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      After an amicable divorce, Euan Holmes follows his retired parents to live on the Isle of Lewis. His daughter, eight-year-old Billie, unhappy in London, comes to join him in the new house he has designed. An architect, specialising in eco-homes, Euan has set up his own company to create homes on small developments across the Highlands and islands. When Billie arrives, the first thing she needs is a school.

      Murdo MacIntyre has lived on Lewis all his life. He’s gay, but has never had a relationship—his sister, then his niece, and his work, have always come first. He’s taught at the local primary school for eighteen years—his whole teaching career and has spent eight years as headteacher. He is also guardian to his eight-year-old niece, Fion. Fion and Billie hit it off immediately, and become fast friends.

      One night, Murdo and Euan overhear the girls discussing how lonely the two men are, and that perhaps they could be boyfriends. Murdo, embarrassed,  apologises, although he might wish for the same, and Euan finds he can’t stop thinking about the idea. Are the girls right, after all?
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      This story is dedicated to my favourite place – Scotland. I remember first watching the film Highlander back in the 80s and thinking I have to go there. I did, many times, though never to the Outer Hebrides, the setting for this book, or to the furthest North-West coast. We stayed in Glasgow when it was the European City of Culture, and also in Edinburgh. We visited Holyrood Palace, but we didn’t visit the castle. We stayed in several places on the west coast including a cottage in the Kyle of Lochalsh with a view of the bridge, and went on and off Skye every possible way, including the little turntable ferry—that was an experience. Our favourite place was the North-East coast. We stayed in little places like Whitehills, Portessie, and Cullen. In my dream life, I would have moved to Lossiemouth, where I could sit on a bench, eat ice cream, and watch the world go by.

      For various reasons, I can’t travel now, but I have such wonderful memories of this fabulous country, and all I can say, is if you get the chance, go.
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      Euan stood gazing across the back garden at his parents’ house watching his daughter hugging her dog.

      “She’ll be all right, son.” His father placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “I know she will. Coming here is her choice, and I’m so happy to have her with me.”

      “But.”

      “Gen was devastated when we left London this morning. This is hard for her.” He sighed.

      “Of course it is. Divorce is tough, especially on children. Billie hated London and wanted to come back to Scotland. At least you and Gen talk to each other, and Billie can talk to Gen every day if she needs to. Social media has some benefits.”

      Billie looked up and wiped her eyes on her sleeves. She skipped across the lawn with Buddy at her heels. “Are we really going to see the new house tomorrow, Daddy?”

      “Yes, we are. And we’ll drive around the island.”

      “Is it finished yet?”

      “Not yet. It’ll take a few weeks.”

      “And I can choose the colours for my bedroom.” Her smile warmed his heart.

      “Yes, you can.”

      She hugged him.

      Euan wrapped his arms around her. “Now, why don’t we go to the beach this afternoon. A walk will do us good.” His father patted his shoulder.

      “Good idea, son. Now, I’d better be off to help your mum in the shop.”
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, Euan waited at the foot of the stairs tapping the banister . “Come on, we need to get going.”

      “I’m coming now. Granny’s been doing my hair.” Noise from the landing suggested both Billie and her shadow were on their way. Buddy ran past him then sat waiting with his tongue lolling to one side. Euan bent over and rubbed his head.

      “Sorry, Buddy no walk yet. We’ll go to the park later.”

      He lifted his gaze to see Billie hurry down the stairs. She did a twirl when she reached the bottom and her long plaits flew around her like some sort of fairground ride that had lost its seats. In the time Billie had been back on Lewis, she’d met a few of the locals by playing in the park, and on the beach—a dog always got you noticed. And now his status was more obvious, Euan had indeed found single fathers were like catnip to some women.

      Billie stood with her hands in her pockets, swinging from side to side. “This is one of the dresses Mummy bought me in London because she said they won’t have the shops here.”

      She’d also said Billie wouldn’t get to wear it as the weather would be cool and damp. But this year, the Hebrides had been bathed in sunshine for days on end. The water had matched the colour of the sky, and he’d seen a lot of it while sailing to and fro to Ullapool or Uig, and even to Oban. He planned to try flying from now on. Making Lewis his base probably hadn’t been his best decision, but his parents had moved here from Glasgow to retire and run a shop, and the truth was, he loved the place, with its landscape, which some called bleak but that for him, every time he drove through it, was simply majestic.

      “You look lovely, Billie.” His mother Jean took the stairs a lot slower than her granddaughter. She glanced at her watch. “You’d better get going, and I need to get to your father in the shop before he rings demanding to know where I am. Your appointment is in twenty minutes, and you don’t want to be late and make a poor impression on the headteacher, now do you?”

      He grinned at the woman who stood a foot shorter than him but possessed the look shared by many teachers, as well as a certain bear, who’d spent their lives giving teenagers a hard stare.

      His mother fiddled with Billie’s hair making sure the ties were secure on the ends of each plait. Billie had inherited his height, and it wouldn’t be long before she outgrew her grandmother.

      “You’ll like Mr McIntyre,” she said. “He has a niece your age. You’ll probably be in the same class.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Fion.” She tapped her watch again and glanced at Euan.

      “Yes, Mum, we’re going.” He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder.

      Once outside, the mid-morning heat hit them. “Can we go to the beach this afternoon?” Billie asked, as they turned the corner into the main street.

      “Not today. I’ve got to check on the people laying the floors at the new house as well as checking in with the rest of the buildings. I’ll have some time tomorrow.”

      They walked at a brisk pace along the road and reached the school with five minutes to spare. Even though it was the summer holidays, there were a few cars in the small parking area at the front of the one-story building covered in colourful murals. Euan pulled open the door and let Billie precede him into reception where a woman sat in an office behind a glass screen. He pressed the buzzer and she glanced up before standing, smiled, then strolled over to slide open the glass panel.

      “Euan Holmes and Billie here to see Mr McIntyre. We have an appointment.”

      “Aye. He’s expecting you. Sit yourselves down over there and I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      They waited.

      The door into the main part of the building squeaked open and a man stepped through. He was an impressive sight. Mr McIntyre more than matched Euan in height. He had a lot of hair, both on the top of his head and on his face—it was deep red, and it shone. Euan ran a hand though his own dark hair swept back on the top and shorter at the sides. His beard was styled much more as well. Mr McIntyre wore a blue T-shirt and jeans.

      Now I feel stupid wearing a suit in this weather. Why did I expect him to be in a shirt and tie?

      Both items of clothing were covered in a smattering of pale green paint. He stood holding the door.

      “Come on, Fi.” Footsteps clattered on the vinyl floor until a girl burst through the door and came to a halt. Mr McIntyre stepped forward and held out his hand.

      “Hello. You must be Mr Holmes, and this is your daughter, Billie. I’m Murdo McIntyre, and this is my niece, Fion.”

      Euan shook the offered hand which was large and strong without even a hint of perspiration. “Yes. That’s right. Thank you for showing us around in your holidays.”

      “That’s no problem. A few of us are having a painting party today. Pizza and pop are cheaper than a professional. We have to take care of every penny. Staff and parents volunteer every few years to keep the place looking as bright as possible.”

      Euan glanced around the cheerful reception area, filled with paintings done by the pupils. To one side stood a display cabinet filled with trophies of every size.

      “Anyway, I thought it would be nice to let Fion show Billie around the school. She’ll be able to answer the questions your daughter wouldn’t want to ask me. We can have a stroll then fill in all the forms so Billie can start in a few weeks. Fi, would you introduce Billie to Mrs Anderson on your way around? And try to be kind when you give her the lowdown on everyone.”

      Fion stood with her hands on her hips. “I’m always kind, except about Colin because he’s an idiot who pulls girls’ hair.” She took Billie’s hand.

      Billie glanced at Euan.

      “Go on. I’ll see you later.”

      Billie grinned and followed Fion through the door.

      “Now, forms or tour first?”

      “Forms,” Euan said. He stepped through the open door into the main part of the school. Corridors went in two directions. The first door had Headteacher written on a plaque. There were a couple of chairs outside. The next one was labelled Staffroom.

      In his office, Mr McIntyre took a seat behind his desk, reached into a drawer and pulled out a sheaf of paper. “I’m sorry. There are a few, and some of the questions can seem intrusive, but we have to deal with safeguarding and make sure all details of our pupils are listed. Please sit.”

      “I understand,” Euan said.

      “Starting with, do you have sole custody of Billie?”

      Euan filled out a form with basic details.

      “No, my ex-wife, Gen and I have joint custody. Gen lives in London at the moment, but Billie didn’t settle—we used to live in Glasgow until the split. She was teased about her accent and she missed her dog who lives with my parents on the island.”

      “Oh, I know Jean and Sandy Holmes. We were all relieved when someone re-opened the post office. Annie loves working there and living in the flat above. She’s an ex-pupil of mine.”

      “I expect most of them are, with it being so small a place.”

      “That’s true, but there are other schools on the island. Does Billie have any medical issues? Our secretary and two teachers are first aid-trained.”

      “No. She’s not allergic to anything. She’s a great kid—bright as a button—but she doesn’t suffer fools gladly. She can be forthright, and if she thinks something is wrong, she’ll tell you. She talks a lot when she’s nervous. She loves to read and draw.” Euan couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. “She’s a good kid, Mr McIntyre.”

      “Please, call me Murdo. I went to school with most of the parents so we’re on first-name terms.”

      Euan noticed Murdo pause and swallow hard.

      “How did Billie deal with the divorce? Children of her age react differently depending on the circumstances. I’m sorry I have to pry.”

      Euan shuffled the papers into a neat pile. “No. I understand. Kids blame themselves. Gen and I explained everything to her. We’re still good friends. In fact she’s probably still my best friend. We just drifted apart and had different aims. I got to travel a lot for my job, and she felt frustrated that her career had stalled—she’s a translator. She speaks five languages and is a sponge for learning new ones.”

      “And you’re an architect? Jean mentioned it.”

      “I am. I design eco-homes, sometimes for individuals and sometimes for companies. We have a five-house development over on the north-west side of the island near Barvost, and I’ve built my own house there, which is almost ready to move into. I still travel a lot, but my parents are here to take care of Billie, and she adores them.” He picked up the papers and handed them over.

      “Good. I’ll check through them later. Let’s do the tour.”

      Euan followed Murdo through the brightly painted corridors—all had murals or children’s work covering the walls.

      Murdo opened a door. “This is our reception class. Once again the room was bright with a whiteboard at the front and trays containing various educational toys and equipment along the back of the room. The next door was labelled Library.

      “We’re lucky our parents donate books and the education authority provides computers and tablets. We have our fund-raising events as well, which I hope you’ll take part in, as well as sports day. How’s your caber-tossing?”

      Euan laughed. “I can honestly say I’ve never tossed a caber in my life though I have thrown the odd wellington boot and done a three-legged race with Billie—we won.”

      Murdo barged through a double doorway. “And this is our assembly hall. We’re lucky to have one. A lot of modern schools don’t.”

      They crossed the wooden floor to the other side. Euan heard voices coming from along the corridor.

      “That’s the painters. I’ll introduce you.” He pushed open the door.

      “Hello everyone. You’re doing a grand job by the look of it, though I think there may be more paint on Dougal’s head than the wall.

      “Aye. It’s cheaper than a hair transplant.”

      “This is Euan Holmes. His daughter Billie is joining us. Fion is showing her around somewhere.”

      “Yes, we’ve seen them both. They’ve gone to see Verity.”

      “Mrs Anderson,” Murdo whispered.

      A woman stepped away from the group and looked him up and down. “Hi. I’m Marie McDougall. Will you be staying for lunch, Euan?”

      He took a step back. “No, I’ve got to work this afternoon over in Barvost. I’m sorry I can’t help.”

      “Right,” Murdo said. He placed a hand on Euan’s arm. “We’d better catch up with Billie and Fion. I’ll be back with pizzas in a bit.”

      They found the girls two doors down chattering away. “We’ve got to go now, Billie. Say goodbye and thank you.”

      Billie hugged Fion. “Thank you. Can Fi come to tea at Granny and Grandy’s soon? She wants to meet Buddy because she doesn’t have a dog. Fi told me all about her trip to America. Will we be able to go sometime?”

      “Let’s get this move sorted first. Thanks for showing me round,” Euan said. “And Fion is welcome to come to tea, and she can bring you… and anyone else if you fancy it. My dad is an amazing cook. He even makes a decent haggis.”

      Murdo stared at him. “It’s just me and Fion, and tea would be nice, though I don’t like haggis—I know it’s shocking, isn’t it? My email address is in the school brochure. I’ll get you one before you leave.”

      They followed Billie and Fion down the corridor as they skipped hand in hand with Billie’s plaits swinging.

      Murdo handed him a brochure. “We’ll take good care of her.”

      Euan believed him. Murdo MacIntyre exuded a calm confidence that was so reassuring. He held out his hand and Euan shook it. His grip was firm and his palms dry.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Euan. I hope the new house is sorted soon.”

      “You should come and see it. Even though I’ve been here a few months, I don’t know many people.” Now. Why did I say that?

      Murdo stared at him through pale blue eyes. “Thank you. I’d like to. I bet it has beautiful views.”

      Euan nodded. “It does, and the design shows them off.” As he walked away, he sensed Murdo’s gaze following him to the car. He turned and waved then climbed in with Billie talking nineteen-to-the-dozen about what she’d seen. He glanced in the rear-view mirror. Mr McIntyre was still there watching them leave.
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      Murdo plonked himself down on the chair behind his desk, his mind filled with images of Euan Holmes.

      I need to calm down. He’s a parent and I have rules.

      No you don’t.

      Well, I do now. I shouldn’t want to let him take me over this desk.

      He’s a handsome man.

      Yes, I’m aware of that. I’m also conscious that I’m arguing with myself.

      Not for the first time.

      A knock on the door disturbed his conversation. He picked up the papers and placed them in a folder.

      “Come in.”

      “Only me,” Verity Anderson said, popping her head around the door. She took a seat without asking and stared at him.

      “What?” he asked, knowing what Verity would ask him next. He’d known her all his life. She’d babysat him and been his inspiration for going into teaching. She was the big sister he’d never had, and never known he’d needed, until the accident which had left him acting as parent to his then eight-year-old little sister.

      She grinned. “Mr Holmes is rather tall, dark, and handsome, isn’t he?”

      “He’s also a parent, and straight. He was married. So you can stop right there.”

      “He could be bi. You don’t know. Fion informed me Billie is going to be her best friend and that you and her are going to tea with Sandy and Jean from the post office. I knew they had a son, but it seems he’s been living in a caravan over the other side of the island, near Barvost, overlooking the loch while he builds a house. He’s an architect and builds eco-houses. He’s been divorced a while and his ex-wife lives in London. They met at university in Glasgow. He travels a lot for his job, but Jean and Sandy will be there to look after Billie. From our conversation, I’d guess she’s as bright and the sort of child who questions everything.” She sat back with a satisfied smile on her face. Murdo almost expected her to put her feet on the table.

      “You got all that from one conversation? Have you thought of joining MI6?”

      “What can I say. Some kids love to talk.”

      “And you love those sort of pupils.” He sat back too.

      “I do. You were in my first ever class in this place. You never stopped asking why.”

      “If you don’t ask, you don’t find out.”

      “That’s true. So back to Mr Holmes, who designs homes.”

      “Euan, his name is Euan. And yes, I did happen to notice how handsome he is.”

      “I bet he looks great in a kilt.”

      “Verity Anderson. You are a happily married woman, and your husband is built like a Viking warrior. Even now he’s sixty, he can toss a caber further than most people. You’re a lucky woman.”

      Verity didn’t even blush but her eyes twinkled. “Oh, I know. He’s a gorgeous big man, and I gave birth to his giant sons, and that was an experience, I can tell you.”

      Murdo shivered. “There are some things I don’t need to know. How are they both?”

      “Doing well at St Andrews. Jock and I miss them though. The house is quiet without their huge feet thundering up and down the stairs, and there’s food left in the fridge. Anyway, even if he isn’t your type…

      Oh, he’s my type, all right.

      “You could do with a proper friend.” She moved forward and put her elbows on his desk.

      “I have lots of friends, and I have you.”

      “You have lots of people you know, but you keep your distance.”

      “I have Fion to take care of, and I’m not that sort of bloke.” He knew Verity wouldn’t believe a word.

      “Fion’s getting older. She might have to leave the island to go to secondary school depending on what you choose. Teaching is your job, not your life.”

      He stared at her. “Says you.”

      “Yes, I know, but I caught and trained Jock when we were teenagers. You need some time for you, and this Euan might be lonely, being new to the island. You know what folk are like with outsiders. I bet he could do with a friend too. So go to tea, and see how the land lies.”

      “Okay. I will.”

      “Good. I’m glad that’s sorted. Now, we’re all starving and gasping for a drink, so get ordering.”
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        * * *

      

      “Billie’s got a dog. Can we have one?” Fion asked when they walked home at the end of the day.

      It was a question Fion often asked, and he hated to disappoint her. He waved to one of the parents across the street as they walked into town. Even the shortish stroll from his house to the Holmes’ could take an age as people often stopped him to talk about their children, past and present. He sighed.

      “You know we can’t because we’re out all day. Why don’t we go to the rescue centre and look for a cat. You don’t have to walk them, and they’re fine on their own—some of them prefer it.”

      “Maybe. Could we have a kitten?”

      “Older cats need homes, and they come litter trained. What sort of dog does Billie have?”

      “She said he was mostly Westie with something else.”

      They stopped at the florist on the high street. Murdo had ordered a bunch of flowers for Jean as a thank-you for the meal they were about to have.

      “I have them ready for you,” Alice said, when they entered the shop. “There’s no name on the card, Mr McIntyre. Are you going to fill it in now?” She leant over as he picked up the pen. The disadvantage of living in a town on a small island was most people knew you and most people wanted to know your business.

      “They’re for Jean Holmes. She and Sandy have invited us for tea with their son and granddaughter who will be in Fion’s class at school.” The whole town could know by the next day. He hoped other parents wouldn’t invite him.

      Too late now. You said you’d go.

      Alice wrapped the bouquet. “Oh, how lovely. Jean loves flowers. Sandy buys her a bunch every week—he’s such a gentleman. His son’s not bad-looking either, though I don’t think he bats for your side.”

      Murdo sighed again, this time deliberately loud enough for his ex-pupil to hear. He gave Alice what he hoped was a hard stare as he had many times when he taught her. She was earning some money working for Daisy in the shop before training as a teaching assistant in the school, as well as babysitting Fion.

      “Just saying, sir. And you’re not getting any younger. Isn’t it your fortieth at Christmas?”

      With Murdo’s sexuality known to all, even a hint of any man being anything other than completely straight was brought to his attention by his friends. Over the years, there had been a few, but none had stuck. He’d indulged in brief flings on holidays taken without a small girl in tow, but that was all. And yes, he was forty at Christmas. He’d rather hoped everyone would forget. He took the bunch from the counter.

      “Thank you, Alice. These are beautiful. Say hello to Daisy. I thought she’d be here.”

      Daisy Bremner had lived on the island all her life and run the florist for years.

      “Oh, she’s got a bit of a cold, so I told her I’d close up.”

      “Well, give her our love and tell her I hope she feels better soon. Come on, Fi stop sniffing everything.”

      “But they smell so different. I’m checking which is nicest. Some things look pretty but they don’t smell nice, and some smell nice but aren’t pretty. Mrs Andersen says you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. Flowers are like that, aren’t they?”

      Murdo smiled. “Yes, darling. People too.”

      She thought for a moment then pulled open the shop door.

      Outside again, they passed the post office and turned into a side street of terraced houses. Jean and Sandy lived in one of the few garden-fronted grey stone buildings with off-road parking. The space was bursting with colour. Clearly, someone had green-fingers and a talent for growing roses. He lifted the latch on the gate. The front door opened and Billie stood waiting on the doorstep with a small, white dog at her side. Fion hurried to meet her and they hugged as if they’d been friends for years, or hadn’t seen each other in ages. The dog was introduced and Billie dragged Fion upstairs to see her room. Murdo stood in the hall, unsure of what to do, until a door opened.

      “I see my daughter has left you standing there. Sorry about that. Come through. Can I get you something to drink?”

      Murdo’s heart fluttered at both the sight and sound of Euan Holmes.

      Get a grip.

      Oh, he wanted to do that all right. There was something about this man. Maybe it was his soft brown eyes. He attempted to compose himself. “The garden out front is lovely. I feel a bit redundant buying more flowers.”

      Euan laughed. He had a deep throaty laugh that matched his voice. It was a sound Murdo thought he’d never get bored of hearing.

      “Mum never gets tired of flowers. She’ll love those. I’ll take them through to her in the kitchen. Dad’s still in the shop. We’ve fizzy water, squash, or wine, if you’re so inclined.”

      “I’ll stick to the water,” Murdo said. “I’ve sort of got out of the habit of drinking with having a child around.”

      “You sit, and I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Murdo took the seat at one end of the sofa covered in crocheted blankets—Sandy and Jean obviously didn’t believe in minimal décor. The room was stuffed with books and ornaments, and the walls had paintings or photographs in every available space. He caught sight of one of Euan in his robes with his degree certificate. Beardless then, he’d been even more handsome, holding hands and smiling next to a woman who Murdo assumed was his ex-wife. There were many others of the family and with the addition of Billie at various ages.

      “Here you are,” Euan said, as he came back into the room. “I can’t believe how hot it’s been here. We’ve even been swimming in the sea. Do you swim?”

      Murdo spluttered his first mouthful of water at the thought of Euan bare-chested in swimming trunks. “Sorry, it went down the wrong way. And yes, I do swim.”

      “I thought so. You have the shoulders for it.”

      Oh, he’s looked.

      “Mum says you throw the caber. You didn’t mention that. Maybe you can teach me.” Euan sat at the other end of the sofa.

      “I’d love to. There’s a knack to it like most other things. We have a highland games event next week. I’m sure Billie would have fun. You could come with me and Fion, if you’d like.” He paused. “I mean, I don’t want to monopolise your time. I know how busy you must be. You said you travel a lot.” Murdo managed to swallow the water on his next attempt.

      “I do. Fortunately, the internet makes life easier now as I can design online and visit the places without physically going there in some cases. But I need to have a good idea of the lay of the land, and what can be done. It’s not as simple as drawing up a plan and just building if there are no utilities. Some people buy pieces of land in a place and expect me to produce miracles when designing their getaway destination in the middle of nowhere. For a home to be labelled an eco-build, it has to meet a mass of criteria.” He paused. “Don’t let me go on. I get rather passionate about the topic.”

      Murdo grinned. “It’s good being able to do a job you love. I’m the same about education.”

      Euan met his gaze. “I’m glad. I wouldn’t want my daughter taught by people who aren’t passionate about what they do. Passion is good.”

      A million more butterflies fluttered into Murdo’s stomach. He couldn’t stop himself staring into those soft eyes. “Yes, it is.”

      The living room door opened.

      “Ah, there you are. We’re eating in the dining room overlooking the garden. It’s only a buffet, nothing formal. Can you call the girls down, son? I expect Billie has finished showing Fion everything she has by now. Why don’t you come through with me, Murdo?”

      He stood and followed her through double glass doors into the conservatory. On the table were plates of food of every kind, as if more people should be there. Murdo couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen cocktail sausages and there was even a cheese and pineapple hedgehog among the offerings in a buffet. He was more used to the pizza slices, mini quiche, and homemade coleslaw offered by parents at various events.

      “I know,” Jean said. “I’ve gone all seventies. Still, at least nothing is enclosed in aspic. Help yourself.”

      Murdo did, and sat on a chair near the open French doors, glad of the breeze. The sound of footsteps hurrying down the stairs told him the girls were on their way.

      Fion paused at the table and looked across at him. “Can we eat anything, or are some things for grown-ups?” she asked. Billie stood next to her with Buddy sat by her side.

      Jean touched her shoulder. “Of course you can, lassie, and I’ve made a trifle for afters. Do you like trifle?” She turned to Murdo. “Don’t worry, it’s alcohol-free. Both of you can sit outside on the grass if you want.”

      The girls filled their plates. “Mr Mac. When my dad finishes the new house, can Fi come over and see my room?”

      Murdo smiled. “I’d love to see it myself, so perhaps we’ll both get an invite.”

      Fion bounced from foot to foot and Murdo worried the food would end up on the floor. “Thank you, Mrs Holmes.”

      Billie grabbed Fion’s hand and pulled her out into the garden.

      “Mind you stay in the shade both of you and watch out for insects. I’ve put a blanket out. And don’t give Buddy too much, no matter how much he begs, or he’ll be sick.”

      “Yes, Gran. I know.” Buddy still got the first sausage.

      The garden was laid to lawn with one large tree that the girls sat under. A path led down the middle. Beyond a half hedge, stood a shed.

      There was a shout from the hallway. Sandy Holmes appeared from the living room. “Hello, love.” He kissed Jean and took a seat.

      “That’s my veg patch,” Sandy said, clearly catching Murdo’s line of sight. “The garden is the main reason we chose the house, and it’s one of the few within walking distance of the shop.” He glanced outside again. “I think those two are going to be as thick as thieves. I’m glad. Billie needs a friend. She’s had to give up a lot recently.”

      Murdo glanced over to where Euan sat, and couldn’t help noticing his features tighten into a frown for a moment.

      “Fion finds making friends difficult too. She gets on well-enough with others at school, but she can be a bit of a loner.” The sound of laughter came from the garden as Buddy sat up and begged. “We’ve just come back from visiting her mother, my sister, in Houston.” He wasn’t sure how much Jean and Sandy knew about his circumstances, but they lived on a small island with people who liked to gossip, so chances were they knew enough. He noticed Euan opening his mouth as if to speak and Jean shaking her head.

      “Do all the kids call you Mr Mac?” Euan asked, glaring pointedly at his mother.

      “They do, though we have four Macs on the staff, including me and the caretaker. Fion calls me Uncle Mo. When she was little she couldn’t manage the whole name and that one stuck.”

      “It suits you,” Euan said, taking the chair next to him.

      Murdo’s stomach flipped again and he wondered how many more it could do in a short period of time. This man had such an effect on him. He needed to change the subject.

      “So, d’you think you’ll be coming to the games next week? There’s lots to see and do, and hopefully the weather will hold. We could do with another person in the tug of war as well. Do you have a kilt? It’s sort of a tradition that competitors wear them, though we do encourage people to wear underwear.”

      And now you’re thinking about what he might wear under his kilt, aren’t you?

      Murdo frowned and then remembered himself.

      “Of course he has a kilt, don’t you, son?” Sandy said. “I have one too. We’re an offshoot of the Urquharts from the Lowlands, and we’ve both got a fine pair of calves, if I say so myself. I imagine you’ll be wearing McIntyre tartan.”

      “That I will. My family have been on the islands for centuries, but they came here from the Highlands. They, like many others used to fish. It was a hard life.”

      “Ay, laddie. Tenement living in Glasgow wasn’t fun either. So many diseases there to kill you off, but jobs brought our families into the cities, and a good education system gave us the opportunities not to follow our ancestors into factories. You had to be tough to survive in the past, wherever you were.”

      “True enough,” Murdo said. He noticed neither asked him about his parents, and once again wondered how much Euan knew.

      “The food is lovely,” he said, finishing the last triangular sandwich on his plate.

      “I’ll get the trifle if you’ve had enough.” Jean stepped out into the garden. “Have you finished, girls?” Murdo grinned, watching Buddy finish off any evidence there had ever been food on the plates.

      After a couple of hours of eating, Murdo felt stuffed but didn’t decline the offer of a doggy-bag of leftovers, and after much hugging, Fion was ready to leave her new best friend. All the way home she talked about Billie and Buddy and the plans they had for the two weeks before school started.

      “We can go to the park and to the beach—Billie can swim. I can’t wait to see her room. Her dad let her choose the decorations. And it’s a special house because it’s good for the future—you know to stop climate change. Her daddy builds them and he knows all about science and stuff. Her mum is French and speaks lots of languages and taught Billie how to speak French and Spanish. Billie’s going to tell me some words. Buddy does tricks as well. I’ll be able to play with him.”

      Murdo let her talk about Billie while he had thoughts of his own. About Billie’s father, thoughts he didn’t intend to share.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is everyone ready, then?” Jean picked up the picnic basket she’d packed for the day. “My, don’t you both look handsome in your kilts.”

      “And me, Granny?” Billie did a spin. It was the first time she’d worn the tartan sash over her white dress, accompanied by socks and lace-up shoes.

      Euan kissed the top of her head. “You look amazing, sweetheart. Now we’d better get off. We don’t want to miss anything.”

      It wasn’t far to the showground at the edge of the town. The games were held every year, and brought people from all over Harris and Lewis, as well as the tourists who flooded the islands in the summer. All Billie had talked about for the last couple of days was seeing Fion again, although Fion was disappointed Buddy wasn’t joining them.

      “Daddy? Do you know Mr Mac is gay?” She’d taken to calling him the same as the local kids in preparation for school. “Some boys in the park said yesterday.”

      Euan took his eyes off the road for a moment but quickly recovered. They’d never had to explain anything to Billie who’d taken it in her stride that her Uncle Kevin, Gen’s brother, was married to Uncle Armand.

      “I don’t think we should gossip about people, Billie,” his mother said.

      “But it’s not gossip if it’s true, is it? They said everyone knows. I could ask Fion. She says he works too hard and is always doing things for other people. He’s playing the bagpipes today, as well as tossing the caber and doing the tug of war. Fion said they throw haggis as well, and she’s doing Scottish dancing. Can I learn Scottish dancing? They don’t do it with real swords.”

      Billie kept on talking, but Euan’s thoughts drifted.

      So Murdo’s gay? Why should that matter to you?

      It doesn’t. I’ve had gay friends before.

      You have, but you’ve got to admit he’s handsome. His hair is a gorgeous shade of red and those broad shoulders must come in useful for tossing things. Why would he fancy you, anyway?

      Really? I must stop talking to myself like this. Murdo will tell me when he wants to.

      “We’re here,” Billie shouted. “I can hear the bagpipes.”

      They parked the car and entered the grounds. A band in full dress were parading around the grass. Euan spotted Murdo at the front and grinned. He did look good in a kilt.

      To one side of the ground there was a parade ring occupied by several highland cows with men in long white coats checking them over.

      “Let’s go and look at the animals,” Jean said, taking Billie’s hand.

      “But I need to find Fion.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be around somewhere.”

      Euan scanned the grounds and noticed Fion standing with Mrs Anderson from the school and a crowd of girls of a similar age, all dressed the same, next to a wooden platform. “She’s over there getting ready for the dancing, I think.”

      Billie ran, without asking, through groups of people wandering around gazing at various stalls offering local crafts and food. To the side of the parade ring, there was a small stand where people sat.

      “I’ll get off to help set up the throwing events,” Sandy said. “And I’ll see you later.”

      “Okay, love. No trying to throw anything too big. You don’t want to put your back out again.”

      His father tutted and Euan smiled. They strolled over to where Fion was introducing Billie to the other girls.

      “Hello, Verity.” He might have guessed his mother would be on first name terms with the teacher. “I see you’re in charge again.”

      The noise of the bagpipes stopped.

      “The next event is the Highland dancing, and after that will be the parade of the Highland coos. May we remind people of the bins for litter…”

      Euan stopped listening when someone touched his shoulder.

      “You made it then.”

      Euan turned to find Murdo behind him, still holding his bagpipes.

      “Um, yes. Dad’s off helping with something. Billie wanted to see Fion dance. You look impressive in all the gear.”

      “You don’t look so bad yourself. You suit a kilt.”

      Euan struggled not to blush and failed as heat rushed into his cheeks. “Mum says all the men in our family have the legs for one. Are you playing again?”

      “For my sins. They need a piper for the dancing. It’s been my job for years.”

      Euan shuffled from foot to foot. At least the dry weather meant the surface was flat and dry. He imagined the games wouldn’t be quite so much fun in a downpour. “I tried to play once. I made a sound like a goose being strangled—not good.”

      “I can imagine. It took me a while. My Mum and Dad used to send me outside to practice.”

      It was the first time Murdo had mentioned his parents.

      ”This is the first time Fion’s officially danced in the games. She’s a bit nervous. Verity thought it would be good for her to join something.”

      Euan shrugged. “Not every kid is a joiner. I used to spend hours in my bedroom drawing houses and other buildings. I had so many sketch pads filled with stuff before I graduated to computer-aided design.”

      “Architecture is a long course, isn’t it?”

      Euan nodded. “Felt like it was at the time.”

      “We’re ready to start, Murdo.” Verity appeared from nowhere and the people on the stand clapped and cheered as the girls, dressed in their white blouses with tartan waistcoats, kilts, and socks, with traditional ghillies on their feet, stepped up the couple of stairs onto the platform.

      “I’d better get on.” Murdo said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      Euan watched Murdo disappear into a crowd of spectators and peered through them to try to spot Billie. She found him first, grabbed his hand, and dragged him to where Verity stood at the side of the display. He nodded at her as Murdo lifted his pipes and began to play. Euan recognised the tune—Ghillie Callum—played on many of these occasions. The girls began lifting their feet and arms in time to the music while people clapped along.

      He felt his sleeve being pulled. “Mrs Anderson said I could join. Can I, Dad? We did street dancing in London, but I like the clothes better here.” She bounced on her toes next to him attempting to follow along with the movements of the group on stage.

      “Of course you can. You’ll have a lot to tell your mum when we call her tonight. She’ll want to know all you’ve been up to.”

      “I will. I wish she could visit more often.”

      “I know, sweetheart, but it’s a long way to get here, remember from when I brought you back? At least you can talk to each other over the internet, no matter where you are.”

      The music stopped and all around them people clapped and cheered. An older mixed group replaced Fion’s group. The final performance was the traditional sword dance. Two girls danced side by side over crossed swords. The accuracy of their movements was incredible. By now, Fion had found her way to Billie’s side to wait for her father.

      “We’re learning that next year. You’ll be able to do it too. When you come round to my house, I can show you the moves.”

      Billie stared up at him. “Can I go to Fion’s, Dad?”

      “If Mr McIntyre says you can.” I wouldn’t mind going myself.

      “He will,” Fion said, as the music stopped.

      “Next event is the parade of the coos.” Once again the voice boomed over the loudspeaker and the crowds moved on. Euan waited for Murdo before following them.

      “I need to store the pipes away safely,” Murdo said. “Could you keep an eye on Fion for me?”

      “No problem.”

      “Dad, there are baby ones, look.” Billie was already dragging his hand and Fion was dragging her.

      “I’m coming already.” He let himself be hauled through the crowd.

      “They’re so cute, Daddy. I wish we could have one.”

      “Not a chance. They’d eat all my veg.” Sandy appeared behind them. “Your mother’s off helping on the cake stall. I’ve never seen so much fruit cake in my life.”

      “I’m going to learn how to do the dancing, Grandy.”

      “Good for you.”

      Murdo appeared through the crowd. He’d changed into a T-shirt under his waist coat, one of those where the arms stopped just over the biceps. Euan couldn’t help noticing Murdo had impressive muscles under the white cotton fabric. He picked Fion up and swung her around. She giggled.

      “You were brilliant, Fi.” He put her down and waved to one of the people leading a cow and calf around the arena.

      “He’s our neighbour,” he said. “His cattle often pop their heads over our back fence.”

      “You don’t live in the town then?” Euan asked.

      “No, just a little outside, so still within walking distance, but it’s up hill going home. The house has been in the family for years. It needs some more work to bring it up-to-date.”

      “I could come round and give you some ideas if you like. Fion’s already invited Billie.” He caught his father’s smile.

      “That would be great, though I owe you all a meal.”

      “Don’t worry about me and Jean, laddie. You’ll be doing us a favour giving us some peace and quiet. Even us oldies need some me time.” He grinned.

      “Dad.”

      His father leant in. “Well, you need to make some friends here. You’ve built such big house and you’ll rattle round in it.” He stopped and stood straight. “You could show Murdo your new place and how talented you are.”

      “I’d like that, too,” Murdo said. “Getting the chance to meet new people doesn’t happen too often here, and sometimes you need to find people who haven’t known you since you were a wee babby, as they like to say.”

      “Here you all are.” Jean appeared out of the crowd carrying the picnic basket and another bag. “Would you care
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