wine.’

Bill rolls his eyes and slides an espresso in front of Russell, who presses it sharply to his lips, downs it in one go and slides it back in Bill’s direction with an approving nod.

‘With the guinea fowl, you can see I’ve not gone for the usual Pinot Grigio. I have assumed,’ I pause, glancing over my shoulder at James, ‘that the celeriac is not roasted …’

‘Yes, I’ve noted that on the final menu,’ James replies quietly, as Russell purses his lips in his direction.

‘Fabulous! Well, I definitely suggest the German Riesling. The dry. And for the blade steak, I disagree about the Cabernet – too heavy, with all the foams and whatnot. I think the Argentinian Pinot will fill the dish out well and,’ I glance down at my notes, ‘soften the savouriness with a hint of raspberry.’

‘Good, good,’ Russell nods his head, flicking his eyebrows up towards me, and a smile forges its way across his smooth face. ‘And the crab?’ Shit, I forgot the crab.

‘Well, there’s only one choice, right?’ I say, freestyling. ‘A Merlot?’

Russell’s forehead creases and he looks over at James, whose mouth is slightly ajar. A silence hangs in the air, broken by the clang of a saucepan hitting the floor in the kitchen.

Behind me, Bill starts to giggle, and then a moment later Russell begins to chortle, and I join in with a round, deep cackle, eyeing everyone to assess the perfect moment to stop laughing.

‘Kidding,’ I say, tapping Russell on the hand. I vow never to guess again.

‘She means the Chardonnay,’ says Bill firmly, wagging his finger at me as his cheeks begin to redden. ‘Oh, that’s funny. The Merlot. Golly gosh, you really had me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘Just keeping you guys on your toes.’

‘Excellent work, Heather,’ Russell says, wrapping things up.

‘Oh, it’s not that clever,’ I reply, blushing. ‘We’re all winging it, aren’t we?’

‘Nonsense,’ he says, touching my arm again, but this time he gives it a little squeeze. ‘You are one of the youngest, brightest sommeliers in the country.’

I continue, ‘I am the lucky one. To be under a chef with such an incredible reputation, it really is a dream come true.’

I can tell that Russell wants me to like him. To respect him. To fancy him. And the greatest thing about a deeply insecure and narcissistic man? Make them think you do, and you can get away with almost anything.

‘I actually have a thought about tonight,’ I say with some trepidation. ‘I’d love to play more of an observation role, so I can get to know how you do things here.’

Russell looks at me, cocks his head and strokes his chin with his finger and thumb, before adjusting his pocket handkerchief.

‘I suppose that makes sense. Of course you’ll need to step in, if anyone goes off-menu. But yes, good idea.’

‘I think it would be best,’ I say simply, smiling up at Russell, relief washing over me. I start toying lightly with the collar of my shirt. It’s such an obvious move and I hate myself for doing it, but I’m in survival mode, so I don’t stop.

‘Perhaps, Bill, we could show Heather where she can brief the staff on the wines, while James and I do the new plates, and then Heather can freshen up?’ he says, more pointedly.

‘Sure thing,’ Bill replies, wiping his hands on his black apron and nodding towards a door at the end of the bar. ‘If you could come with me, Heather?’

‘Thank you, Russell,’ I mumble, as I squeeze past him and a full hit of sandalwood and pepper tickles my nose. So much cologne, it almost makes me gag – although I can hardly complain about bad odours.

I give Bill a sheepish grin and we head down through the bar.

‘Talk to me about the presentation of the damned dessert, and then we can talk about this fucking turbot dish,’ Russell is saying to James, in a voice far less soothing than the one he used with me.

‘God, he’s fancy. I bet he has a summer and a winter duvet,’ I whisper to Bill, glancing back to see James animatedly explaining the premise behind the balloon set of the chocolate casing on the ganache. James cracks it unceremoniously with a teaspoon, and Russell frowns. Then Anis appears with that sample plate I was supposed to get forty-five minutes ago.

I turn back to Bill, as he opens the door to the staffroom.

‘Where is Irene?’

‘You’ll probably see her tomorrow. She said you were an absolute scream at the Wine Awards, by the way. What a coincidence that she met you there!’ he added.

‘Yes. A wonderful coincidence,’ I reply. And then, realizing I should probably appear more dazzled by everything, I add, ‘It’s a real dream come true to be here.’
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4.

Two weeks earlier

‘Heather Jones,’ I said confidently as Tim and I arrived at the Ritz’s reception. ‘We’re here for the British Wine Awards?’

The doorman ran his finger down a guest list, and I watched as his pen struck through Heather’s name.

I was wearing Heather’s black trapeze dress, which fitted, but only because it’s one of those dresses that you could smuggle a crate of beer under. Heather used to tie it round the middle with a pink sash, which I tried to do, but it made me look like two silk-organza rubbish bags instead of one. Tim was wearing black jeans and a velvet blazer that he borrowed from his favourite drinking buddy, Damon – or ‘Damo’, as he was known. He actually looked quite dashing.

‘Welcome, Miss Jones. And could I take your name, sir? Apologies, we only have “plus one” written down here.’ He glanced briefly my way, judging Heather for not RSVP-ing properly.

‘The name is Tim,’ Tim said, hamming it up with an uber-posh accent, his chin up and his lips ever so slightly pursed.

The man nodded, writing it down on something I couldn’t see. ‘And your last name?’

‘Um,’ Tim looked over at me, and I raised a warning eyebrow. ‘McTimothy.’

‘Tim McTimothy,’ the man replied carefully, his unflappable manners standing firm in the face of common sense. ‘Very good.’

And we were in, placards round our necks, making a beeline for the free bar and mini vegan canapés.

The Ritz’s ballroom was rather more bland than I’d pictured in my dreams: big, though rather empty-feeling, with an only mildly ostentatious plaster ceiling. The guests were not the usual types that I’d meet at Heather’s work functions – the opening of a swanky roof bar or a hip underground restaurant; this lot were stuffy and old-fashioned.

Perfect! Tim and I loved nothing more than chatting shit to strangers: double points if we could convince them we were someone else. Triple if I could get away with playing someone fancy or famous, or just more together than me. The last time we went out, it was to a British Film Industry event, where Tim sat in the corner in dark glasses and I spent the evening pointing him out to young actors, to see if any of them would bite: ‘Oh my goodness, it’s Jim Reeves. The director. You don’t know him? Oh, he’s prolific. And so talented. No, you won’t find him online; he’s notoriously private. I can’t believe he’s here.’

‘All right, I want to mingle.’ Tim winked at me and I grinned. ‘Together? Or alone and report back?’

‘Alone and report back.’

Less than an hour later we were both riotously drunk and giggling in the corner about who we’d met.

‘I’ve had conversations about Land Rovers, hyper-decanting, the length of merino-wool fibres and fucking jogging. I’ve even tried to keep up with some cricket chat.’ I added dramatic emphasis to this one, since Tim is all about football. ‘And someone called Bert had to excuse himself, as he wanted to catch tomorrow’s shipping forecast. I’ve died and gone to some kind of Buckinghamshire hell.’

‘I just had a conversation about trees,’ Tim said, by way of agreement. And then burped.

‘Come on, we may as well go and check out the winning wines. It’s why we’re here.’

In the centre of the ballroom there was a huge circular table, with about fifty-odd wines on display with various gold, silver and bronze awards stuck to them; and in the middle of that, an antique glass-and-brass centrepiece, made of wine glasses and ivy twisted about twenty feet into the air. It was stunning.

‘Who knew the English made wine … It’s like discovering a classy Australian,’ Tim said, as he used one of the glasses set out for tasting to pour himself an enormous glassful, just a millimetre shy of the rim.

‘Hey, go a bit easy there, my dude,’ I said.

‘Not gonna say no to freebies,’ he replied, knocking back half in one go.

‘Sav Blanc,’ I said, picking up a bottle with a very modern-looking black label and an outline of the county of Kent. ‘I don’t mind a Sav Blanc, and this one’s got an award. Look. Silver!’

I poured myself a more modest glass, but it was becoming hard to aim the bottle neck in the right direction.

‘It’s got the cat’s wee on the nose, which I know we’re all supposed to like, but with four tomcats at home, I can’t stomach it,’ said a woman’s voice next to me. She wore a flared turquoise trouser suit that could only be made fashionable by someone like Alexa Chung.

‘Cat’s wee?’ I said.

‘Oh. Yes,’ the woman replied, looking surprised. ‘It’s a tasting note?’

‘Oh yes. Yes! Cat urine. Exquisite,’ I replied, trying not to snigger into my glass, which suddenly did smell quite a lot like cat’s wee. Tim roared with laughter and the woman frowned and inched a few feet away from us. How on earth Heather moved in these circles, I’d never quite understand.

‘Okay, I don’t know how much more of this I can stomach,’ I said, looking at Tim with one eye closed, so that I didn’t see two of him. ‘I’m drunk, Tim. And I want a large stuffed-crust pizza with extra salami. And chilli. And a beer.’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ he said, ‘but first, where are the bogs?’

‘Can you at least say “lavatory”? We’re in the Ritz, for fuck’s sake,’ I shouted as he wandered off in the wrong direction.

‘Heather Jones?’ said a voice behind me. ‘Well, isn’t this a wonderful surprise. I didn’t know you were coming, but, well, of course you would be. And then I saw your name at the door.’

I blinked for a moment, then glanced from her warm smile to her flowing mustard blouse and then down at her badge.

‘It’s Irene Reid, my dear. Bill must have mentioned me in your interview,’ she said, beaming, her wild white hair flowing and her arms outstretched like a marble sculpture of the Virgin Mary. ‘I’m so pleased to have you on my team.’

‘Ahh, Irene,’ I said, nodding my head and smiling along. Who the hell was this?

‘Yes, yes,’ she beamed. ‘Oh, this is just wonderful. And, you know, Russell is here somewhere. At least he said he was coming, but I don’t see him yet.’

Bill, Russell, Irene. Who the hell was this lady, and how quickly could I get away? And then, when my ears settled on her soft Scottish accent, I gasped. ‘Irene!’

‘Yes, dear,’ she said, laughing now.

Oh shit!

I had not made the phone call yet. The very important call to tell the Scottish hotel that Heather was not coming to Scotland for the job. The call I was supposed to make that day. And then right there, hauling me in for an enormous hug, both arms fast around me, was Heather’s soon-to-be new boss. And she thought I was Heather. Well, of course she did. It was printed in black ink around my neck.

I waited for a moment, until it wasn’t rude to extract myself.

‘Hi, Irene,’ I said. Could I explain the mistake? I decided to try to buy myself some time while my drunk brain attempted to figure it out. ‘Did you try the Silver Medal winner? It’s quite good. Lots of cat’s wee on the nose.’

‘No, no, but thanks for the recommendation.’ She winked at me, just as I saw Tim on his way back. I knew he would not be able to resist this situation – a delicious misunderstanding, which could be milked for maximum laughs when retold over a fourth pint of ale with Damo. I wanted to leave, but Irene was pouring herself a glass, and I didn’t want Heather to appear rude by disappearing suddenly.

‘Why, hello there, madam,’ Tim said as he joined us. ‘I’m Tim McTimothy. Like the badge says.’

I sort of giggled and snorted and watched in horror, unable to do anything.

‘Irene Reid. I’m the manager of Loch Dorn, and we’re so delighted to have Heather with us. Even if it’s only for one summer.’

It took a moment. Tim cocked his head, puzzled, and as I very subtly and slowly shook my head at him, the penny dropped.

‘Oh. I get it. Heather’s new boss, right?’ he said with a throaty laugh. He put his hand out to steady himself on the table, and I wished I was close enough to do the same. ‘Well, isn’t this a massive fucking coincidence.’

I burst out into fake staccato laughter.

‘Yes, it’s wonderful. And it’s very nice to meet you too, Tim. Is that the Sauvignon?’ Irene asked as he downed the last third of his glass in one go.

‘Uh. Irene?’ My head started to spin as I tried to think of a way to level with her.

‘Yes?’ she said, as she took barely a sip of her own drink. ‘Oh, isn’t this so wonderful. It’s great to put a face to the name I’ve been hearing so much about. Bill was absolutely effusive, and we’re thrilled that you’ll be joining us. What a summer we’re going to have! You’re going to love our little neck of the woods. It’s stunning. But listen to me going on. What were you going to say?’

I looked square into her kind, excited eyes and didn’t want to see the disappointment and condescension that would inevitably fill them when I told her who I really was. I felt the tingle of booze coursing through my veins. The look of pure excitement at meeting me – or, rather, Heather – that look was intoxicating. I couldn’t resist. I couldn’t stop myself rolling around in that feeling, at least for one night. I’d make good tomorrow, somehow.

‘I can’t remember. Did we, um, organize accommodation yet?’

‘Oh yes. A spacious room in a lovely little cottage is available to all our staff. Bill must’ve gone over all of this?’

‘Oh yes, of course he did,’ I said, pointing to my glass. ‘Better go easy on the cat’s wee. I’ll forget where Scotland is next.’

Irene laughed heartily and, before I knew it, I was professing my excitement at coming to Loch Dorn, while she regaled me with tales of horse-riding, fresh air and lobsters the size of my head.

It was a good thirty minutes before she finally glided off. ‘I’ll pop back and say goodbye – don’t sneak off,’ she said.

I turned to Tim, and the excitement morphed into panicked laughter. ‘What the hell am I going to do now? I’m supposed to pull out of that job, for Heather. I was supposed to do it today!’

‘That was fucking hilarious.’

‘Yeah, but now what?’

‘You know, you should just go and do it,’ he said, putting his arm round me and yanking me in close.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ I said, pulling away, irritated at the show of affection that always arrived after this much booze, but never when sober.

‘Why not? You can’t go back to your fucking parents. You said you don’t even speak to them.’

‘And I can’t stay with you.’

‘If I had the room—’

‘You still wouldn’t let me,’ I said and, before Tim protested, I added, ‘It’s fine. No big deal.’

‘Birdy, it’s only a hospo job. You could easily do it. Didn’t you work in a bar once? And you said yourself that Heather doesn’t want it. She wasn’t even going to call them, for fuck’s sake.’

‘That’s true.’

‘It’s free accommodation. Probably free meals. Definitely free wine and whisky. Scotland, the summer – what the hell else are you going to do?’

I ruminated on the idea for a moment and it felt weirdly plausible. Heather said it wasn’t anything special. Just an old pub basically, a family-run place in the middle of nowhere. I’ve done a bit of bar and waitressing work. I’m not totally inept. It would be great to see some of Scotland …

‘If you don’t do it, I will!’ And as Tim said this, he threw his arms wide, knocking over a bottle of wine, which in turn knocked into the carefully balanced display of ivy-bound champagne glasses. A moment of teetering suspense, then they shattered one by one as they hit the table and scattered in great jagged shards across the carpet around us.

The room went silent.

Someone next to me gasped, ‘Oh my word, that is vintage crystal.’

‘And that is a vintage idiot,’ I said, stepping back slightly as if I didn’t know Tim. Catching the eye of Irene across the room, I did my best embarrassed face, trying to convey all in one look that while I was with Tim, I didn’t endorse his actions in any way. Then the second the waiters bustled over to clear up, I did my thing. I grabbed Tim and we bolted.
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