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Chapter One
Anna MacDonald never felt so betrayed.
Not only had Mark, the Head of the English Department, given the job he’d promised her to someone else, but he hadn’t had the nerve to tell her himself. But that was just like him. He’d do anything to avoid confrontation.
What should she do? Everyone in the department knew they’d been seeing each other outside of work, and would hear on the university grapevine that she’d been passed over for promotion. How could she face the humiliation and the knowing stares? And how could she work with Mark each day knowing he’d betrayed her?
Anna leaned back in her chair and considered her options. Could she continue to work with someone she couldn’t trust? The answer had to be no. But lecturing posts in Scotland where hard to come by, especially in creative writing the subject she taught. And then there was their personal relationship. By this move Mark had destroyed her trust in him, not only as a colleague, but as her lover too. Did she really want to carry on dating someone she couldn’t trust? Again the answer had to be no.
The more Anna thought about her situation, the more she realized she had only one option. She crumpled the letter into a ball and tossed it into the waste paper bin.
Straightening her shoulders she marched down the university’s wide corridor to Mark’s office and pushed open the door. Mark sat at his desk, a pile of term papers in front of him. He must have sensed her presence because he looked up—and paled when he saw her.
“Anna—”
“A letter, Mark? After telling me the job was as good as mine, you send me a letter saying you’ve given it to someone else. Couldn’t you have told me face to face? I’m not just your work colleague, I’m your girlfriend. Or have you conveniently forgotten that fact?”
Mark held out his hands as if offering an apology. “I was only following procedure.” A lock of blond hair fell into his blue eyes and he brushed it away without thinking.
“I see.” Anna swallowed her hurt. And rage. She didn’t want to leave on a sour note. “Well, you can’t complain about my letter of resignation, can you? Either you accept it, or I go over your head and give it to the vice chancellor.”
“Anna, darling, I thought you enjoyed your job. Sit down and let’s discuss this.”
“I don’t want to sit down, thank you, and I did enjoy my job.”
“Then I don’t understand why you want to leave. Don’t you think you’re being impulsive?”
“I think I’m being very reasonable under the circumstances. You expect me to carry on working in the department while…while your new blonde bimbo sits in what should have been my office, doing what should have been my job!” Anna felt her blood pressure rising. She took a deep breath.
“We only went to dinner…” Mark shuffled the papers on his desk.
“Don’t lie to me, Mark.”
“I’m not.”
“Think again. And while you’re doing that you’d better start advertising for a new lecturer because I’m leaving at the end of the term whether you like it or not!”
“But term finishes on Thursday—”
“So it does. That gives you three days and all of the summer vacation to find a replacement for me. I’ve marked and returned all the end of term papers to my students. I have no more classes scheduled, so this is my last working day.”
“Look, can we talk about this tonight? I’ve a mountain of paperwork to get through. I’ll stop at the supermarket on my way home pick up a bottle of that red wine you like and a take-a-way.”
“Are you serious? You don’t really expect us to continue our relationship, do you?”
Mark stepped out from behind his desk and rested his hands on her shoulders, his face devoid of expression. “Anna, please, this is business. Just because you were passed over for promotion, doesn’t mean our relationship is over. You love me.”
Anna stared at him and wondered why she had ever considered him husband material.
“No, Mark, I don’t. I’ve realized that I don’t trust you. And without trust there can be no love.”
“I see. Have you found another job?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“Let me guess. You’re going to write a book. Lecturers who give up academia usually pick that vocation because they love books but lack the talent to write them.”
The arrow hit its mark, but she wasn’t going to allow Mark’s derisive comments dissuade her. “Look, I’ve made my decision. I’m handing in my notice. There’s nothing more to be said on the subject.”
“Then I suppose I’ll have to accept your resignation. But would you mind if I dropped by your flat now and again to see how you’re getting on? For old times’ sake?”
“I doubt very much if the new tenant would appreciate that.”
“New tenant? You’re not giving up your apartment too, are you?”
Anna ignored the question. “Goodbye, Mark.” Without saying another word she turned, and left his office.
It was only later that week as she boxed up the contents of her home that she began to wonder if she’d made the right decision.
Her doubt started with the picture.
It was taken at university picnic. She and Mark knelt in the grass by a gigantic oak tree, side by side, heads slanted toward each other, arms around shoulders, clearly and disgustingly in love. When was it taken? A year ago? No, two. Had they been together that long? She swallowed pain as she took the photograph out of the silver frame. The frame she would keep. The photo… she held it in both hands and struggled to tear it, but couldn’t see it through the tears. She settled for balling it up and letting it fall to the floor.
There was no denying Mark was a complete bastard. Thank God she’d never asked him to move in with her. And it was clear that he had no intention of marrying her. He’d been adamant that he’d never stoop to such old fashioned sensibilities. For a time she’d agreed with him. What was marriage anyway, but a contract that didn’t just bind two parties, but frequently strangled them?
Damn. She could have been a good wife. Would have been a good wife. But now?
Was she doing the right thing? While she could never forgive his infidelity, she would miss her job and her friends. She scrubbed a tear away with the back of her hand.
It was too late now to change her mind, she thought, folding a pair of jeans into her suitcase. She’d already surrendered the lease on her fashionable Morningside apartment. The rent, barely manageable on her salary, ate into her savings quicker than a ravenous hyena.
“It’s all for the best,” she told her two border collies. Their tails wagged as if they understood. “Besides, I’ve been breaking the lease with you here anyway. No pets allowed, remember?” The younger collie, bright eyed with dappled paws, edged over and gave her hand a quick lick. Anna ruffled the black and white head. “You’re a good dog, and I’m doing all of us a favor anyway. We’re off to the country, my girls. Peace, quiet, and who the hell knows what else.”
Anna locked the suitcase and placed it next to the door with the others ready to carry down to the old beat-up Land Rover. She took one last look around the room. The place looked huge now, emptied of its contents. She couldn’t take her furniture with her, and had arranged to put it into storage. All that remained of her life—seven years of it—was a carpet that needed shampooing and places on the wall where lighter paint called attention to where her paintings had hung.
She picked up her handbag. This phase of her life was over now. She had a book to write. Apart from her clothes, laptop, printer, and the few books she intended to take with her, the things she most wanted to leave behind were the raw sores of an aching heart.
She knew she’d be taking them too.
Five hours later she coaxed the elderly Land Rover the last few yards down the potholed track toward Tigh na Cladach, her late grandmother’s remote croft on the shore of Loch Hourn, in the rugged northwest Highlands. She couldn’t afford to breakdown now, not when she was so close to reaching her destination. There had been times during the drive from Edinburgh when she thought she would get no further than the city limits, but despite the vehicle’s faded green paintwork and battered appearance, the engine seemed sound.
With a sigh of relief she yanked on the handbrake, climbed down out of the driver’s seat, and stood for a moment savoring the silence. After the bright lights and noise of the city, it felt strange to be so far from civilization. She glanced at her watch—ten o’clock on a summer evening—yet she could see every rock and bush clearly, for it never became truly dark this far north. Indeed, night itself became no more than deep dusk.
Ensay and Rhona, her two, black and white Border collies, relieved to be released from the confines of the rear seat, chased each other on the lawn in front of the small stone cottage.
The old squat house was small, about forty or fifty feet long, and of traditional one and a half story height. A chimney rose at either end. The walls were at least three feet thick and built of rough, white-washed granite. The building stood some thirty yards from the water’s edge, nestled in the natural curve of the hillside, as if seeking protection from some invisible force. Whoever had originally built it had chosen the location well, for it fitted into its surroundings perfectly, its stone walls standing the test of time and weather.
Either side of the bright green door were two small quartered windows, set deep into the stonework. The one on the right belonged to the kitchen, and the other to the sitting room. It wasn’t much, but it had been her grandparents’ home. True, it was miles from civilization, but it was mortgage-free. And now hers.
Collecting her handbag, laptop, and a box of groceries from the passenger seat, she locked the Land Rover and made her way over the cobbled path to the croft. All she needed now was a hot drink and a good nights’ sleep. The rest of her unpacking could wait until morning.
Inserting her key in the lock, she pushed open the door, flicked on the hall light, and walked into the kitchen. The scent of lavender hung in the air. Not only had her dear friend, Morag McInnes, dusted and aired the croft in time for her arrival, she’d also left a bowl of her favorite potpourri on the oak dresser.
Anna filled the electric kettle, put it on to boil, and opened the mail sitting on the table where Morag had left it. There were two letters. The first turned out to be a demand for taxes from the local council. The second envelope was made of heavy parchment, the top left hand corner of which advertised the name and address of a firm of Glasgow solicitors. Curious, as to why they would be writing to her, Anna slipped a neatly manicured fingernail under the corner of the flap, tore it open, and scanned the contents in disbelief. It contained an offer—a very generous offer—on behalf of their unnamed client, to purchase Tigh na Cladach.
“Well, of all the nerve,” she said out loud. She read the letter again to make sure she hadn’t misunderstood. Well, their client could go to Hell, thought Anna, as she stuffed the letter back into the envelope and propped it up against the pepper pot. Too tired to deal with it now, she’d write in the morning and tell the solicitors the croft wasn’t for sale now, nor would it be at any time in the future.
Stretching to ease the stiffness in her shoulders and neck, she made herself a cup of tea, and carried it to the table. She fed and watered the dogs, then made her way up the narrow wooden staircase to the bedroom she’d slept in ever since she was a teenager.
Situated directly above the kitchen, the room nestled under the eaves of the roof. Light, airy and warmed by the heat of the range below, it was painted a delicate shade of pink. The window, which overlooked the loch, was bordered by rose-colored chintz curtains. A large, brass four poster bed, covered by a hand-stitched patchwork quilt in shades of red, rose, pink and green, stood opposite the door. Her grandmother’s music box, the key long ago lost, stood on the chest of drawers in the corner.
With a long exhausted sigh, Anna quickly undressed and climbed into bed, pulling the blankets up to her chin.
Something woke her. The digital clock on the bedside table flashed 2.00a.m. She’d only been asleep for a couple of hours. Her hands twisted nervously in the blankets, she held her breath as she listened for the slightest sound. Apart from the gentle snoring of the two dogs curled up on the rug at the foot of her bed, there was silence. She felt uneasy, but told herself it was foolish to feel afraid. Nevertheless, her hand trembled as she fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp. A shaft of light struck her pillow, making her squint but leaving the rest of the room in eerie darkness.
She sat up, let out a long, shuddering breath, and ran a hand down her bare arm; it was cold, clammy and covered in goose-bumps. The hairs on her neck prickled, as if touched by some invisible hand. There wasn’t a sound; not even the pitter-patter of the mice that inhabited the roof space of the old croft. Yet something had wakened her. She shivered, and chewed on her lower lip, as she stole a look at the dogs. Odd—they were her early warning system and reacted to the slightest noise, but neither seemed alarmed.
She sighed and rubbed her forehead wearily. Had she been dreaming? She thought not, and yet the feeling something was wrong persisted.
Unable to settle, she pulled back the blankets, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and went barefoot to the window. She drew back the curtain, and peered into the twilight. A ghostly silhouette moved across the lawn in the moonlight. The curtain slipped from her fingers as sheer black fright swept through her. For once she wished the croft wasn’t quite so isolated and that her grandparents had installed a telephone. But they hadn’t, and even if they had, it would take the police the best part of an hour to reach her.
She tried to ignore the creaking and settling of the old house, but the strange sounds only added to her nervousness. She shook her head in an attempt to clear the fog of sleep from her brain and searched for a plausible explanation.
Had she seen a figure? Or had it been a shadow simply caused by a cloud crossing the moon? Summoning all her courage she parted the curtain once more. To her relief there was no one there. Her heart still pounding, she tugged on her green candlewick dressing gown, tying the belt tightly around her slim waist, and crept downstairs.
The front door was locked and bolted.
Still fearful, she padded into the kitchen, starting when the floorboards creaked beneath her feet. Her hand shook as she made a cup of cocoa and crawled into the old oak rocking chair next to the Aga. Tucking her feet beneath her for warmth, she let the steam from the cup warm her face, and thought about what she’d seen.
Was her imagination working overtime? Had living in the city made her so soft, she wondered, that she jumped at every foreign sound? Even the floor scared her, for God’s sake! In town, the only noises she heard at night were ambulance sirens and traffic, while here in the glen only the occasional bark of a fox or hoot of an owl broke the silence.
Few people bothered to drive this far, even in daylight, so the chances of someone doing so in the early hours of the morning were slim. It couldn’t have been a man, she reasoned. It must have been the shadow of a roe deer crossing the lawn. They often came down off the hill to drink in the loch at night.
Anna swallowed the last of her cocoa, rinsed her mug, and left it on the draining board. Stifling a yawn, she pulled the cotton blind back from the window and looked out on to the hill behind the croft. Nothing moved. Not even the leaves of the rhododendrons that surrounded the croft. She tucked a strand of her tousled, copper-colored hair behind her ear and went back to bed, pausing to give the dogs a gentle pat. Sleep was a long time coming, and when she finally succumbed, it was into a restless and fitful slumber.
It was a little after eight when she woke the next morning, and after showering she dressed in her usual well-worn jeans, check shirt and nutmeg-colored Aran sweater. She made her way down the narrow wooden staircase to the kitchen.
After breakfast, she left the dogs playing on the front lawn, and retrieved the first of two suitcases from the rear of the Land Rover, and half carried, half dragged it into the croft.
On her way back for the second case, she noticed a boat had moored in the loch. Strange; it was still a little early in the season for tourists. She shaded her eyes and appraised its size. It wasn’t just a boat; but a large yacht. And was that an American flag flapping in the breeze?
Only a few intrepid sailors ventured this far down the loch. The channel was narrow, twisting, and sheltered by high, steep, rugged mountains, with few places to land. Well, if the crew were looking for hot showers and breakfast, they were way off course and should have sailed west to the Isle of Skye instead.
Two hours later, hot, tired, and thirsty, she finished her unpacking and helped herself to a can of soda from the fridge. She sat down at the kitchen table and picked up the solicitor’s letter from where it rested against the pepper pot. While it was common to receive offers on a property following a death, she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to buy the croft when it was so far from the modern conveniences of life.
The money being offered for Tigh na Cladach far exceeded its true market value. And would certainly be sufficient for a deposit on a small house in Edinburgh, but she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to pay that much for a piece of infertile land and a tumbledown cottage.
The croft had been in her family for years, and Anna had no intention of selling it. She pulled her laptop towards her, switched it on, and started to draft a suitable reply.
Her concentration was broken by the shriek of frantic barking. She tore her gaze away from the screen and looked out of the kitchen window. A tall, dark-haired man was making his way up the crescent-shaped beach, doing a weird twisting dance, holding his right arm above his head. With his left he pushed off the two boisterous, snapping collies.
“Oh hell,” she groaned. She threw open the door and shouted. “Ensay! Rhona! Heel!”
The dogs instantly stopped snapping at the stranger’s ankles and ran to their mistress. Anna leaned against the door frame and waited while the figure strode confidently across the grass towards her, his well-muscled body covering the rough ground with long, purposeful strides. His jet black hair was turning grey at the temples, the cut slightly longer than was considered acceptable for a man she judged to be in his forties. But somehow it suited him.
He stopped a foot from her door, close enough for her to smell the lemon spice of his cologne. Now that she could see him more clearly, she noticed the laughter lines around his eyes and mouth, hinting at a softer side to his character. His body was lean, the outline of his muscles visible through the shirt he wore. A faint white scar creased his right cheek, and she thought it gave his face a handsome rugged look. He gazed at her with dark brown eyes and smiled, slow and warm, and for some reason her breathing quickened.
She took one look and knew he was trouble.
“Hi, there. I know I’m trespassing, but do you think you could ask your dogs not to rip off my thigh?”
Anna drew herself up to her full height, which was barely up to his shoulder. “They’re guard dogs and only doing their duty,” she said stiffly. The dogs sat at her silent signal, but their eyes remained fixed on the stranger.
“I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m having engine trouble and I can’t get a signal.” He indicated his mobile phone.
“That’s because there are no transmitters.”
“Oh. Well, could I borrow your phone? I need to contact the nearest boatyard for some advice.”
“I don’t have a phone.”
He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Look, I haven’t slept for twenty-four hours and I’m beat. Sandpiper, that’s my yacht, developed a problem soon after I left Stornaway.” He paused as her words registered. “Did I hear right? You don’t have a phone?”
“No, I don’t, so I’m afraid I can’t help you. I suggest you weigh anchor, turn your boat around, and head west out of the loch.”
“Perhaps I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Luke Tallantyre, from Cape Cod, Massachusetts.” He offered his hand. She didn’t take it.
“Anna, Anna MacDonald. Yachts are always straying into the loch at this time of year. Their crews seem to think this is some sort of hostel. Well, it’s not, and I still don’t have a phone.”
“Okay, where do I catch the bus to town?” His eyes lingered on her face. “Oh, no. You're about to tell me there isn't a bus either. Aren't you?”
Anna nodded. The motion sent sunlight gliding through her auburn hair. “That’s right. Welcome to Kinloch Hourn, otherwise known as the Loch of Hell.”
“The name fits,” Luke muttered. “What sort of place doesn’t have a phone or a bus service in this day and age?”
“How about the remotest glen in the Highlands? Up here, one man and his dog constitute a crowd. And before you ask, there are no shops either, unless you count Mrs. McCloud in the village, but she only opens on alternate days. The butcher’s van calls every Thursday afternoon, and the library service visits once a month. I think that about covers all the local amenities. Oh yes, there’s a mobile bank too, but that only comes once a fortnight. The school closed last year. But you’re in luck… there’s a hotel and it has a phone.”
“So there’s a God after all.”
“However, its twelve miles down the road in that direction,” she replied, pointing vaguely to some distant place.
The line of Luke’s mouth tightened a fraction. “How do I get there? Walk?”
“Well, you could, but it might rain. And then again it might not. You can never tell for sure. The glen has its own eco-system because the mountains are high, and the valley floor is narrow or something like that. I don’t fully understand the reasoning behind it…” Anna’s words trailed off. She felt herself blush. What on earth was she rambling on about? The guy didn’t need a science lesson, especially from her, but he was so good-looking that every time he gazed at her with those compelling brown eyes, she lost control of her tongue. Distractions of his type she could do without, especially when she was getting over a disastrous love affair, but the way Luke looked at her made her feel uneasy in a pleasant sort of way.
“I suppose I could offer to take you…”
“You don’t have to. You’ve been kind enough. I’ll just walk.”
“You could just pull up anchor as I suggested, and sail round to Fort William. There’s a boatyard there with facilities for visiting yachts and their crews.”
“Which I could call if I had a phone. Thanks again,” he said turning to leave.
She shifted her feet. She wasn’t normally unhelpful, but there was something about his attitude which put her on the defensive.
“Wait!"
He stopped in midstride and turned. The dogs looked at him, then at their mistress, as if waiting for some clue as to what they should do with this stranger who was invading their space.
Chapter Two
“I’ll give you a lift,” she said, making a snap decision. “While you’re making your phone call, I can visit a friend. Do you need anything off your boat? If so, can you be back here within twenty minutes?”
Luke’s face split into a wide grin. “Yes ma’am, I can.”
Before she could say anything more, he turned and ran across the grass towards his small inflatable dinghy. As she watched him head back across the loch, she wasn’t sure she should have offered to take him, but something told her Luke was used to getting his own way. She sighed. So much for replying to the solicitor’s letter, she thought, as she walked into the kitchen to switch off her laptop.
She ran a brush through her hair and plucked the keys to the Land Rover off the hall table. Once outside, she made her way round to the rear of the croft to the vehicle. It took several attempts before the elderly, asthmatic engine coughed into life, and several more for her to get it into reverse gear. By the time Anna drove round to the front of the croft Luke was leaning against the wall waiting for her, a small canvas bag at his feet. She threw open the passenger door, the rusty hinges screeching in protest.
Before Luke had chance to ease his backside onto the worn leather seat, the two collies had pushed past him and jumped into the vehicle. Anna waited while he snapped his seat belt into place, before releasing the handbrake and driving off. Neither she nor her dogs appeared to notice the almost total lack of suspension as the old Land Rover bounced over the uneven, pot-holed ground. They rounded a corner on the steep, single track road, with only inches to spare.
Luke cleared his throat. “Is the phone company about to disconnect the service? Is that why we’re trying to break the land-speed record?”
Her head snapped round. “Disconnect? No, why should it? It’s a public phone. Anyway, why that look? I’m only doing thirty miles an hour—that’s not speeding.”
“Thirty, huh?” Luke replied, his eyes wide as a dry stone wall almost took the rust and paint job off the passenger door. “It feels more like fifty. Isn’t that a little too fast for this kind of surface? What if we meet another car coming the other way?”
“We won’t, not at this time of day. The only people who venture this far down the glen are walkers. There’s a car park at the head of the loch where they must leave their cars. The track to the croft is private; it doesn’t join the public road for another couple of miles.”
“If you don’t mind me saying, it’s an odd place for someone like you to live.”
Anna’s foot lifted off the gas and hovered over the brake pedal, but she resisted the temptation to slam her foot down.
“Actually, I do mind. As it happens, the croft—Tigh na Cladach—is very important to me.”
“A croft? Is that another word for a cottage?”
“No. A croft isn’t a building, but a smallholding or a piece of land.”
“I see, and Tie na…”
“Tigh na Cladach. It’s Gaelic for the house on the shore.”
“It’s just that it’s a pretty God forsaken place for a young woman to live by herself, that’s all.”
Anna briefly took her eyes off the road and glared at Luke. “I don’t recall saying I live alone.”
“Well, no, you didn’t,” he conceded. “But if I was your husband, I wouldn’t leave you alone for one minute in that…what did you call it…croft? Let’s see, you don’t have a phone, or neighbors. I didn’t notice a satellite dish for TV, so my guess is that you don’t have one of those either.” A smile ruffled the corner of his mouth. “I’m curious, do you have running water, or do you have to wade out into the loch for a bath?”
Anna laughed. “Now you’re being stupid.”
“Okay, I shouldn’t have asked you where you bathe.”
“Thanks for so deftly dropping the subject.”
“Whoops, point taken. What if you had an accident? Or someone was prowling around? What if I was an axe murderer?”
Anna raised an eyebrow, and for a second longer than necessary, her eyes held his.
“Are you?”
“Hell no!”
“Well then, it doesn’t enter the equation, does it? Now, if you’ve quite finished dissecting my lifestyle, would you mind hopping out and opening the gate? And please close it again after I’ve driven through.”
“I’m sorry if I’m being too personal,” Luke said, as the Land Rover rattled over another cattle grid. “I’m just curious. You look as if you belong in the city, rather than out here in cow-pie land. You’re either eccentric or plain crazy. I just can’t figure out which. What do you do for a job?”
Anna pulled away from the gentle pressure of Luke’s arm on her shoulder as it rested on top of the bench seat, and concentrated on negotiating the narrow twisting road instead.
“My, my, you are inquisitive. I’m sorry to disappoint you Mr. Tallantyre, but I have no intention of answering any more of your questions. How I choose to live my life is no concern of yours.”
Luke held up a hand in self-defense. “You’re right, but take a word of advice from a well-traveled and good intentioned stranger. An attractive young woman, on her own in some isolated Scottish glen is asking for trouble, and if your boyfriend, husband or whoever can’t see that, he needs a whole new brain.”
Anna took a deep breath and held on to her temper—just. “Look, Mr. Tallan…”
“It’s Luke...”
“Luke,” she said, jerking on the handbrake, bringing the Land Rover to a halt in front of the hotel. “You’ll find the phone in the lobby. If you don’t know how to use it, I’m sure Katrina, the receptionist, will show you how. While you’re making your call, I’ll go and see my friend. I’ll meet you back here in fifteen minutes.”
“Okay, I’ll be as quick as I can.” Luke picked up his canvas bag, opened the door and climbed out.
Anna watched as he sprinted in the direction of the hotel entrance. What the hell was the matter with her? This wasn’t the first time she’d stayed at the croft and been disturbed by lost mariners, but she’d not behaved like this. So what if he had a smile that would make the most committed spinster run for the preacher? Her brain said she wasn’t interested. Her hormones had other ideas.
A knock on the partly open driver’s window brought her back to reality.
Luke looked at her sheepishly. “I can’t believe I’m going to say what I’m going to say. Here goes; the phone doesn’t take credit cards, and the smallest thing I have is a £50 bill. The hotel people won’t break it, so…I don’t suppose you’ve got any…spare change, do you?”
Anna bit her lip. She laughed as she stepped down from behind the steering wheel. God save her from tourists and this one in particular. It was only the beginning of June. She had another three months before the summer trade died down. She fished in the pockets of her jeans and brought out a crumpled £5 note.
“Here. I’m sure they’ll change this for some coins. There’s ample to make a call to Fort William.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it,” he smiled. Only this time his smile reached his eyes, softening his features, and despite her attempts not to, Anna found herself responding. She shook her head. She sensed that few women resisted Luke’s charming, easy smile, and his deep seductive voice.
While Luke made his phone call, Anna sought out Morag. She found her friend in the hotel kitchen, busy preparing lunch.
“Hi, Morag. Have you got a minute for a chat, or is this a bad time?”
“Well, well, if it isn’t yourself,” Morag replied, her face breaking into a welcoming smile. She hugged Anna. “I wondered when you’d find time to pay me a visit. The ghillie said he’d seen a Land Rover parked outside the croft, so I knew you’d arrived safely. Now lass, you know I’ve always got time for you, and so long as you don’t mind me carrying on with this,” she said, adding a potato to the vegetables in the pot, “we can talk.”
Anna smiled, and shook her head. Morag never changed; she always knew the latest village gossip.
“I came to thank you for airing the house and making up the bed.”
“You’re welcome. I didn’t light the old range, though. I wasn’t sure you’d need it in this warm weather.”
“You mean the Aga? That’s fine. I used the immersion heater this morning, but the Aga is more economical. The weather is set to change in a day or so, I’ll light it then. I assume when you mentioned the ghillie, you meant Sandy? How is he?”
Morag’s smile faded. “There have been a lot of changes on the estate since your last visit, and not just your grandma’s passing. We were all sorry to hear of your loss, by the way. Such a nice old lady; she will be sorely missed. But it’s good to have you back. Are you staying long? And your intended, is he with you?”
“It’s good to be back. I’m here for the summer, at least, and if you mean Mark, then no, he isn’t with me. We’re no longer together. It’s just me and the dogs.”
Morag’s potato peeler paused in midair. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, lass, you looked so well together. But I daresay you know your own mind best. Now pass me those carrots will you? I’m all behind this morning. There was a mix-up with the bookings. We’ve six new guests arrived, and I haven’t even got lunch on yet.”
“Look, I can see you’re busy. I can come back another time.”
“No, no, lass. You’re always welcome, you know that. It’s just that we’re short-handed, and there’s only me to cook and serve lunch, not to mention prepare the vegetables for dinner as well. Tell you what, Lachlan is away on the rig, so it’s just me and the television for company this evening. Why don’t you come round after tea, and we can have a real good blether?”
Anna smiled. “I’d like that. I’ll bring a bottle of wine.”
“But I’ve got a few minutes now. What was it you wanted to talk about?”
“I wondered if there was any work going here at the hotel, now that the tourist season has started.”
Morag brushed a stray lock of brown curly hair back under her cook’s hat and looked solemnly at her friend. “But what about your teaching job in Edinburgh? I thought you were due a big promotion.”
“I was,” Anna replied, straining to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “But a long-legged blonde called Stella started work in our department. Mark was smitten. He gave her my promotion, so I gave him back my job.”
“Mark didn’t know what he had in you, my girl. You’re smart and gorgeous. Just look at you—you’ve got hair halfway down your back the color of a new penny and a lovely figure.” Anna blushed. “By contrast,” Morag continued, “I’m as tall as any man in the village, skinny as this wooden spoon, with hair so kinky I’ve no hope of running a brush through it. I’m still amazed that my Lachlan even noticed me.”
“Lachlan loves you, Morag, that’s all that matters. Mark, well, I don’t think he’s capable of loving anyone except himself.”
Morag chuckled. “Perhaps you’re right. That man is just too good looking, and he knows it. I daresay this Stella woman won’t be the first, or last, to tempt him to wander. He’s a right patter merchant; he’d talk the knickers off you, and sell them back at twice the price! Besides, you should never trust a Sassenach.”
Anna laughed. “Sassenach. I haven’t heard that word used in years.”
“Sassenach—English—we’d all be better off without all of them, Anna, yours in particular, or so it would seem.”
“He isn’t mine, Morag. Not anymore. And to be honest, I was getting fed up with him, always sprawling on my sofa expecting to be waited on hand and foot, and discovering his dirty underwear in my laundry basket. And his snoring. Do you know the man roared all night like a wart-hog?”
“Is that so?”
“And that’s not all. His idea of going out for dinner always included staying for breakfast too.”
“It sounds to me as if you’re well rid of him. You’ll get over him soon enough. Besides, what you need is a true Highlander. Scots men know how to treat women right.”
Anna raised an eyebrow. “Really? Is that why most women in the glen spend part of their time chained to the kitchen sink and the rest balancing a baby on their hip as they Hoover and dust? Oh, and did I mention they’re expected to help with lambing, and hay-making too?”
“Sarcasm does not become you young lady, even if you are right,” Morag chided gently. “What I meant to say is that a good man would never treat you the way Mark did. If he promised you the job, then he should have kept his word, especially if you were better qualified than this ‘cat-walk model’ you describe.”
Despite feeling a little embarrassed, Anna smiled. “I didn’t mean to be rude, Morag. I guess the wound is still a little raw, especially as I’ve given up my flat in Edinburgh too. You said Lachlan is away.”
“Aye, that’s right.” Morag chuckled, not hiding the fact that she loathed her husband working away on the oil rigs. “He’s only been gone a few days, and it feels more like a year. I’ve another three weeks and two days on my own before he comes home. But the money is good, and if he keeps the job for another couple of years, we’ll be able to buy the farm he’s hankering after. I just hate him going, that’s all.”
“You’ll get used to him being away given time.”
Morag managed a tremulous smile. “There must be plenty more jobs out there for someone with your qualifications, surely? And if you’re planning to stay at the croft all summer, how will you manage for money?”
“I’ve some savings, and the small legacy grandmother left me. I thought if I could get a part-time job, I’d have enough money to see me through the summer.”
Morag looked thoughtful. “Well, lass, there’s no denying we’re short-handed. The hotel is full to capacity. The mornings are so busy, what with cleaning, preparing lunch, not to mention answering the phone. There’s a fancy chef who comes in to prepare dinner, but Ewan likes to keep lunch a simple affair. He’s away to Inverness just now, otherwise I’d ask him for you. I’m sure he’ll take you on to help out with the tourist season. The pay won’t be much, mind, just minimum wages, certainly nothing like you’re used to.”
“So long as it supplements my savings, that’s all that matters. I’ve an idea for a book. I’m giving myself the summer to write it. If I haven’t been offered a contract by September, I’ll find another teaching job. And if I can’t, then I suppose I could sell shoes in Jenners’ Edinburgh store until something more appropriate comes along.”
“A book, you say? What sort of book?”
“A novel. It’s a love story set in Scotland at the time of the Clearances.”
“That sounds interesting. I just hope you’re not planning on using me as a model for one of your characters.”
Two dimples appeared in Anna’s cheeks. “That’s not a bad idea. I must make a note of it. You mentioned there have been some changes on the estate.”
“Aye, there have been, the tenants are none too happy about them, I can tell you. But as I’m about ready to serve lunch, why don’t I tell you about them this evening over that bottle of wine you’re going to buy me.”
“Okay. It’s about time I was going anyway. I’ll see you about seven thirty, is that all right?” Anna said, and turned to leave.
“That’s fine. I’ll see you then, and I’ll let you know what Ewan says about the job. He should be back before I go home. Bye just now.”
Just as Anna reached the lobby, the hotel doors swung open and she faced a large thick set man as he entered reception. His ice-colored eyes were set close together in a pox marked face under a jutting brow. His coarse overgrown crew cut had the texture of horse hair. His colorless eyes narrowed as they met hers, his square jaw tensed, and he tightened his grip on his rifle case and small holdall.
“Excuse me,” she said, and stepped aside.
He said nothing in response, and stormed up to the desk. In gruff, halting English he asked Katrina, the receptionist, for tea and sandwiches to be sent up to his room. Then his cell phone rang and he barked into it in a heavy language Anna couldn’t understand. Polish? Estonian? Certainly eastern European. Involuntarily, she put a hand to her throat. If ever there was a man who would strangle me in my sleep, this is the one.
She sped out of the hotel to the car park, wondering why he disturbed her so much, and hoping his stay would be a short one.
After making his call, Luke contemplated having a drink in the bar; he sure as hell needed one. But something told him not to keep the lady—no, strike that—crazy woman, waiting any longer than necessary.
As a successful artist, he was rarely without a companion, but lately he’d become tired and bored with the dating game. The women he escorted were smiling and all too eager to get in his pants. And his wallet. His work too, had become stale, and although his paintings sold well, he felt that each canvas was a mirror image of the last.
His solution came to him over a prolonged lunch in the Impudent Oyster with a beautiful bored Boston housewife. She didn’t hide the fact she wanted something other than fancy artwork to show off to her friends. He realized he needed to get away. He’d returned home and spent the week stocking the yacht with sufficient provisions for a month.
It was his own driving need for the unexpected that made him set sail with no firm destination in mind. Well, my boy, Luke muttered to himself as he strode across the car park towards the waiting Land Rover, you certainly found the unexpected—and she has long legs and emerald-green eyes!
He found Anna leaning against the driver’s door. Casually, he rested his hand against the door frame above her shoulder.
“The boatyard is ordering the part. It should be here later in the week, or the beginning of next. They also said something I didn’t understand, something about putting it on the mail van.”
“That’s correct. Provided it’s not too large, your package will be delivered with the mail. It’s the same throughout the Highlands. It’s more convenient, and the easiest option for people who live in remote areas.”
“Well that’s fine, except how on earth is the mailman going to deliver it? Sandpiper is moored in the middle of the loch, for Christ’s sake.”
“Simple. He’ll leave any parcels here at reception along with my mail.”
“Oh yeah? And then what? I walk the twelve miles down the glen every day to see if he has?”
“No, you knock on my door and ask me nicely to collect it for you.”
“Great,” Luke replied, shooting her a twisted smile. The prospect of having to rely on this prickly female didn’t inspire him with overwhelming confidence. “And what do you suggest I do in the meantime?”
“Look around you, sailor-boy. This land may appear barren and inhospitable, but it is breathtakingly beautiful, not to mention a walker’s and naturalist’s paradise. Go for a hike, or take a swim in the loch, although I should warn you, the water’s pretty cold, even in summer. If you’d sailed west, you could have moored somewhere more civilized, like Portree Harbour on Skye. Instead, you chose to drop anchor in one of the remotest and most inaccessible lochs in Scotland. Oh, and did I mention, it’s one of the deepest?”
“Okay. I’ll admit it; I should have paid more attention to the chart. Now, the sooner you get back in that heap of junk you laughingly call a vehicle, the sooner I…”
Luke took a step closer, until his face was only inches from hers. Two black and white heads snarled through the driver’s window.
Anna side-stepped him. “Before you what? Get bitten?”
Luke yanked open the driver’s door. Anna took the hint, but the look she gave him as she climbed aboard would have made most animals curl up and die.
“Good dogs,” she said, patting the two collies’ heads, and then nudging them aside. “Go on, in the back.” She turned to Luke. “Are you getting in or planning on walking?”
Luke closed the door and strode round to the passenger side.
The air in the confined space positively crackled with tension as they headed back to the croft. Luke wondered just what he’d got himself into. Anna might be beautiful, but she was as unpredictable as a summer storm blowing in off the ocean. He shifted in his seat, felt the warm breath from one of the dogs on the back of his neck, and froze.
Anna looked in the rear-view mirror. “Ensay, no!”
The dog backed up, and lay down on the seat next to its companion. Luke glanced over his shoulder and slowly let the air out of his lungs.
“Thanks for calling him off.”
“Her. They’re bitches.”
“That figures….”
“The dogs aren’t normally aggressive to people who appear friendly. But let that be a warning to you. They’re trained to protect, and will attack if they think I’m in danger.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty evident. Hey, I’m sorry. I just met you and you’re doing me this huge favor. I should be appreciative. But we seem to be at each other’s throats. Why?”
When she didn’t answer, he turned and studied her. Wild Titian curls framed her delicate, slightly tanned oval face. Her green eyes were peppered with tiny flecks of gold. Her fingers, he noted, where long and slender, and devoid of polish and rings.
The check work-shirt she wore casually tucked into her black denim jeans was open at the neck, and when she shifted in her seat, he caught a glimpse of creamy skin and black lace. And despite her antagonism, Luke found himself attracted to her.
He turned away, and stared out of the window. A bank of clouds covered the mountain tops. In the distance, the dark waters of the loch were still and glistening.
Anna couldn’t stand the silence any more. “Are you staying on the boat or will you move into the hotel?”
“I’ll stay on Sandpiper. Until I get the pump on the auto-pilot fixed, I can’t think about going back to Cape Cod. I’ve got lots of food on board. The generator’s running fine. I have power for heat and hot water, so I’ll get by. If I get bored, I can always take your advice and go for a hike.”
“Well, if you do, make sure you wear sensible shoes, and take a waterproof jacket with you.” Anna briefly transferred her gaze from the road to Luke, only to find him watching her. He had the most intense brown eyes and every time his gaze met hers, her heart turned over in response. Not for the first time since meeting him, did she feel herself blushing. “The weather can change suddenly,” she continued, “and people have been known to get lost or disorientated, even in summer. The nearest mountain rescue team is fifty miles away. If you’re planning on exploring, let me know, I’ll lend you a map.”
Luke turned his smile up a notch. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that. After being cooped up onboard for the last three weeks, it’ll be good to get my land legs back.” The old Land Rover jerked to a halt at the rear of the croft. “I know I’ve been an idiot. I’m sorry. And thanks for the lift. Maybe you’ll let me buy you a drink sometime to make up for me being so stupid?”
Anna shook her head. “There’s no need. Besides, I don’t drink with men I don’t know.”
“Well, we could get to know each other first…”
She rubbed her forehead. “If you need anything from the village or want a lift that far, just come and ask.”
He got out of the Land Rover and waited for Anna and the dogs.
From his vantage point high on the hill behind the croft, a man lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes, and studied the scene below. Two people, not one, as he’d anticipated, emerged from the Land Rover. He focused on the figures, and wondered what they were talking about. He didn’t need the binoculars to see that the smaller of the two was the MacDonald woman. Even from this distance, the hair was a dead giveaway. The other faced away from him, and although he couldn’t be sure, he thought it was a man.
The woman remained at the croft, while the second figure strode across the grass towards the beach, climbed into a small inflatable dinghy, inserted the oars in the rowlocks, and pushed off. He inhaled sharply as he caught a glimpse of the face. It was unmistakably male. Damn it! Well, whoever he was, he wasn’t from the glen, that much was for sure. None of the inhabitants were rich enough to own a boat like that.
He threw the binoculars to the ground in disgust, hastily snatching them up again as the man rowed steadily across the loch towards the sleek yacht. Hopefully it would be gone by the morning, but the way his luck was going, he somehow doubted it.
The woman should have been alone. He’d been watching her ever since she’d arrived at the croft, and her routine hardly ever varied. He swore heartily. Another afternoon spent lying in the heather and what had he got to show for it? Nothing, absolutely nothing!
He pulled off his deerstalker and scratched his bald head. He wasn’t happy about the sudden appearance of the man with the yacht. He picked up his shotgun, slung the binoculars round his neck and slithered backwards over the heather. Once out of sight of the croft, and using some gorse bushes for cover, he stood, turned, and began walking slowly downhill to where he’d parked his pickup.
Chapter Three
Morag’s cottage was the last in a row of twenty, single-story, brightly painted, stone cottages which bordered the only road through the village. It was small and comfortable, and Anna couldn’t envisage Morag living anywhere else; yet she knew that if Lachlan got his way, Morag would move to Perthshire, many miles away. The very idea her friend would one day be gone from this wild and magical place saddened her. Consciously tucking the thought away, she swirled a glass of red wine and watched the flames lick around the logs in the grate.
“Have you made a start on your book yet?” Morag asked, breaking the silence with her soft Highland burr.
“Yes. I did all the research before I left Edinburgh. I had planned to write the opening paragraph this afternoon, but I got distracted. I’ve decided to be disciplined and set time aside each day to work on it. But tell me, what’s been happening in the glen while I’ve been away?”
“The Laird has moved to London. You know he owns a house there too? He’s now a full-time absentee landlord. And I don’t need to tell you how the Scots feel about them!”
“But I thought he came for the fishing and shooting seasons and then again for Christmas and New Year.”
A frown settled on Morag’s brow. “Well, it would seem that the poor man has Alzheimer’s. Can’t even remember his name or how to tie his boot laces, or so we’ve been told. Rumor has it he’s living in a nursing home. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sorry for the Laird, it must be a terrible affliction, but the changes have us all worried. The big house has been closed up since the ghillies’ ball last autumn. His daughter has no involvement in the estate, not since her marriage to some big hot-shot banker. She’s living in Hong Kong now, and has no intention of returning. And as for Mr. Alistair, the son and heir…well, he’s just a playboy with his fancy cars and expensive boats. He spends all his time in the South of France squandering the profits from the estate. He wants nothing to do with its daily running. You mark my words, when the old Laird dies it will be sold off to fund the son’s expensive habits.”
“So who’s managing the estate now the Laird is in London? What will become of the tenants if it’s sold?”
“There’s a new ghillie, or should I say factor. Ugly little weasel of a man who struts about as if he owns the place. He’d have us all doffing our caps to him, given half a chance. I can’t stand the man. He’s always sneaking around, turning up in places you least expect. I wouldn’t trust him to cook a kipper, let alone manage 90,000 acres. I have a feeling on me that he’s up to no good.”
Anna wanted to chuckle but fought the urge. Something in her friend’s expression warned that the situation was anything but amusing. Besides, Morag’s feelings were famous throughout the glen, and were taken seriously by the locals. Like many Highlanders, Morag believed in the gift of Dha Shealladh, the second sight, which passed from generation to generation. Her great-grandmother had been known as a taibhsear, or seer, and Morag had inherited the gift, if it could be called that, from her.
Anna remained skeptical, but was forced to admit that Morag’s uncanny premonitions often forewarned of some unpleasant event.
“What happened to Sandy? I drove past his cottage, but it looked empty. I was so looking forward to seeing him again.”
Morag’s expression grew hard and resentful. “Oh, it was such a terrible thing. Within a fortnight of the factor’s arrival, Sandy had handed in his notice. One day he was here, the next he’d disappeared. He’s worked on the estate for nigh on thirty-five years, ever since he left school. He’s given good service to the Laird and his family. No one knows the hill and the estate better than he does. He not only deserves to be head ghillie, he’s earned the right.”
Anna reached for the bottle of wine and poured Morag another glass.
“So where is he now? Does anyone know?”
“Well, Anna, there’s the mystery. Everyone assumed he’d gone to his daughter’s farm in the Borders. Lachlan telephoned Katrina, but she hadn’t heard from him. In fact, she didn’t even know her father had left his job. That really upset me. She obviously doesn’t speak to him very often. I don’t know what the world’s coming to when a man’s own daughter can’t be bothered to keep in touch. It’s all wrong, I tell you. Anyhow, before he left for the rig, Lachlan went to the cattle market in Fort William, just in case Sandy had been seen there. He asked around, but no one had set eyes on him. I’m worried for the man. He has so many friends here in the glen, it’s unlike him to go off and not say a word to anyone.”
Anna stared into the fire. The old man had been like an uncle to her. She hated to think of him being treated badly. When she spoke her voice was tinged with sadness.
“But surely someone must have seen him leave? I don’t remember; did he own a car? And what of his dogs? Do you think he took them with him?”
“No, Sandy didn’t have a car of his own. He drove one of the estate vehicles, and on the day he vanished, it was found outside the factor’s house with the keys in the ignition. As for the dogs, who knows, lass? They’re a fine pair of working collies, and valuable too. It saddens me to think anything untoward has befallen them or their master. But if Sandy hasn’t gone to his daughter’s, I can’t see what use he’d have for two sheepdogs. Can you?”
Anna shivered. “Sandy is a sensible man, Morag. He wouldn’t do anything stupid, nor would he harm his dogs. They mean the world to him. But I agree with you, this is all very strange.”
“Yes, it is, and that’s only half of it. Just before Christmas the Laird increased the tenants’ rents, and for the old folks like Mrs. McPherson, with only her pension, it’s a struggle. Three families have left the village in the last six weeks, and I daresay before the summer is out, others will follow. The only work for the men is on the estate, or in the forestry, and neither pays particularly well, but you know that. There’s hardly a family in the area that doesn’t rely on the big house for housing or employment, and if the estate is sold it will signal the end of the community.”
“Oh, Morag. Are things really that bad?”
“Aye, lass, they are. It’s one of the reasons Lachlan is determined to buy a farm.”
Anna rubbed her chin. There was no doubt Morag was telling the truth. More and more small communities such as theirs were dying out. Once the young folk left to go to school and university, very few ever returned. Most preferred to take well-paid city jobs, rather than face unemployment in their isolated villages. And while city folk clamored for the country life, few could take the isolation or lack of modern day conveniences places such as Kinloch Hourn afforded.
It was close to midnight when Anna left Morag’s cottage. Driving back to the croft she found it hard to put their conversation out of her mind. The Monymusk Arms Hotel, while owned by the estate, was let on a long term lease. Ewan Abercrombie, the manager, relied heavily on the summer trade, for the winter months brought few visitors, just the odd climber looking for the thrill of an ice climb. The road from Fort William could be blocked by snow for days on end, often making passage in and out of the glen impossible. Morag’s prediction that the community would die could easily become a reality. And when that happened, Anna realized, she’d no longer be able to stay at the croft, despite all the happy memories it held.
She pulled the Land Rover to a halt and climbed out into the brilliance of a starry night. Out on the loch, through the faint mist that rose off the still, dark water, she could see Luke’s yacht bobbing up and down on its mooring. In the tall pines at the side of the croft, an owl hooted. A lump rose in her throat. God forbid she would ever have to part with the croft in its spectacular wilderness. Abruptly, she turned, walked up the path to the door, and inserted the heavy key in the lock.
Chapter Four
Although the promised change in the weather hadn’t materialized by the time Anna finished breakfast, she decided to tackle lighting the old iron stove anyway. Using the immersion heater was not only expensive and inconvenient; it took too long to heat sufficient water for her morning shower.
The Aga, a huge cream colored range that stood in the inglenook fireplace, had been in the croft for as long as she could remember. Her grandparents had relied on it for hot water, heating, and cooking until the electricity board brought power to this part of the glen.
She tried to light it, but smoke filled the kitchen. She sighed. She knew what that meant. A trip to the roof. She’d seen her grandfather clean the chimney before. How long ago, ten? Fifteen years? More? She could do it. After all, she owned the croft now. It couldn’t be that hard, could it?
Wearing her oldest clothes and a pair of overalls she found in a chest in the spare room, she piled her hair up in a careless knot and surveyed her project. She dragged a weathered wooden ladder from the cow-shed and rested it against the gable end of the croft. Suddenly, the top of the chimney looked awfully high. She swallowed nervously. While accustomed to decorating her flat, climbing up a twenty foot ladder and peering down a chimney was a different thing altogether.
Pulling a pair of gloves from her pocket she placed a foot on the first rung of the ladder. It creaked noisily and sagged under her weight, but didn’t give way, so she put her foot on to the next. It too rebelled, but didn’t break. She took her time, climbed rung by rung, and eventually made it halfway up the ladder.
“Do you think it’s smart to be doing that?”
She jerked. The ladder swayed precariously. She gasped in panic. Fearing she was about to fall, she closed her eyes, tightened her grip, and clung on with all her might. Leaning against the ladder for support, she swiveled her head to look at the man below.
Luke.
“I might have known it was you. What do you think you’re doing scaring people half to death?”
“People? I was aiming for ‘person’. And only half to death? I must be losing my touch,” Luke chuckled. “Honest, I saw you from the yacht and thought you might need some help.”
“That’s kind of you, but unless you have a set of sweep’s brushes stashed away on that boat of yours, there’s nothing you can do.”
“Why don’t you come down and let me do whatever you were doing?”
Anna shook her head vigorously. “No, thanks I can manage. I’ve nearly finished.”
“Then at least let me steady the ladder for you. I wouldn’t want you to fall…unless that’s your usual way of getting down. Forgive me, I’m still unclear on the local customs, you see.”
“Ha, ha, ha. Oh, you’re really funny today, aren’t you? All right, laughing boy, hold away.” She removed the torch from her back pocket, and peered down the chimney. An old bird’s nest had fallen inside; she reached down and pulled it out. Apart from that, the chimney appeared to be relatively free of soot. She started to climb back down. One of the rungs gave way, and the next thing she knew, she was flying backward through the air.
“Arrrrrrrgh!” She screwed up her eyes expecting to land on hard Scottish granite, but instead Luke’s strong arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her roughly, almost violently, to safety. Without thinking, she buried her face against the corded muscles of his neck, and clung to him with trembling limbs. If Luke hadn’t caught her she would have most likely broken her neck. Slowly the tremors subsided, and she became acutely aware of the warmth of his body. His nearness was overwhelming and she was filled with a strange inner excitement. She tried to rationalize her feelings by putting them down to the shock of her fall, but failed. There was no doubt that what she’d felt was the first flush of sexual desire.
Coloring fiercely, Anna backed out of his grasp. “Er…I’m sorry about that. I guess the rungs weren’t as strong as I thought.”
“That old twig? I can’t imagine how you ever thought it’d hold you up. You’re lucky I was here. Are you okay? No bones broken?”
“I’m fine. The only thing that’s dented is my pride! Thanks for catching me.”
His tawny brown eyes meet her green ones. “Trust me, the pleasure is all mine.”
Keenly aware of his scrutiny, Anna willed herself to look away.
Luke bent down and examined the ladder. Although old, it was in reasonably good condition. He picked up the remains of the rung and ran his thumb over the wood. The break should have been jagged and splintered where the wood had given way. Instead, part of it was smooth, as if someone had taken a hacksaw and sawn part way through the rung.
“You’ve been lucky. You could have been seriously hurt. It’s about time this old ladder was retired and turned into firewood.”
Anna wrapped her arms around her body, and shivered at the image his words created in her mind.
He rested his hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re all right? You look a little pale to me. Want me to fetch you a glass of water?”
“No. I’m fine. Please stop fussing. I’m not about to faint.”
“I’m glad to hear it. Are you planning any more gymnastics today?”
She grinned mischievously. “Later, I thought I might try a triple Lutz on the lawn. Seriously, I’ve had enough aerial acrobatics to last me a while. I appreciate your thoughtfulness in offering to help.”
“Well, if you’re sure. I’ll be on my way.” With that he turned and walked back across the lawn to his dinghy.
Anna watched Luke stride across the grass towards the beach. Each time she saw him the pull on her senses was stronger. And if she were honest, she’d enjoyed the feel of his arms around her. Yet, such an attraction would be perilous, and would only end in more heartache, coming as it did so soon after the end of her affair with Mark.
She picked up the torch from where it lay on the lawn and headed back to the kitchen. Once inside, she undid the inspection plate on the flue where it entered the chimney, and shone her torch around inside. Satisfied that everything looked all right, she re-filled the firebox with an old newspaper and some kindling she’d found in the cow-shed, but rather than set it alight, she decided to wait until after she’d stocked up on groceries. The last thing she wanted was for the house to burn down while she was out.
It was mid-morning when she returned to the croft. Pushing open the front door with the toe of her boot, she carried four plastic bags of groceries into the kitchen, dropping them on the table with a sign of relief. She rubbed the circulation back in to her bloodless fingers, thankful that she wouldn’t have to shop again for a while.
Anna stared at the Aga and wondered if her meager savings would stand the strain of using the immersion heater for another day. But common sense got the better of her, and seeing how she’d risked life and limb climbing the ladder to check the chimney, she’d light it.
Squatting in front of the Aga, she opened the firebox. She gasped, and rocked back on her heels. Two shiny brass bullets lay on top of the firewood in the stove. If she hadn’t bothered to check the kindling before adding the firelighter and striking the match, they would have exploded, causing God knows what sort of damage.
Someone had left them for her.
Her breath caught in her throat. The color drained from her face. Her hands clenched until her nails dug into her palm. Someone had been in her cottage. In all her thirty-two years on the planet, she’d never felt so scared.
Her first inclination was to bolt out the door, jump into the Land Rover, and drive screaming to the nearest police station. But that was some distance away, and besides, chances were they’d laugh, and then remind her that she lived on the edge of one of largest sporting estates in Scotland. Finding cartridges was not that unusual. In all probability, a passing sportsman, without a thought to his actions, had carelessly tossed them into the cow-shed. They’d fallen into the box of kindling, and she’d not noticed them when she laid the fire.
Carefully she removed them, placing them on the table behind her. She glanced round the small kitchen; everything seemed to be in its proper place. Telling herself she was being foolish for feeling scared, she stepped into the hallway, and stood motionless, her head slightly to one side, listening for the slightest sound. There was only silence.
Her movements stiff and awkward, she rested her hand on the banister and stepped onto the bottom tread of the narrow, wooden staircase. It creaked under her weight; the sound reverberating through the small cottage. Her heart jumped in her chest, her stomach clenched, and every nerve in her body felt as if it had been electrified.
Anna swallowed the scream bubbling in her throat. One by one she climbed the stairs. The door to her bedroom was slightly ajar. Had she left it that way? She couldn’t remember. She threw it open with all her strength. It crashed against the wall. The room was empty, yet she knew someone had been there.
She crossed the landing to the second bedroom. The door was shut, just she’d left it. Her hand trembled as it reached for the doorknob. It turned easily. She pushed open the door and stepped inside. It too was empty.
Back in the kitchen she sat in the wooden rocker next to the Aga, and took one, then another deep breath and tried to relax. She plucked a bullet off the table and examined it. There was an outline of an animal etched into the brass. A lion, or a tiger, perhaps? Either way, it meant nothing to her. As far as she was concerned, it was just the same as every other bullet she’d seen—deadly.
Anna rolled the bullets in her hand, before dropping them in the dresser drawer out of harm’s way. She told herself she was being silly to worry. If she’d paid more attention when laying the fire instead of rushing to the village, she probably would have noticed them lying amongst the bundles of old papers and firewood.
An hour passed before she was finally able to pull herself together and drag the old table and chair she’d found in the cow-shed into the shade of a tall Scots pine. Armed with her laptop and notebook, she sat down at the table with the intention of writing. She stared at the small screen, but lingering fear blocked her inspiration.
A flash of movement on the small pebble and sand beach in front of the croft caught her attention. Sure enough, it was the otter she’d heard calling earlier that morning, out with her young cubs on a hunting trip in the still of a Highland summer’s day. Anna watched them frolic in the rock pools and kelp beds, safe from human interference. When they disappeared into the gentle lapping waves she rested her chin in her hands and re-read her notes. Slowly, a scene formed in her mind.
The stranger came again last night. He wore the kilt and the plaid, but I knew from the cut of the cloth that he was no ordinary Highlander. In the dim light cast by the fire, I judged him to be tall, certainly taller than my father. As for his coloring I could not tell, but thought his hair to be dark as a raven’s wing. He appeared to be of gentle birth, for he spoke no Gaelic. His manner and bearing suggested he was an educated man.
I had been sent to bed early, but could not sleep. Instead, I lay huddled under my thin blanket in the corner of the box bed I shared with my younger brothers and sisters, and listened to the hushed voice of the stranger as he told my mother and father the dreadful news. Of course we’d heard the rumors—there was hardly a glen in the Highlands that had not—of tenants being forced to leave their homes for poorer land on the coast, the roofs of their houses being torn down and burnt to prevent their return. We’d heard tales of women and children being left to starve, of the elderly dying in their beds. But we never thought it would happen to us.
Suddenly, the voices stopped and the stranger raised his head and looked directly at me. A cold shiver gripped me. I sensed something was wrong and I knew that our lives were about to change forever. Like my grandmother and her grandmother before her, I had been blessed with the gift of the Sight, the ability to see into the future, but tonight all I could feel was a sense of foreboding, so strong that it was almost palpable.
Anna had just finished typing the last word when she heard the sound of an approaching vehicle. Shading her eyes against the sun, she saw a Range Rover drive through the narrow gate to the croft.
Irritated at being disturbed, she saved her work, closed her laptop, and turned to look at the vehicle. A tall, sandy-haired man climbed out from behind the steering wheel. He wore a red and green tartan kilt and a plain lovat green tweed jacket and waistcoat. There was something about his bearing that was vaguely familiar. As he drew closer it suddenly dawned on her who he was.
“Alistair. Alistair Grant!” she said, rushing forward to greet him. “Of all the people, I certainly didn’t expect to you to come and visit me. I supposed I should call you Laird now.”
He laughed and kissed her cheek. Apart from a few laughter lines around his eyes and his sun-streaked hair, he’d changed little over the intervening years, whereas she had. Her hair was longer now for one thing, and she was slimmer too, yet Alistair had recognized her at once.
“No need to be formal, Anna, my dear. How lovely to see you again, and looking so radiant too. I heard you were back in the glen and felt I had to come and say hello.”
“It’s been a while.”
“Yes it has,” he said, resting his hip on the table. “It must be all of what? Ten, no, twelve years since we last saw each other?”
“Your sister’s wedding, if I recall. How is she, by the way?”
“Sophie’s living in matrimonial bliss in Hong Kong. She has two children now, with a third on the way. I was sorry to hear about your grandmother. I know the old lady was very dear to you.”
Anna swallowed the lump which had suddenly formed in her throat. “Yes, she was, and I miss her dreadfully. Look, why don’t you come up to the house, I was about to make some coffee or there’s iced tea, if you prefer.”
“Iced tea would be nice.”
“Come on then,” she said, linking her arm with his and leading the way. “This must be a difficult time for you too, with your father’s illness. I hear you’ve been living in the South of France. It must be quite a culture shock coming back here after so many years away. Are you home for good, or is this just a flying visit?”
“I have a few business matters which require my urgent attention, so I’ll be here for the foreseeable future. What about you?”
“I’m planning on staying for the summer at least.”
“That’s marvelous. We can renew our acquaintance. We used to be er… good friends when we were younger, didn’t we?”
“That was a long time ago, Alistair. If I remember correctly, you dumped me in favor of Lord so-and-so’s spotty daughter. Now what was her name?”
Alistair pulled out a chair from under the kitchen table, and sat down. “Fiona. Fiona Douglas. Her father owns an estate in Aberdeenshire.”
“That’s right. When I left at the end of that summer you were about to be led up the altar. What happened?”
“I saw sense, and realized I was in love with you,” he replied, with an infectious grin.
For a long moment Anna stared at him, and then laughed out loud. “Oh Alistair, you always did have a good sense of humor.”
“You wound me, my lady.” he said, placing his hand on his heart.
“Oh, please…we were teenagers. We didn’t know how to make a commitment for the next twenty-four hours, let alone a lifetime.” Anna handed him a glass.
“My, my, you have become cynical in your old age. But we won’t fall out over the past. Surely, you must have realized that it was my father who interfered.”
“Really? I didn’t know that.”
“He had this idea about merging the Douglas estate with ours, so he insisted I end our relationship.”
“What relationship?” Anna asked, taking a sip from her glass. “We hung round together. We were nothing more than friends, and you know it. I wouldn’t even let you kiss me. I was seventeen years old! I was going up to university. I wasn’t ready for a serious relationship, and what’s more, you were halfway through your studies at Cambridge. It would have been a disaster for both of us.”
“Perhaps the timing wasn’t quite right. “We’re both more mature now, and you’re no longer the gangly teenager you once were. You’re a beautiful woman, if you don’t mind my saying so. And if rumor is to be believed, you’re still unattached.”
Anna’s green eyes sparkled with amusement. “Are you trying to chat me up, by any chance?”
“I never did like that turn of phrase—far too common. Just let’s say that I’d like to renew our acquaintance. Have dinner with me? I know this delightful restaurant in Glasgow. It’s chic and intimate, and the food is wonderful. We could take in a show and make a night of it.”
Anna thought about his offer for a millisecond. He was attractive, intelligent, and at times, amusing. All the qualities she admired in a man, but a cynical inner voice cut through her thoughts. He was also a love-them-and-leave-them Lothario. But could his father’s illness have forced him to change his ways? She doubted it. Besides, she wasn’t ready for another relationship. At least not yet. And when she was, it would be with a man she could trust with her life.
“Alistair, it’s very kind of you—but no thank you.”
“Not even for old time’s sake?”
Anna wavered. “Well… may I think about it?”
“Of course you may. You never know, you might enjoy yourself.”
“We move in totally different circles and have absolutely nothing in common,” Anna said looking out of the window to where the dogs lay on the lawn.
“On the contrary, I’m sure if we took the time to become re-acquainted, we’d find we have many mutual interests.”
“I’ve only just arrived, Alistair. Let me get settled in, then ask me again.”
“Very well, my dear, if that’s what you want. But just think of world I could introduce you to. Who knows? You might even end up being mistress of Killilan House. Maybe I’ll drop by the croft one day next week and ask you again.” He tugged at his waistcoat and stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must be going. I have an appointment with my factor. Thank you for the drink,” he said, giving her a hug.
Anna watched him drive off before returning to her manuscript. It was only when Ensay, bored by hours of inactivity, wandered over, and sat at her feet, that she looked up.
Leaning back, she cast a critical eye over the words on the screen. Not bad for an opening chapter. Of course the grammar would need to be tightened, and the storyline needed tweaking, and her characters needed names. But it was a start. She smiled to herself, feeling guilty. She always told her students they must plan each chapter down to the last comma, but now she realized she couldn’t write like that. She much preferred the freedom to develop her characters page by page, rather than have them fully evolved before a word was typed.
Absentmindedly, she reached down and stroked the black and white head resting on her knee. When she stopped, the dog nudged her hand for more attention. Anna looked into the trusting brown eyes.
“I suppose you think I’ve been ignoring you.”
The collie pushed at her hand once more. Anna’s gentle laughter rippled through the still air. She was sure the dog understood every word she said.
“I get the message. You want to play. But if I’m going to keep you in dog biscuits all summer, you’ll have to learn to amuse yourself and let me work.” She saved her manuscript and then carried her laptop into the croft. The dog followed faithfully at her heels.
Chapter Five
Grant returned to Killilan House, and shut himself in the library. What was wrong with him? He’d always had success with the ladies—it took little effort. And yet that little effort hadn’t made Anna MacDonald accept his offer of a date. No, nothing was wrong with him. It was her. She’d clearly become a man-hater. Still, he had to do something about her… something…
He opened the small rosewood drinks cabinet, and poured himself a large measure of Scotch. He stared into the glass, and a resentful expression settled on his aristocratic features. Until a month ago, his life on the Riviera had been perfect. A yacht, admittedly leased for the season, an Aston Martin, fabulous parties, attended by A-list celebrities. But it had all come to an end the day his father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.
At least the old boy was safely ensconced in a nursing home where he couldn’t do any more damage. But the cost, added to the estate’s huge overdraft, was crippling. And Sophie, his sister, and her Hong Kong banker husband were of no help. They’d refused to assist with the fees, saying that all their spare cash was tied up in stocks and bonds and other investments, and would take some time to convert to cash. It was a poor excuse. He knew they were lying, and had told them so, and the ensuing argument was bitter and futile. Sophie said she’d never speak to him again. He had every reason to believe her.
A grim letter from the family accountant had arrived that morning. Things were worse than he imagined. He tossed back the whisky, then picked up the decanter, and carried it back to his desk. While drinking didn’t solve his problem, it sure helped, although having the servants see him drinking this early in the day would have given his mother apoplexy, Alistair thought as he refilled his glass.
Ordinarily, he would have found comfort in the library, but today its somber decoration only added to his depression. The walls, apart from one, which held portraits of his father and grandfather, were covered in floor to ceiling bookshelves. Chinese rugs covered the polished wood floor. He paced the room, stopping in front of the Louis XV mantel clock. He wondered whether it was an original or a copy. He turned it round to examine it when someone knocked on the door. A wiry, bald headed man opened it and glared at him wordlessly.
“MacKinnon. Come in. I’ve been expecting you.” Alistair sank into his overstuffed leather desk chair. McKenzie MacKinnon had been recommended by a friend of a friend in France as having the skills necessary to do the job, but God alone knew which gutter he’d climbed out of, or where he’d found his clothes.
MacKinnon kicked the door closed with the heel of his right boot.
“For God’s sake!” shouted Alistair. “Be careful. You nearly sent a Minton vase toppling. It’s worth all of three grand.”
Mac pulled off his deerstalker and scratched his bald head.
“Aye? But then I suppose that’s nothing compared with the value of this place as a whole, and once you’ve signed yon piece of paper, you’ll be able to afford even more fancy jugs.”
“Well, that rather depends on you, doesn’t it?” Alistair replied. “So far, we haven’t discussed the finer details of our…our little business transaction, which brings me nicely to the subject. Take a seat.”
Mac dropped heavily into the Chippendale chair. The delicate chair legs creaked rebelliously under his weight. He rested his shotgun on his knees, then folded his arms across his chest. His gaze settled on the young Laird’s face.
“I have four weeks in which to sign the contract. If I don’t meet the deadline, the deal is off, and along with it our arrangement.”
Mac’s thin lips twisted into thin line. “That’s what you think, your Lairdship. We have an agreement and it says nothing about payment being conditional on completion.”
“Don’t try veiled threats with me, MacKinnon. I know enough about your activities to put you inside for a very long time.”
“I’ll bear that in mind. Even so, you must be desperate to hire the likes of me.”
Alistair took out his handkerchief and dabbed his palms. He felt dirty having to deal with this disreputable man, but time was running out and he had no other option. “I was told you could get the job done quickly and without any fuss.”
“Aye, so you said on the phone. The taxes on this place must be crippling. Even so, it must be really tough owning all this,” MacKinnon said, waving his arm about the room. “But don’t worry, your Lairdship. There’s plenty of time for me to deal with your little problem.”
“You’ve made little progress to date. You told me that you’d have everything sorted within no time at all. What happened?”
“It will be sorted, so long as you stop interfering. You should have stayed in the south of France.”
“I couldn’t, you know that. An estate of this size doesn’t run itself, you know.”
“That’s as may be. But these matters take time your Lairdship, if they are to be handled properly. You’ve only just appointed me as factor, so I can’t start shouting orders or your tenants will get suspicious. That McInnes woman, for one. She sees everything. It’s positively uncanny. Anyway, you don’t want the village gossip spreading rumors.”
“Good Lord, man! The last thing I need.”
“In that case let me do the job my way.”
“All right. But be careful. And keep me informed. I can’t afford to miss the closing date.”
“You’re not the only one with a vested interest in this project, remember. You’ve promised me a hefty bonus for a successful outcome.”
“Yes, well…just as long as we’re clear on what is at stake. You can go now.”
“That’s it? No affairs of the estate to discuss? As your factor, I’m supposed to be seen with you—quite often.”
“Oh, yes,” Alistair sighed, “how silly of me to forget. You’d better tell the lads to get the silage cut. You’ll also need to book shearers for the sheep. The shooting season gets underway in a few months. I assume the pheasant pens are well stocked? And you will need to hire some beaters. I can’t afford to turn clients away.”
“Aye, I’ll make sure it’s all taken care of. Now, if there’s nothing else, your Lairdship, I’ve a few things to attend to.” He picked up his gun.
MacKinnon rose, scraping the antique chair against the polished wood floor. Alistair winced. “I’m counting on you, MacKinnon, for an early resolution to this problem. Don’t let me down.”
MacKinnon snorted. “We’ll, see. It all depends on how I feel, your Lairdship. It all depends on how I feel.” He scuttled out and slammed the door after himself. Alistair jumped and looked back to see if the vase was all right. It was, but his stomach wasn’t.
He swiveled his chair and stared out at the ornamental garden. How had he got into this mess? And, worse still, how could he control that vicious Glasgow rat? He slammed his fist on the desk. His glass crashed to the floor, shattering into a hundred pieces, spilling its contents onto the Chinese rug. God damn it! Did everything he touched have to go wrong?
He picked up the largest shards of glass and dropped them into the wooden wastebasket, narrowly escaping cutting himself. He looked down at the ever-spreading pool of whisky. Oh, the hell with it. Let Mrs. McTavish mop it up. Poor or not, no proper Laird did his own cleaning.
There had to be another way to resolve his problems, but he couldn’t see any course of action other than the one he was already taking. He looked at the papers lying on the desk in the vague hope they held the answers, but what he saw there only made him more depressed. Clasping his hands behind his head, he leaned back in his chair and stared at the painting of his father on the opposite wall.
“You rotten old bastard. It’s your fault. If you hadn’t…if you’d only…oh, I hope you die and go to hell!” After a moment’s contemplation, he snatched up the phone and dialed.
“About that matter we discussed last time I was in town,” he growled before the person on the other end of the line had chance to answer. “I’ve decided you can go ahead.”
Chapter Six
The short-wave radio crackled above Luke’s head. The announcer’s voice was barely audible above the static. Luke adjusted the dial hoping to catch the weather report, but it was impossible to get a decent signal. He wasn’t too concerned. Until the replacement pump for the auto-pilot arrived, he couldn’t sail back to Cape Cod anyway, not unless he found someone to help crew the yacht and take a turn at the helm while he slept.
The scenery and diversity of the coastline amazed him. The Hebridean islands were stunning, with their white-sand beaches and low grassy, wild flower-strewn machair. But they were nothing compared with the dramatic, impenetrable sea-cliffs of the mainland, interspersed with beaches and fjord-like sea lochs, which, according to his chart, stretched inland like the fingers of an arthritic hand.
In that respect, Loch Hourn was a perfect example. Its steep mountains, a mixture of bare rock, heather, gorse and bracken, tumbling streams, and waterfalls were inhospitable. But in some respects it was also a modern man-made wilderness, as along the shoreline he’d seen the ghostly, roofless remains of earlier dwellings.
While his dinner cooked on the small two-ringed stove, Luke gazed out of the cabin window to the solitary, white-washed cottage across the loch. The setting sun dipped ever closer to the horizon, its red fiery orb casting a rich ochre shadow on the walls of the cottage. The colors and panorama were spectacular, and his fingers itched to capture the scene unfolding before him. It would make a wonderful painting, with the rock and pebble beach in front, and the majestic mountains behind. About half a mile to the left, he could see a waterfall cascading over granite boulders into a stream below, which in turn, meandered into the loch and the sea beyond.
Luke lifted the pan off the stove, gathered up his sketchbook and pastels, and went up the companionway to the deck. With the cabin window against his back for support and his sketchbook resting on his knee, his pencil strokes soon captured the image of the croft, bathed in the light of the setting sun.
He remembered the time he and Nicole, his fiancée, had headed up to Lake Tahoe for the weekend. It had been what, three? No, five years ago. He’d insisted they go for a walk along the lake shore after dinner. It had been an evening similar to this. Tall, blonde, with vibrant blue eyes, and a ready laugh, Nicole had captured his heart from the moment they’d met. Despite the warnings from his superior about agents not getting involved, he’d fallen in love with her. They’d been dating for six months, when he decided to propose. He had it all planned. He’d ask her to give up her job in San Francisco and move into his house on Cape Cod. They’d be married from there. He’d even picked out a ring the week before while on a business trip to New York. A two carat solitaire diamond set in platinum. When he’d slipped the ring on her finger she’d cried and clung to him. He’d been the happiest man on the planet.
But his world fell apart three months later on the day she died in his arms. If he’d only told her true nature of his work rather than concealing it from her, he might have been able to protect her. But he hadn’t. And her death was his fault.
Luke rubbed his eyes. No use pretending there weren’t any tears. No one was there to see him cry. Damned memories—what would it take to finally burn them away?
He gazed over at Anna’s cottage. He’d seen similar houses on the Hebridean islands, but on those, the builder had used turf as a bed for the thatched roof of bracken and heather. Tigh na Cladach’s hip-ended roof was tiled in slate, its one apparent concession to modernity. Two small dormer windows were set into it. Could they be bedrooms? Surely not, for anyone over five foot would find it difficult, if not impossible, to stand upright in such a confined space. No, he reasoned, they must be for additional light and he guessed the bedrooms would be at the rear of the property, although it was difficult to imagine the internal layout without actually looking inside.
He wished he’d brought his camera on deck, but with dusk descending, he had little time left in which to sketch the scene, let alone capture it on film. For this evening, at least, he’d have to be satisfied with his drawings. There’d be other opportunities to take photographs, which he would use as an aide-memoire once back at the easel in his Cape Cod studio.
The water rippling against the hull soothed him. Even though he’d lost the light, he remained on deck thinking about Anna. This was a wild and isolated place for a woman to live, especially a young woman, and he wondered again what had brought her to this remote glen. Was she ever lonely in the croft, with only her dogs for company?
His drawing momentarily forgotten, Luke watched a shadow cross in front of one of the windows. A light snapped on, followed by that of the porch, creating an eerie dance of shadows on the lawn. Anna appeared, pulling on a jacket as she walked across the grass towards the rocky beach. The two dogs followed close behind. The breeze instantly whipped her hair into disarray.
He turned to a clean page and quickly started sketching the tall, slim figure as she paused now and again to throw sticks for the dogs. She lingered at the water’s edge, bending down to investigate something. At the precise moment he lifted his eyes from his drawing, she straightened and looked across the loch to the yacht. She stood motionless, her hands by her side, staring into the twilight. At first he wasn’t sure if she could see him sitting against the bulkhead, but then she gave a brief wave in acknowledgement. Before he realized it, he’d returned the gesture.
Although her features were indiscernible, he knew she would be smiling, her bright eyes sparkling, as she enjoyed the walk with her Border collies. Abruptly, she turned and walked on toward the waterfall, and was soon out of sight.
Luke felt a sudden stab of envy at her uncomplicated life. It had been years since he’d enjoyed such simple pleasures. If he’d suggested to Kate, his girlfriend in Chatham, that they go for a walk or stay in a remote mountain cabin rather than a five-star hotel, she’d have been horrified. Limousines, designer clothes, exclusive restaurants, and champagne were far more her style than loafers, a sweater, and old blue jeans. And up until now, he’d felt pretty much the same way.
Continuing to work on his sketch, he thought about his life back home. He owned a fine house, an old converted coastguard station on the seaward shore of Cape Cod. There was an SUV in the garage, and this yacht. He enjoyed great success as an artist, with his paintings exhibited in galleries all over the States. His bank balance was healthy. And there was Kate, with her too-blue eyes and beach-girl hair. Life was good, yet now he yearned for something else, such as a walk along the beach with a woman who could love him for himself, and not for his wealth and social status. As classy as she was, Kate hardly qualified.
Twenty minutes later, the dogs trotted back into view, Anna trailing behind. She paused and looked up into the sky. Luke couldn’t see what she was searching for. Then he saw them. First one, then two, then four tiny black dots came wheeling out of the old barn at the side of the croft. Bats! He hadn’t seen a bat since childhood, when his uncle in Austin had taken him to Congress Bridge to see them emerge at dusk. He certainly hadn’t expected to see them this far north or in such an isolated place.
He looked at his watch; it was nearly eleven-thirty, yet felt much earlier. The strange half-light of a Scottish summer evening confused him, despite the fact that he’d first dropped anchor in the Outer Hebrides.
Across the loch, Anna called the dogs, her voice carrying over the water in the still evening air. When she disappeared inside the cottage, Luke rose. He checked the sails to make sure they were securely stowed for the night, and that the anchor was firmly set. He picked up his artist’s materials and headed for the companionway, pausing on the top step to enjoy scent of wood smoke drifting across the loch.
Chapter Seven
The following Monday, Anna started work at the Monymusk Arms. Originally built as a hunting lodge for Killilan estate, the two-story granite building had been converted into a hotel by Alistair Grant’s father some ten years previously, to prevent it from falling into disrepair.
Set amidst spectacular scenery, it stood on a rise overlooking the village. Bordered by rhododendrons, and extensive gardens, it retained much of its Victorian charm. An outpost of comfort and graciousness, the hotel restaurant offered good food, comfortable accommodation, and rumor had it that Queen Victoria had once stayed there.
The fifteen letting bedrooms, each named after a clan, were decorated in its clan colors. The Lindsay room, which doubled as the honeymoon suite, overlooked a small lochan at the side of the hotel, and had recently been refurbished in muted shades of green and deep rose.
Although remote, and surrounded by unspoilt countryside, it remained popular with hillwalkers, climbers, and fishermen who came to try their hand at trout and salmon fishing in the nearby rivers and lochs. An impressive array of stags heads and stuffed fish hung on the walls of the bar and entrance hall. A certificate displayed in reception proudly announced the hotel had been designated the ‘Best Sporting Hotel in Scotland’ for three years running.
Last winter, much to the surprise of Ewan, the manager, it had been hired by a major TV production company to double for ‘the local hostelry’ in a series of programs about the life of a fictitious Scottish laird.
Employed as a chambermaid and girl Friday, Anna stripped and made beds each morning, and when necessary, helped out in the kitchen.
“I hear there’s a yacht moored in the loch,” Morag said, as she helped her make up the twin beds in room seven.
“Morag, how on earth do you know that?”
“Well, lass, you know how the village grapevine works. One of the shepherds saw it sail into the loch. He told his wife, who mentioned it to Ewan, who then told me. I understand it’s quite large and expensive looking, has two masts for the sails and there’s an American flag flying off the stern on a wee pole. Oh, and it’s anchored opposite Tigh na Cladach.”
Anna pulled the pillowcase on a bolster, plumped it up, and placed it on the bed, avoiding her inquisitor’s gaze. “Yes, that’s right, although the sight of a boat in the loch is not that unusual, even this early in the tourist season.”
“And would I also be right in saying that it belongs to the gentleman you brought down to the hotel the other day?”
Anna’s whipped round to stare at her friend. “Who told you about that?”
“Katrina saw a Land Rover—your Land Rover, in the car park. She just happened to be in the bar when a man came in wanting to change a £50 note.”
“Just because there was a Land Rover in the car park, doesn’t mean to say it was mine.”
“No, it doesn’t. But there were two border collies in it, and it was driven by a woman with ginger hair—”
“It’s not ginger!” Anna declared, mildly irritated.
“You’re the only woman in the glen with hair that color. And as your house is the only one which stands on the shore of loch, he couldn’t have got a lift from anyone else.”
“Actually he could have walked as far as the car park and hitched a lift with one of the hillwalkers.”
“He could have, but he didn’t. So what’s he like, this American friend of yours? And why didn’t you tell me about him the other evening?” Morag smiled benignly, as if dealing with a temperamental child.
“I’d hardly call him a friend. I did him a favor, that’s all. He’s got a problem with the pump for the auto-pilot, and needs a part for it. Besides, I couldn’t very well let him walk the twelve miles to the phone, now could I?”
“No, lass, you could not. You’ve been brought up to treat people better than that. So how long will he be staying?”
“I don’t know. It depends on when the part arrives. That might not be until sometime next week, or possibly the week after. I think he said it’s unsafe for him to return to the States until he’s made the repair, and even then he might have to take the yacht into the boatyard in Fort William to be checked over.”
“I see. Where exactly in America did you say he comes from?”
Anna tucked the top sheet under the mattress. “I didn’t. And since when are you an expert on American geography?”
“I’m not. It’s just a point of curiosity, that’s all.”
“My goodness Morag, you’d have made an excellent police interrogator. I only gave him a lift to the hotel. He said Massachusetts, but for all I know that’s next door to Seattle or Coney Island. If you’re that curious about him, why don’t you swim out to his yacht and ask him for yourself?”
Morag nodded slowly. “I could, but I doubt my Lachlan would sanction the activity. So tell me, what does your errant American look like? Is he young, or old? Is he alone, or does he have a companion, a woman friend perhaps?”
“He was very rude, and I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Mm. Then your eyesight must be failing.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my eyes.”
“Are you sure you don’t need to borrow my glasses? Because I can’t believe you could spend an hour in a man’s company and not remember what he looked like.”
Anna had seen that look before and knew its meaning well. “All right. He’s tall, dark-haired, greying at the temples, tanned, and if you like mature men, good-looking. His voice is deep, sensual, and positively oozes sex appeal. I’d say he’s about forty, or maybe even a little older. You already know he’s an American.”
“That’s the same thing Katrina said.”
“Then why bother asking me if you’ve already got all the answers? Really, Morag, you know I hate gossiping as much as I hate being the subject of curiosity and chitchat.”
“Aye, lass, I do. And in that respect, I should be apologizing. But you can’t blame an old married woman like me for being curious. I only have your best interest at heart now that your grandmother has gone. If he’s as good-looking as you say, I’m surprised he hasn’t asked a pretty girl like you out.”
Anna blushed. “What makes you think he hasn’t already done so?”
“Well if he had, you’d have told me, now wouldn’t you? Anyhow, you don’t want to be jumping into another relationship so soon after Mark. It will only end in tears.”
“Credit me with some sense. Luke’s only here for a few days. Besides, I’m not the type to leap into bed with the first man who comes along. Anyway, he could be married.”
“I’m sure he’s not. If he was, he wouldn’t be sailing across the Atlantic searching for a past he doesn’t know he has. You need to be watchful of that man.”
Anna rolled her eyes. “Oh, Morag! That’s ridiculous. He’s just a sailor who has a problem with his yacht and nothing more. It was pure chance that made him sail into Loch Hourn.”
Morag’s eyes grew dark and unfathomable. “That’s what you think, lass. But I’m telling you different, and you should be careful. There is danger in the glen. I see it around you.”
Anna shivered. “This isn’t the time or the place for one of your premonitions. And what’s more, you know I don’t believe in the ‘Second Sight’. There’s no scientific proof. At best, it’s a matter of coincidence, and at worst it’s a load of rubbish.”
Morag blinked and focused her gaze on Anna’s face. “Scottish history tells it differently, as you well know, but I’ll not argue with you. You are entitled to your opinion, as I am. You may not believe what I say at the moment, lass, but you will. Something evil is going on, and I can feel it.”
“Oh, please!” Anna snapped. “Your imagination is running away with you. You’ve been watching too many late night horror films on the television. They always give you nightmares when you’re alone. Speaking of you being alone, when does Lachlan get back?”
Morag wouldn’t be side-tracked. “Have it your own way, lass. You’ve known me long enough to know that the Sight has never let me down. I can see that my warning isn’t what you want to hear just now, so I’ll say no more. Shall we get on? We’ve still got another three bedrooms to tidy and lunch to prepare.”
Anna bit down on her temper. “Yes, let’s, in fact, why don’t you go and start lunch? I’ll finish off up here. When I’m through, I’ll come to the kitchen and give you a hand.”
“Of course, dear,” Morag smiled. She turned, and started down the stairs, but paused halfway down.
Wondering what the problem was, Anna leaned over the banister. A family with two young children and a baby were checking in at reception. She saw the look of indescribable sadness on her face. How long had it been? Two, three years since Morag’s last miscarriage? She’d shared Morag’s delight at being told she was pregnant, but couldn’t begin to understand the pain and disappointment she and Lachlan must have experienced each time Morag miscarried.
Anna wanted to reach out and give her friend a hug, and was about to tell her that there was plenty of time for her to have a family, when Morag broke the silence.
“And don’t forget to give the tiles in the bathroom in room four a good wipe down. They look as if they’re covered in snow. I swear the woman in there showers in talcum powder instead of water!” She called, as she continued down the stairs.
The more Anna thought about Morag’s warning, the more concerned she became. Certainly, since arriving at the croft she’d had more than her fair share of disturbed nights, but she’d put those down to the unaccustomed silence, rather than the Edinburgh’s traffic noise. And this talk of her being in danger—well, that was just nonsense, wasn’t it? Even so, Morag had a point. The croft was isolated. But she had the dogs, and they would attack anyone who threatened her.
No, Anna decided, Morag was just being her overdramatic self. No matter how much the warning echoed in her ears, nothing could persuade her that Luke was anything other than what he appeared, a yachtsman whose boat was in need of urgent repair. As soon as the necessary part arrived, he’d be on his way back to America.
Using her pass key, she opened the door to room thirteen, and pushed the service trolley inside. Only one of the two single beds had been slept in. As she moved the bed away from the wall the toes of her right foot hit something hard. She bent down and reached under the bed. Her fingers closed round a handle. Why guests couldn’t use the stand provided for suitcases, she would never know. She dragged the case out of the way.
Only it wasn’t a suitcase, but the gun case she’d seen the man carrying the day she’d visited Morag. She starred at it for a moment, then something made her undo the catch and flip open the top. A bolt action rifle with a telescopic sight lay inside. She shivered. Did the guest have no sense? He should have asked Ewan to lock it in the safe rather than leave it in his room. She closed the case and put it back under the bed. She’d mention it to Ewan and suggest he speak with the guest before she left the hotel.
Three quarters of an hour later Anna rejoined Morag in the kitchen.
“Ewan tells me the young Laird has returned from London,” Morag said.
Anna raised an eyebrow. “Yes. I know. Alistair called at the croft the other day. I thought you said he’d shown no interest in the estate.”
“Until now he hasn’t. But that might be about to change. He’s holding a meeting on Friday to inform the tenants of his grand plans.”
“Actually, he mentioned something about having some business problems to sort out. I wonder what they are.”
Morag looked thoughtful. “I’m not surprised he has problems. If he keeps on putting up the rents, his tenants will move away to less expensive housing. Then what will he do? And more importantly, what will happen to the families in the village?”
“Well, he could sell or lease the estate to some oil-rich Arab or pop star.”
“Now who’s being silly? Why would a pop star want to live up here, when he or she could have the bright lights of London? Besides, the estate is Alistair’s heritage; he’d never sell it.”
“Yes, Morag, I realize that. But if what I read in the papers is true, half the estates in Scotland are now owned by overseas investors, musicians, or film stars.”
“Ewan says there’s to be a Ceilidh too. In fact, he’s already been asked to provide the refreshments.”
“Really? Alistair’s hosting a dance? That doesn’t surprise me. He was always the one for a party. So, when is this great event to take place?”
“Three weeks on Saturday. You will come, won’t you?”
“I’m not a tenant, so I won’t be invited.”
“No, but you are part of the community. Besides, it will be good for you to get out and enjoy yourself.”
“Oh, I don’t know, Morag. I’m not thrilled by the idea. Lachlan will be home by then, and everyone else will have a partner. Perhaps if Mark and I…”
“Well, think on it, lass. You never know, something might happen between now and then to change your mind.”
The antique mahogany grandfather clock in the dining room struck two. Anna stopped at the reception desk to see if any post had been left for her. For a reason she couldn’t identify, she half-hoped for a letter from Mark. But there was nothing from him. She felt stupid for thinking about him. He was happy in Edinburgh with his bombshell. What need had he of her? And had he ever needed her?
For the first time since her arrival at the croft, she felt isolated and lonely. She’d lost her boyfriend and given up her job in the space of a day. And she was living in a tumbledown cottage in the middle of nowhere. Her parents would have advised her to stay in Edinburgh, swallow her pride, and ask for her job back, even if it meant working as an assistant to Mark’s new blonde. In her younger days she would have done as they’d recommended. But the new Anna said no, even though it pained her to the core.
Twenty minutes later, she carefully maneuvered the old Land Rover along the pot-holed track towards the croft. A new and unexpected warmth surged through her at the sight of Luke leaning against her door.
He walked over and opened the driver’s door. “Hi, there,” he said, his face splitting into a wide grin.
When his gaze swept over her face and lingered on her lips, Anna felt her pulse quicken. A hot blush rushed to her cheeks. Luke intrigued her; he radiated a vitality that drew her like a moth to a flame. No matter how hard she tried not to, she found herself responding with a smile of her own.
“Don’t tell me,” she said, climbing out from behind the wheel. “You want a lift to the phone again.”
“No. Actually, I came for the map you offered to let me borrow.”
Anna stared at him.
Luke tilted his head. “I thought you said I could borrow a map. Look, if this is a bad time or something, I’ll get by. Never mind.”
“Come in and I’ll get it for you.” She pushed her key in the door and threw it open. “Just watch the dogs…” but before she could finish the sentence, the two collies rushed past, nearly knocking Luke off his feet. Anna smiled apologetically. “Sorry, but they’ve been shut in since early morning and get—”
“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” he interrupted, rubbing his left knee where it had come into contact with the wall. He limped after her into the small kitchen.
She took the map out of the dresser drawer. “How far were you thinking of going?”
“I thought I’d climb the hill behind the cottage— if it’s not private property, of course.”
“It is, but don’t worry. There’s no law of trespass in Scotland. Provided you don’t cause any damage, you can roam pretty much where you want. The only exception is in the deer stalking season, when you have to be careful, but that doesn’t start until July. Most of the land around here belongs to the estate. It’s open to hillwalkers, except for a few weeks during the shooting season.” She glanced at his feet. “Those trainers aren’t suitable; you’ll break your ankle if you fall.”
“I don’t plan to fall. Besides, I don’t have anything else.”
“I think Mar—a friend left a pair of boots here last time he stayed.” She fished inside the cupboard under the stairs. “What size do you take?”
“Ten, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll just follow the shoreline instead.”
“It’s no bother, besides I was going to throw them away. Ah! Here they are. Mm, size eleven. They should be just right with a pair of thick socks. I’ll get you some, and you can try them on.”
Luke pulled off his trainers. “This…friend…won’t he be pissed off when he finds out you gave away his boots?”
“I doubt he even remembers buying them, or leaving them here. Besides, hillwalking was definitely not his forte. I can assure you he has other things on his mind, and he’s too busy pursuing them to think about driving all this way to collect a pair of walking boots.”
“I can’t just take another man’s boots. I—”
“Trust me, Mark won’t miss them. Do you want to go hillwalking or not?”
“Yes.”
“Well quit arguing, and try the damned things on. Otherwise it’ll be midnight before you get out the door!”
Luke pulled on the socks and boots, and took a few tentative steps around the kitchen. “They’re actually pretty comfortable. Good ankle supports.”
“Right then, you’re all set.” She pushed the jug of marigolds to one side, spread the map on the table and pointed to a dot. “Here’s the croft. You follow this track for about a mile through the trees until it forks. Take the left-hand fork past the ruins and then follow the stalkers’ path steadily up toward the top of Buidhe Bheinn. It’s fairly easy going, just one or two steep sections that you need to take care over. You can get to the top and back in about four hours, so I wouldn’t recommend you go that far this late in the day.”
Luke squinted at the map. “What are all these squiggly brown lines?”
“They’re contour lines. The closer together they are, the steeper the mountain. And these blue lines represent streams or waterfalls.” One glance at his face told her she’d lost her audience. “You have seen an Ordnance Survey Map before, haven’t you?”
“No. But I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t let you go.” She folded the map.
“Anna, I’m not stupid.” He placed a restraining hand on her arm. “Once I understand what all the symbols mean, it’ll be fine.”
“Mr. Tallantyre…”
His grin flashed briefly. “I’ve told you, call me Luke.”
“Luke. This is how it is. The Scottish mountains are dangerous even in summer. I’d be irresponsible to let you go wandering the hillside when you can’t understand the map. And I refuse to be answerable to the mountain rescue service when I have to call them out because you got lost.”
“What if I give you my word that I’ll only go half way up crag what’s-its-name?”
Anna was torn. She knew he’d be a liability out on the hill on his own, but when he gave her his irresistibly devastating grin, she was all but helpless to deny him the pleasure of a walk. Oh, what the hell, she thought, putting the kettle on the hob to boil.
“Let me make you a coffee, and then give me five minutes to change. I’ll come with you.” Luke started to complain, but she held up a hand. “Look, this is your first time hillwalking in Scotland. It’s not like going for a walk in the park or a stroll along the beach. It’s essential that you go with someone who knows the terrain, and besides, the dogs need exercising. It doesn’t matter to them whether they go along the shore or up the hill.”
While he waited for Anna to change, Luke wandered around the room. It was clean and tidy, but lacked modern gadgets. The pale oak units blended perfectly with the beamed ceilings, and polished granite worktops. A small table with two chairs snuggled against the front kitchen window, which looked out over the rocky beach. A cooking range, the likes of which he’d never seen before, stood in a stone clad alcove, which on closer examination appeared at one time, to have been a huge inglenook fireplace.
Minutes later, Anna padded into the room, wearing faded denim jeans and a T-shirt. She’d braided her hair, and casually thrown a russet-colored sweater about her shoulders. Luke’s gaze was riveted on her face as she sat down at the table, took a mouthful of coffee, then proceeded to pull on her socks and well-worn walking boots.
Chapter Eight
Anna set off at a brisk pace with Luke and the dogs in tow. Every now and again she would shake her head and wave her arms about, as though arguing with some invisible entity. So much for her plans for spending the afternoon writing. The next chapter of her novel was fully mapped out in her mind—all she needed to do was get it down on paper. Instead she’d volunteered to take this handsome stranger up a mountain.
I must be insane, she thought, as she covered the steep, rough ground with the grace of a gazelle. But it wasn’t insanity that had made her volunteer. It was pure, unadulterated lust. While there was no denying she found Luke attractive, it was barely a fortnight since she and Mark had split up. She was on the rebound, she reminded herself, but her hormones refused to listen. Whenever Luke was close she found his presence disturbing. But a summer romance? That wasn’t her style at all. If, and when she was ready for another relationship, it wouldn’t be with a man who’d only be around for a week or two.
Annoyed at the direction her thoughts were taking, she quickened her pace, crossed over a small bridge, and continued along the path as it climbed steadily higher. The two dogs raced ahead stopping now and again to check their mistress was following. They investigated every old rabbit burrow and animal track as if it were some newly discovered treasure. Halfway up the hill they disturbed a grazing ewe, which stamped a foot in anger before darting into the bracken.
“Hey, slow down,” Luke gasped, as he reached out and placed a restraining hand on her arm. “We’re going for a walk, not a forced march.”
Anna turned and smiled. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I do this every day. I should have realized you might not be as fit as me.”
“It’s not a question of fitness. I want to get my bearings. And what’s more, I can’t very well hold a conversation with you if I’m talking to your back.”
Something about the way Luke looked at her jolted her heart, and made her pulse pound. His fingers accidentally brushed her cheek as he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. She gasped in delight, as a shiver of awareness rippled through her body in response to his touch. When his eyes dropped to her lips she wondered if he might kiss her—in fact, she rather hoped he would. Confused by her conflicting emotions, she lowered her gaze.
“I didn’t mean to be rude; it’s just that I don’t usually have company when I come up here. Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, the path isn’t exactly a four lane highway.”
“No, but there’s room enough for us to walk side-by-side,” he said, matching his stride to hers. “Hey, I noticed some ruins along the shoreline as I sailed into the loch,” he continued. “Was there an ancient town here or something?”
Anna moistened her dry lips. “Yes, and there were two other villages further along the coast. Sadly, the houses and crofts have long since been abandoned, and the ruins you see today are all that remain.”
“What happened?” Luke took her hand, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. She wanted to pull it away. She didn’t.
“It’s quite an involved story. Are you sure you want to hear it?” Suddenly, her fingers laced with his.
“The sun’s shining, the dogs are having fun and I like the company. So if you can spare the time, yes, I’d like to hear the story.”
Ambushed by Luke’s slow smile, Anna reminded herself she was no longer an eighteen-year-old experiencing the thrill of a first date, but a grown woman. She wasn’t going to fall prey to this man’s charms. But who was she kidding? She lifted her head and found him watching her.
“You’ve heard of Bonnie Prince Charlie, and the Jacobite rising of 1745?”
“Nope. Scottish history wasn’t covered in school. Wait a minute—I read something about him in a magazine somewhere. Didn’t he lose some big battle and then run off to France?”
“That’s right. Shortly after that the clans were disarmed and wearing of tartan was banned. Even bagpipes were forbidden.”
“No big loss there.” Luke said, helping her negotiate a steep, rocky outcrop.
“Thanks.” Anna dropped his hand and walked on. “Never let my friend, Morag, hear you say that! Her husband Lachlan plays the pipes, and although she won’t let him practice in the house, she won’t have a word spoken against them, or his lack of musical ability.”
Luke laughed. “I’ll try to remember that, when I meet her.”
“Ensay! Rhona!” Anna called the dogs as they darted into the gorse after a rabbit. They came panting back into view. “Most of the clan land was given to the English aristocracy, and in the process, tens of thousands of Highlanders were evicted from their homes to make way for sheep. It’s a period in Scottish history known as ‘the Clearances’.”
“But that doesn’t explain the ruins along the shore.”
“Actually, it does. You see, after the crofters were driven out from the glens they settled on the poorer, infertile land near the coast, but they still paid rent to the estate owners. As a result, nearly all of them lived in hunger and poverty.”
“I can’t imagine how anyone could survive under those conditions, especially in winter. Brrrrr!”
“Yes, it must have been horrendous. But that isn’t the end of the story. When the potato crop failed, the resulting famine left many families with no choice but to emigrate to the New World or Australia, or move south to the lowlands and England.”
“So they just abandoned the crofts?”
“Yes. And it’s something that’s repeated in the Highlands today. Young folk are leaving for the cities in their hundreds, as there’s no work for them here. Many homes in the Highlands are second or holiday homes, only used at weekends.”
“Then how come your croft is still here while the others are deserted?”
“Hm. I don’t really know the answer to that question.”
“It’s in a stunning setting, and would make a great painting, but you have to admit it’s pretty inaccessible. So it’s now just a vacation home?”
Anna smile was tinged with sadness. “Tigh na Cladach was my grandparents’ home. They lived here all year round. When my grandfather died, Daddy wanted my grandmother to move to Edinburgh, but she refused and lived at the croft until she moved into a nursing home, a few months before her death. It belongs to me now.”
“I see. So you’re just here…temporarily.”
“No.”
“Well, I don’t get why anyone would want to live way out here. There’s nothing. What do people do at night for fun? And what kind of jobs could there possibly be?”
Anna stopped in midstride and turned to face him. “I have a job, thank you very much. I work in the hotel.”
“Yeah? But what happens when the tourists leave? Does the hotel close up? Besides, whatever you do there can’t pay very much.”
Anna raised a fine, arched eyebrow and yanked her hand free of his. “What is this, a police interrogation?”
He held up his hands in defense. “Hey, I’m just curious, that’s all. A pretty lady holed up in some shack—whoops—I mean croft—way out here in the sticks…I don’t get it. Are you running away from something? Or somebody? Now that would make sense.”
Anna met his accusing eyes without flinching. How dare he question her lifestyle, her character, and above all, her motive for staying in the glen? She was even more annoyed with herself for allowing him to goad her.
“Do you think I’m some sort of criminal? Because if you do, I’ve a good mind to leave you here and let you find your own way!” She stomped off up the path.
Luke caught up with her. “Whoa, whoa, easy there, girl. I got way out of line. I don’t why, but I just got sorta…I don’t know…concerned about you being out here on your own.”
Anna took a steadying breath. “I don’t understand why you feel the need to be concerned for my welfare. I’m quite capable of looking after myself. I’ve been coming here for years. I know these hills intimately. Come on. There’s a stunning view of the islands a little further on.”
Without waiting to see if he was following, she turned and walked on until she reached the viewpoint. She sat down with her back to a large rough granite boulder, and drank in the view she’d loved since childhood. Ensay and Rhona lay panting at her feet.
Shaking her hair free from its braid, she allowed it to tumble down her back. She closed her eyes, and wondered why she felt so short-tempered, tired and unhappy. Perhaps coming to the croft hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Her break up with Mark, the continued lack of sleep, the unexpected letter from the solicitor, and now Luke’s odd behavior had just about ruined her visit. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take.
Luke sat down next to her, his thigh warm and hard against hers. Every breath she drew in smelt of citrus and sandalwood, and something indefinably male. She opened her eyes to see him watching her. Sighing, she smiled with no trace of her former animosity.
“Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m a bit touchy when strangers start asking me about my life.”
“That’s okay. I understand. We all have bad days. As for strangers, I thought we were past introductions.” His husky voice held a faint challenge. His gaze travelled over her face, and searched her eyes.
“Well…I…”
“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ then. Do you have a boyfriend, a significant other?”
Heat burned her cheeks. She gave him a chilling look. “I’d prefer not to answer that right now, if you don’t mind.”
"I've overstepped my bounds, have I?"
"By a foot or two."
"Any way to back out of this gracefully?"
"Not in the slightest," she grinned, forgiving his faux pas. “That’s the Isle of Skye—the Misty Isle, as it’s sometimes called,” she said pointing to the islands in the distance. “And the jagged mountains you see are the famous Cuillin.”
“Wow!” His tawny brown eyes crinkled at the corners. “What a view. It must be even more spectacular at sunrise or sunset. How far are we from the top?”
“It’s another thousand feet to the summit. I often come up here to watch the sunset. Under the right conditions it can be quite spectacular. But I like it best after a storm, when the sky is still dark and moody, yet the visibility can be as good as it is today.”
“It’s like that on the Cape. My studio faces the ocean. The light after a storm is amazing, but hard to capture on canvas. I should have brought my sketchbook. This would make a great watercolor. Do you get many days like this?”
“Yes, although you never can predict a Scottish summer. Do you paint often?”
Luke’s smile deepened into laughter. “Now who’s asking questions?”
Anna felt herself flush. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”
“I’ll answer your question. I’m an artist. I paint for a living.”
Anna’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? When you first appeared at my door, I had you down as some sort of rich company executive playing with one of his toys. From what I understand, yachting is a very expensive hobby. Look, I didn’t mean to imply...your financial status is none of my business,” she said coloring fiercely. “Oh dear, that didn’t come out right at all. What exactly do you paint?”
“Mainly land and seascapes. I’ve had some showings in New York and Boston. So, yes, I’ve been pretty successful—so far. But tastes change, and what’s considered hot today might be considered not-so-hot tomorrow.”
“Would I recognize your work?” Her mind rolled back to a Saturday afternoon when she and Mark visited art exhibitions and museums. “That didn’t come out right either. Are your paintings hung in any of the galleries over here…perhaps in Edinburgh?”
“Not that I know of, although six months ago I did get commissioned by a Boston lawyer who eventually moved to London.”
“I’m impressed. So why did you stop painting?”
Luke sighed, his eyes fixed on something at the far edge of the sea. “My work lost its edge. I feel like I’m churning out the same painting over and over again. I was having lunch with this client when it finally hit me that I needed to get away—that maybe that would fix things. I drove home, stocked the yacht, and sailed up the coast to Maine.”
Anna’s mouth twitched in amusement. “What did you do, take a wrong turn?”
He threw back his head and laughed. “No. And despite what you might think, I really can read a chart.”
She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “What’s it like to sail single-handed? It can’t be easy.”
“It’s damned hard work. Not to mention lonely and sometimes scary. One night there was a particularly bad storm; the waves were huge, at least twenty feet high. Sandpiper was pitching and yawing so much I thought she’d capsize. I started to wonder if I was up to the task. I even thought about turning back, but I guess I was just too stubborn to give in.”
“I’ve seen hints of stubbornness in you a couple of times. But keep talking. What is it about sailing that draws you? What started it all?”
“I crewed for a friend once. He entered his yacht in the America’s Cup. There were twelve of us onboard, working the winches.”
“Did you win?”
“No. We finished. Alive. That was all that mattered. You know I thought that was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, up until this trip. I had nightmares about running into another vessel in the dark, especially in high seas. Or worse, that I’d end up like Jonah in the belly of some God forsaken whale.”
Anna chuckled. “But you didn’t.”
He smiled. “No, thank God.”
“How do you manage to sleep?”
“I slept an hour or so at a time. The yacht has the latest navigational aids and an auto-pilot—when it works—which allows you to take cat-naps.”
“An artist. A yachtsman. You’re a regular Renaissance man, aren’t you?”
“I wouldn’t go that far, but I do a lot of different things.”
“Why come to Scotland?”
“Funny story. I was originally going to sail up the up the coast to Nova Scotia.”
“So why didn’t you?”
“I took a break in Bar Harbor. I found this little oil painting—a landscape. This is going to sound really stupid—but something about it just plain fascinated me. I asked the owner about the artist, but all he knew was that it came from an old lady whose family came to America from Scotland sometime in the 1800s. I bought it and hung it in my cabin. I couldn’t get the image out of my mind. The following morning I set sail, and the next thing I knew, I was headed east across the Atlantic. Does that sound romantic and foolish or more like a load of bullshit?”
“Definitely the latter. Morag would have great fun talking to you!”
Luke studied her face. “Is she a psychologist?”
Anna laughed so hard tears ran down her cheeks. She pulled her handkerchief from her jean’s pocket and wiped her eyes.
“No, no, not at all. Morag is a…a strong believer in Highland folklore. She says she’s got the Sight.”
“What’s that? Some kind of night vision or something?”
Anna suppressed another giggle. “No, no. Physically, she can’t see any better than you or me. She thinks she’s a kind of… psychic. She’d say that your actions were predestined—that your ancestors had decreed that you would find the painting at that particular moment in time, or some other such mumbo-jumbo.”
“And you don’t believe in that stuff?”
“No way! Very few modern Scots do.”
He raised an eyebrow. “What about providence? Do you believe in that?”
“In what context?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Do you think you and I were destined to meet?”
Anna thought for a moment, and shook her head. “No. There’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for us meeting. You sailed into the loch because your yacht had a problem. You needed to use a phone, saw the croft and knocked at my door. It’s nothing more complicated than that.”
“What if I said I wasn’t so sure? I don’t deny the auto-pilot is pretty messed up. But that happened after I left Stornaway. I could have turned back, but I didn’t do that. I sailed south until I ended up in Loch Hourn. Why? And what made me drop anchor here, when I could have limped along to another harbor?”
“I don’t know. I’m not clairvoyant.”
“Personally, I think it was fate.”
“You don’t really believe that, do you?”
He didn’t answer. His tawny brown eyes held hers.
“Oh, my God, you do! Remind me never to put you and Morag in a room together, you’d spend all night telling each other that the Loch Ness Monster really does exist and that its cousin lives in Lake Erie!”
Luke stood and offered his hand. He pulled her to her feet, but his hands took on a will of their own and slipped up her arms, drawing her closer. When he cupped her chin tenderly in his right hand and his mouth covered hers, Anna found herself powerless to resist, and her instinctive response to him was unlike anything she had experienced before. His kiss was slow, thoughtful, and as tender as the breeze.
Before she realized it, she was kissing him back with a hunger she didn’t know she possessed. Within the space of a second, their kiss had gone from simple contact to raw passion. Instinctively, her arms went round his neck, her fingers burying in his think black hair. Currents of desire swept through her, filling her with an inner excitement.
Then her brain kicked in. She jumped backwards, pushing him away, too stunned to speak. This was wrong, all wrong. It was too soon. She wasn’t ready for another relationship, let alone one with someone who wouldn’t be around for more than a week or two.
Luke cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. Wow… I don’t know what made me do that. I’m sorry I let you kiss me.”
Flustered, Anna’s temper flared. “What? You kissed me!”
“Well, maybe I did, but you kissed me right back,” he insisted. “I don’t normally go around kissing girls I don’t know, especially one who isn’t much more than a teenager.”
“Teenager? I’m thirty-two; you can hardly call me a teenager. Please don’t try and tell me that it was destined because I won’t believe a word of it.”
He rubbed his forehead with both hands. “Somehow I’d figured you were younger. Besides, I’m far too old to be behaving like an adolescent. Look, this conversation is getting weird very fast. I’m sorry. With you, I’m always sorry. I don’t know why, but maybe that means something too. Once the part gets here, I’ll split. You won’t be bothered with me anymore.”
Her anger evaporated into embarrassment. “There’s no need to explain. I made a mistake too. It was just a kiss. It meant nothing. Let’s just drop it and go. The dogs are getting restless, and I have still have chores to do.” With that, she straightened her shoulders, called Ensay and Rhona, and set off back down the path towards the croft.
She took a deep breath. What was wrong with her? She was a grown woman for goodness sake. She’d been kissed before, and not acted all prissy. It wasn’t as if they’d made passionate love in the heather. It was just a kiss—but a kiss so intense it sent her hormones into overdrive! So, she found Luke attractive, but it was more than physical attraction; a tangible bond was forming between them. She took another steadying breath and tried to regain her equilibrium.
“Anna! Wait! I acted like a jerk and I’ve taken up most of your afternoon. I really don’t know what made me do that and I apologize. I mean it, really.”
She stopped and turned around. “I overreacted too. Anyway, as it’s not likely to happen again, it’s no big deal.”
“You sure you’re not mad at me?”
“I am. I have a strong feeling you have someone back home.”
“I do—well sort of. Anna, she’s just someone I see sometimes. We aren’t a regular ‘thing’.”
“How romantic, I’m glad I’m not a regular ‘thing’ with you. Now, if you don’t mind, I think we should go back.”
The crack of a gunshot bounced off the hill side.
Anna screamed.
A brace of grouse called loudly and took to the air.
Luke pulled her into the bushes, and covered her body with his. “Keep your head down!” he hissed. “I thought you said the stag hunting season didn’t start until July?”
“It doesn’t.” Anna whispered, all too conscious of the weight of Luke’s body where it touched hers. She squirmed and wriggled against him, trying to get free, finding the contact too intimate.
“Then why in Hell’s name is someone using us as target practice? And for God’s sake keep still!”
“I don’t know. It was probably an accident. They were most likely aiming at something else. I’m more concerned about Ensay and Rhona. They hate loud noises.”
“Yeah? Well, I’m not too fond of being shot at either! Any fool knows you don’t fire a rifle without checking to see if someone is in your line of fire!”
Anna studied Luke’s face as he scanned the hillside. Suddenly, he seemed to know an awful lot about guns.
“Luke, I—”
He shifted his weight slightly, and held up a hand to silence her. “Shush! On a day like this, the slightest sound can carry a long way.”
Anna did as she was told, but apart from the leaves rustling in the breeze, the only other sound she could hear was that of their breathing.
After five minutes of lying in the heather, Luke pulled her to her feet. “Come on. I think he left. Let’s go and find those precious dogs of yours.”
They rejoined the path and had only gone a little way when they found the prone body of one of the collies.
Anna screamed with all her might and dropped to her knees beside the dog, gently stroking its head and sobbing. “Oh, Ensay! What have they done to you?”
Trembling, the dog raised its head and wagged her tail in response.
Luke leant down next to her and ran his hands over the dog’s sleek coat. When they came away clean, he examined the dog’s legs to ensure none were broken.
“Anna,” he said softly. “Look, there isn’t any blood. She hasn’t been shot. She’s fine. She’s just winded and pretty scared. Give her a few minutes to get her breath back, okay?”
Anna bit back her tears, and stared at his hands in disbelief. “Thank God. I hate to think of any animal in pain…but one of my dogs...”
“I know, honey, they mean the world to you.” His hand closed over hers. “Don’t think about it. Be grateful that jackass missed.”
Anna nodded woodenly. She fished in her pocket for her handkerchief, and blew her nose.
“You’re right, I should be grateful. Everyone, including the ghillie on Killilan estate, knows I will not tolerate hunting of any description on Tigh na Cladach land!”
“Maybe one of the village kids is out taking a pot shot at a rabbit,” he said. “Maybe he just didn’t account for the recoil.”
Her disbelief showed in the tone of her voice. “I haven’t seen one rabbit, deer, or fox, since we left the house. Have you?”
He put a hand her shoulder, and turned her round to face him. He felt her body sag in defeat. Slowly her tears began to fall.
“Anna, stop. I know you're upset, but nothing happened. Really. So, shush.” He gathered into his arms, and held her snugly. “The dog is fine now, and I'm sure other one…Rhona, right? I’m sure she’s waiting for you at home,” he whispered against her ear. Reluctantly, he held her at arm’s length. “Come on, let's take Ensay back to the croft and let her rest. I don’t know how to make tea the Scottish way, but I’ll try. And if you're still worried about Ensay, I’ll drive you to the nearest vet to get her checked out.”
She wiped away a tear and regarded him for a moment. “You—drive me? On the wrong side of the road?”
“Well, I can try. And think of it this way. If I have a fender bender in that old rust bucket you call a Land Rover, who the hell will ever be able to tell?”
Chapter Nine
Luke made sure Anna and the dogs were safely settled in the croft before he left. Once out of sight of the house, he took the path up the hill rather than returning to Sandpiper. Despite what he told her about the shooting incident being an accident, he didn’t like the fact that some jerk who couldn’t shoot worth a damn was roaming the hills with a loaded shotgun.
He trudged on until he reached the point where he thought he and Anna had been standing, and tried to work out the direction the shot had come from. The sun had been on his right, so he knew he’d been facing south-west. He reckoned that whoever had fired the gun had been standing more than thirty or forty yards away. The problem was, there were so many boulders and short stubby bushes littering the hillside that it was difficult to be sure which clump they’d sheltered in.
He walked up and down, examining the view from every angle, until he was certain he was in the right spot. He dropped to his knees and slowly inched forward, searching every clump of heather, every thicket of bracken with his fingertips.
For a moment, his attention shifted to Kate. He hadn’t called her since he left; she probably thought he died at sea. She might not even be there. If she could find some place to surf or buy designer shoes, she could easily forget all about him for weeks at a time. Before he left, he wondered if he’d been in love with her. Then he met the redhead.
Keep checking the ground. Got to keep checking…
His fingers wrapped around a spent brass shell. Then another.
So the jerk had been using a rifle.
Sitting back on his heels, he tossed the shells up and down in his hand. He didn’t need a ballistics expert to tell him the make, he recognized them instantly. Lynx Game King. Originally made for shooting gazelles and deer, they were mainly sold in Africa. He hadn’t seen that make in years, not since…he shuddered; the shells were powerful enough to bring down a large animal. In the wrong hands it could easily maim or kill a man, or a woman. But how in God’s name had someone in Scotland managed to get their hands on that particular brand?
Any good sportsman always made sure he took away the ejected shells. The moron was careless or a rank amateur, or…something darker. Luke closed his eyes and remembered the time he and his partner had cornered a guy suspected of counterfeiting. He’d been holed up in his granddaddy’s shack in the wilds of Kentucky and had taken pot shots at them with a twelve bore. He’d kept Luke and his partner pinned down for the best part of an hour, before finally running out of shells, and giving himself up.
Luke shook his head. He didn’t like the direction his thoughts were taking. He stood, and pocketed the shells. One thing was certain, when he caught up with the owner of the cartridges, he wouldn’t be polite when he asked his questions.
While Luke scoured the hillside, Anna put a match to the fire in the sitting room, and sat on the floor next to Ensay, stroking the black and white head. Every now and again the dog whimpered, its body trembling under her hand. She swore silently. Thank God Luke had been with her, because she’d never have coped if Ensay had been injured. How could anyone hurt such a loving creature? Despite what he’d said, there was no way she was going to let the incident go. She’d find out who was responsible and see them punished. As the dog drifted off into a fitful sleep, Anna eased her hand away and tiptoed into the kitchen.
She listened to the news on the old radio, and sat down at the table with a cup of coffee. The events of the afternoon would have to find some other place to go. She banished them from her thoughts, opened her laptop and concentrated on the next chapter.
Two days after the stranger’s visit, Coll, my youngest brother, came to me with a message from our mother—I was to return home immediately. When I entered the croft, mother greeted me with tears in her eyes. Fear gripped me. I felt the ‘Sight,’ my future suddenly vague and shadowy. I stared into her dark, unfathomable eyes, but saw nothing except emptiness and pain. She wrapped her arms around me and stroked my hair, as she had often done when I was a small child. I was told to bathe, put on the clothes she’d laid out on the box bed. I looked at mother questioningly. Where had such finery come from? She did not answer, but merely handed me a small cup of uisage beatha–the water of life, or whisky as the Sassenachs call it. It made my eyes water, burnt my throat, and put fire in my belly, but I felt stronger for it.
Then, in an instant, I knew. This was something to do with the stranger’s visit and the evictions—the violence and cruelty—that was clearing folk from their homes in the glens to make way for sheep. My mother recognized my understanding and nodded. The sadness I saw in her eyes was beyond my comprehension.
I knew if I disobeyed, the fate that had befallen other families would be ours too. With a heavy heart, I bathed and washed my hair. When it was dry, mother braided and pinned it into a coil at the nape of my neck. The clothes were new, fine lawn under-garments, and a corset, the first I had worn. When tightly laced, it pulled at my waist, making it difficult for me to breathe. But when I begged to take it off, mother refused, saying it was necessary. My breasts were barely contained by the stiff fabric, and rose and fell with every breath I took. I felt myself blushing at their exposure, and wrapped my arms around my chest to cover my embarrassment.
Finally mother helped me put on the riding habit. It was similar to those I’d seen worn by the Laird’s daughter. The skirt was full, the jade green velvet falling in heavy folds at my feet. The narrow waist and tight bodice, with its tiny pearl buttons, would not have fastened but for the corset. The neck was low cut and trimmed with delicate lace, the sleeves long, tapered at my wrist and fastened with pearl buttons, like those on the bodice. I felt strangely excited, yet vulnerable. My breath came in shallow, quick gasps, a shiver of panic knotting my stomach.
There came a quiet cough at the door, and then my father entered. He nodded his head in approval when he saw me, and took my hands in his, kissed them, and gave me his blessing. A tense silence enveloped us. Minutes later the door opened and the man who’d visited my parents but two days earlier entered. My small hand was placed in his, and the ferocity of the passion I observed in his eyes made me shake, as fearful images built in my mind.
Anna stretched and rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the knot that had settled there. She studied the screen. It had taken her two hours to write three pages. If this had been a student’s work, she would have said it was stilted and forced. But she was no longer a student, and knew she could do better.
Her determination to make it as a writer faltered. Perhaps Mark had been right all along and she should have stuck to teaching. But the mere thought of him made her defiant. She’d finish her book and sell her novel if only to prove him wrong.
She highlighted an offending section, hit the delete button, and watched the words vanish into the ether. She tried to re-draft the paragraph, but it was no use, the words had gone.
What was the matter with her? She’d planned this chapter for days. She even had pages of notes filled with snippets of dialogue, yet the words refused to flow. She didn’t have writers’ block, but something was stifling her progress, and that something was six feet of dark-haired, brown-eyed American male.
Chastising herself, she saved the file and switched off the laptop. There was no point in trying to write, not when she couldn’t concentrate. She glanced at her watch, seven in the evening, still early enough to drive to Morag’s house, but somehow listening to her friend drone on about Lachlan or have questions asked about Luke, held no appeal. Worse still, she feared what she’d say if Morag asked how the book was going.
Anna selected a CD from the rack in the sitting room, slotted it into the player, and turned up the volume. The sound of a jazz guitar filled the air. She settled back into the cushions of the sofa, but was startled by a knock at the door. Her heart hammered in her chest as she felt her nerves tense. She wasn’t expecting visitors. She went into the hall, but didn’t open the door.
“Who is it?” she called.
“Luke Tallantyre. Remember me? The brilliant sailor who can’t get out of the Loch?”
She drew back the bolt, opened the door, and offered him a welcoming smile.
He held out a carrier bag and grinned broadly. “Hey. Had dinner yet?”
“No, I haven’t eaten since I had a salad sandwich at work. Why?”
“Do you like sea trout?”
“Do mice like cheese?”
He grinned and reached into the bag and pulled out two fish. “I guess that means yes. I caught these two beauties this morning. I thought I’d cook you dinner. What do you say?”
Anna hesitated, but his smile had a way of making her forget she didn’t really want him here. “It’s very kind of you, but really, there’s no need.”
“Look, I know I’ve been a general pain in the butt, but after all the excitement this afternoon, I wanted to make sure you and the dogs were all right.”
“I’m fine. Ensay and Rhona are asleep on the rug in front of the fire.” She paused for a moment. “Do…do you think this afternoon was just an accident?”
“Yes,” he said smoothly. “Now, are we going to stand here until these fish rot, or can I come in and make the best dinner you’ve had in years?”
Anna stepped aside to let him pass. “The kitchen is to the left, but you already know that. Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Yeah, you can tell me where you keep the frying pan. And you could make a salad. You got any bread? Oh, and how about a lemon?”
“Coming right up. Would you like some wine to go with the fish?” she asked, as she passed him the skillet.
“Sure, why not? Wait a minute; I think I recognize this CD. Is that Chris Camozzi?”
“Mm. It’s his ‘Windows of the Soul’ album. Do you like jazz guitar?”
“Yeah, and sax. I like classical too, and opera, but only in small doses.”
“Something we have in common, then.” She leaned against the dresser and watched as he squeezed the lemon and added seasoning to the fish in the pan. He looked at ease in the kitchen, and she wondered why that woman back home hadn’t taken off his shoes and socks, and chained him to her stove. But then again, they weren’t a ‘thing,’ were they? That opened up a world of possibilities.
“Ensay and Rhona are pretty unusual names for dogs.” He said, breaking into her thoughts. “How did you come up with them?”
Anna hadn’t been paying attention. She blinked and tried to recall what he’d said. When she couldn’t, she pulled open the cutlery drawer and started to lay the table, in an effort to hide her embarrassment at being caught daydreaming.
He winked at her. “You were a thousand miles away. What were you thinking about?”
“Nothing important. You were saying?”
“Ensay and Rhona… not the usual names people give their dogs…”
“They are out here. Sandy, the ghillie on Killilan Estate who gave them to me, named them after Hebridean Islands.”
“How do you tell them apart? They look the same to me.”
“That’s easy. Ensay is slightly shorter, and has black spots on her white front legs. She would play fetch all day long, given the chance, whereas Rhona’s legs are black. She’ll herd anything that walks by—hens, goats, sheep, children, even the odd stray yachtsman. Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t come here to talk about my dogs.”
“No, but I’d like it better if I didn’t make you nervous.”
Anna lost her grip on a plate. It clattered onto the table. “I beg your pardon?”
“You see what just happened? I do something that shakes you up.”
“You do not!”
“I do, and I’d like you to feel more comfortable. Just think of me as a neighbor.”
Comfortable? Slippers are comfortable, thought Anna. Being around this man was anything but. As casually as she could manage, she asked, “Why?”
“Because I’ll be stuck here for a while. Accept it. It can’t hurt us to become friends.”
She put the salad bowl on the table. “No, I suppose not.”
“How about if we start over?” He took his place at the table and poured her a glass of wine.
Anna scooped up a forkful of fish and thought about her answer. Friendship? She could handle that, couldn’t she? She was an adult, after all. Men and women worked together all the time; being neighborly was no different. It wasn’t as if he was asking her to leap into bed with him. Yet she felt uneasy, and found his presence in the small room disturbing. There was no denying she was attracted to him, but it went deeper. Much deeper. Every time he looked at her she felt a frisson of desire. Dropping her guard and trusting this man would be stupid, wouldn’t it?
“I’ll even take you sailing on the yacht.” He offered, turning his smile up a notch. “Please don’t say no.”
“There’s no need for bribery.”
“No, but its working, isn’t it?” He let out a peal of laughter.
In spite of her doubts, Anna chuckled and clinked her glass against his. “Here’s to friendship.”
“Good. Now that we’ve drawn a truce, what do you want to talk about?”
She pushed the food around her plate while she thought about her answer. “Let’s see… is this your first visit to Scotland?”
“Yeah. And I like what I’ve seen of it, so far.” He gave her a killer smile, leaving her in no doubt that he wasn’t only referring to the scenery.
Anna finished the last of her wine.
“Can I refill your glass?”
She shook her head. “No thanks. I’d better not. I have to be up early in the morning. So what happens when the part for the auto-pilot arrives? Will you stay in the UK a while longer or sail home right away?”
“I’m not sure. I’d like to see more of your country, but I guess I should head back to Boston. I’ve been away for nearly two months. For a working artist, that’s half a lifetime.”
“And there’s your lady friend. You must miss her, of course.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Now, Anna. I told you it’s not serious. Actually, I thought it was going to be serious, but I was wrong. I’m not good about judging those kind of things.”
“Things being…?”
“Relationships.”
“I see.” She looked down at her plate. “I was about to tell you there’s a lot more to Scotland, than Loch Hourn. You could always see about hiring a car from the garage in the village and do some exploring. Perthshire is very beautiful, then there’s Edinburgh, and of course, every tourist has to see Loch Ness.”
“Mm. I might do that if I have to wait any longer for the part.” He rose from his chair. “Well, well, will you look at the time? If you have to get up early I’d better say goodnight.”
“Are you sure? You’re welcome to stay for coffee.”
“Thanks, but no. There are a couple of things I need to check before I turn in for the evening.” He walked into the hallway, and paused by the door. “Thanks for dinner. I enjoyed it.”
“I should be thanking you. You cooked it.”
“No problem. It was worth it for the company.”
They stood for a long moment. Then he caught her hands, backed her against the wall, and kissed her hard. Her hands went to his shoulders, but instead of pushing him away, they locked round his neck. A moan escaped her lips.
He let her go and stepped back. “For the first time since I met you,” he said, “I’m not going to apologize.”
By the time she regained her breath, he was out the door, whistling into the night.
Chapter Ten
A fine mist hung in the air as Anna drove the twelve miles down the glen to the village. It was the evening of the tenant’s meeting, and although she hadn’t been invited, she’d decided to attend. Any plans Alistair had for the estate could easily affect her.
The car park adjacent to the village hall was packed with vehicles of all shapes and sizes, including, Anna noted, a tractor. Rather than struggle to find a space, she left her Land Rover outside Mrs. McCloud’s shop and walked the short distance back to the hall.
Leaving her umbrella in the porch, she eased open the huge wooden door, and slipped inside. About seventy people were crowded into the low-raftered building. Any gathering in the glen was always well attended as it was a change from routine, and every crofter and tenant made the most of it.
Just inside the door, a group of older women were busily handing out cups of tea and biscuits. Anna took the proffered cup, but declined the shortbread biscuit, and went in search of a seat. But every chair was taken, and rather than look for Morag, who she knew would be seated at the front somewhere near the stage, Anna leaned against the rear wall for support. At least she could slip away unnoticed if the meeting became too heated or protracted.
Alistair Grant sat at a table in the center of the stage. Dressed in tweeds, checkered shirt and yellow waistcoat, he looked very much the part of Laird. A thin, bald-headed man, whom Anna did not recognize, sat on his left. Reverend Cameron, the local minister, sat on his right.
The sound of voices filled the air as people settled themselves in their seats. Anna could hear snatches of conversation, but as some of it was in Gaelic, she could only guess at what was being said.
The bald man stood, banged his fist on the table, and called the meeting to order. “Quiet! Quiet, please!” he shouted. “Let the Laird speak!”
A hush went round the room.
Alistair cleared his throat and got to his feet. “Thank you for coming here this evening, ladies and gentlemen. I shall try to be brief. As you know, my father is no longer able to perform his duties as laird, and as his only son, that task now falls to me. Sadly, as a result of his illness, the management of the estate has not been what it should be. I plan to rectify that.”
“Aye, the old Laird was a good man,” shouted MacIver, the estate carpenter.
“He was,” added Mrs. McCloud, adjusting her hat. “We’ll not see his like again!”
Alistair nodded in acknowledgement. “In the past, Killilan Estate was one of, if not the finest, sporting estate on the west coast of Scotland. Under my management it will become so again. However, there will have to be changes. I’ve already spoken to Ewan about opening the hotel all year round. I plan to turn the dowager house into an adventure center, offering among other things, mountaineering holidays for school children.”
“Is that so?” called a sour voice from the back of the hall. “Ye’ll get all the money and we’ll get all the hooligans. None of us will be safe in our beds!”
“Hush your noise, Malcolm Fraser. You can talk! Weren’t your twins a right pair of scallywags, always causing havoc in the village when they were young? Why, I boxed their ears more than once.”
“Aye, that you did Morag McInnes. And I’m grateful to you. No doubt the experience you gained will stand you in good stead when the Laird opens his doors to these delinquents!”
The gathered throng erupted into laughter. Alistair held up his hand for silence.
“I shall also be working closely with the Highland Council to see what businesses we can attract to the area. There are grants available from both the English Government and European Union which will assist us in making this village the thriving community it once was. I assure you these changes will benefit you all.” He waved a bunch of papers in the air.
“What businesses?” Mrs. McCloud shouted. “I don’t want some foreigner coming in and stealing my trade and profit. There’s no room for another shop, I’m telling you.”
Muted protestations from all around the hall rose to a small uproar.
Alistair thought quickly. “I wasn’t talking about another shop, Mrs. McCloud. I was thinking in terms of something more enterprising and productive.”
Morag got to her feet. “Such as what, Mr. Alistair?”
“Well—there’s forestry. In the past, my father limited the amount of land put into forestry. That could be extended. Timber products, such as wood floors, are in great demand. I don’t see why the estate couldn’t produce these. The women could start a weaving enterprise, and we could develop the loch…for…for…salmon farming. Many communities such as ours have profitable salmon farms.”
A ruddy young man Anna recognized by sight, but not by name, leapt up in protest. “That’s as may be. But the market is awash with farmed salmon. And then there’s the problem with sea lice infestation. The papers are full of articles about farms having to destroy their stock. Besides, fish farms only employ two or three men at most. What about the rest of us?”
“Hear, hear!” yelled MacIver.
Anna was about to point out that the estate didn’t own the loch or the land around it when Charles Downie, one of the tenant sheep farmers, spoke.
“Get away with you, man. We don’t want folk coming in and spoiling the glen. Think of all the extra traffic through the village. And who would pay to improve the road? Not the estate, that’s for sure. That would be the responsibility of the local council, which would mean higher taxes for us all. It’s not fair Mr. Alistair, and we want none of your grand plans. Go back to France and let us be!”
Angus Murray, the owner of the garage, stood, and pointed at the man standing next to Anna. “Hold your tongue man! It will be your turn to speak once the Laird has finished telling us his plans. Have the grace to listen to what he says.”
A murmur of voices went round the hall. Alistair banged his hand on the table.
“If I may be allowed to continue,” he shouted above the noise. “I also plan to increase the number of shooting parties on the estate, both for stags and game birds. That will not only bring more trade for the hotel, it will also bring further employment opportunities for the rest of you, at least during the shooting season. I’ve only mentioned a few of the possibilities, all of which will improve your standard of living and breathe new life into the glen.”
Anna felt a reluctant approval for Alistair. His voice had depth and authority. He was calm, articulate, but more importantly, was prepared to dispel his tenant’s reservations. She thought about leaving, but he started speaking once more.
“However, unless the estate can be put back into profit, I’ll have no choice but to make some of my employees redundant, and possibly even consider selling some of the cottages. The estate will not, and cannot afford to continue as it did under my father’s control.” He sat down and took a sip of water from the glass in front of him.
Old Dougal stood and took off his cap. “With respect, Mr. Alistair, do I understand you to say that the estate has financial difficulties? If so, how to you propose to pay for all these changes?”
Alistair flinched. “The financial stability of the estate has nothing to do with my proposals. I am, however, proposing a rent increase of ten percent to take effect immediately.”
The room erupted. Mrs. McPherson looked ready to faint. Old Dougal fanned her with his cap. “But, our rents were increased only six months ago…,” a grudging voice barked from the middle of the room.
“Your father would not be doing that,” shouted Fraser. “He’d find another way.”
“The only person, who benefits from these wild plans, is you Alistair Grant! Not us!” Morag screamed, pointing an accusing finger.
The Reverend Cameron stood. “Quiet, please. Mr. Alistair, would you care to respond to the allegation?”
Alistair ran a hand through his hair. “The truth of the matter is that my father let things slip. The nature of his illness is such that, most the time he is unaware of what he is doing. I know for a fact that until six months ago, there had been no rent increase for five years. I’m assured by my factor,” Alistair nodded to the little man on his right, “that the new rent proposed for the crofts and cottages are still well below the market value.”
“Aye, but we only have your word for that!” they shouted as one.
Alistair held up both his hands. He shouted over the protests. “If…if you are unhappy with the increases, there is provision in your leases for arbitration. But be warned. If you decided to invoke that clause, and the rent on your property is subsequently found to be less than it should be, then the estate not only has the right to charge the correct amount, but also for any costs incurred in the arbitration hearing.”
“Well, I’ll no pay you anymore,” a woman near the front yelled.
Alistair stared at the woman. “Mrs. Stewart, isn’t it?”
She nodded, grey curls bouncing in anger. “Aye. I’ve lived on Killilan Estate since you were in nappies, and like many other folk here tonight, I’ve only my pension to live on since my man died. Hamish worked for your family all his life. Your father and his father before him always looked after the folk who served him, unlike you, you…upstart…with your extravagant ways and expensive tastes!”
Alistair rested his hands on the table and glared at the woman. “That’s not quite true, is it, Mrs. Stewart? You’re forgetting the estate provides you with all your winter fuel free of charge.”
“A few loads of logs and a bag of peat! How generous you are, Alistair Grant! I’m telling you, if you put the rent up again, your tenants will not stand for it. They will move elsewhere. The village will become deserted like others in the Highlands. Then what will you do with your fancy plans?”
Exasperated, Alistair sat down. His factor shouted over the heads of the villagers in an attempt to regain control of the meeting, but it was pointless. Annoyed that the meeting had fallen into bedlam, Alistair stood. Accompanied by his factor, he climbed down off the stage, and left the hall.
Anna slipped out of the door. She’d heard enough. The villagers would stay and argue for hours. Alistair might think he could develop the estate, but without considerable aid, and the approval of the local council, his plans were likely nothing more than empty dreams.
She was about to unlock the Land Rover when someone took her arm and spun her round.
“Oh, Alistair, you surprised me.”
“I thought I saw you at the meeting,” he said, smiling.
Her cheeks burned. “I know I’m not a tenant, but I didn’t think you would object if I attended the meeting, seeing as Tigh na Cladach shares a boundary with the estate. Any plans you have might affect my land.”
“Why should I object? You’re as much a part of this community as everyone else. Look, why don’t you come across to the hotel and have a drink with me, and you can tell me how you thought the meeting went.”
She hesitated. “I should be getting back, but…all right. Just a quick one mind, since I’m driving.”
Alistair touched her elbow, urging yet protective. “Come on; if we hurry, we can get there before everyone else.” They turned and walked the short distance to the hotel entrance.
“There’s a table in the corner free. Go and sit down and I’ll bring the drinks over. What would you like?”
“A glass of white wine, please.”
While Anna waited for her drink she looked around the crowded bar. Malcolm Fraser and Charles Downie sat at a table opposite, their heads bent together, no doubt discussing Alistair’s plans.
And then she saw him, the mysterious guest from room thirteen. His hooded eyes studied her with a curious intensity as he perched at the end of the bar. Anna shuddered involuntarily. Relief washed over her a second later when Alistair returned with two glasses. He placed one on the table in front of her.
“Thank you.” She struggled to focus on him. Do not look at the ugly man, she told herself. Even though he’s looking at you. Don’t turn around.
“Are you all right?” Alistair asked.
“Yes, of course. But the tenants don’t seem very happy about your plans, Alistair.”
“No. But then I expected some resistance. Things have changed since my father inherited the estate. Sheep farming and forestry no longer bring in the income they once did. The estate needs to diversify, Anna, if it’s going to survive for another fifty years.”
“I understand that. But do you really think turning the Dowager House into an adventure school for children is a good idea?”
“Perhaps not. But most estates have other sources of income.”
“You will need specialist staff, and that means there won’t be many well-paid jobs for the villagers.” Anna watched a frown settle into his features.
“These were only suggestions, Anna. I’m still discussing my options with the accountants and solicitors. I just wanted the tenants to understand that they can’t expect things to remain the same now that I’m in charge.”
Anna rested a hand on his arm. “I see that, Alistair, but you have to admit that two rent rises in six months is a bit unfair. This isn’t Mayfair, you know.” She forced a smile.
“I appreciate what you’re saying. Father just didn’t keep up the land.” He held up his hand when she tried to interrupt. “I know that isn’t entirely his fault, and that I should have shown more interest, but there’s no getting away from the fact that the tenants have had an easy time of it for the last few years.”
Anna picked up her glass and played with the stem. She felt irked by his cool, aloof manner in dealing with such an emotive subject, and could understand Morag’s and the other tenants’ hostility to his proposed changes.
“I know it’s none of my business, but will you take some advice?”
“I’m always happy to listen to you, Anna dear.”
“In that case, Alistair, don’t rush into making changes without considering all of your options. Whatever you decide will affect everyone in the glen. You could try to involve as many people as possible before committing yourself to one scheme or another. Otherwise you could find yourself fighting the very people you need to implement them.”
His patrician features stiffened. “Anna, I own the estate and what I do with it is my decision.”
“You may own the land, Alistair, but without the hard work of the people of this glen, the estate would be worthless. I’m telling you, if you don’t consider their needs alongside those of the estate, you might as well move back to France now.” She swallowed the last of her wine. “Thanks for the drink. I’ll see you around.”
As she left the bar, she felt the ice-colored eyes watching her.
She dashed into the car park, praying all the while that the stranger at the bar wasn’t following her.
She allowed herself one last look. There was no one around.
At least not now.
Chapter Eleven
By the time Anna left the hotel, the early evening mist had turned into damp, patchy fog. The white sea-cloud floated through the village like a ghostly specter. Anna shivered. In places, visibility could be measured in meters rather than miles. It wasn’t far from the hotel to where she had left the Land Rover, but she tread warily for fear of walking into something. The yellow glow from the overhead street lights, barely discernable in the fog, did little to help her progress.
A walk that should only have taken five minutes took her ten, and when she finally climbed aboard the Land Rover she felt her stomach churn with anxiety. Common sense told her that she should knock on Morag’s door and ask her for a bed for the night rather than attempt the drive back to the croft, but she couldn’t leave the dogs on their own any longer. Gripping the steering wheel tightly, she peered through the windscreen and drove slowly down the main street toward the garage, where she stopped and filled up the Land Rover with diesel.
The fog closed in as Anna left the village. She contemplated turning around. But the narrow, unlit road, combined with the need to get home to Ensay and Rhona, forced her to carry on. Once or twice she thought she caught a glimpse of headlights in her mirrors, but visibility was so poor, she couldn’t be sure.
The knotted and gnarled branches of trees, illuminated by the headlights of the Land Rover, loomed toward her out of the fog like outstretched arms. Anna bit her lip and stared at the road ahead. Keeping her speed down and her eyes on the grass verge, she slowly made her way down the twisting road to the shore of Loch Hourn. Suddenly the engine began to cough and splutter. Then it stopped.
“Please, not now. Don’t let me down,” she said out loud, as she turned the ignition over. Much to her relief the engine started on the fifth turn. Releasing the handbrake she set off again, but had barely gone half a mile when the engine died again. This time no amount of coaxing would make it start.
Anna flicked on the hazard warning lights, pulled a torch from the glove box, and stepped out of from behind the wheel. She walked round to the front of the Land Rover, opened the hood, and shone her torch into the engine compartment. She had no idea what she was looking for, but none of the cables seemed to be loose when she examined them.
She looked around, trying to see a landmark. But there was none. No bend in the road or crofter’s cottage, not even the smell of wood smoke to indicate where she was. Just the gentle sound of lapping water nearby. She had two options. Either she could stay with the vehicle and hope that someone would come along, or she could walk. Slamming the hood shut, she turned up the collar of her coat, put the keys in her pocket and started walking toward the village.
The thrust in the middle of her back was so powerful that she hardly had time to scream, before she was hurtling sideways into thick white space. Frantically, her outstretched arms sought something to hold onto, but there was nothing. She felt a blinding pain as her shoulder hit something, and then she was lying on the ground. The world spun.
When her eyes opened again, she felt winded and disorientated. Her limbs were tense and shaking with fear. She lay in the heather, and listened for the slightest footfall or sound of a scrape of rock. When she didn’t hear anything, she tried moving one leg, then the other. Satisfied that she hadn’t any broken bones, she eased herself up onto her knees, and realized she was kneeling in water. She’d landed in the ditch that ran along the side of the road. There was no sign of the torch, but there was a steep bank to her right. Overhead, through the patchy fog, she could just make out the eerie shape of a birch tree. Reaching out with her right hand, she grabbed hold of a clump of heather, and slithered and clawed her way out of the ditch. When she reached the grass verge at the top, she sank to her knees and cried with relief.
With no torch to guide her, she had little choice but to return to the Land Rover. Keeping close to the verge, she limped along the road wondering what had hit her. Maybe she’d got in the way of a roe deer or one of many the feral goats that roamed the hills. They frequently came down off the hill at night. But something told her that it hadn’t been an animal that had slammed into her, but the hand of a man.
She tried to control the spasmodic trembling of her body, but failed. Her eyes darted left and right as she searched for the slightest sign of movement. Then, appearing out of the fog, she saw the flashing hazard lights of the old Land Rover.
Cold, tired, and edgy, she fumbled in her pocket for the keys. Panic gave way to relief when her fingers closed around them. Using the steering wheel as a lever, she hoisted herself into the driver’s seat and inserted the key in the ignition. To her astonishment the engine roared into life on the first turn of the key. She wept aloud as she put the Land Rover into gear and drove off. Gulping hard, she brushed the tears from her eyes, and driving as fast as she dared she headed straight for the croft.
Only when she had locked the door behind her, and called the dogs to her side, did she begin to feel safe.
Chapter Twelve
In the imposing library room of Killilan House, Alistair Grant faced an ugly choice. He could either ignore the letter from the Bank or pretend he hadn’t received it. Either way the outcome was the same—disaster. He knew he couldn’t stall them forever. If he could just hold them off for another few weeks until his plans came to fruition, then all his problems would be solved.
He thought about approaching his sister once more. She must be good for five thousand at least, but after their earlier acrimonious argument, he knew that her answer would be no. There was only one thing for it; he would have to sell something. But what?
He glanced at the gilt bronze Louis the XV clock on the marble mantel. The casing was very ornate. Made in the Rococo style, surmounted by the figure of a draped woman holding an oval sun face disk, it was not his taste at all. But his mother had loved it, and for that reason alone, he would be sorry to sell it. But its disappearance would be hard to explain. He needed something smaller…
He walked around the room picking up objects here and there. A tall, delicate Minton vase, decorated with a foliate and floral pattern in greens, blues, and browns drew his attention. The glazing was badly crazed and there was a crack in the rim. He replaced it on the table. Whatever he chose had to be small enough not to be missed by Mrs. McTavish, his eagle-eyed housekeeper, but large enough to raise sufficient cash to make the repayment on the overdraft, pay the staff, and cover the household bills for the next month.
He pulled a book from the shelf, and blew the dust off the faded leather cover and spine. The Works of Thomas Carlyle. He turned to the flyleaf hoping for a first edition. Although published in 1800, it was a second edition. He put it back and picked up another. Bleak House by Charles Dickens. How ironic, he thought, and roared with laughter. This time luck was on his side. He set the first edition on the arm of a chair and continued searching the shelves. Then it dawned on him. He’d need to sell a large number of books to raise the sort of money he needed. And besides, Mrs. McTavish would notice the gaps on the shelves and no doubt search the house for the missing volumes.
Apart from the books, the only other items of interest in the library were the oil paintings of his father and grandfather. Even if the painter had been some famous artist, they were far too large, and their disappearance would raise too many questions among the staff. He didn’t want them knowing he was financially embarrassed.
So what else could he sell? Then he remembered. Six years ago the insurance company had insisted his father have the household contents valued and they’d given the old boy a copy of the appraiser’s report. Had his father given it to the Bank, or was it with the other estate papers? Alistair rifled through the drawers of the ancient desk. At length he found it tucked into a folder marked ‘Killilan House.’
He sat down and read the valuation. It listed the contents of the house, room by room. Halfway down on the page for the library, he found an entry for a Georgian silver snuff box valued at £3,500. That would do nicely.
He flicked over the page. Somewhere in the dining room there was a set of four, George III silver candlesticks. He had no idea what a rounded base and bead decoration meant, but decided they shouldn’t be too hard to identify. The valuation listed next to the description, showed them to be worth £12,000.
Now, he needed one or two more items and then he’d have sufficient money to see him through until the contract was signed…less any commission the dealer might charge.
That just left the bedrooms in which to find something. There appeared to be nothing suitable…then, on the last page under the ‘Rose bedroom’ he saw an entry, for a pair of George III chambersticks valued at £4,950. Chambersticks? Where they the same as candlesticks? They had to be.
He glanced at his watch—twelve noon. Mrs. McTavish would be leaving shortly. He had plenty of time to find the objects, drive to Inverness, sell them, and be back in time for dinner. And if she happened to notice the items were missing, he’d simply say that he’d sent them away to be valued. He could easily replace them once the contract was signed, if he chose too. Which, he chuckled to himself, he might well not!
The clock on the mantelpiece struck the half hour. He peered out of the window and waited until he saw Mrs. McTavish, dressed in her uniform of tweed skirt, white blouse and sweater, tie a headscarf under her chin, climb on her ancient bicycle and cycle away down the drive. Picking up the inventory off his desk, he went in search of his booty.
There was only one part of his plan which needed more consideration, and that was how to sell the items. He thought about this as he climbed the stairs and walked along the gallery to the Rose bedroom.
Named after his great-great grandmother, the room overlooked the formal gardens on the south side of the house. He pushed open the bedroom door. He wrinkled his nose. The room smelt faintly of lavender, mothballs and damp. The wallpaper of roses and intertwined ivy leaves, long faded by the sun, had peeled here and there. He noticed a huge damp patch on the ceiling, no doubt caused by a leak in the roof. He shook his head—just another problem to add to the already impossibly long list. The furniture was old fashioned, and in need of a polish. There was a chestnut armoire, matching chest of drawers, and a huge four-poster bed.
To his delight, he saw the chambersticks on either the side of the bed. He gathered them up and carried them back down to the library, placing them on the table by the door next to the snuff box. All he needed now were the candlesticks from the dining room and his problem was halfway to being solved!
While there were a number of antique dealers in Inverness, he’d get a much better price if he sold everything in Glasgow, but it would take him longer to get there, and doing the rounds of the antique shops on Sauchiehall Street filled him with dread. What if he bumped into someone he knew? He’d be humiliated. There was always that Internet site—the one where people auctioned unwanted items. What was it called? E—something. E something. EBay! That was it.
Leaving the dining room he made his way to the estate office at the back of the house. Thankfully it was empty. He turned on the computer. The old modem wheezed its familiar song as it connected him, albeit slowly, to the Internet. He typed in the web address and waited. The page slowly loaded as he drummed his fingers on the desk. When it was finally complete, he clicked on the link that told him what he’d need to do to start the process.
All the fine print baffled him. There was jargon about sellers’ accounts, a long table detailing the commissions he could expect to pay, and the list of reasons why he should upload photographs of the items he planned to sell. Photographs? He had to take photographs too? It was far too complicated, in his opinion, and to make matters worse he was required to provide his name, address, and details of his bank account. That was the last thing he wanted to do! There had to be some other way.
Just then, the outer door to the office jerked open and MacKinnon stepped inside. Alistair stared at him.
MacKinnon had connections.
But could he trust him?
“What do you want, MacKinnon? You know I don’t like you coming to the house uninvited.”
MacKinnon scowled. He took a drag on his cigarette and blew out smoke. “One of the lads said he’d seen a fox hanging round the pheasant pens. I came to get some more shells for my shotgun. I thought I’d go down to the wood and take a look around.”
Alistair’s eyes narrowed. “Mm. In that case, you’d better have the keys to the gun cupboard.” He opened the desk drawer and tossed them to MacKinnon.
“Thanks. By the way, I hear the MacDonald woman’s Land Rover broke down on her way home from the meeting last night. While she was walking back to the village, someone jumped her and knocked her out. By all accounts, she ended up in a ditch.”
Alistair visibly stiffened. His blue eyes became flat and unreadable as stone. “How dreadful. I hope she wasn’t badly hurt?”
“According to Ewan at the hotel, she’s got a few bruises. But she got a nasty fright—a real nasty fright.”
Alistair’s face was devoid of expression. “Mm. Perhaps she would have been wiser to stay in Edinburgh, instead of in that isolated croft on her own.”
“It might make her think twice about staying, especially after an accident like that. Anyway, it’s not often you come in here, your Lairdship. What are you up to?”
“I’m just checking the bookings for the start of the grouse season,” Alistair blustered. “The numbers are down on last year. I think it’s time I put another advertisement in the Horse and Hound.”
“Why bother? You’ll have millions in the bank by then.”
“Because Killilan Estate is renowned for its grouse moor, that’s why.” Alistair shot him a withering glance. “Haven’t you finished yet?”
“I’m going. Keep your wig on.” He said, tossing the keys on the desk and striding out.
Alistair counted to twenty before getting up and locking the door. He didn’t want that nasty little man wandering around the house in his absence, poking his nose in where it wasn’t needed. Besides, he' didn’t trust MacKinnon not to do some pilfering of his own.
On his way back to the library, Alistair stopped by the flower room and picked up his old cricket bag. He dropped the silver inside it, and it clanked as it settled to the bottom. He started, worried that he might have dented something, so he quickly checked. It looked all right. He carried it out to his Range Rover. With any luck he could be in Glasgow in four hours, complete his business, have a good dinner, and be back at Killilan House by midday tomorrow.
On the long journey south, through the lonely mountain passes and brooding glens, he contemplated how best to go about disposing of the silver without drawing attention to himself, and decided that a small auction house might be best. But he needed the cash now, not in three or four weeks’ time.
As the miles passed he became more and more uneasy. Hadn’t he read somewhere that the police regularly checked antique shops for stolen goods? If so, he’d have to be very careful. It might be better to sell the items separately rather than to one dealer.
And then he remembered his old school chum, Findlay Armstrong. He’d inherited the family estate on his father’s death, but had been forced to sell it in order to settle the death duties payable to the Inland Revenue.
Last time he’d spoken to him, Fin still owed the Revenue several thousand pounds and was living in a stylish apartment overlooking the river Clyde. Surely, he would be prepared to help an old school friend in his time of need. In return, Alistair was more than willing to line his pockets with a little cash.
He’d made a note of Fin’s number in his diary. He pulled into a lay-by, got out his mobile phone, and started dialing. Three minutes later a disgruntled voice answered the phone.
“Fin? Fin, is that you? It’s Alistair Grant. Can you hear me?”
The voice that answered was full of false joviality. “Alistair. It’s so good to hear from you. Are you back in Scotland, or still living it up in the South of France? Ah, I remember the marvelous shooting parties we used to—”
“—Actually, I’m on my way to Glasgow. I was wondering if we could meet. How about that new hotel on Jamaica Street? We can have dinner—my shout.”
“Sure, why not.”
“About seven-thirty, would that suit you?”
“Let me check my social calendar. Unbelievably, I am free tonight. I’ll see you then.”
By the time Alistair drove into Glasgow city center it was the middle of rush hour. The traffic around Central Station had ground to a halt. Frustrated, he left the Range Rover in a multi-story car park and walked the short distance to the Royal Scot Hotel.
Once in his room, he hid the holdall on the top shelf of the wardrobe behind the spare pillows and blankets while he had a quick shower. When he entered the bar, Fin was sitting at a corner table with a large glass of malt whisky in front of him. He stood when Alistair approached the table.
Alistair motioned for the barman to bring him a drink and another for Fin, who accepted, and raised his glass to his.
“Alistair, you haven’t changed one bit,” Fin said.
“Neither have you, my friend.” Alistair replied gazing at his friend’s well cut suit. “You’re doing well for yourself, I see. But didn’t you have a run in with the Inland Revenue?”
“They were on my back, but that’s resolved now. You know old Fin—Rubber Ball Fin. Wasn’t that what you used to call me, eh? Throw things my way and I dodge them every time. Remember?”
“Ah, yes.” Alistair smiled. “You were always the one to get yourself out of trouble. I wish I could say the same.”
“So what’s the story? Girl trouble? I can see it in your face. One’s got a broken heart and she means to get you to the altar no matter who gets hurt in the process. Am I right?”
“Girl trouble, yes, although marriage doesn’t quite figure into the scheme of things.”
Fin grinned. The skin around his eyes folded into heavy wrinkles. Odd, thought Alistair. He never thought his charming, handsome friend would age so rapidly.
“Fin, I need your help.”
“Really,” Fin said, ignoring the no smoking signs and lighting a gold filtered cigarette. “I was about to ask you for a favor, old boy. You see, I’m not as well off as I seem. You see this button? I sewed it on myself.”
Alistair cast his eyes on his schoolmate’s sleeve. The button was different in size and shape from its fellows.
“I’m better off than I was, but if Pater had taken the accountant’s advice, well, I’d be living your kind of life.”
Alistair waved away Fin’s invading stream of cigarette smoke. “My kind of life…isn’t what you imagine.”
“It’s not?”
“And I was hoping you might be able to help me.” Alistair looked over his shoulder at the adjacent table. It was empty. “I need to sell a few things and I was hoping you could put me in touch with someone…suitable.”
“Dear boy, whatever are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the black market.”
“Why on earth do you think I’d know anyone in that despicable trade?”
Humiliated by the admission, Alistair lowered his gaze. “Look Fin, say what you will, I know you have the connections.”
“Is that so?”
“It is.”
Fin took a deep drag on his cigarette and released a long stream of smoke. “Sorry to disappoint, dear friend, you can tell whatever you think to whomever you like. Publish it in the papers for all I care. Who knows, maybe it would be a good idea. Then I could sue you for slander and collect a few pounds in the process.”
Alistair knotted his fingers. “Don’t even think of suing me. Think about what might happen if your precious family were to find out that it was really you who disposed of some of their most valuable pieces on the black market.”
“I see.” Fin raised an eyebrow. “Now, that would pose a bit of a sticky wicket for me. Might have to have you killed.”
“That would be doing me a favor!”
“What are friends for?” Fin smiled, revealing perfect but yellowed teeth. “Seriously, no more talk of lawsuits and violence. How’s your sister?”
Alistair started to sweat. “Not helping me, that’s how.”
“Oh, that’s sad. Family’s supposed to stand by you,” he said, laughing. “Just like my beloved clan has. I’ll need another drink if we’re to continue talking about a business arrangement.”
Alistair waved over the barman, who neatly refilled Fin’s glass, then disappeared into the dining room.
“Fin,” Alistair hissed. “Help me. Please.”
“Mm—now that I think about it—I believe I do know a couple of gentlemen with the knowledge you require. I think they prefer to call themselves fences.”
Alistair stirred uneasily in his chair. “Fences?”
“Admittedly, low-class slang for those who buy and re-sell property that has been…misappropriated, if you will.”
“It’s not been misappropriated. It’s mine and I’m disposing of it as I see fit.”
“Well, then why not sell it at auction? Why involve your poor dear old school chum?”
“Like you Fin, I’m just a bit short of cash at present. And I need to move quickly. What do these—er fences charge?”
Fin took out another cigarette, and regarded it as if it were more important than the subject of the conversation. “It depends on the goods. They have to be compensated for the risk they take.”
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