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Introduction

Hello there!

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

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

‘Hey, Peter! How’s your sister Jane?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And okay, I think we are all caught up!

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

Love,
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x x x x x
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‘I loved you a long time ago, you know

Where the wind’s own forget-me-nots blow, you know’

‘Another Day’, Roy Harper
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Chapter One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘How’s it going?’

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

‘That well?’ said Flora, glancing at her watch. It was 6 a.m. where he was, in Mexico City.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’d better get back to it.’

‘Be careful,’ said Flora frowning. ‘Is it dangerous where you are?’

She could hear the smile in Joel’s voice.

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

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

‘How’s Douglas? Walking yet?’

‘Stop pressuring Douglas!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What? Oh my God oh my God oh my God what?’

‘Nothing! Honestly!’

‘TELL ME!’

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

‘Our wedding?’

‘No,’ said Joel, ‘all those other weddings I take a deep and abiding interest in. Probably a Kardashian one.’
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Flora headed into her office after the phone call, wondering what he meant exactly – presumably he didn’t mean ‘cancel’ the wedding if he was making jokes about the Kardashians, but even so. He’d proposed at Christmas, and it had just been wonderful and gorgeous and there seemed no reason to delay having it this summer – but he had been rather cagey about discussing actual wedding details and the like. Flora would have been perfectly happy if he had said ‘do what you like’ given she had a hotel, a chef and a lot of good pastry at her disposal, but he hadn’t said that either. And if they did want to do it this summer, they had better get moving . . .

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

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

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

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

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

‘Hello? The Rock hotel.’

‘Yah, hello?’

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

‘Am I speaking to the proprietor of the Rock hotel?’

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

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

‘Jan MacArthur gave me your number.’

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

‘Oh, great!’ Flora said brightly.

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

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

‘Anyway. I want to talk to you about weddings.’

Flora was ready for this.

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

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

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

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

Flora’s eyes went wide.

‘Olivia?’

‘Yah!’
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Chapter Two

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

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

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

‘He’ll walk when he wants to walk!’

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

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

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

‘Stop talking about poo,’ said Innes lazily.

‘Poo poo poo,’ said Agot instantly. ‘Poo poo poo poo poo.’

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

‘Hang on,’ said Innes. ‘Did you say Olivia Mathieson?’

He sat up suddenly.

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

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

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

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

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

‘I never knew her; she’d left for boarding before I got to big class. But she was famous even then,’ mused Flora.

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

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

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

‘Why not?’ said Flora, intrigued.

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

Flora bristled.

‘Yes, but is she nice?’

Innes shrugged.

‘Dunno.’

‘Did you ever go out with her?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘She wants to get married at the Rock.’

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

‘Poo!’

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

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

‘I am poo years old,’ said Agot, and Fintan gave up.

‘Who is getting married at the Rock?’ he asked again.

‘Olivia Mathieson.’

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

‘Ooooh, not Olivia Mathieson, loveliest little lady in the whole damn island!’

‘I swear to God I never saw her around,’ said Flora.

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

Flora harrumphed.

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

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Neither did you!’ said Fintan, until Flora hushed him with a look.

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

‘Where’s my beer?’ said Flora.

‘Oh, aren’t you breastfeeding?’

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

‘Who is she marrying then?’

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

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

‘Sorry, bro,’ said Flora softly.

Fintan shrugged.

‘Aye well, it is what it is.’

Innes was staring at his laptop and scowling.

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

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

Innes made a face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Bloody hell,’ said Fintan.

‘Oh lordy,’ said Flora. ‘And she wants to get married at our place.’
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Flora lay awake half the night, wondering what on earth a rich Instagram influencer would expect from them, and whether or not she ought to do it. She could just say no, of course. But then, if Olivia was from the island, and wanted to come back to her roots – well, who was she to tell her she couldn’t?

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

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

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

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