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Praise for The Short Straw

‘The Short Straw is an intensely readable and gripping page turner. By turns tense, shocking and moving, and with an atmosphere you could cut with a knife’

Alex Michaelides

‘An addictive read that takes place over one unforgettable night, where one family’s secrets rise to the surface – Patricia Highsmith meets Shirley Jackson’

Gillian McAllister

‘Deliciously creepy, and a fascinating study of the complex, often toxic, relationships within families’

Sharon Bolton

‘Utterly gripping and unputdownable’

Jane Fallon

‘Having three sisters, I could relate to the sibling dynamics … It’s twisty, gothic, and with a heartbreakingly shocking reveal’

Lisa Hall

‘Holly creates such exquisite tension that you really can’t put her books down … I felt the sense of place, the weather, the cold in that house in my bones’

Emma Curtis

‘A spectacularly dark, eerie, and haunting mystery. Should come with a “do not read before bed” warning’

Sophie Flynn

‘Gripping, creepy and drenched in atmosphere’

Catherine Ryan Howard

‘The Short Straw practically pulses with foreboding and menace. Get ready to stay up all night! Fans of Shirley Jackson and Ruth Ware will love this. No one writes of family dynamics quite like Holly Seddon’

Jack Jordan



For my sister, Cristabel
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‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’

George Santayana, The Life of Reason, 1905



In Ancient Greek mythology, the Moirai are the three daughters of Nyx, the goddess of the night. You may know these sisters better as the Fates.
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EDEN VALLEY, CUMBRIA
September 2023, 8:07 p.m.

And now they are completely screwed. They just don’t know it yet.

Nina had left the motorway earlier, just before it became impassable, a slick pool of rainwater spilling out across four carriageways where workers had already downed tools to flee the sudden storm. Taking the exit had seemed the right thing to do. So much so that Nina hadn’t discussed it with her two sisters, just indicated and swung the car. A unilateral eldest child decision, the latest in a series of many.

Then Nina had nudged her snub-nosed Mini Clubman onto an almost equally busy A-road. But then, buoyed by familiarity, she had escaped that traffic by slipping away, onto the lanes that had criss-crossed their childhood. Burrowing through smaller and smaller roads that began to curl around each other like the inner workings of a shell.

Lizzie, the middle child, watched uneasily as they surged further into the darkness, leaving behind the reassuring twinkle of hundreds of headlamps. For a while, she could still see them in the mirrors, strung along the horizon like fairy lights, growing fainter.

They’re long gone now.

Now the sisters are well and truly corkscrewed into the remote Eden Valley. The black, spiky trees on either side of the lane seeming to draw together like a zip behind them. As if the rest of the world was never really there.

When the sisters started this journey from their dad’s house in Cheshire several hours ago, at least the rain had a perkiness to it. A sense of occasion as it teamed up with the late afternoon sunshine to become a rainbow.

But the energetic rain was followed by a sudden blackening of the evening sky that snuffed out the stars, one, two, three, like the cheap candles their father blew out on his birthday cake. The cake he’d bought for himself and presented to his guilty daughters over lunch.

Now the sky is black and the water sprays chaotically all over the car as if someone is standing above it with their thumb over the end of a hose. The thunder booms erratically and lightning cracks through the now starless sky like the whip of a madman. The thick trees on either side of the winding road sway, loose and dangerous. On this dark night, they are just shadows and suggestions, nothing is solid here.

Condensation runs down the inside of the windows as if the car itself is sweating. The overworked heater smells of burnt dust and headaches. There is no reception; the maps on their phones are empty spaces with spinning wheels. Nina taps her phone, snug in its dashboard cradle. Nothing. She tries to ignore the tiny shiver that runs down her arms. Flexing her hands on the wheel to expel it.

The car radio splutters in and out again, bringing only snatches of bad news. High winds, flooded roads, grounded planes, bad people. Overhead, a lattice of lightning cracks through the sky and thunder rolls lazily behind it. Now there is only static. Nina snaps the radio off and rubs her forehead.

Neither Lizzie nor Aisa seem to have noticed how low the petrol gauge is, and Nina is chewing over how best to tell them. It’s been red for a while and if she’s not quick, it’ll start beeping.

‘Are you sure you know where we are?’ Lizzie asks gently. She knows they needed to come north from Cheshire, through Cumbria where they once lived, but the map is hazy. She knows too, that whenever she questions Nina, her older sister grows defensive, as if the worst accusation in the world is to not be fully in charge of a situation. Lizzie shrinks pre-emptively.

‘Don’t you recognise it?’ Nina says. ‘We actually used to live just down the road, this is—’

‘Moirthwaite?’ Lizzie says, peering nervously into the gloom. ‘Gosh, is it really?’

‘Yes, well, near to it anyway. The village is just a bit further along, but I’m low on petrol, so I need to go to the old garage. It’ll be fun, reliving our childhood and—’

‘What old garage?’ Lizzie asks.

Nina swallows. She was sure there was a petrol station around here somewhere. She used to go there with Dad to fill up the car sometimes. She’d push the hose in for him and he’d get her a secret pack of Smarties from the little shop. Though perhaps that was the other side of the village. Or somewhere else entirely. Shit. ‘You know,’ Nina says. ‘The old garage.’

‘How low is the petrol?’ Lizzie asks.

‘We’ll be fine,’ Nina says, trying to ignore the pounding in her head.

‘It’s been thirty years since we lived here,’ Lizzie says nervously. ‘Are you sure you know the way?’

‘I absolutely know the way,’ Nina lies. ‘And we get a bonus trip down memory lane, to boot.’

‘It’s just that, Aisa’s flight is—’

‘Aisa’s flight is what?’ a voice says from the back seat. Aisa sits up and squints out of the window. Her chin-length dark hair is tousled, her Stevie Nicks T-shirt crumpled, as if she’s just woken up on the set of a music video. Two white AirPods hang like speech marks on either side of her face. She tugs them out. ‘Where the hell are we?’

‘We just need some petrol,’ Nina says.

‘Can you get me some sparkling water?’ Aisa mumbles, sliding back down in her seat. ‘I feel a bit car sick.’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t have had so much wine at lunch,’ Nina says.

‘I had, like, one glass.’

‘Sure you did,’ Nina says. ‘If by glass you mean one of those giant Toby jugs.’

‘Oh, piss off.’

Aisa rolls her eyes and puts her headphones back in. She’s anxious about making the flight, but that plays second fiddle to the other thing. The thing she struggles to name. The way her family makes her feel. Small, sad and difficult. A more acute alienation since their mother died.

A wave of nausea radiates from Aisa’s stomach. She did drink too much wine, but she’s damned if she’s going to admit that to her know-it-all eldest sister. Instead, she closes her eyes, turns up her music and tries to tune everything out.

They shouldn’t be here together like this. They’re out of practice. And it really was a long, awkward day. Was their dad always such hard work? Or has he got worse since their mother, Rosemary, died in spring? It’s not a topic they broach often. It’s too raw, even now.

But still, they did their duty today, cake and cards for his sixty-eighth birthday and lunch in a place of his choosing – a Harvester, much to Aisa’s distaste. ‘You used to love Harvester,’ he said, looking hurt. ‘I used to love Little Chef too, but it’s hardly …’ She’d withered under Nina’s gaze. After lunch, they spent the requisite amount of hours stifled in the too-warm house. Then they fled.

Lizzie was looking forward to catching the TransPennine Express from Manchester Piccadilly to Carlisle. A single window seat from which she would watch the viaducts and city bric-a-brac rush past, gradually replaced by little towns and bright green Lancashire countryside. And she had her book ready in her bag for when the sun slipped out of view around Morecambe Bay, leaving her with nothing to look at. A thin tea from the trolley, a pack of toffees. Or a chocolate bar. Maybe both. No finer way to spend some time.

Aisa was supposed to be getting a flight back to Paris from Manchester Airport tonight, but the plane was cancelled due to extreme weather. She is looking after an artist’s cat. She put a few extra handfuls of dry food in its bowl when she left before dawn this morning, but she was supposed to be with it the whole time she stayed. ‘’E ’as a stress problem,’ the artist had explained when she first arrived last week, with perfect Parisian pomposity. ‘Poisson needs company.’

‘I won’t leave his side,’ she said, before leaving to hook up with someone she’d met at the airport almost as soon as the artist left the apartment.

‘Doesn’t poisson mean fish?’ Nina had asked last week, when Aisa called, trying to get out of Dad’s birthday on grounds of feline mental health.

‘Yeah. It’s a cat called Fish,’ Aisa replied. It’s the kind of wry joke you’re not supposed to laugh at. But Nina laughed anyway. And then said bollocks to Aisa missing the celebration. The compromise was flying here and back in one day. Which worked out terribly.

Still, Aisa had managed to find a seat on the first plane out of Newcastle first thing tomorrow, preferring to sleep at the airport than spend the night in suspended animation at her dad’s house, the missing shape of her mother looming too large for her to handle.

They should have kept the change of flight plans to themselves, because the whole incident set their dad off on one of his almighty flaps and before they knew it, he’d railroaded them into a complicated and unnecessary plan.

So now, instead of having three peaceful journeys home, they’re jammed together in Nina’s Mini in the middle of nowhere, swinging up and down hills, sliding around severe bends and skimming black lakes that draw poets by day and, by night, ghosts. It’s just like when they were small and Nina was de facto babysitter, her little sisters like ducklings, waddling behind her everywhere she went. Tonight, Nina is supposed to be dropping Lizzie home on the Solway Coast and then cutting across the top of the Pennines to drop Aisa at Newcastle Airport, before driving herself back to Edinburgh. Which would be straightforward if her car wasn’t on the brink of wheezing to a stop, and if she’d admitted, just a little sooner, that she couldn’t remember exactly where the—

‘Garage!’ Lizzie says, pointing at the horizon.

‘I know,’ Nina says, biting back her relief. ‘Right where I said—’

‘But it’s closed.’ Aisa slumps back in her seat.

It’s not just closed. The garage shop is boarded up and the pumps have been vandalised. Nina switches off the engine to save fuel, feeling at once exhausted, guilty and annoyed.

‘We need to find another garage,’ she says, hoping that a take-charge attitude will pre-emptively nix any criticism. ‘Do either of you have reception?’

‘Nope,’ Aisa says tersely, her phone still glued to her hand. Lizzie fumbles around in her big fabric handbag, pushing books, gloves and dog treats out of the way.

Nina grits her teeth. ‘Come on, Lizard.’

When Lizzie finally pulls out her phone, it’s switched off.

‘Sorry,’ Lizzie says, turning on her phone and wondering why any of this is her fault. When the screen eventually lights up, the five-year-old phone can’t find a network. ‘Do you have a road map in the car?’ she asks Nina, who shakes her head.

‘A paper map? To go with her monocle and penny farthing?’ Aisa says, rubbing her eyes and switching off her music. ‘The signal will be back soon, Nina, just keep driving until it comes on.’

‘I don’t have enough petrol to just keep driving.’

‘Well, you know you’ve not passed a garage yet, so there’s no point going back that way, and as we can either go backwards or forwards, let’s just go forwards. Jesus.’

‘Thanks, Aisa, remind me how long you’ve been driving?’ Nina says.

‘I don’t need to know clutch control to work out that if we’ve not passed a garage the way we came, there’s no point going back that way.’

Nina is breathing heavily through her nose now, which Lizzie knows very well is a precursor to a shouting match. ‘Please,’ she says, ‘fighting isn’t going to help anything.’

‘You sort it out then,’ Aisa says, pressing play on her music again and closing her eyes.

So far, it’s as if they have skimmed along the edge of the storm, but stopping here has allowed the weather to catch up with them. A frantic shard of lightning appears right above the garage, then the thunder claps so loud it could split the sky.

The Mini sits useless on the potholed forecourt, like a toy in comparison to the hugeness of the electrified sky. In the back, Aisa keeps her eyes shut, fully checked out again, but Lizzie and Nina stare at the boarded-up little shop.

‘I think there’s a house behind, I should see if there’s someone there,’ Nina says. ‘Or at least a payphone.’

‘Draw straws?’ Lizzie says, but Nina shakes her head. She reaches into the back and pulls at a raincoat that’s been caught under Aisa, who lifts her leg with a grunt to release it.

And then Nina is out of the car, using her phone as a flashlight while Lizzie marvels at her bravery.

Nina approaches the little shop with rising panic. Could there really be someone out here to help them? She looks back just briefly at her sisters, sitting vulnerable in the car she’s stupidly allowed to nearly run out of fuel. Two grown women, but not to her. To her, they will always be her soft middle sister, frightened of her own reflection. And little Aisa, so determined to be fierce that she’d run headlong at danger just to prove something. Nina takes a deep breath and walks on.

The shop is so much smaller than she remembers and the bulk behind it is just an old outbuilding, not a house at all. But maybe there’s a phone on the forecourt somewhere. As the rain thumps on her hood and rushes down her face, she runs the light along the wooden boards that cover the windows, then turns the corner and sees a payphone attached to the wall. She dashes to it, lifts the handset and hears nothing. It’s dead. Of course it’s dead. She can’t see the Mini from around this corner and allows herself to shed a couple of frustrated tears, cuffing them quickly on her jacket. As she turns to walk back to the car, something grabs her shoulder.
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8:25 p.m.

Nina screams, and then freezes, eyes screwed shut.

‘Oh my God, are you OK?’

Nina opens her eyes, lifts her phone cautiously and illuminates Lizzie standing in front of her, holding her own phone as a flashlight.

‘I thought I heard you scream. Oh, you’re tangled.’

Nina turns carefully, finally daring to breathe again, and sees that it is just a mess of overgrown brambles snagging her, not a person. The ends drape over her shoulder like fingers.

‘Yeah,’ she manages to say, allowing the breath back into her lungs.

Lizzie carefully teases away the brambles and Nina notices that her sister has rushed out without stopping to get her coat. She is soaked, and Nina’s chest rolls with an emotion she can’t fully articulate. Gratitude, irritation, care and guilt, stirred unpalatably together.

Back in the car, Lizzie shivers in her baggy T-shirt as she pulls off her jumper and lays it along the parcel shelf to dry.

‘That smells like a wet dog,’ Aisa sniffs.

‘Hey,’ Lizzie says, pointing at Aisa’s phone. ‘Don’t you need 3G to listen to music?’

Aisa looks at her as if she’s mad. ‘Um, no. I’m listening to my downloaded songs?’ Her inflection rises in a way that reminds Lizzie how much younger Aisa is than her. ‘And it’s 5G now, Lizard.’

Just as she starts to feel stung, Lizzie catches a slight smile from Aisa as she turns away. Aisa has always made Lizzie feel old, even when she was a teenager. It’s only been in her thirties that Lizzie realised she rather likes being ‘old’.

Nina stares out at the empty road ahead. This was once the main road between a string of tiny villages and sparse towns, but then the bypass came and sucked all the cars away like a big magnet. No wonder the garage closed, it was probably struggling for business when they lived here. Nina closes her eyes, brings up a patchy mental image of a map, then gently starts the engine.

They crawl along. The sky is the blackest Nina has seen for years, stars chased away by the storm, tucked into some secret pocket of the sky like precious coins. Even in the car, they can feel the temperature drop as they drive near the river, as if the water is draining something from them.

A tiny junction appears, bolstering Nina’s developing plan. Yes, she knows where she is. And she knows where to go for help. She swings for the junction without indicating and ignores Lizzie’s questioning look.

The ornate old white signpost catches the headlights as she turns: ‘Moirthwaite – 5.’

Five miles? Christ.

It’s much further from here than Nina thought. She looks at the petrol gauge, beeping occasionally but softly, like it knows it’s pointless. Can she make it another five miles? Nina looks in the rear-view mirror at Aisa, either asleep again or pretending to be. She looks back at Lizzie, clearly trying to hide her worry behind a thin-lipped smile. ‘This’ll be fun,’ Nina says brightly.

At first, the lane slopes gently upwards, but it quickly drops down again. Nina slips out of gear into neutral and lets the car coast, picking up speed. OK, this could work. As they roll along, the headlights pick out a slight rising slope ahead, which she thinks is then followed by another downhill slope. The narrow road is marked by a tough little stone wall on each side. Yes, that’s the hill where she used to put it in third gear for Dad.

Momentum carries the car upwards and Nina sighs in relief, perhaps they can make it after all. The car skips over the brow and then free-falls.

It all happens so quickly. The lightning, the thunder. The puddle of water so black it’s like antimatter. She brakes, jamming the car into gear to try to get more control. But it’s too late. The Mini plunges into the water at the bottom of the hill. The engine cuts out but the wheels keep moving, the silent car like a headless chicken, completely out of control.

They glide through the water and settle against a thick, curved tree, which has broken through the drystone wall and now leans into the road like a pregnant belly.

Nina scrabbles to free herself from her seatbelt and pushes her door open. The air is freezing out here, the wind and rain so wild that her hair is plastered to her face before she can even get out.

Her legs are swallowed up to calf-height and in the shock of the cold gritty water, she slips awkwardly.

‘Shit!’

Lizzie’s door is trapped by the tree, so she shuffles across to the driver’s seat to follow Nina out, while Aisa pops the back door cautiously open.

‘Oh my God, Nina, are you all right?’ she calls to Nina, who is now sitting in the road, near the edge of the puddle, face twisted into a grimace. Her hands are clutching her right ankle.

‘Obviously not.’

Back in the car, Nina is now claiming to be fine. But the pain is written across her face as she sits in the driver’s seat, door open, twisting the key. The engine clicks drily, like a tutting tongue.

‘We can’t stay here,’ Lizzie says gently to Aisa, as they stand in the dark behind the puddle, lashed by rain and staring at the stranded Mini.

‘I know,’ Aisa says. ‘But she can’t exactly walk far.’

‘I heard you and I can!’ Nina calls out, but when she tries to step out and put her weight on the damaged ankle, she buckles backwards onto the seat.

The others rush into the water to help prise her out of the car.

They flank her, their arms around her shoulders, as she hobbles from the Mini, locking it pointlessly. Who could steal it? Car thieves don’t tend to carry spare fuel.

They pause a moment, letting the layers of silence peel back until they can just make out the sound of the wind and the rustle of animals hiding from the storm.

‘Why don’t we try Jane’s house?’ Lizzie says suddenly. ‘Moirthwaite Manor, it’s just a bit further along from here, I’m sure it is.’

‘Good idea,’ Nina says.

‘Isn’t there anywhere else?’ Aisa says quickly. ‘I hate it there.’

‘How do you even remember it? You were, what, four when we moved away?’ Nina winces, hopping slightly on her good leg.

Aisa opens her mouth, ready to keep it going, but Lizzie gives her a pleading look to stop before this descends into another row about semantics and memory. Always the peacekeeper. And besides, if anyone remembers Moirthwaite Manor, it’s Lizzie.

Their mother, Rosemary, had worked at the big house for years as a housekeeper, often taking Lizzie with her to play with Jane, the little girl who lived there. Sometimes Nina and Aisa came too, when their dad, Bob, was in the pub or working odd jobs. But it was usually just Lizzie, and that’s when she liked it best.

Memories gather. Of whispering secrets, hide-and-seek, playing in the woods. Of kindred spirits, unspoken understandings. Of, probably, her last proper platonic friendship. Something she’s not really missed, but still.

‘Yeah,’ says Nina. ‘Good idea. We can use their landline and call a breakdown service.’

‘And an ambulance,’ Lizzie says.

‘Over my dead body am I calling an ambulance for a sprained ankle. Paramedics are busy enough, trust me.’

‘You’re a midwife, not an expert on every medical situation,’ Aisa says, then her voice softens. ‘And we’re just worried about you.’

‘They might even have some petrol there,’ Lizzie says, changing the subject. ‘For their ride-on mowers. Remember how big the grounds were?’

Aisa stares up at the sky as if hoping for some god-hand to scoop her up. She shakes her head just slightly, but the others don’t notice.

‘Yeah, I remember the grounds,’ Nina says, a strange look passing briefly over her face. ‘Hopefully the water’s not borked the engine and we just need a bit of fuel.’

‘We should just walk back to the motorway and hitchhike,’ Aisa says.

‘Nina can’t walk that far, Aisa,’ Lizzie says.

‘And it doesn’t matter how far I can walk, hitchhiking is mental.’

Aisa scowls, her fingers gripping the fabric of her sister’s jacket. ‘I don’t want to go to that house.’

‘Why not?’ Lizzie asks gently, but Aisa just stares down at her wet feet.

‘I don’t … I don’t know, but I just—’

‘Oh, enough of this,’ Nina says. Then she adds softly, ‘Please, I’m in a lot of pain.’
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