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Prologue

The girl knelt before the altar, alone. Dawn had barely broken over Venice and the stone floors of the church of San Cassiano were cold to the touch. Directly in front of her, faint chinks of light filtered through the stained glass and danced across Tintoretto’s masterpiece, The Resurrection of Christ. This morning, she alone was the master’s audience. The glow of the rich red cloth, draped around Jesus’ loins; the chubby folds of skin on the angels’ thighs; the upturned faces of the adoring women, so exquisitely rendered, so alive – all were for her, a lowly hotel chambermaid’s daughter from Fusina. A nobody.

This was the wonderful thing about Venice. She, the poorest of the poor, could walk in off the street into almost any church and be transformed into a queen, surrounded by gold and magnificence, her senses overwhelmed with beauty and brilliance, with art unparalleled anywhere in the world. Her heart broke to say goodbye to it. But what choice did she have, after what she’d done? She must go to him now. Even though she knew what that would mean. Even though she knew how her mother would suffer.

Poor Mamma! That was the worst part. Tears welled in the girl’s eyes and spilled down her dirty cheeks, leaving salty streaks through the grime. For seventeen years it had been just the two of them, struggling but happy, or so she had thought. How had it come to this? The thought of leaving was unbearable; of slipping away like a criminal before the sun was even up, of disappearing, like a shadow. And yet she must bear it. She must do it.

Stubby fingers, rubbed raw, caressed the old wooden rosary beads her godmother had given her for her First Holy Communion. Where had that little girl gone, the one in the white dress with the gap-toothed smile? The girl who had grown up believing she was a lady, a princess, someone special, and that one day her life would be different? One day there would be no more mouldy apartments, cheap pasta suppers and late nights helping Mamma scrub rich men’s floors. Instead, there would be palazzos and ballgowns and their own floors being scrubbed. When, exactly, had that dream been snuffed out? She couldn’t remember now.

She could remember only what happened afterwards. What she’d done.

Help me, she pleaded, gazing into the eyes of Tintoretto’s Jesus. Give me strength. It wasn’t a prayer. She no longer believed in God, not after everything that had happened. But she still believed in art; in the transcendence of beauty; in the spirit of Venice, her city, her beloved home.

Perhaps, one day, she would return. Perhaps, then, the God she didn’t believe in might forgive her.

She knew her mother never would.

From the shadows of the sacristy, the young priest watched her turn, wiping her eyes on her sleeve. Later, Father Antonio would remember every detail of this moment. He would remember her stooping to pick up her rucksack, green and white and with filthy hanging straps and a fake Adidas logo sewn onto the canvas. The way her hair trailed behind her like the dark tail of a comet, tangled and wild. The slap, slap of her flip-flops on the stone. Her last, longing glance back at the altar, to the face of the risen Lord, judging her. Judging them both.

But now, in the moment, all he felt was the dreadful wrench of her leaving, like an organ being ripped from his body. He had loved her for so long, wanted her for so long, in ways he knew he could never have her, clinging stubbornly to a wretched, angry longing that had made his life torture, yet had been the breath in his body and the beat in his heart. And now she was going and he was dying because he knew he couldn’t stop her, couldn’t save her, any more than he could save himself.

Only the Lord can save, he reminded himself. Only he can redeem.

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.

How inadequate those words were . How futile and worthless, a coward’s mantra.

In his anguish, the young priest waited patiently for his tears to come. But they never did. Slipping into his robes, he found his mind drifting back to a line from an English poem he’d learned at school – Yeats, wasn’t it? – Too long a sacrifice can make a stone of the heart. Was that what was happening to him? Was that what God wanted? For him to feel nothing? For his heart, or at least the part of it that belonged to her, to turn to stone? And was it really sacrifice that did that – or hatred?

Across the city, the pealing of the matins bells called him back to reality, to the rhythms of the city and the life he had chosen. Soon, worshippers would be arriving for the first Mass of the day. Slowly, methodically, he began lighting the candles.

He knew he wouldn’t see her again.


PART ONE


Chapter One

Iris Grey scanned the faces of the crowds milling around Aberdeen railway station, hunting for her driver. Scotland was not what she expected. For one thing, it was boiling hot. The intercity train from London had been air-conditioned and stepping off it onto the platform was like stepping into an oven. The red-faced Scots sweating uncomfortably beneath the station’s modern glass roof seemed as surprised as Iris by the blazing sunshine. Many of them wore jeans and long-sleeved shirts, which must be very uncomfortable. According to the headline in the Aberdeen Citizen, currently Scotland was experiencing the hottest August bank holiday weekend on record. Evidently, the locals hadn’t had time to update their wardrobes.

Amid the clammy, irritated throng, Iris searched in vain for a sign with her name on it. Jock MacKinnon, Baron of Pitfeldy Castle and Iris’s latest patron, had assured her that her train would be met in his latest, terse-but-efficient email:

Newcomers find the coast roads treacherous. A driver will bring you to the castle. Mrs Gregory will show you to your room.

Iris was in Scotland to paint Jock’s new, young fiancée, an American socialite by the name of Kathy Miller. The portrait was to be a wedding present, which meant that it needed to be finished by Christmas as the wedding (both Baron Pitfeldy’s and Ms Miller’s third, apparently) was being planned for New Year’s Eve.

To her initial delight, Iris had been invited to stay at the castle for the long weekend, to meet her subject and to get to know her latest patron’s family better before moving into her own rental house in the village. Pitfeldy had been the MacKinnon family seat for over four hundred years and was (according to Google) steeped in romantic Scottish history that fascinated Iris. As the time for her arrival grew nearer, however, she’d begun to get jittery about the idea of staying at the castle rather than going straight to her own place. Jock’s missives hadn’t exactly been warm and welcoming. If his family turned out to be awful, or boring, or served haggis for breakfast and insisted on sword dancing every night, there’d be no escape for three long days. Since separating from Ian, her husband of more than twenty years, Iris had grown used to having her own space again. Perhaps agreeing to be the house guest of a set of complete strangers had been a mistake.

‘Miss Grey?’

A tap on her shoulder made Iris spin round and find herself face to face with a grinning giant.

‘Yes,’ she said, nodding warily.

‘Ah’m here to tek ye to Pitfeldy,’ said the giant, his smile spreading even more widely across his enormous face. ‘Is this wee bag the only one ye’ve got? I’m William, by the way.’

‘Iris.’

Six foot four in his socks, completely bald, heavyset and with bare arms that were more tattoo than skin, ‘William’ was not the uniformed chauffeur Iris had expected. Picking up her heavy suitcase as if it were a child’s toy, he swung it happily back and forth as he led her to the car park.

‘Pretty nice weather we’re having,’ he observed convivially, tossing Iris’s case into the back of a sleek-looking navy-blue Range Rover with Moray Cars embossed on the side. Iris was surprised. In her mind Jock MacKinnon’s message about sending a driver had implied an employee, not a local taxi driver. Not that it mattered. ‘Have ye been to this part o’ Scotland before?’

‘No, actually,’ said Iris, who decided she liked William and hoped his friendliness would turn out to be a local trait. ‘My husband – ex-husband – was from Edinburgh. I went there once years ago, for Christmas, but that’s it.’

‘Edinburgh’s not Scotland,’ William announced bluntly.

‘Is it not?’ Iris laughed.

‘Nah. Full of southerners and tourists.’

‘I’ll have to let Ian know,’ said Iris, warming to William even more.

‘This is the real Scotland, up here,’ he continued, pulling out onto Guild Street and cutting right in front of a rubbish truck that came within a whisker of hitting them. ‘You’re in for a treat, believe me,’ he told a flinching Iris, simultaneously giving two fingers to the truck driver who was leaning on his horn furiously and mouthing obscenities out of his window. ‘Pitfeldy’s the prettiest wee village in Banffshire, and that’s sayin’ something.’

He wasn’t wrong. From the moment they left Aberdeen, the landscape was breathtaking. Hugging the coast road, they passed rugged cliffs, sheering off dramatically to reveal a string of pretty stone fishing villages, rings of simple grey houses huddled around sandy bays that couldn’t have changed much in the last three hundred years. Then, turning inland towards Fyvie Castle and the famous Glenglassaugh distillery, the seaside quaintness gave way to magnificent open vistas, broken here and there by swathes of pine forest, with the peaks of Bennachie looming in the distance like a benign gathering of giants. Most striking of all was the sky; it seemed wider and lower to Iris than any she could remember, almost like a radiantly painted ceiling pressing down on this beautiful corner of the earth. Long, thin clouds like stretched candyfloss streaked across the horizon, and as they drove, Iris watched in awe as the palette above her changed from a pale grey to a dusty blue. By the time they turned back to the Moray coast, taking the long, narrow road down from the A96 towards Pitfeldy, it was almost white, the sunlight bouncing in dazzling reflection off the North Sea in a wild dance that had the artist in Iris transfixed. The contrast with Hampshire, where she’d spent most of the last six months, could not have been more striking. Not that Hazelford wasn’t idyllic in its own way; it certainly was. But here prettiness had been swept aside for something altogether grander, wilder and more awe-inspiring. And empty.

‘We haven’t passed a single car since we left the main road,’ Iris said to William. ‘Is it always this quiet?’

‘Aye, for the most part, it is. It’s the Highlands that see most of the tourists. Places like Pitfeldy are still working communities. Fishing and farming, that’s us. O’ course there’s the castle. But that’s no open to the public, not like Drum or Castle Fraser. Not yet anyway,’ he added darkly. ‘There she is, look.’

They rounded a bend and the narrow road opened up dramatically on both sides. To Iris’s right, the town of Pitfeldy came into view for the first time, or at least its rooftops and the squat, square tower of its thirteenth-century church, overlooking the harbour. To the left, perched high on a craggy hillside dotted with pines, was Pitfeldy Castle, complete with turrets and crenellated battlements, looking for all the world like an illustration from Grimm’s Fairy Tales.

‘She’s a beauty, all right,’ said William, with admirable understatement, as Iris’s jaw dropped. She’d seen pictures, of course, online, but none of them did justice to the romance of the place, especially on such a glorious evening.

‘You’re here to paint the baron’s latest, are you?’ William probed, shifting down to first gear as they swung left over a cattle grid and began the sharp ascent to the castle, past the first of a series of ‘Private’ signs.

‘That’s right,’ said Iris. ‘His fiancée, Kathy Miller.’

‘Fiancée,’ William scoffed. ‘Those two’ll never marry, you mark my words.’

‘Oh?’ Iris’s ears pricked up. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because,’ said William, ‘it’s a joke, isn’t it? I mean, for one thing, he’s three times her age. And for another, they’ve nothing in common. And that’s leaving aside the young lady’s character,’ he added cryptically.

‘Do you know Kathy?’ asked Iris.

‘I know as much as I care to,’ said William, oddly prim all of a sudden.

‘You don’t like her?’

He shrugged his vast shoulders in a failed attempt to seem neutral. ‘She’s no popular locally.’

‘Because she’s American? An outsider?’ Iris offered innocently.

‘O’ course not . Nothing like that.’ William sounded hurt. ‘Around here we take people as we find them. Newcomers are welcome. But have some respect for the community, you know? For the way of life you’re marrying into.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Iris, fascinated.

‘Well, take the baron,’ said William, by way of explanation. ‘He’s never been the most likeable man in the world, OK? Jock MacKinnon can be rude. Snobby. You’d no want to sit down for a pint with him, if you know what I’m saying. But he understands his role in Pitfeldy. He supports the local fishing fleet. He treats his tenant farmers fairly. He pays to stop the church from crumbling into the sea, and he always hosts the St Kenelm’s fair up at the castle on the August bank holiday. Or at least he did until this year, when she put paid to it.’

‘I don’t understand. Why would Jock’s fiancée refuse to host the church fair?’ Iris was suitably astonished.

‘Oh, well, I’ll tell ye why,’ said William, warming to his theme. ‘Because the vicar, Reverend Michaela …’

‘Pitfeldy has a woman vicar?’ Iris couldn’t help interrupting.

‘Aye, and she’s bloody fantastic,’ William said firmly. ‘The nicest lady you’ll ever meet. In any case, Reverend Michaela refused to let Jock’s girlfriend hold her crystal-munching, chanting, barefoot, bullshit Californian wedding ceremony in the local church. There was no malice in it, mind. She agreed to officiate and all that, up at the castle. But St Kenelm’s is Church of Scotland and there’re rules, you know. Anyway, Miss Miller decided to hold a grudge. And of course the baron, wrapped around her little finger, supported her – “I’m afraid Kathy doesn’t feel comfortable hosting the fair this year, reverend”.’ William did a passable upper-class English accent, halfway between Dom Wetherby, the subject of Iris’s last portrait, and Jacob Rees-Mogg, which made Iris grin. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, but who the hell does she think she is? First, she wants to turn the castle – our castle – into some sort of Disneyland; paying guests and visitors’ centres and God knows what. And then she goes and refuses to host the fair on a whim, and then wonders why nobody’ll give her the time of day! Life may be all yoga mats and transgender mindfulness retreats where she comes from, but this is Pitfeldy. This is bloody Scotland, if you’ll excuse my French.’

A screech of brakes and spray of gravel announced that they had arrived. Distracted by the driver’s gossip, Iris had barely registered the approach to the castle. Now here it was, towering over her in the early evening light like a great stone monster.

‘I’m all paid up, don’t you worry,’ said William cheerfully, unloading Iris’s case as she fumbled in her handbag. ‘You take care now. And good luck painting the Wicked Witch of the West,’ he added cheekily, under his breath.

Before Iris could say anything further he was gone, heaving his vast frame back into the driver’s seat and hurtling off down the drive.

For a moment Iris stood completely alone outside the castle, with only two imposing stone lions for company. What on earth had she let herself in for? Was Kathy Miller really as bad as all that, or was the taxi driver exaggerating? Iris fervently hoped it was the latter. People had probably taken against her because she was new, and young, and perhaps had fresh ideas. Iris had also heard that she’d been Jock’s mistress before her promotion to fiancée number three. So perhaps there was some loyalty to the last Lady Pitfeldy being thrown into the mix? She must try to reserve judgment and not to assume, on the basis of a conversation with one taxi driver, that she was about to spend the next few months cooped up in a studio with a moronic, grudge-bearing, gold-digging airhead whom the entire local community loathed.

Give her a chance, Iris told herself, reaching for the sturdy brass knocker on the castle’s vast front door. Give all of them a chance.


Chapter Two

The door swung open and a plump middle-aged woman stood in front of Iris, radiating efficiency like a boarding-school house mistress in her sensible tweed skirt and crisp white blouse. Not Kathy Miller, surely?

‘You must be Ms Grey,’ she stated. ‘Welcome to Pitfeldy. I’m Eileen Gregory, the housekeeper here. I’ll show you to your room so you can catch your breath before dinner.’

Her handshake was as firm and businesslike as she was.

‘Dinner is at eight. No need to dress formally, in case you were wondering.’

As she followed the housekeeper up a spectacular wide stone staircase and along a straight, slightly gloomy corridor to her room, it struck Iris that should she ever get the heave-ho from the MacKinnons, Mrs Gregory would be welcomed with open arms by the Swiss Railway Service. She was already getting the strong sense that life at Pitfeldy Castle ran like clockwork and with military precision. The hallway was lined with equally gloomy art, most of it Victorian and in need of a good clean, in Iris’s opinion. One or two wall-mounted pieces of armour completed the dour, baronial look. Pushed back against the walls every ten feet or so were the sort of overly delicate, spindly antique chairs that Iris hated, on whose cushioned seats someone had helpfully placed thistles, in the unlikely event that anyone should be tempted to try and sit down on them. A grand house, then, but not a warm one. On reflection, Iris decided the vibe was less Downton Abbey and more Scooby Doo: a huge, empty, spooky house with, on the face of it, no people, no voices, no life at all.

‘Here we are.’ The housekeeper opened the door to a simple but pretty bedroom, made up in crisp white linens and with a vase of fresh peonies on the dressing table. Walking straight to the mullioned window, Iris found herself looking out over a spectacular view of rolling parkland that seemed to stretch right to the sea. She knew from her drive up here that there was a village between the two, but the gradient was too sharp to be able to see any of Pitfeldy from here. ‘I hope you have everything you need, but if not, don’t hesitate to ring.’ She pointed to an antiquated bell on a pulley next to the door. ‘Eliza will be looking after you during your stay and she’ll be more than happy to help. She’ll also show you to the dining room later.’

Mrs Gregory left her and Iris took a quick shower – the water was a lukewarm, rust-brown trickle, much more the Scotland she remembered. She changed into what she hoped was an appropriate outfit for dinner. The long, floaty, Indian-style dress had a muted paisley print and just enough embellishment to keep it on the right side of ‘hippie’. In the past, Iris had frequently been singled out for her eclectic, colourful dress sense, and not always in a good way. Her ex, Ian, once described her look as ‘jackdaw-meets-lunatic’. It was tough to put a positive spin on that. Since her divorce, Iris had made a conscious effort to rein in her wilder sartorial urges.

Spritzing gardenia scent into her short, towel-dried hair, she applied her usual minimal make-up (primer, mascara, gloss) and cast an appraising look at the result in the antique bathroom mirror. Although others disagreed, Iris had never thought of herself as especially pretty, and that wasn’t about to change as she approached her mid-forties. But she didn’t dislike her face either. Elfin and birdlike, with cartoonishly large eyes, it was at least striking – and relatively wrinkle-free. This evening, however, she was tired after her journey and was still slathering on under-eye concealer when the maid arrived to escort her down to dinner.

Pitfeldy Castle seemed to consist of a large, central section containing all the reception rooms, adjoined on either side by two conical wings consisting mainly of bedrooms and bathrooms. Iris followed Eliza past an impressive-looking library, study and drawing room, all empty, as they made their way to the dining room. (Not to be confused with the much larger dining hall, the maid explained, which was only for big, formal occasions.) There was even a ballroom, vast, empty and covered in dust sheets, adding to the general air of chilly grandeur.

‘When it’s just the family here, they mostly stick to the parlour in the evenings and the morning room during the day,’ Eliza told Iris, who’d wondered aloud where everybody was. ‘But they should all be in the dining room by now, ready to meet you.’

All? thought Iris, wondering who was going to be there, besides Jock MacKinnon and his fiancée. But before she had a chance to ask Eliza, they’d arrived.

‘Here we are.’ Pulling open a set of heavy double doors, the maid ushered Iris into a more modest room, hung on all four sides with rich tapestries of hunting and feasting scenes. In the centre was a long refectory table, sumptuously laid and ringed with wine-red velvet chairs, five of which were already taken. The low hum of conversation stopped abruptly when Iris entered, and five faces turned simultaneously to look at her.

Iris took a quick mental picture. There was a man of about seventy at the head of the table, rigid-backed and tense, flanked by two young women. One was strikingly pretty, the other not. Next to the attractive woman was a younger man, also attractive in a skinny, dark, vulpine sort of way, but his good looks were marred by a sour, miserable expression. Opposite him sat a third man, middle-aged, balding and with the sort of pale, translucent ginger colouring peculiar to the Scots, which might look Lady-of-Shalott ethereal on a woman, but always looked terrible on a man. Older and uglier than the other younger man at the table, he did at least have the advantage of not looking as if he were choking to death on a wasp.

The old man stood up stiffly.

‘Miss Grey.’ He extended his arm robotically and without a trace of warmth, like a retired general meeting a tiresome new recruit. ‘Jock MacKinnon.’

My God, thought Iris, he looks about a hundred and ten.

‘Please call me Iris,’ she said nervously, shaking the leathery hand. ‘Miss Grey makes me sound like a schoolteacher.’

A look of irritation flashed across the baron’s face. First names were clearly not his thing. But it passed quickly as the breathtakingly beautiful young woman sitting to his left stood up and laid a proprietorial hand on his bony shoulder, simultaneously beaming at Iris like a lighthouse.

‘Iiiiiiiiii-ris,’ she sighed, her drawly American accent stretching the first syllable out into what felt like twenty. ‘What a perfect name for a painter! I’m Kathy.’

‘I thought you might be,’ said Iris.

In a tight, red T-shirt dress that showcased her slender figure and toffee tan, and with her tousled, honey-blonde hair framing a face so perfectly featured it almost made you want to laugh, Kathy Miller looked as if she’d just walked off a modelling shoot on Malibu beach.

Iris’s first thought was the same as everybody else’s: How on earth did this goddess of a woman end up with a crumbling, crusty old ruin like Jock MacKinnon? ‘Lovely to meet you,’ she said, exchanging Jock’s age-spotted hand for Kathy’s manicured perfection.

Quickly pulling her hand away, Kathy pressed both palms together, bowing deeply and with more than a hint of drama. ‘Namaste, Iris,’ she breathed heavily. ‘Welcome to our home.’

‘This is my daughter Emma Twomey and her husband Fergus,’ Jock announced before Iris had a chance to react to Kathy’s greeting, nodding brusquely and without obvious affection towards the other woman at the table and the middle-aged man beside her.

Iris smiled at Emma, who struggled to return the compliment, her entire face having begun to curdle at Kathy’s ‘namaste’, as if she’d just ingested dog shit.

‘Twomey Castle’s north of here, in the Highlands,’ added Jock, injecting a note of withering disdain into the word ‘Highlands’, as if he were boasting to Iris that his daughter had married another baron with a castle of his own, while simultaneously declaring his son-in-law’s estate as inferior to his.

‘And this is my son, Rory.’

‘Charmed,’ drawled the vulpine man, shooting Iris a look that made it quite plain he was nothing of the sort. ‘So you’re the famous painter?’ He stifled a yawn as she sat down.

‘Artist. She’s an artist,’ Kathy corrected him, earning herself a look that would have turned a lesser mortal to stone.

‘Painter’s fine,’ said Iris. Not because she wanted to stick up for the horrible Rory, but because it was fine. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you all.’

A horrible silence fell. Everyone except Kathy returned their attention to their food, while she cocked her head like a curious dog and gazed at Iris, staring quite unashamedly, as if Iris were a puzzle she were trying to decipher.

‘My boxes should have arrived at my rental house in the village this morning,’ said Iris, hating herself for filling the silence with inane babble but doing it anyway. ‘But it’s a luxury not to have to start unpacking right away, especially after such a long journey.’

‘I never travel with more than an overnight case, do I, baby?’ said Kathy, looking lovingly at Jock. ‘Our modern obsession with material things has become such a burden. The lighter our loads, the lighter our hearts, that’s my motto.’

‘And the lighter Pa’s wallet, since he met you,’ Rory muttered in a deliberately audible sotto voce.

‘Sorry, Rory, what was that?’ Kathy asked guilelessly. ‘You really must speak up.’ Turning to Iris, she said, ‘The British upper classes are terrible mumblers, don’t you find? I can never understand half of what they’re saying.’

‘It’s an acquired skill,’ Iris agreed, tactfully.

‘I said …’ Rory began.

‘Never mind what you said,’ growled Jock. ‘Either you keep a civil tongue in your head, or you can find your own dinner. That goes for both of you.’ He glared at Emma, who looked suitably affronted, her pendulous bosoms rising and falling like barrage balloons beneath her prim, high-necked blouse.

‘What did I do?’

‘For one thing, you let that bloody woman in here earlier, pleading about the fair,’ Jock said. ‘You knew how distressing that would be to Kathy.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Pa, “that bloody woman” is the vicar ,’ Emma protested. ‘What would you have me do, slam the door in her face?’

‘She slammed the door in our faces, about the wedding,’ said Kathy, reaching out for Jock’s hand and squeezing it, her eyes welling with tears.

Iris watched the drama, gripped, remembering her taxi driver’s commentary earlier about the ‘lovely’ Reverend Michaela, and the spat over the local fair.

‘She did nothing of the sort,’ snapped Rory, turning on Kathy like a roused viper. ‘You do realise just how petulant and spiteful it makes you look, refusing to let her host the fair here? Oh, wait a minute, I forgot. You are petulant and spiteful.’

‘I’m the one refusing ,’ Jock boomed, banging his fist down on the table so hard it made the cutlery jump. ‘Not Kathy. Me. It’s my bloody house, and I’m damned if I’m going to have my fiancée upset. Besides, why shouldn’t they hold the damn thing in the village for once?’

Dinner dragged on – beef Wellington and dauphinoise potatoes with a side of tension – and although Iris enjoyed playing the observer (clearly both of Jock’s adult children hated his girlfriend with a passion) she was also tired and ready for her bed. Trying not to get drawn into the embarrassing familial sniping about the impending wedding, Iris spent most of the evening talking to Emma’s husband Fergus, whose sole interest in life appeared to be hunting, and the injustice of the ‘bloody socialists’ all but banning it with their ‘damned Hunting Act’. ‘They don’t understand country life, you see,’ he opined pompously to Iris. Like Jock, he spoke with a cut-glass English accent with no hint of Scots. ‘These oiks from London or Birmingham or wherever it is they crawl out from – I mean, what does a shop girl from Leeds know about farming or tradition or the life of a wild animal? They think of foxes as fluffy bloody teddy bears.’

‘Perhaps they just think it’s cruel to watch living creatures being torn to shreds by dogs?’ Iris suggested mildly. ‘I mean, there are more humane methods of control.’ But Fergus was having none of it. As far as he was concerned, the urban lower classes had no business expressing an opinion on the matter and, in a decent world, would not have been allowed the vote but instead would have to defer to those such as himself.

How worrying, Iris thought, listening to Rory MacKinnon and his father take shots at one another, to think that Fergus was actually the least objectionable person at the table. (Apart from Kathy, who appeared to exist in a weird world of her own, smiling at everybody and exuding an odd serenity as the insults flew around her like bullets.)

After dinner, coffee was served in the parlour. Emma and Fergus immediately excused themselves, pleading exhaustion, and Rory followed suit soon afterwards, mumbling something about ‘work’. Iris had gleaned over dinner that he was a lawyer, based in London, but that he was up at Pitfeldy working on something for his father – a little odd, given the naked hostility between the two men.

‘I am so looking forward to sitting for the portrait,’ Kathy told Iris, as Jock draped a soft cashmere throw lovingly around his fiancée’s bare shoulders. Now that the couple were alone together, the affection between them was obvious. ‘The painting was Jock’s idea, as you know. He is sooo romantic. I mean, what a perfect wedding present, right?’

‘Hmmm.’ Iris nodded but privately thought that a picture of oneself might not be what every new bride was hoping for.

‘I was the one who insisted on you,’ Kathy said proudly.

‘Oh ,’ said Iris, genuinely surprised. ‘Do you know my work?’

‘Sure.’ Kathy’s eyes lit up. ‘I was glued to the Dom Wetherby murder case. Glued.’

‘Ah,’ said Iris, disappointed but not entirely surprised. Dom Wetherby, Iris’s last sitter, was a famous book and television writer whose death by drowning last Christmas had gripped the nation. For some reason the media had picked up on Iris’s personal role in bringing Dom’s killer to justice, and she’d found herself a minor celebrity ever since, a sort of artistic Miss Marple.

‘After I saw you on TV, I looked up all your stuff, and I was, like, ‘Yes! She’s the one,’ Kathy gushed. ‘Wasn’t I, honey?’

Jock smiled at her indulgently, a different man from the brittle patriarch Iris had just witnessed with his children at dinner.

‘I know it probably sounds weird to you, but I just felt this strong connection to you right from the start,’ Kathy went on, looking at Iris again with that disconcertingly penetrating stare. ‘Having the chance to work with you will be a beauuutiful experience. I know it.’

‘I hope so,’ said Iris awkwardly. ‘I should warn you that sittings can be long and, frankly, boring sometimes. You might not love every minute.’

Leaning forward on the deep chintz sofa, Kathy clasped Iris’s hands in hers. ‘As long as I grow every minute,’ she rasped huskily. ‘That’s what I care about.’

‘My girlfriend’s a very spiritual person,’ said Jock, reverting to his earlier clipped tones, as if daring Iris to deny it. She noticed his gnarled hands caressing the back of Kathy’s neck in what struck her as a distinctly non-spiritual manner, and was thinking again how strange the dynamic was between the two of them when a knock at the door disturbed them.

‘Sorry to disturb you so late.’ The man in the doorway was young, about thirty, and spoke with a soft Scots accent, his voice altogether gentler than the rough-edged speech of Iris’s taxi driver. He wore workman’s clothes, overalls and heavy boots, but his pale, freckled face and everything about his manner suggested a more refined, educated background than his appearance suggested. ‘I wondered if I could have a quick word?’

‘Angus!’ To Iris’s surprise, Jock’s face lit up like a street lamp. ‘Of course. Come in, my boy, come in.’

The young man hesitated, glancing at the sofa and apparently noticing Iris’s presence for the first time. He was attractive in a diffident, boyish way, she decided.

‘Best not,’ he said to Jock, holding up oil-stained hands.

‘Ah, all right,’ said Jock, still smiling. ‘I’ll come out in that case. But you two must meet. Angus, this is Iris Grey, the portrait painter. She’ll be staying in the village for a few months, working on a painting of Kathy.’

‘Hello.’ Angus nodded shyly.

‘Hello,’ said Iris.

‘Angus is our gillie,’ Jock explained to Iris. ‘He grew up on the estate, just like his old man, so he’s part of the furniture here. You’re bound to run into each other.’

Angus glanced anxiously at his watch. Taking the cue, Jock kissed Kathy on the top of her head and followed him outside, presumably to talk estate business.

‘What’s a “gillie”?’ Iris asked Kathy once they’d gone and the two women were alone.

Kathy rolled her eyes conspiratorially. ‘I know, right? Like you’re automatically supposed to know all these crazy, feudal job titles they have up here? A gillie is a guide who takes people fishing or stalking, or any of that other stuff that these rich Scots seem to want to do. It sounded so demeaning to me when I first heard the term, but Angus doesn’t seem to see it that way. In any case his actual job is way more than just a gillie, even though that’s what Jock calls him. He’s basically the estate manager. He’s organising everything for our wedding, for example. Jock couldn’t run the place without him.’

‘They seem close,’ Iris observed.

‘They are,’ Kathy agreed, making space on the sofa for two ridiculously small, ridiculously fluffy dogs that had suddenly trotted in, hurling themselves towards their mistress like jet-propelled pom-poms. ‘Angus is a breath of fresh air compared to Emma and Rory, that’s for sure. Talk about two stiffs, right?’

Iris raised an eyebrow but said nothing. What a strange young woman she was, spouting Californian mumbo jumbo one minute, all namaste and spiritual growth, and the next cutting to the chase with searing honesty. Emma and Rory were indeed a pair of stiffs. But it hardly seemed tactful for Kathy to say so.

‘Sometimes I think Angus is the only person in the world Jock really loves,’ Kathy went on. ‘Except me, of course.’ She grinned. ‘Angus’s father was Jock’s best friend when they were kids,’ she explained, in between showering her dogs with kisses. ‘I guess it’s kind of a loyalty thing.’

‘Is his father still around?’ asked Iris, intrigued by this snippet, even as she felt her own tiredness creeping up on her like a shadow.

‘Edwin,’ Kathy answered. ‘He’s alive but he’s in a home. Isn’t he, my babies?’ she added in a sing-song voice to the dogs. ‘Yes, he is. He’s in a home because he’s lost – his – mind. Oh yes he has. So saaad.’

She pouted, pushing her pretty lips forward into a faux sympathetic expression as she ruffled the dogs’ hair. In that instant, Iris could see why so many people seemed to dislike Kathy Miller. Envy might explain a part of it – her looks, her wealth, her position – but the future Lady Pitfeldy didn’t help matters, unaware of how insincere she sounded with outbursts like these.

‘This is Milo, by the way,’ she told Iris, patting the smaller dog, which was not much bigger than a guinea pig. ‘And this is his brother, Sam Sam. At least we think they’re brothers. They were rescues and they are literally the LOVES of my LIFE. Aren’t you, boys? Do you like dogs?’

While Iris searched for the right answer (‘no’ would be truthful but alienating, ‘yes’ an outright lie and ‘sometimes, but not ones that look like mohair cushions’ didn’t feel like a viable option), Kathy ploughed on regardless.

‘I adore them. Jock does too. His kids claim to, but I can’t tell you how cold they’ve been to my boys, Rory especially. It’s almost like he sees them as an extension of me.’

Iris smiled to herself. I can’t imagine why.

‘They hate me for replacing their mother, of course,’ Kathy continued glibly, pressing her face into the dogs’ snuffling snouts again. ‘But you know what? We don’t care. Do we, Milo, hmmm? Do we, Sam Sam? No, we don’t. We don’t care because we won, and they lost, and we’re not going anywhere.’

It was an astonishingly steely display, all the more so for being delivered in such soft, husky, Californian tones.

Iris yawned, rubbing her eyes. ‘I really must get to bed.’

‘Before you do,’ said Kathy, walking over to one of the walnut bookcases, ‘there’s something I need to show you. But you have to swear to keep it between us. Nobody else knows.’

‘OK,’ Iris said warily, not sure where this was going.

Pulling out a dusty leather-bound copy of something dull enough not to have been read for at least fifty years, Kathy rifled through its pages and pulled out a crisp white envelope. Unlike the book, the envelope was obviously new, with the word ‘Kathy’ handwritten in bright blue ink on the front.

‘This was the first one,’ said Kathy, lowering her voice and handing it to Iris. ‘I found it slipped into my purse just a day or two after I arrived at the castle.’

The envelope had been torn open crudely at the top. There was a note inside, on a single folded sheet of writing paper. Expen-­sive, watermarked paper, although the note had been typed.

You don’t know who you’re marrying, it read. Get out, now.

‘What do you think?’ Kathy asked breathlessly.

‘Well, I … I don’t know.’ Iris frowned. ‘You said this was “the first one”. Have there been more?’

‘Two more,’ said Kathy, sounding, Iris decided, more excited than troubled as she scanned the shelves for two other, nondescript books. For some reason she’d chosen a different hiding place for each. ‘One was left in my underwear drawer. Which is kind of creepy, obviously. And the third one I found in my car. Someone had slid it underneath the sun visor. I was driving home from Buckie when it fell into my lap.’

Both the other messages followed the same pattern, from the handwritten envelope to the typed missive inside, the fancy paper, all of it.

The second note read: Once you know the truth, it will be too late. Leave now.

The third, more ominously, said: Jock MacKinnon is a dangerous man. This is your last warning.

‘Have you shown these to Jock?’ Iris asked. ‘Or the police?’

‘No . I told you. No one knows. But that was part of why I wanted Jock to commission you. I need your advice. You know, to solve the mystery?’

‘Kathy …’ said Iris, not sure where to begin. ‘I’m really not sure I can help you. It’s true I ended up getting dragged into what happened to Dom –’

‘Dragged in?’ said Kathy. ‘You found the killer, Iris! You totally solved that crime .’

Iris smiled weakly, handing back the notes. ‘I’m not a detective.’

‘OK, fine.’ Kathy pouted, replacing the notes carefully in their respective hiding places before sitting back down on the couch and summoning the dogs to her lap. ‘You’re not a detective. You’re just someone – a friend – I’ve asked for advice.’

‘Right,’ said Iris.

‘So what’s your advice? Am I in danger?’ She injected this last word with such pantomime suspense, it was clear that she viewed the whole thing as more of a diverting prank than anything serious.

‘Hopefully not,’ said Iris. ‘I mean clearly, someone wants you to leave Jock. And Pitfeldy.’

‘Everyone around here wants that,’ said Kathy breezily. ‘Except Jock, obviously. But it’s not gonna happen. I’m gonna drag this place into the twenty-first century whether they like or not.’

‘Well,’ said Iris, getting to her feet, ‘my advice would be to show these notes to your fiancé.’

‘Nuh-uh, no way.’ Kathy shook her head vehemently. ‘I don’t want to upset him.’

‘And then I’d take them to the police,’ Iris continued, undaunted. ‘These are threats, Kathy. Threats left in personal, private places, places close to you. Are they dangerous? I really don’t know and nor do you. It depends who sent them.’

‘Exactly!’ said Kathy, smiling broadly up at Iris again as she left the room. ‘It depends who sent them. That’s what I need you to help me find out.’

Later, tucked tightly beneath crisp linen sheets in her guest bedroom, the sleep Iris so desperately needed eluded her as she found herself thinking about Kathy Miller. What a fascinating young woman she was, and what a mess of contradictions. Soft, yet steely. Loving, to Jock and her dogs, yet ruthless and unforgiving to her perceived enemies.

Clearly, she had a great many of the latter – beside the mysterious writer of the threatening notes – and it wasn’t hard to see why. In many ways, from first impressions at least, Kathy Miller was not an easy young woman to like. Entitled. Arrogant. Immature. And yet Iris found that she did like her. She could imagine how isolating it must be, stuck out here in the middle of nowhere in this magnificent but alien place, wedded to its traditions and fearful of change, knowing that everybody except your future husband and your dogs loathed you. All the way down to the local taxi driver.

Iris found herself wondering whether the much talked-about wedding would actually take place. And, if it did, how long the latest MacKinnon marriage would last. So far, at least, the relationship between Kathy and Jock was the most inexplicable and baffling part of all. On paper it might seem to be a simple case of a beautiful young gold digger setting her sights on a rich old fool. But in reality none of that rang true.

It was well after midnight by the time Iris finally fell into a fractured, dream-tossed sleep.
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