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Chapter One

As Valentina sat with her son Barnaby at Inverness Station on the brightly painted train bound for Kyle of Lochalsh, she reflected, fancifully, that if deception could derail lives, she and Barnaby had been left behind like wrecked carriages beside the track. Meanwhile, Train Gary had steamed off with new model Minerva, until recently Valentina’s personal assistant. And they’d met through her, of course, at a bash thrown by Duncan McMerch, Valentina and Minerva’s employer.

Twenty-five. Minerva was twenty-five. Valentina cringed to think of Gary undressing his fifty-five-year-old dad bod before lithe, slinky Minerva. Did she like hairy paunches? Maybe he only stripped with the lights out. Or his wallet blinded Minerva to Gary’s obvious middle age.

But surely, Minerva realised that as he’d abandoned his job as Head of Legal in local government without notice, his standard of living was on the cusp of a spectacular nosedive? At least half of everything he’d owned with Valentina was Valentina’s, like the house in Rosemarkie Bay across the Moray Firth from Inverness on the Black Isle. Even the blue SUV in which he’d carried Minerva off to their new life together. It might have been referred to as ‘Gary’s car’ because Valentina’s job came with a company vehicle, but payments had come from their joint account – into which Valentina had contributed most. Valentina had out-earned Gary for most of the twelve years of their marriage.

Gary had chosen a particularly shitty way of ending their marriage by having an affair with Valentina’s own PA. Then Minerva had texted colleagues to make Valentina’s humiliation clear. Bina Singh, who Valentina had always got on with, had let her see the message: As I’m now with Valentina’s husband, it’s untenable that I continue to assist her. Gary’s left his job at the council too and we’re starting over. Valentina hadn’t found it easy to hold up her head while colleagues treated her to wide-eyed gazes, some scandalised, some sympathetic.

When she’d asked – firmly – to be considered for one of the redundancies on offer, a package had been negotiated, and she’d been able to leave it all behind.

Now, Barnaby sat beside her in the big blue train seat, his brown hair sticking up in a cowlick, his face soft and chubby, blessedly unaware of the sleaze and stupidity around his father’s absence. It was June 26th, the first day of seven-year-old Barnaby’s school summer holidays and they were on the way to their tiny holiday cottage on the Isle of Skye, as had been planned long before Gary had left in April.

It had crossed her mind that Gary and Minerva would be waiting for today, for Valentina and Barnaby to leave, so they could move into the family house at least until Valentina returned ready for Barnaby to restart school on August 19th. She smiled. If so, they were in for a nasty shock, as tenants were moving in for the summer on Monday. Oh, yes, and Valentina had changed the locks. Things had been crappy between her and Gary since she’d discovered his affair with Minerva the first time, late last year. He’d sworn it was all over, and she’d agreed to try again for Barnaby’s sake. Poor Barnaby.

‘Isn’t anyone sitting with us?’ Barnaby looked up from a game on Valentina’s iPad to regard the empty seats facing theirs as the public address system began to announce the stations they’d pass through. Beauly. Muir of Ord. Conon Bridge. Dingwall…

She turned her attention to him, feeling a rush of love for the way he swung his feet and that one eyebrow lifted higher than the other when he asked questions. ‘If no one claims them once the train’s left the station, we can spread into that space, I expect. You can choose whether to face backwards or forward.’ She glanced through the train window at the grey concrete platform and a ScotRail sign under the corrugated pitched roof of the station. Doors closed and the train gave a tiny jolt.

But then the door to their carriage hissed open and two men came panting in, pausing to shove their suitcases into a capacious grey luggage rack, designed to hold the suitcases and rucksacks of travellers around the Scottish Highlands. ‘At least the tickets were on my phone,’ the older of the two men muttered in an American accent, hustling the younger man into the empty places opposite Valentina and Barnaby. Both had the same brown hair, streaked like distressed leather, and the older had fierce stubble to go with it.

The younger one – probably still in his teens – rolled his eyes. ‘You could have let me run after the dude on the skateboard, Uncle Xander.’

The man snorted and began tapping furiously on his phone.

‘Hello.’ Barnaby cheerfully overlooked the fact that he’d so far been ignored. ‘We’re going to Kyle of Lochalsh.’ Though having two English parents, Barnaby had been born and brought up in Scotland and had no trouble with the Scottish back-of-the-throat ‘Lochh’ that Valentina still struggled with occasionally.

The older man would be handsome in a dishevelled way if he wasn’t frowning so horribly at his phone. The younger managed a smile for Barnaby. ‘Us, too, buddy. Then we’re getting a car to the Isle of Skye.’

‘Us too.’ Barnaby beamed. ‘Auntie Ezzie’s going to meet us. She’s Mummy’s ’dopted sister, because Mummy was ’dopted. We’re going to our cottage in Rothach for the summer. I’m Barnaby.’

‘Barnaby,’ Valentina murmured reprovingly, wondering whether her friendly-as-a-puppy son would ever abide by the rules of caution around strangers. ‘I’m pretty sure nobody cares that I was adopted.’

The young man grinned and answered in the same drawling accent as his uncle. ‘I’m MacDonald Courage. The girls call me “Big Mac”.’ He cut his eyes to the older man, in the teenage way of saying something inappropriate to prompt a reaction, but ‘Uncle Xander’ now had his phone clamped to the side of his head.

Valentina frowned but Barnaby, with seven-year-old unworldliness, missed the double entendre. ‘Because you like burgers?’ he suggested delightedly.

MacDonald’s smile broadened at this artlessness. ‘Actually, we are “burghers” – we’re from Pittsburgh, so that makes us Pittsburghers.’

The older man began talking loudly into his phone, covering his other ear. ‘Hello, yes. I need to report a stolen card. I’ve already cancelled via the app, but I need to arrange a replacement because I’m not in the States right now, I’m in Scotland. My whole wallet was snatched outside Inverness railroad station. A young guy on a skateboard just… Yes, I’ll hold.’ He turned to his nephew. ‘Lucky my driver’s licence was in my phone case.’

Unable to help listening in, Valentina forgave him for ignoring everything going on around him. Losing your wallet must be a nightmare, especially when on a trip away from his home country.

Barnaby seemed to already consider MacDonald a friend. ‘That was the dude on the skateboard you wanted to run after?’

MacDonald nodded, pulling a comical face. ‘My uncle said not to.’

‘Why?’ Barnaby looked at the occupant of the other seat, who was now glaring ferociously at the lock gates of the Caledonian Canal sliding past their train window, the water glittering in the sun. If he gritted his teeth any harder, he’d get a headache – Valentina recognised the signs. Tension headaches had been common after Gary pulled his disappearing stunt. Gently, she suggested, ‘Barnaby, the gentleman’s trying to hear. I think it would be a good idea to be quiet and let him make his phone call.’

MacDonald, blithely ignoring this suggestion, replied to Barnaby. ‘I guess Uncle Xander thought I might get hurt.’

Barnaby swung his legs and gazed at the scowling man, then switched his attention back to MacDonald. ‘This is my mum. She’s called Valentina.’

MacDonald nodded to Valentina with a polite ‘Hi there.’ He hesitated, as if unsure whether to use her name, then added, ‘Cool hair.’

‘Hi, MacDonald. Thanks.’ She touched her long, rioting curls, which she hadn’t cut or straightened in the past two months solely because Gary thought her corkscrews untidy and frivolous or even ‘inappropriate’. She was also wearing cut-offs and a bright red off-the-shoulder top simply because he liked her to dress in tailored, conservative clothes – he thought navy went well with her dark eyes. The summer sun streaming through the train window fell on her tanned arms and made her happy with her summery clothing.

MacDonald turned back to Barnaby. ‘What are you playing on your iPad?’

‘“Water Sho”.’ Barnaby turned the screen so the older boy could see. ‘It’s not really a game. More of a sim about submarines and fish.’ Despite Barnaby being less than half MacDonald’s age, they instantly fell into conversation about games.

Relieved that Barnaby was happily occupied rather than asking sadly when he’d see Daddy again, Valentina took out her e-reader, but her attention was drawn back to MacDonald’s uncle, now looking pained. ‘Yes, I’ll need the cards replaced. It’s just that as I’m in Scotland for the summer, you’ll have to send them there. I’ve paid my accommodation ahead and I’ve got PayPal and Venmo on my phone to take care of the rental car so I’m OK in the short term.’ Then he gave an address in Ardvasar on the Isle of Skye. When he began on one in Pittsburgh in the US, Valentina couldn’t help herself. She tapped his hand.

His eyes were darker than MacDonald’s. In fact, his eyes were darker than his brown, about-time-I-had-a-haircut hair and thick eyebrows. His face was long and lean, with high cheekbones that emphasised the laughter lines at the corners of his eyes – presently outweighed by the pucker between his brows. His gaze locked on hers. ‘Just a minute,’ he instructed whoever was on the phone. Then, to Valentina, ‘Can I help you?’

Her cheeks warmed at his politely mystified tone. ‘You’re giving out personal details, loudly, in public,’ she murmured. ‘I’m just thinking about identity theft.’ Even on a sweet little two-carriage train trundling through scenic Scotland, data breaches were data breaches, whether inadvertent, negligent or by attack. ‘You could ask for an email address where you could send information or call again when you have privacy. Scammers only need a toehold in your life to be able to infiltrate it. I’m a corporate lawyer, so I’m naturally suspicious,’ she added apologetically. An unemployed corporate lawyer, as things stood, but hey. Data protection was all.

His jaw dropped. ‘What am I thinking?’ He glanced around as if fearing he was in a den of thieves, rather than an overwarm train carriage dotted with travellers watching the scenery as the train glided between trees on the left and the sparkling waters of Beauly Firth on the right. Sheepishly, he returned to his phone conversation. ‘I just realised I’m giving you too much info in public. Can you give me an email address where I can send details?’

That call dealt with, he made to begin on another.

Valentina said, ‘Erm… maybe log on to the in-train Wi-Fi in case of losing signal?’

He blew out his lips. ‘Thanks. That’s a big help.’

‘What does a corporate lawyer do?’ MacDonald chipped in.

‘The legal department’s involved in a lot of stuff.’ Valentina cast around for an example. ‘The company I worked for, Duncan McMerch, produced promotional material. Say you tried to order T-shirts with Cadillac on, I might check you had the right to use their logo, prepare a contract and all kinds of other support.’

‘Oh.’ MacDonald didn’t look excited.

Valentina tried to return to her book, but it was hard to concentrate as the older man called banks or card companies, quoting his unusual surname of Courage, while Barnaby and his new buddy MacDonald laughed or groaned at whatever was going on with the iPad.

When the refreshments trolley arrived, tugged along by a cheerful, middle-aged man in a blue polo top, Xander ended a call with a sigh of relief. ‘Can I pay via my Venmo payment app? None of my cards are working.’

The man nodded. ‘You just get your QR code up and I’ll scan it.’

‘Better test it before you serve us,’ Xander said despondently. He rubbed his hand over his face. ‘Dammit.’

Impulsively, Valentina said, ‘I can stand you and your nephew a drink if your payment app won’t work.’ It was fair exchange for MacDonald helping Barnaby look happier than he had at any time in the last two months, since Gary had sidled out of his life while Valentina was at work and Barnaby at school, like the cowardly shit bucket he’d become.

‘Well, thanks,’ MacDonald answered enthusiastically. ‘I’ll take an orange juice and some chips.’ The server displayed the array of crisps, obviously aware of the crisps/chips UK/US translation, and MacDonald chose his flavour.

Xander looked relieved when his payment app worked, and glanced at Valentina, brow clearing. ‘Thanks, anyway.’ Valentina ordered tea for herself and orange juice for Barnaby – with crisps, so he didn’t try and mooch off MacDonald.

Xander smiled tiredly as the trolley rattled down the carriage and the train swayed around a curve. ‘The combination of exhaustion and being mugged has destroyed my brain cells but thank you for your advice. I’m just a numbers guy but I should have thought about privacy.’ He offered his hand. ‘Xander Courage.’

She took it. ‘Valentina Taylor.’ She really wanted to go back to her maiden name, Wynter, but Barnaby was Taylor, so Taylor she stayed. ‘I’m sorry your welcome to Scotland was to be robbed. Were you hurt?’

He shook his head. ‘Just shoved, after the guy whipped my wallet from my hand. Now I know why people say, “it all happened so quick”. I’m looking for my ATM card, and some dumb kid grabs my wallet. I’m just a regular guy, and I didn’t expect it.’ He took a mouthful of coffee and his frown was finally replaced by a smile. ‘Did I hear that you’re going to the Isle of Skye?’

Barnaby chimed in sunnily. ‘We’re going to our cottage in Rothach for summer. I broke up from school yesterday. Our things have gone in a van but there weren’t enough seats for us, so we’re on the train. I like trains and this one’s famous.’

‘It’s said to be one of the most scenic journeys in the UK,’ Valentina clarified. ‘I suppose that’s why it has murals painted along the outside of the carriages.’

‘I used to like trains.’ MacDonald rolled his eyes. ‘But we took the subway from the airport into London, then the sleeper-train to Glasgow, then Glasgow to Inverness, and now we’re on another to Kyle of Lochalsh. That’s a lot. And I can’t even pronounce some of the places we’re to pass through. Like this.’ He pointed upward as the public address once again went through some of the stations to come and made an attempt at one of the names he heard. ‘Lock luk hut.’

‘Lochluichart,’ Barnaby said, catching the first ch in the back of his throat. He went on to explain to MacDonald that Rothach village was Roth-arsh on the Sleat – pronounced ‘Slate’ – Peninsula.

Xander nodded along interestedly. ‘Are you folks Scottish? Or English?’

Valentina pushed her e-reader aside to join in the conversation while she sipped her tea. ‘I usually say British. I was born and brought up in England and Barnaby born and brought up in Scotland. His accent slides around a little.’

‘Daddy was born in England too.’ Barnaby stabbed the screen of the iPad.

Valentina glanced at him to gauge whether he was about to get upset over his father’s absence. ‘That’s right. Daddy and I moved to Edinburgh about the same time as we got married, then moved to Inverness last year.’ Their future was no longer what she’d planned but that didn’t alter their shared past.

MacDonald propped his head on his hand. The train vibrated and he waited for the announcement, ‘Next stop Dingwall,’ before saying, ‘We’re Britsburghers. That means we’re descended from Brits but live in Pittsburgh. That’s why we’re going to Skye. Uncle Xander was coming anyway, and Mom got him to let me tag along.’

Xander lifted his dark brows as he prised the lid from his second coffee. ‘“Tag along”? You’re always welcome with me, bud.’

MacDonald transferred his gaze to the caravan park outside the window. ‘Yeah, right. Especially when I’m in trouble and Mom wants me gone.’

Xander’s attention focused on his nephew like a laser beam. ‘Yeah, right,’ he repeated. ‘You are always welcome. I agree your mom’s been upset and worried about you, but you’re not being punished, and you’re not tagging along. I’m glad to have your company while she’s studying after work this summer to up her qualifications while your dad travels with his job.’

‘OK,’ MacDonald mumbled, and shot his uncle a suspiciously watery smile, before dropping his gaze.

Her heart warmed at the love between the two – the way Xander had leapt to reassure the young man, and the relief on MacDonald’s face as he received reassurance. She tried to lighten the atmosphere. ‘Do you know if you’re named MacDonald after Clan MacDonald? The home of the Clan is Armadale on the Sleat Peninsula.’

Her distraction technique worked. MacDonald’s expression lightened. ‘That’s what put the Isle of Skye on Uncle Xander’s bucket list. My great-grandparents were Calan and Davina MacDonald from Ardvasar, Isle of Skye. They moved across to Pittsburgh after the Second World War.’

Xander took up the story. ‘Their daughter, Kirstie MacDonald, married Iain Courage from Pittsburgh – my parents and MacDonald’s grandparents.’

MacDonald nodded. ‘Uncle Xander and Mom have MacDonald as their middle names, but Mom made it my given name, so I was kind of curious to come when Uncle Xander invited me. I have a laptop full of assignments though.’ He grimaced as he pointed to the backpack between his feet. ‘I’m seventeen, so I go back to school into Senior Year. I need good grades for college.’ Then he went on talking about scholarships and not having much of a college fund, which Valentina followed OK, but which defeated Barnaby, who changed the app on the iPad and began colouring in with his finger.

After a few minutes, Barnaby checked his crisp packet to ensure it was empty, slurped the last of his drink, then glanced at a set of seats that had emptied at the last station stop. ‘Can I sit over there to look out the window?’ He pointed to the view of toffee-coloured cows and a row of white cottages as the train chugged past.

Before Valentina could debate whether to move with him, MacDonald volunteered, ‘I’ll sit with him.’ Valentina and Xander let their charges shuffle out before resuming their seats. Soon Barnaby was absorbed in trying to emulate the chuh-chuh-chuh-chung of the train on the tracks and the doo-DOOO of its horn, while MacDonald pretended to be scared because a river had taken over the valley floor, so the train was running along the hillside above it.

Valentina smiled at Xander. ‘Barnaby finds MacDonald more fun than I am.’

Xander shot MacDonald a look to check his attention was on the scenery before leaning across the table. ‘What MacDonald said about getting in trouble… I wouldn’t want you to think he’s a bad kid. Unfortunately, there was an issue involving the girl he’d been seeing and her new boyfriend. My sister Sherry was scared he’d—’

‘Go vigilante on his ass,’ MacDonald finished for him. Obviously Xander hadn’t lowered his voice enough, or MacDonald had bat-like hearing over the trundling, rumbling train.

‘MacDonald.’ Xander nodded meaningfully in the direction of Barnaby who, of course, was listening with round eyes and a slack jaw.

‘Excuse me,’ MacDonald said. ‘On his butt.’

Barnaby giggled. ‘What does that mean? Not “butt” – vidgy-thingy.’

‘Erm.’ MacDonald cast his uncle an uncertain glance.

‘Taking the law into your own hands,’ Valentina suggested, focusing on that rather than whether ‘butt’ was that much of an improvement on ‘ass’ for a British seven-year-old. ‘Like doing something nasty in revenge.’

‘Which he’d deserve,’ MacDonald said vehemently. ‘He’s the turd that keeps bobbing back up.’

Barnaby laughed aloud.

‘MacDonald. Inappropriate.’ Xander glared.

MacDonald blushed, and cast down his eyes. ‘Sorry. Sorry, Barnaby and Valentina.’

When Barnaby and MacDonald turned their attention to staring at a fellow passenger strolling up the aisle sporting long hair, a beard and a green-tartan kilt, Xander rolled his eyes. ‘Kids,’ he muttered. ‘I’m going to be a wreck by the time summer’s over.’ But his eyes twinkled engagingly above all that stubble. Unexpectedly, his smile shimmered through her.

She shifted in her seat, disconcerted, directing her gaze out of the window where ferns clung to slabs of lichened rock between riots of green bracken.

When had she last ‘noticed’ a man?

Last October she’d discovered Gary’s affair. At that stage, the woman had been anonymous, and Gary had flatly refused to name her, lying that it was nobody Valentina knew. It had taken until the New Year for Valentina to agree to ‘try again’ with their marriage. That had meant sex a few times, perfunctory on her part and Oscar-worthy performances on Gary’s, as he’d tried to paper over the cracks with a fiction of still being in love with her and consigning his mistake to 
the past.

When the sex had dropped off again, Valentina had been glad, finding it easier to keep the marriage going for Barnaby if she and Gary lived platonically. Intellectually, Valentina had known lack of sex wouldn’t keep him faithful, but her love and desire had been a casualty of Gary’s infidelity. Then, in mid-April, at work, she’d received a long, emotional email confessing that last year’s affair had never been properly over, that he was in love, and how sorry he was but he was leaving, and he’d be in touch about Barnaby, and he’d moved some of their joint money into a separate account in his name, and, and…

Then, when, after a couple of days’ compassionate leave, Valentina had returned to work, everyone had known the detail that Gary had omitted to share with her. He’d left with Minerva, Valentina’s own assistant.

A fury close to bloodlust had ripped through her. It wasn’t just that she’d been made a colossal fool. More importantly, Barnaby had been abandoned for a relationship doomed to failure by Gary being twice Minerva’s age and as conservative as she was cool and clubby. Barnaby’s life had been upended for a midlife crisis.

She stole another glance at Xander, who stared out at a rocky slope. Was he about her age – forty-seven? Maybe younger. His neck rose from his T-shirt in a smooth, tanned column and his jawline was firm. When he wasn’t scowling, his facial lines were faint. And that smile was devastating, crinkling the corners of his eyes while his brows quirked up in the middle. Idly, she wondered what his sex life was like. He looked intense. Did that mean… passionate? Did he ever live up to his surname of Courage?

Why on earth was she wondering that? She shifted in her seat, turning to a view of cheerful yellow gorse, an army of long-trunked pine trees marching behind. Clearly, it was too long since she’d had good, satisfying sex if less than an hour in the company of a man she’d just met could turn her head.

But there was a definite glow in a place she hadn’t felt it since Gary first cheated on what she’d considered a good marriage. It was disconcerting that it had sprung to life over a rumpled, under-fire American tourist on a train.




Chapter Two

Free entertainment for Barnaby in the form of MacDonald didn’t last the entire two-and-a-half-hours of the trip. As the train ran beside the picturesque waters of Loch Carron, white cottages huddling on the far shore and a ridge of peaks fading to blue at one side, the older boy received a text. He scowled as he read it before stuffing away his phone with jerky, angry movements. Then he glared through the window as if at his personal grey horizon rather than rocks rearing from the silvery water. They looked like giant purply seals’ heads gazing up at the pillowy clouds above.

MacDonald remained silent, even when Barnaby pointed out a funny metal bridge or that all the station signs were in English and Gaelic. He wasn’t roused from his mood until Xander’s phone gave a loud diddly-deep. Then, MacDonald stretched and observed helpfully, ‘That’s Aunt Crystal’s ringtone.’

‘Yep.’ Xander rose from his seat as he answered the call, ‘Hey, babe.’ He walked away down the aisle, swaying with the train’s motion.

Valentina deflated. ‘Aunt Crystal’ merited a ‘babe’. Wife? Or partner? Either way she was glad that stray fantasies about strangers on trains were strictly private. She watched him step through the sliding door to the space between carriages, then glanced at her watch. ‘Barnaby, gather your things. We’re nearly at Kyle of Lochalsh.’

Barnaby brightened. ‘And will Auntie Ezzie meet us with the car?’

They’d been through this a dozen times, but children found comfort in repetition, so Valentina answered, ‘That’s right. And the car we’ve bought will be waiting in the village, because I’ve arranged it already.’ It was an irritating reminder that Gary had carried Minerva off in the erstwhile family car.

Barnaby stuffed her iPad into his bag, while Valentina stacked their empty paper cups. MacDonald withdrew his attention from the landscape, then followed their lead in clearing up. When Xander returned, MacDonald asked, ‘Aunt Crystal full of questions, I’ll bet?’

Xander rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah. I’d texted her about losing the card for the joint account and so she checked on us. She sends her love.’

MacDonald nodded. ‘I’ll be glad to get to where we’re going. I’m beat.’ Then he seemed to remember his travelling companion and smiled at Barnaby, who was sitting with his backpack on his lap, just as MacDonald was. ‘You all set, Barnaby? Have a great summer.’

They alighted and exchanged cheery goodbyes on the small platform against a background of station announcements. Soon, Valentina was watching Barnaby fly into the arms of a beaming willowy blonde with a cry of, ‘Auntie Ezzie, we’re here for the whole summer!’

Ezzie hugged him hard. ‘You are. Hooray! And I’ll be up at the hall, rather than in Sweden. Uncle Mats is here, with Astrid and Alvin and also Grete and Erik.’ Her gaze kept flicking to Valentina, who suddenly felt as if all the anguish and exhaustion of the past two months must be written on her face.

When Barnaby finally finished his hug, Valentina wordlessly docked in Ezzie’s embrace. It felt good. Safe. Supportive. Tears burned behind her eyes.

Quietly, Ezzie murmured, ‘Are you surviving?’

With a sniff, Valentina nodded, breathing in sisterly love and warmth. Then Barnaby said mournfully, ‘Daddy’s not coming.’ And the sisters released each other.

‘But I’m sure he’ll ring you soon.’ Valentina felt sure of no such thing because Gary hadn’t only changed his email address and phone number but, out of character, had only called his son three times since he’d been gone. When Valentina had demanded contact details, he’d said, ‘If there’s an emergency, can you call Mum or Dad, please? They’ll get hold of me.’ His calls now came from a private number, and Valentina was so angry she wanted to shake him by the throat.

As if reading these dark thoughts and searching for distraction, Ezzie chimed in, ‘Something incredibly exciting’s happening… ! Auntie Thea has gone to hospital to have her baby.’

‘Wow!’ Valentina cried, even Gary’s dastardly deeds forgotten at this momentous news. ‘Did she start naturally? I suppose Dev’s with her. Do you know how it’s going?’

Ezz’s blue eyes sparkled with excitement. ‘They were going to start her off tomorrow, but I guess she didn’t fancy that, as labour finally kicked off. Dev took her in during the night. They went to Broadford, not Portree. Hopefully everything will be straightforward, despite her being the grand old age of forty-two. It’s all systems go and we just have to wait for news.’

Valentina tingled with excitement, her own woes sinking to the back of her mind. ‘A new niece to love. It puts all life’s other trials and tribulations into perspective. Gosh, I hope everything is straightforward, after her worries in early pregnancy. It would be ironic if she were airlifted to Inverness, just as I arrived in Skye.’ As they walked into the station car park with their bags, she was pulled into an explanation of the word ‘tribulation’ for Barnaby’s sake and almost missed Xander and MacDonald standing dismally aside, their bulky suitcases at their feet.

Yet again, Xander was growling into his phone. ‘Why am I finding this out just now? You can’t do it sooner? So, when will it be?’ His shoulders drooped. ‘We’ve been travelling for days. Yeah, see what you can do.’ He ended the call with an exasperated stab at the screen, his scowl back in full force.

Valentina paused. ‘Problem?’

He managed a smile when he saw it was her, if only of the tight-lipped variety. ‘Rental car has hit a technical issue. They’ll bring a vehicle to us tomorrow. Someone can take us to our accommodation but not for two hours.’ A worried frown furrowed his brow.

MacDonald let his backpack slide down his arms and thump to the floor. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

Xander shrugged, his dark hair blowing across weary eyes squinting against the afternoon sun. ‘Unfortunately not. I’ve ordered in some food to get us started, so I hope the store’s open when we swing by. Our cottage isn’t far from an inn, so we can eat there tonight. I’m pretty sure it’s close enough to walk,’ he ended dubiously.

Ezz had paused, car keys in hand. She sent Valentina an enquiring glance, then indicated a big grey Volvo drawn up beside the wooden fence. Valentina nodded. ‘This is Xander and MacDonald Courage. We sat together on the train and MacDonald did a great job of entertaining Barnaby. We can take them to Ardvasar, can’t we, Ezzie?’ To Xander, she added, ‘The car’s a seven-seater and Ardvasar isn’t much further than Rothach.’ She thought it must be nine or ten miles, but that was nothing compared to the distance Xander and MacDonald had covered in the last few days on their journey from Pittsburgh in America.

Xander gave the kind of polite smile that usually prefaced protesting about imposition, but MacDonald blurted, ‘Jeez, that would be great.’

Xander’s smile turned rueful. ‘It would be great. Thank you. We can help with the fuel costs.’

Ezz waved that away, pointed her key fob at the Volvo and beeped open the tailgate. ‘Stow your stuff and climb aboard.’

In a very few minutes, Barnaby and MacDonald were in the rearmost row, where there was an appropriately sized child seat, Xander in splendid isolation in the middle row, and Valentina in the front with Ezz, bowling over the long gracious arc of Skye Bridge.

Barnaby whooped as he looked over the glittering waves. ‘Mummy, we’re doing like that song about the lad born to be king… going “over the sea to Skye”.’

Valentina answered automatically. ‘You’re right. That’s the “Skye Boat Song”. Well remembered.’

Wryly, MacDonald said, ‘We’ve come over a whole lot of sea and land to get the Isle of Skye.’

‘And it’s truly pretty,’ Xander observed, sounding suitably impressed by the awe-inspiring, sun-kissed view between the knobbly coasts of the mainland and the Isle of Skye. Loch Alsh glistened below them, and the white cottages of Kyleakin clustered on the shore of Skye as if in welcome.

Valentina was swept by dizzying relief. She and Barnaby were finally here. Overlook Cottage awaited them in the quiet, pretty village of Rothach. It had been meant as a holiday home for her, Gary and their son, but after the maelstrom of the little family falling apart, it would now serve as a sanctuary for her and Barnaby. For the long weeks of summer, her sisters would be nearby, a source of comfort. Each adopted individually by devoted couple Maxie and Vince Wynter and brought up together in a warm and loving home, their lack of genetic link simply didn’t matter.

As if to prove it, Ezz, glancing over with a sisterly sixth sense, murmured, ‘You’re here now and you’re going to be fine. You’ll love being in Rothach for a lovely long time.’ She patted Valentina’s knee, then raised her voice to explain their route to Xander as she steered the big vehicle deftly. ‘We’ll stay on this road until just after Breakish, then turn left across the moor to the Sleat Peninsula. You’ll be able to see the Cuillin Mountains.’

Slowly, Valentina closed her eyes, and let a few tears dribble out from under the lids. Nobody could see but Ezz, if she chanced to look. And Ezz understood.

Despite constant chattering from the back seat as MacDonald and Barnaby huddled over Barnaby’s device with a seemingly insatiable appetite for screen time, Xander’s gaze had fallen on the door mirror on the passenger side of the vehicle. Edged in the dark grey of the bodywork, it had caught Valentina full-face as she slanted her head away from her sister, face framed in a froth of curls and the deep, dark eyes he’d noticed on the train, closed. Her plump lips were motionless, her smooth skin devoid of even the slightest pucker, yet tears rolled soundlessly from her under her eyelids as if it was a luxury to have the peace to shed them. Clearly, it was not a moment intended to be witnessed.

He dragged his gaze away and watched Ezzie’s blonde hair swishing as she checked her mirrors and let a motorbike roar past before slowing for a lumbering motorhome ahead. As she’d paused in her commentary about the Isle of Skye, he said politely, ‘What a lovely place. My grandparents came from Ardvasar, and I’ve wanted to visit for a while. They moved to Pittsburgh, but I never knew them.’

Ezz kept her attention on the road, as a stream of motorbikes were now easing past. ‘Are you hoping to find people who remember them? Or other family members?’ She sounded interested.

‘Unlikely. She would have been ninety-seven and he a hundred and six by now. I had an online genealogy service research them, and there’s no indication of siblings for either, so any family would be distant. I’m just another American tourist interested in where some of my blood comes from.’ And Xander was overwhelmingly glad to be far from home, after conceiving a growing dislike for his career as an investigator for a regulatory body.

The straw that had broken the camel’s back – in terms of Xander’s liking for his job – had been an accountant in her early thirties who’d only had her own practice for a couple of years. Janna Addler. In panic, she’d outlined her role as sole provider for four children and an aged grandmother, and he’d felt unwillingness to produce the damning report he was obliged to write. He’d dealt with such scenarios for years – a good person who made a mistake and was paying for it with a bucketful of stress. Their desperation was having an iterative effect. Janna’s distress had made him wish he could find a reason to exonerate her, or even mitigate against the complaint… but she had been negligent in disposing of information a client had later proved to need. Her fingers clutched together in her lap had told him she’d known her licence was circling the drain.

After writing his report with a heavy heart, knowing it was going to result in sanction, he’d been horrified when she’d tracked him down on LinkedIn and sent him a plaintive private message asking if there was ‘anything to be done’. He’d marvelled aloud ‘What are you thinking? That is not professional.’ He should have reported it to his boss, Ruth, Head of Professional Standards, but he’d already decided he was done with being a senior investigating officer. Ignoring the message, he’d written his resignation. Alarmed at seeing his experience and knowledge leave the organisation, Ruth had reminded him of a scheme that offered long-term employees a long leave on half-pay.

‘Take time to think,’ she urged him, pushing up the gold-rimmed glasses that she often used to hold back her brown, centre-parted hair. ‘A lot’s gone on for you in recent years.’

She’d meant him and Crystal splitting up, of course. He liked Ruth and he liked the delicate way she acknowledged his circumstances. She’d been his boss for seven years and he respected her quiet, effective leadership style, her way of listening and discussing rather than dictating. ‘I guess I could,’ he’d said, out of respect for her rather than any intention of changing his mind.

He’d gone through the appropriate rigmarole with HR, handed over his cases, taken down his LinkedIn profile and here he was.

And nobody could make him go back.

Now his gaze was drawn back to Valentina’s image in the mirror with the same concern for humanity that had made him one of the most sympathetic senior investigators. The tears had dried on her cheeks, her eyes were still closed, yet he thought he detected the same hint of desperation and overwhelm that he’d seen in the face of that hapless accountant. It made her look younger and more vulnerable than the woman from the train, with the straightforward gaze and air of self-assurance. He wanted to look the other way. He hadn’t put that expression there. She was just some passing stranger.

But he simply wasn’t made that way.

He was made the way that made him want to know more. To get Ezzie talking he said, ‘Valentina told me she’s here for the summer. Do you live in this delightful place full-time?’

Ezz laughed. ‘I did, but now I live between here and Sweden. My partner’s Swedish and has children who need plenty of time near their mother in Gothenburg. Luckily, his parents are my employers and own Rothach Hall, so they let me manage some of my work remotely. Our assistant manager was new in February, so I’m going to be here for several weeks to share the load during the summer. The Scottish school holidays are just beginning but those of England and Wales begin and end later, producing a nice long tourist season. And we draw visitors from all over. You’ll hear plenty of American and Canadian voices in the tourist spots.’

‘And you sisters are English, but you’ve all ended up in bonny Scotland?’ He winced at his own cheesy description.

‘We have now. There are three of us. Valentina moved to Edinburgh while Thea and I were still in Suffolk. Then Thea got a job at Rothach Hall as head gardener after it had been renovated and was gearing up to open its visitor attraction side. When I saw they were looking for management, I got a job too. Now Valentina lives in Inverness but has a holiday cottage in Rothach village.’ She slowed the car as the road narrowed and became twistier. ‘We’re not too far from Rothach now.’

Xander checked Valentina’s reflection again. Her eyes were open, and she was staring ahead now. Then she scrubbed discreetly at her face, sat up straighter and peeped between the headrests. ‘You OK, Barnaby?’ she called.

Barnaby, laughing at something MacDonald had said, answered distractedly, ‘Yeah.’ Then immediately groaned, ‘Aw, no, I squished the octopus.’

Xander didn’t doubt that the latter had happened in the virtual world on the iPad. The road swooped and turned between rocks and trees, white cottages and green hillsides on the right and a placid sea on the left, bitten into by crags and spurs of land. There was land across the water, too, and he recalled his mental map of Skye, which seemed to him a vaguely lobster shape, with Ardvasar well down in the lobster’s tail. ‘Are we on the Sleat Peninsula now? Is that the mainland?’ He indicated the hazy humps of overlapping land, grey and purple where not lit green by splashes of sunlight.

Ezz drove around a long curve in the road where trees and cottages hid the sea from view. ‘We are, and it is. And—’ she slowed to gesture to the left ‘—here’s the turning to Rothach. That road takes you right to Rothach Hall, or you can take a left down to the village, which is pretty much below us now. It’s nice to see a hall restored, as the castles of Armadale and Knock are ruins. I expect you’ll want to go to Armadale because it’s the historic home of the MacDonald Clan and the Museum of the Isles is there.’

‘Already planned,’ he assured her. She laughed, speeding up as they passed signs to a distillery and a restaurant. 

‘Sorry. I know all the visitor attractions via my job, and I spout them at the drop of a hat.’

‘It’s all good to know,’ he assured her, as if he hadn’t studied the island, past and present. ‘I’ve long wanted to visit, but it seemed a lot of travel to shoehorn into my usual two-week summer vacation.’ Especially when Crystal preferred to stay in the States. ‘When I got a sabbatical, this trip jumped to the top of my adventure agenda. You have another sister, right?’ Xander held on as Ezz whizzed the car around another corner, this time steeply descending.

From behind him, Barnaby jumped into the conversation. ‘Her name is Thea and she’s having a baby who will be my cousin. A girl though,’ he added dismissively.

Xander grinned. ‘Girls can be fun. Do you know when your new cousin arrives?’

Valentina half turned and smiled at him around the headrest, only the slightest pink around her eyes to betray her recent tears. ‘Thea’s in the Dr MacKinnon Memorial Hospital in Broadford now, having the baby.’ Her eyes shone. ‘We’re excited.’

His heart warmed. Children had never been on Crystal’s schedule, sadly, but he would have liked to have been a parent. ‘I don’t wonder. I hope you get good news real soon.’

Valentina and Ezzie fell to talking about the new baby, speculating on names and when she might arrive. Valentina’s emotional moment might never have happened. Her curls bounced as she chatted to her sister, and she sounded happy and hopeful. A phrase drifted back to Xander, something he’d carried away from a mindfulness workshop his office had sent him on. Acknowledge that real life is a mix of happy and sad. She seemed to be doing that.

After several more miles, he ventured to interrupt: ‘I hadn’t realised we were taking you so far out of your way.’

‘It’s fine,’ Valentina called back. ‘We’re almost at Armadale.’

‘There’s Armadale Castle,’ Ezz broke in, slowing briefly to point to a Welcome to Armadale Castle sign, a swathe of lawn and a white building peering through well-kept trees. ‘That’s not the castle itself, though. It’s the café.’

‘Some café,’ he observed, getting a flash of Gothic-arched windows. Xander returned his attention to his other side, where the sea was like glass apart from the wake of two fishing boats and a ferry that looked to be heading for a landing stage. After a couple of minutes they pulled up outside a tiny store and gas station. Or should that be service station? Fuel wasn’t called gasoline here. He ran in and picked up the groceries he’d already paid for, while everybody waited in the car. Out of breath, he climbed back in. ‘Our accommodation’s called View Cottage, off Newton Bank. According to the genealogist, my grandparents once lived on Newton Bank.’ He read the directions off his phone, and in a blessedly few minutes they arrived at a white-painted cottage with a tiled roof. Ezz swung the vehicle expertly into a space that Xander wouldn’t exactly have called a driveway, being more like wheel ruts in a grassy area.

He climbed out, stiff and fuzzy after two solid days of travel, then went around to drag out their suitcases when Ezz opened the tailgate. Valentina and Barnaby climbed from the car too. Barnaby, obviously loath to let MacDonald go until he’d shown him just one more item on the iPad, was flicking through a photo gallery. Xander caught a glimpse of a photo of Barnaby with a man and a laughing Valentina, her hair smoothed up behind her head. Then the image was gone.

He smiled at the three Brits, the two women, one blonde and one dark, and the boy with the sticky-up hair. ‘We seriously can’t thank you enough. After days of continuous travel, the rental car breaking down felt like a lot.’

‘Sure did,’ MacDonald broke in, and ruffled Barnaby’s hair. ‘Thanks for letting me play your games, little buddy.’

Valentina and Ezz just grinned. ‘Happy to help,’ said Valentina. ‘But if you know where to pick up your key, we’ll go.’

As she caught a handful of her curly hair when it blew across her face in the breeze, he noticed for the first time that her ring finger was bare but for a suspiciously white ring of flesh. He recognised that look from his own finger two years before. A wedding ring had been removed. He waved in the direction of a side gate to the property. ‘Just round there in a key safe, and I have the landlord’s number if there’s a problem.’

Barnaby waved as he began to turn back to the car. ‘See yinz.’

Valentina and Ezz halted. ‘Yinz?’ Valentina repeated.

Xander chuckled. ‘Sounds like my nephew’s been teaching your son Pittsburghese. “Yinz” just means “you guys” or “you ’uns”.’

Valentina turned a laughing gaze on him, and his heart stuttered for an instant. ‘Thanks for the translation. Always good to know something of a new language.’

Then, with a last farewell, the Brits climbed back into the big car, Valentina pausing to check Barnaby was properly buckled in. Ezz reversed the vehicle to a turning point in the road, then it lurched and rolled over the potholes until it was out of sight.

Xander drew in a bracing lungful of sea air, and clapped MacDonald on the shoulder. ‘Let’s see if I can get us into this cottage so we can chill. I’ve just about had enough of today.’

‘Amen,’ MacDonald agreed.




Chapter Three

The moment the Volvo pulled up on the Quays in Rothach village, Barnaby flung open his seat belt, chiming, ‘Hello, Overlook Cottage.’

‘Hello, indeed.’ Valentina glanced up at the façade, very different to the run-down property she’d bought in the winter. The cottage was painted pale blue with dark pink windowsills and a navy-blue door. Gary had said that the door and sills should match, and she was glad she hadn’t listened. Many of the cottages in Rothach were painted in a variety of pastel colours, unlike the traditional white that prevailed over most of the Hebrides. Thea’s cottage, Thistledome, was the pale purple of an opening thistle. Ezz’s old home in Chapel Road was the colour of gingerbread. Now, of course, Ezz lived with her lovely partner Mats high up in the grandeur of grey stone Rothach Hall. Valentina couldn’t be happier for her, even if her own life was a mess.

She shook herself and opened the car door. She was here to heal, not dwell. Her builder, Keith, had taken two weeks longer to gut the property and refurbish it than she’d hoped for, but even through the fog of misery around Gary leaving and her taking redundancy, she’d been able to arrange for furniture to be delivered. She paused to breathe in the briny air, to drink in the dark grey rocks that separated the Quays from Causeway, and the beach where wavelets lapped their mix of sand, pebbles and rocks. Out in the bay, several boats rode at their moorings. Fishermen’s Cottages, of which Overlook Cottage was number 1, stood at the foot of the headland that Rothach Hall perched upon.

‘Yay!’ shouted Barnaby as Valentina opened the rear door to allow him to scramble out. ‘When can we go on the beach?’

‘Don’t you want to see inside, now the cottage is finally finished? We don’t need to go on the beach the instant we get here. We’ve got weeks.’ Valentina opened the cottage’s door, which swung easily in its frame instead of needing a well-placed shoulder barge as the old one had.

‘Yeah! I want to see my room.’ Barnaby changed aims rapidly, haring up the narrow stairs between white walls, waving his backpack.

Casting a glance after him, Ezz pulled Valentina into the narrow downstairs room that opened into the kitchen to envelop her in another enormous hug. ‘Gary’s a world-class skank. You’re better off without that pompous little prick,’ she muttered fiercely. ‘I’m so glad you’re here so I can hug you whenever you need it.’

Valentina swallowed a sob. Or a laugh. She wasn’t sure which. ‘I keep trying not to dwell on what he’s done, but it’s hard. It’s over for us, but I mind for Barnaby.’ She sniffed. Over Ezz’s shoulder she spied a heap of boxes and bags beside the sofa and chairs that had been delivered and pushed against a wall. ‘I see the van arrived with everything I bought in Inverness. I’m looking forward to playing “house” and—’

Then, simultaneously, two ringtones sounded, and the sisters pulled away from each other, scrabbling for their phones. ‘It’s a WhatsApp call from Thea,’ Ezz said excitedly, as she fished her handset from her pocket. As Ezz connected the call first, Valentina abandoned the search for her own phone and crowded her face close to Ezz’s to share the screen.

A picture flashed up of an exhausted-but-beaming Thea, holding a white-wrapped bundle. ‘Just slant the phone a bit, Dev, so I can see them both… yes, that’s perfect.’ Her lips wobbled but she managed to choke out, ‘Hello, Auntie Valentina and Auntie Ezzie, I’d like you to meet… Kerry Wynter Dowie.’ And she tilted the bundle to display a red-faced newborn with closed eyes and an open mouth, a fringe of damp dark hair escaping the blanket.

‘Oh, Thea, congratulations!’ they chorused, banging heads as they craned to get a better view.

‘How beautiful.’

‘How much does she weigh?’

‘And congratulations, Dev, too!’

‘Kerry’s a gorgeous name,’ Valentina sighed, seeing in this new member of the family a joy beyond measure. ‘I just can’t wait to have a cuddle.’

The picture swung crazily, then Dev’s beaming face appeared, his curls flattened on one side as if he’d grabbed a nap in a chair. In his Scottish lilt, he said, ‘Kerry’s a Scottish river, in case you’re wondering. Thea was happy to carry on my family tradition of children being named after rivers. And I’m in love with my daughter,’ he added, his eyes shining with unabashed tears. He redirected the camera to Thea.

She raised her eyebrows, hair scrunched back in a scruffy ponytail, hospital gown creased and sweaty. ‘And in case anyone’s wondering, I’m fine, thanks.’

‘Sorry,’ Valentina said hastily, laughing. ‘Did it seem endless?’

‘She’s a champion,’ Dev said, from behind the camera. ‘I’m in love with her too.’

Thea blew a strand of hair from her face. ‘I’m knackered, obviously, but too happy to care. They don’t call it “labour” for nothing, do they? We’re staying here tonight, but Dev should be able to bring us home tomorrow.’ Her lip wobbled and a tear escaped but she managed a watery giggle. ‘I’m so happy but my emotions are whacky. And I want to sleep.’

‘You sleep then,’ commanded Ezz fondly, a happy tear trickling down her cheek.

Valentina added, ‘If you can sleep, that is. How awesome, Thea. You timed it just right for my arrival.’ Having given birth herself, she understood not just the maelstrom of emotions but the afterpains, being frightened to sleep in case something happened to the baby, then finally dropping off only for the baby to wake up. She remembered those heart-pounding moments of realising a miniature human being was depending on her.

Thea’s eyes were beginning to glaze. ‘I didn’t wait for you on purpose, but I’m glad you’re here. I’m going now because I haven’t called Ynez, and she’s been texting Dev hourly.’ Ynez, Thea’s French birth mother, was a lively character and not prone to being overlooked.

‘Bye! Bye, baby Kerry! Mwah, mwah,’ Valentina and Ezzie chorused. Then, as the picture flicked off, they turned and embraced, chattering excitedly about the baby and how well Thea had come through labour.

‘Phew,’ Ezzie breathed. ‘So glad Kerry’s safely here. I’m off tomorrow. How about we go to Broadford or Portree and buy something lovely as a welcome-to-the-world gift?’ Then she tipped her head consideringly. ‘That’ll be Friday. Is it weird for you not to be working on a weekday? You always had every moment accounted for.’

Valentina felt a wave of dismay at this reminder of her situation. ‘Everything’s been such a shitfest that my entire life’s weird. I’m just trying to keep a good face on things for Barnaby.’ She didn’t have to explain that ‘it’ was Gary leaving home. Assuming a broad smile as if to demonstrate the ‘good face’, Valentina added, ‘But we’re here now and Thea and Dev’s baby is safely here too, so, yes, let’s got to Portree tomorrow. I can hang curtains and fill cupboards any time.’ She checked her watch. It was
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