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PROLOGUE
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All indecision in the past. Everything was ready for the ceremony. Now all she needed to do was to dress for her wedding. Sam, her soon-to-be stepdaughter, knocked on Molly's bedroom door. 

"Come in."

"Can I help?"

"I don't think so. My dress and shoes are ready to put on. I'm just trying to do something with my hair."

"Let me," Sam said as she picked up the hairbrush and heated tongs. "I'm so excited! Aren't you?"

"I'm very, very happy."

"Me, too. I was thinking this morning that we only met about a year ago. So much has happened since then."

Molly grinned. "Including two murders! Luckily, that's unlikely to happen today."

"Don't even say that! I want your wedding to be perfect."

"And it will be, thanks to your help. Wow, you've done wonders with my hair. I'll just get my dress on. Is your dad ready?"

"Yes, he left with Simon a couple of minutes ago to go to the church."

Molly slipped on her dress and shoes. Looking in the mirror, she twirled, seeing with satisfaction how the light green of her dress set off her red-brown hair. She twirled again for a back view and said, "Not bad, and you, love, look great!"

Sam, short for Samantha, looked beautiful. A slim seventeen-year-old with blazing red hair, creamy skin, and extraordinary blue eyes, she had selected a simple pale blue dress to wear as Molly's bridesmaid. 

Molly gave her a quick hug. "Right then, let's grab our bouquets and go."
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Reverend Noseworthy began the usual admonition, "Speak now or forever..." 

"No!"

Molly heard a communal gasp as she turned to look. She saw a tall man on his feet at the back of the church, with his fist in the air, and a sea of shocked faces staring at her. Others had twisted to look at the man. 

"Stop this farce!" he shouted. "That man is not free to wed." 

Molly stared. She sensed Gregor beside her starting to move down the aisle. 

The man turned and dashed out of the church. People began to fill the aisles, while Gregor struggled to push through. Molly's son, Simon, started after Gregor. Her sister, Gillian, and Sam pushed toward Molly, with Mrs. Duncan close behind them.

Molly heard a car start up and its sound fade away. Who the hell was that? She turned back to Reverend Noseworthy. He was staring at the door, mouth slightly open, and then looked at Molly. "We cannae complete the ceremony."

"What?"

He shook his head. "Nae. I must know why that man protested. I must know if there is some reason ye cannae wed Gregor Balfour."

She groped for the nearest pew and fell back into it. Bloody hell. Just when everything was going so well.

She looked up at a bewildered Sam, who was close to tears. She patted the pew. "Hey there, love. Come here. Don't cry. We'll sort it out."

"How can you be so calm? It's dreadful, what that man said."

Molly put her arms around Sam. "I'm not calm. Just confused. Maybe your dad knows what it was about. So let's just wait until he comes back."

Mrs. Duncan sat down with a thump on the other side of Molly and reached for her hand. "Weel, I never! Who was that?" 

"My question exactly. I have no idea. The Rev says he cannot perform the marriage now."

"Och no!" Then, ever practical, "What shall we do with all the food?".

Gillian, who was standing a few feet away with a worried expression, searched her sister's face. "Molly, are you okay?"

Molly shrugged and took a deep breath. "Could you three please herd everyone into the hall? We'll have the feast, regardless. No sense letting it go to waste. Give them all a drink to start. I need to find Gregor."

Mrs. Duncan hurried off, pulling Sam along with her, and soon Molly heard, "Come ye along now. We're to have the wedding feast, anyway." 

Gillian still watched Molly. "You're sure?"

"What else can I do? Best to carry on, no?" 

Her sister nodded. "Right, I'll go help the others and find my husband and boys. God knows where they've got to in all this."

Molly sat, inhaling the scent of burning candles, and watched the priest going around the church, snuffing them out. So that's how this ends. Where the hell is Gregor?

She gazed around the old village church, wood panels glowing with the patina of years. The late afternoon sun shone through the stained-glass windows on the left, throwing jewelled patterns on the old pews and slate floor. Emptied of people, it had an aura of peace, despite the recent commotion. She sighed, stood up and smoothed her dress.

"Reverend Noseworthy, we're going ahead with the celebration, if not the marriage. Will you go and join the others in the hall? I'm going to find Gregor and then we'll meet you there."

He raised his bushy eyebrows. "Really? Ye're taking this well."

"Not at all. I'm confused and seething inside. I don't know what's going on, but everyone came to help us celebrate, and that's what we'll do."

The old priest took her arm, and they went out of the church together. He left her when he turned toward the small parish hall beside the church, where sounds of exclaiming voices could be heard. Best to let them talk it all out before we get there, Molly thought. She started down the stone path to the road, shielding her eyes from the sun, now low on the horizon. Where is he? And Simon?

Gregor had parked the car on the road, but since she didn't have the key, she continued to walk, scanning ahead and on all sides. The lilacs were in full bloom, and their heady scent was pervasive. Funny the things you notice, she thought. I'm sure lilacs will remind me of this day forever.

Then Gregor and Simon were walking back toward her. Gregor's posture was tense; her son merely looked bewildered. They were dressed for the wedding. Simon looking unusually formal in a dark suit, which suited him but which he seldom wore. Gregor, however, was resplendent in full tartan gear. Despite the drama of their interrupted wedding, Molly took the moment to admire her man: kilt, with requisite sporran, belt and Celtic Knot buckle, a white Ghillie shirt with a black Argyll jacket, cream hose and black brogues. With his black hair and beard, he looked magnificent, despite his frown.

As they reached her, she gave Simon a hug and told him to head into the church hall. "We'll join you in a few minutes."

Gregor said, "I couldn't catch him. He got into a car and drove off. I ran after it, but no use."

"Gregor, who was he? What did he mean?"

"I don't know."

"You don't know? But he accused you of something!"

"Molly, lass, I know that well. But I don't know who the hell he is and I don't know why he said what he did."

Molly held his gaze. He flushed. "Don't you believe me?"

"Of course I do, but I'm wondering what was behind it."

He turned away, but she pulled him to face her again.

"The Rev cannot marry us, he says, until this is cleared up. So I've told everyone to go to the hall and we will have our wedding feast, anyway. What else can we do? Sam is very upset."

"She would be. So am I. You seem calm." 

"Of course I'm upset, but let's not make more of a scandal for the village than we already have. We'll put on a brave face and join them in the hall. That's best, don't you think?"

"I guess so. Not going to be easy."

She took his hand. "Gregor, you look wonderful in your wedding gear. Now kiss me, tell me you love me, and then let's go."
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The next morning was bright and sunny, the sky a clear blue. It promised to be a beautiful May day. Molly sat up in bed and gazed through the window. This would have been the first morning of our married life. Then more practically: Good thing we haven't booked an expensive honeymoon trip.

She turned to Gregor, still sleeping after a restless night. Even in sleep, his face was lined and anxious. She dropped a feathery kiss on the top of his head. He stirred, grunted, but did not wake. She eased herself from their bed, grabbed her dressing gown, and slipped from the bedroom. 

In the kitchen, two dogs got to their feet and came for her attention. Murdo, a large hairy dog of uncertain lineage, belonged to Gregor; Thurber, a young black-and-tan bloodhound, was hers. She gave them each a pat and a biscuit, and let them out into the garden. 

After she put on the kettle, she opened the kitchen window. The air was warmer than usual for this early in May. She could smell the scent of flowers and hear the birds in the trees. Yes, it was going to be a glorious day—at least weather-wise.

No sound from Sam's room, so she must still be sleeping. She had been so upset at the wedding dinner and kept asking why? Her boyfriend Colin calmed her, took her hand, and led her away to their table. Catching Molly's eye, he nodded, indicating he would take care of Sam. He's a good lad, Colin. Perfect for her.

She made the tea and took her mug out into the back garden. Positioning a chair for maximum sun, she sat watching the dogs play. Thurber was almost a year old now. Molly had acquired him on her first visit to Whitehaven, when she rented a small cottage as a sabbatical from her work in Canada. Murdo was older, perhaps three or four. The dogs and their owners had hit it off simultaneously, which was very satisfying, and they all had merged into a harmonious household. The wedding was to have been the official culmination of that.

She sighed and leaned back with her eyes closed, letting the sun and the spring scents and sounds soothe her.

"Morning!" a voice came from behind the back hedge. 

"Hi, Lorna. Want some tea? Come on through."

The gate between their back gardens creaked, and the short, plump body of Mrs. McKay appeared.

"Blasted hedge is too tall," she complained. "Must get it trimmed." Molly fetched another chair, and Lorna plunked into it. The dogs came to greet her.

"Mess, innit?"

Molly was used to her abrupt way of speaking. "Yep, it sure is. I'll just get your tea."

She returned with a tray, a fresh mug for herself and one for Lorna, which she handed to her elderly neighbour. Lorna shrugged off her cardigan. "Sun's warm."

"I love it," Molly replied.

"Where's Gregor?"

"Still asleep. So is Sam."

"Huh. Sleep of the innocent?"

Molly smiled. "Of course! You've known them since Sam was a toddler. What do you think?"

"Who was that man?"

"We don't know. Do you?"

"Nae. T'will be the talk of the village, ye ken."

Molly sighed. "I know. Nothing I can do about that, is there?"

They sipped their tea in friendly silence, then Lorna got to her feet. "Must go. Need help, just ask."

Molly leaned back in her chair, eyes closed again, soaking in the warmth of the morning sun. After the uproar of the previous day, this calm, quiet garden was just what she needed. The dogs had settled by her feet. She could hear the buzz of bees around the flowers, and bird sounds from the hedge and trees. She sighed. If only it could always be this way, so pleasant and restful. But, she mocked herself, you'd soon be bored and looking for something more.

"Molly?"

"Out here, Sam."

The girl ran to Molly and hugged her. "It's so awful."

"Grab yourself a cup of tea, and come and talk," Molly suggested. She sat up and gave herself a mental shake. Time to face whatever the day was going to bring. Sam reappeared and took the other chair. "Molly, who was that man? Why can't you and Dad get married? What are we going to do?"

Molly looked at her worried face, normally so pretty. Her bright red hair was in disarray, and her eyes were puffy.

"Sam, this is all I know right now—I don't know who that man was or what he wanted. I don't believe your father has done anything wrong, and I really don't know quite what we are going to do. For now, the wedding is postponed. You looked gorgeous yesterday, so keep your pretty dress handy—when the wedding finally happens, you'll still be my bridesmaid."

Sam gave a hesitant smile. "It is pretty, isn't it? And you looked great! So you'll still marry Dad?"

"Of course, it's just delayed... so says Reverend Noseworthy. Once we get it sorted out, we'll arrange another wedding day."

Molly heard the far-off sound of the front doorbell. She gave Sam a kiss on her cheek and went to answer it. It was Simon, his hired car at the curb.

Simon gave her a hug and searched her face. "You doing okay, Mom?"

"I'm fine. It'll work out. Come on in. You're on your way to Glasgow?"

"Yes, I have the late afternoon flight back to Toronto. But I have time for a quick visit."

They sat in the garden. "This is a bit of an upset," he said.

"Yep. I'm sorry you had the trip for nothing, but I'm glad we could spend some time together before the wedding day, at least. And you had a chance to get to know Gregor and Sam better."

"True. So I guess you are going to sort this all out and reschedule?"

Molly nodded. "I'm not in a great rush, but the village gossips are having a field day, so the sooner we can put it all to rest, the better."

She looked fondly at her son. "I don't like being so far away from you, but you've got your own busy life, and this is what I want for myself. I'm very happy."

"Well, wedding fiasco aside, I can see you fit in here. Aside from Gregor and Sam, you have some good friends, as well as Aunt Gill and the boys. This place suits you."

He stood up. "It's time I got going. Let me know what the new arrangement will be, and I'll be back. By the way, Mom, just so you know, I approve of Gregor, and I'll enjoy having Sam as my new stepsister, or whatever she will be. I hope whatever is behind all this gets resolved soon."

"So do I, love, so do I!"

~
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LEAVING GREGOR STILL sleeping, Molly went to see Annie, her best friend in Scotland. Annie answered the door in her dressing gown, with her black curls wildly askew, her eyes concerned.

"Come in, come in. I've been sitting here wondering if it was too early to call."

"I've been up a while," Molly said as she followed Annie into her capacious kitchen. Annie put on the kettle as she asked, "So, what are you going to do?"

"I have no idea. For now, I think we'll just have to go on as before. At least, until we find out something about that man and what he meant."

"You're amazing. I'd be in a fit state myself."

"I'm trying to be calm. It's all very well putting on a brave face, but what the hell else am I to do?"

Annie patted her shoulder. "You'll think of something—you always do."

"I've never had to deal with anything like this before." Molly paced around Annie's kitchen. "And what about Gregor? He denies there's anything in what that man shouted. I want to believe him. No, I do believe him, but what's it all about?"

Annie poured the tea and placed a plate of her pastries on the broad kitchen table. She pushed unruly curls back from her face and said: "Come and sit. Help yourself. Now listen, Molly, Ginger has known Gregor all his life—they were at school together and always kept in touch. He says that Sarah was Gregor's first and only marriage, and there was no-one serious for him until you came along. And I've known him for yonks, too, since before Ginger and I were married. And don't forget, until you found her body last year, he thought Sarah was alive somewhere, and he was still married to her. He never even tried to divorce her, although I suppose he could have."

Molly reached for the plate and selected an Eccles cake, biting into it with its usual shower of crisp puff pastry crumbs. She scooped them off the table and into her mouth. "Delicious as always! You're right, of course. I've just had all sorts of weird possibilities whirling in my head."

"Not surprising. So Reverend Noseworthy says he can't marry you until he knows Gregor is truly free. Gregor says he is free. What now?"

"I never particularly wanted a church wedding, and Gregor didn't care one way or another. We really did it for Sam—it was important to her."

"She's seventeen and very romantic, and she wanted to be your bridesmaid."

"Yes, and I wanted to please her. She's a great kid and I love her like my own daughter. For me, it truly doesn't matter whether we marry or not. We're good together, and the last few months of me living with him and Sam have gone well. At least once Jean Ferguson's death was sorted out.. But marriage seems to be important to Gregor."

"Why not a civil wedding, then?"

Molly put her cup down with a bang. "Brilliant! We'll just bypass the Rev. I'll look into it!" She picked up her cup again, but paused with it in mid-air. "Although surely, even for a civil marriage, you must have to prove you are both clear to marry, no?"
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Gregor was out when she returned home. There was a note on the kitchen table: Gone to fetch a part for the car. Back soon.

He had taken vacation time for this marriage-that-hadn't-happened. They had not booked a honeymoon trip, but instead planned to drive through the Highlands, stopping at hotels or B&Bs as they found them. 

The phone rang. Mrs. Duncan spoke quickly: "There's a body on St. Cyrus beach. Angus found it when he was walking Jess. I called the polis."

"Somebody drowned?"

"Nae, his head is bashed."

"My God! Who is it? Someone from the village?"

"A stranger. Angus is of a mind that it might be that man from your wedding."

Molly sank onto the sofa, shaking her head. No, not another death. I had enough this past year. I hope it isn't the same man. Let it be an accident—someone who fell and hit his head on the rocks. Thurber whined and laid his large head on her lap, his deep brown eyes searching her face. She stroked it and wondered what to do next. Gregor. I'd better call him.

She phoned and, trying to be calm, told him what Mrs. Duncan had said. He swore.

"I know, love. But Angus could be wrong. It could be someone else—someone who slipped on the rocks. Let's hope."

"I'll be home in 20 minutes. Wait for me, aye?"

They drove together to the beach. It was usually one of Molly's favourite places to walk. People had gathered, of course, and Jamie FitzJames, the local constable, was ordering them to stand back. Molly pushed through the crowd, but Gregor remained at the back, silent.

The man's body lay face down on the dry sand, but his clothes were wet. He must have died before or while the tide was in, and was left behind when it ebbed, Molly thought. The head had indeed been bashed. She hastily averted her eyes from it and studied the rest of him. She was a writer and was, by nature, observant. She noted the sturdy boots and good quality leather jacket. He was wearing jeans, and there was a brown knapsack showing halfway under his chest. She couldn't see his face, couldn't judge his age. She turned and made her way back to Gregor. 

His expression asked a question. Molly shrugged. "Since I didn't get a very good look in the church, and he's lying face down anyway, I can't tell if it's the same man.

"Let's go," he said, taking her hand. "We don't need to be part of this.

~
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THAT EVENING, COLIN took Sam out to a movie to get her mind off the aborted wedding. Molly poured two whiskies and handed one to Gregor. "How are you doing, love?"

"Thanks. Not wonderful, to tell the truth."

She looked at him, frowning down at his glass. His curly hair was rumpled and there were dark smudges under his eyes. He slumped in his chair.

"You look tired. I guess neither of us slept well last night," Molly said.

"You believe me, don't you?"

"Of course I do! The whole thing is bizarre, though. You're sure you didn't recognize him?"

"How could I? He was behind us and when I turned around, he was running out the door. I never got sight of his face. I haven't a clue who he was or what he wanted!"

Molly sipped her drink and waited.

Gregor continued after a pause, "So the wedding is off? God, after all the work getting it organized..."

Molly laughed. "Well, the guests had a grand time—exciting stuff to talk about and a splendid dinner. You didn't care whether it was a church wedding really, did you?"

"Nae. Just to humour Sam."

"Right. So let's forgo it and get married simply with just a few good friends, no big fuss. What do you think?"

"Aye, that'll suit me. After yesterday, the less fuss, the better."

She leaned over and kissed him. "Come on. Let's go to bed. We're both tired."

He looked up with a sudden mischievous gleam in his eye. "I'm nae too tired, lass, to perform my marital duties."
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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"Why don't we carry on as planned?" Molly suggested the next morning.

"What do you mean?"

"We were planning to drive through the Highlands for a few days after the wedding. You've already booked off work and Sam will be happy to look after the dogs. So, let's pack up and go away from all this. A honeymoon without the benefit of a wedding."

He smiled. "Right! I'm on. Getting away from here will be a blessed relief."

Sam approved and was happy to manage on her own. "I'll ask Catherine to come and stay. It'll be fun."

Catherine, Annie's eldest daughter, was Sam's best friend. She was dark and quiet, a counterpoint to Sam's bubbly personality. Molly thought she would be good company for Sam and help her get over the disappointment of the wedding.

Molly and Gregor packed and left soon after, heading north. After passing through Stonehaven, they found a small country pub for lunch and smiled at each other across the table. It was one of those truly old pubs, not one of the Ye Olde variety. It was busy, but not too much so, and they found a table by a window overlooking a field. Sheep were grazing, ambling around the field with their lambs.

Molly looked around with satisfaction. The cream-coloured rough plaster walls, offset by dark, ancient beams, were the features she liked in these old pubs. Pewter mugs hung on hooks behind the bar, and horse brasses were nailed to the wooden cross-piece above it.

"This is perfect," Molly said. "I feel like an immense weight has lifted off me. Getting ready for the wedding took a lot of doing, then the nonsense at the church, the mystery of who the hell that man was, and now a dead body. I'm glad to be away from it all."

"And I'm happy just to have some time to ourselves for a change."

After a leisurely, delicious seafood lunch, they drove up into the highlands until they reached Ballater. The former Deeside Inn had changed owners and was now called the Balmoral Arms. "Hoping to cash in by associating with royalty," Gregor said.

"Cynic. Shall we stay or do you want to press on?"

"Let's see if they have a room."

The hotel did, and so they left their luggage and went to stroll along the River Dee in the late afternoon sun. As they left the small town behind, the only sound they could hear was the river. Fast running and clear, it bubbled over rocks and through channels. 

After an invigorating couple of hours, they returned to the hotel to change for dinner. Molly opted for the more informal Ghillies Bar. It was a friendly place, with small wooden tables and chairs, as well as upholstered settees. The decor was homey with tartan cushions and sheepskin throws, and there was a notice that dogs were welcome. "We should come back here sometime with the dogs," she said.

The food was excellent, especially the salmon, which was the hotel's speciality.

"Perfect end to a perfect day," Molly said as they returned to their room.

"Not quite the end, lass," Gregor replied with a suggestive grin.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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They returned five days later, refreshed and pleased with each other. They had driven from Ballater to Inverness, then through the Cairngorms Forest. They stopped for meals where and when their fancy took them, and found B&B's to sleep each evening. Every morning they ventured further in a large circle, until finally returning through Inverness again, and then home.

The dogs erupted with joy as they entered the house, jumping up, tails wagging and trying to lick their faces.

"You'd think we'd been gone for a year!" Molly laughed, sitting on the floor with an excited Thurber trying to crawl into her lap.

It was early afternoon, so Sam would still be in school. They piled the dogs into the car and headed for St. Cyrus. At the beach, the dogs raced off down the sand, with Gregor and Molly walking more leisurely behind. This beach was Molly's favourite... a long curving stretch of sand, edged with marram grass on one side and the sea on the other. As they walked toward the far end where the cliffs began, Molly drew a deep breath. It was cool today, but sunny, and the salt air was intoxicating.

"We've been blessed by the weather this week," Molly said.

"Don't jinx it!"

They had an informal pact during their days away not to speculate or dwell too much on the identity of the dead man. Now, back on their home turf, it was hanging unspoken between them. Molly broke the silence. "We'll
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