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Prologue

Nine years ago, Suffolk, England

Thea’s heart tried to claw itself out of her chest as she stooped over the motionless figure sprawled in the road. His yellow visibility vest looked jaunty in the sunlight, but his face, where not bleeding, was grey. One leg was twisted through the frame of a crumpled bicycle.

Panting as if she’d run a four-minute-mile, she gabbled into the phone in her sweating hand. ‘I need an ambulance to Ingham Road, just outside Wordwell.’ Her voice trembled as she blundered over whatever the operator was saying on the other end of the call. ‘My car … well, this cyclist was stopped in the middle of the road just after the sharp bend. Nobody could have avoided him. He’s breathing, but his leg’s … twisted. He’s wearing a helmet but there’s blood.’ Her voice caught as she glanced over her shoulder to where her silver car stood skewed across the asphalt. In the morning sun, the windscreen had transformed into a million twinkling squares that somehow hung together above her crumpled bonnet.

The voice in her ear was asking patient questions. Finally, Thea managed to tune in to answer some. ‘I’m alone, apart from the cyclist … Yes, I’ll stay till the police arrive.’

When the 999 call ended, she crouched beside the cyclist, stomach rolling at the raw flesh of his ruined leg. ‘Keep breathing,’ she begged him. ‘Help’s coming.’ The strength leached from her legs, and she sank onto the scratchy road surface. Just keep breathing.

She’d no idea how much time passed before she heard the wailing of sirens and then the emergency services arrived, blue lights flashing. The ambulance crew checked whether Thea was hurt then ushered her aside while they focused on the unconscious cyclist. A police officer, a woman in her thirties, fair hair pulled into a knot, crouched beside Thea.

Thea barely gave her time to speak. ‘He stopped in the middle of the road around the bend! There was no way to avoid him.’

The police officer gave her a keen but not unkind glance. ‘And it’s your car, is it? Were you driving? Did anyone else see what happened?’

‘Yes, it’s my car.’ And, on a quavering breath: ‘I was driving. I was alone. I don’t think anyone else could have seen.’ She glanced at the hedges either side of the lane, between the road and the fields. The first houses of the village were half a mile away.

More questions. Thea tried to concentrate and answer over the blood rushing in her ears. The police officer made notes. ‘I’m going to have to take a breath sample. It’s standard procedure.’

‘I haven’t drunk alcohol for days.’ Thea’s voice shook at the idea of being breathalysed, a procedure she’d only seen on TV.

The police officer smiled reassuringly. ‘Then you’ve nothing to worry about. Just standard stuff.’ She returned briefly to her vehicle, its lights still flashing, then came back with an instrument like a fat phone with a protruding tube. She held it towards Thea’s mouth. ‘Just blow in the mouthpiece … keep blowing, keeping blowing … that’s great.’ After a few moments, she turned the device towards Thea, exhibiting the green light. ‘Thank you. You’ve provided a negative sample.’

After checking Thea was OK to be left, the officer crossed to the ambulance crew. Thea, light-headed from the blowing as well as the shock, heard her whisper, ‘Did you recognise her? She stars in that garden competition show on TV.’

She shivered. She was no ‘star’. Garden Gladiators was half gardening programme, half reality show. Though Thea enjoyed the excitement of appearing in it, to ‘star’, to her, would mean being paid – which she wasn’t. She received only expenses and her usual salary. Her employers – Cherlington House – as location providers, were the ones who got the fees.

Being recognised right now felt uncomfortable, like the unexpected snark her appearances garnered on social media: Bring back Charlie Dimmock or: Why’s the camera on Thea Wynter so much? She’s so ordinary. The judgy meanness of strangers hurt, but she was on Garden Gladiators because she enjoyed it – and perhaps because she’d got together with Ivan, a blonde, handsome camera operator. Filming of the fourth series of Garden Gladiators had just been completed, and Ivan had moved in with Thea. Everything was coming up roses … until this.

She didn’t hear whether the ambulance crew knew or cared that she was ‘on the telly’, but the police officer returned with a bald, stubbly paramedic who checked back in with her. ‘How are you doing, duck? Feeling shocked?’

Thea looked up the road to where the other paramedic was bending over the cyclist, now in the back of the ambulance. Revulsion and guilt engulfed her. ‘I’m OK. It’s that poor guy who needs the care.’

The police officer took photos and measurements, then Thea called a tow service to take her vehicle to a garage. The officer regarded her assessingly. ‘Why don’t you hop in my car? I’ll drop you at your home, seeing as Wordwell’s only up the road. I need an account from you of what happened, and we may need to speak to you at a later stage.’

‘Right … yes.’ On rubbery legs, Thea rose and climbed into the back of the police car, still dazed and anxious. Her sister Ezzie was scheduled to arrive at Thea’s house about now and Thea wanted a sisterly hug much more than to talk about the horror of the accident, the broken figure on the ground and the flashing lights.

Ezzie, along with their eldest sister Valentina and Valentina’s son Barnaby, were Thea’s everything.

What if the cyclist died? Would Thea’s account of events be believed? Nightmare visions of a court case and even prison flooded her mind. Was her family about to be torn apart?




Chapter One

Now, Isle of Skye

Thea had interrupted her lunchtime walk around the grand and sweeping grounds of Rothach Hall to say hello to Clive and Mary, the elderly donkey and pony who’d had the good luck to retire to a grassy paddock with a world-beating view of the silvery sea of the Sound of Sleat and the craggy Scottish mainland. Clive’s punk-rock mane was darker than his portly body, while Mary’s chestnut coat had turned grey around her eyes and above splayed old hoofs. On the gate hung a sign: ‘Mary Pony and Clive Donkey’ painted by the grandchildren of the owners. Between their field and the turreted grey stone hall lay first the trees and grass of the park, then the gardens, terraces and lawns closer to stately Rothach Hall, all of which Thea tended in the course of her job as head gardener.

These beautiful surroundings were her happy place, where she breathed the clear Skye air and relished the peace and serenity of the island. When a man shot across the paddock towards the burn, Thea gasped in shock. ‘Hey!’ she cried in outrage, making poor Mary toss her bony old head. ‘No visitors in with the animals!’

But, arms and legs pumping, dark curls blowing, the man fired himself across the sloping grass like an arrow beneath the puffy white clouds in the blue June sky. At the fence, he scrambled over, half falling to the ground. Thea knew both bank and burn to be thick with great leaves of gunnera, fern and even ash tree seedlings that were on her list to remove. ‘Ouch,’ she muttered, reaching for her phone. She’d have to inform Tavish, the manager at the hall, that a mad sprinter seemed to have missed his way to the Olympics.

She paused, finger poised without tapping Tavish’s number. The man was already returning to the rail and clambering slowly over it, his bottom half drenched. His arms cradled something small and still. He knelt and placed it carefully on the grass.

Thea shoved away her phone and, not bothering to fumble with the strong gate fastening – Clive could undo simple bolts with his teeth – scaled the metal bars and began running down the slope, her work boots so familiar on her feet that they could have been running shoes.

As she approached, the man’s head lifted, his jaw dark with stubble. ‘Slow down, don’t frighten her,’ he called in a soft Scottish accent. On the ground before him, like a mop the cleaners hadn’t wrung out, lay a small dog, her bedraggled fur plastered with weed. Tongue lolling, her chest heaved as she struggled for breath. ‘Just got to her in time, poor wee girl. I saw her from the bridge, all tangled in the undergrowth.’ He stroked the floppy ears as he nodded towards where the drive up to the hall included a stone humpbacked bridge and a steel-grey SUV.

Catching her breath, Thea revised her opinion of him as a trespassing, deranged Olympic sprinter and pigeonholed him instead as a fantastic, heroic human being. ‘Well done. She only looks a few months old. And all skin and bone.’

‘Aye. But she’s easier now. She’ll recover.’ He flashed a smile as Thea knelt beside him.

As if to agree, the dog rolled onto her chest and shook her head, spattering them with cold, brackish water. She coughed, vomited, snorted, then licked her nose. Finally, she managed to wag the tip of her tail before flopping back, clearly not ready for further exertion.

‘Oh, dear.’ Thea bit her lip, brushing back her ponytail as the breeze teased it over her shoulder.

‘It’s good she’s cleared her lungs,’ the man observed pragmatically. Then he yanked his shirt over his head, exposing a black T-shirt with a wet hem. He wrapped the dry fabric of his shirt around the tiny canine, carefully slid his hands beneath her and cradled her again as he climbed to his feet. ‘She’s weak, though. Is there a vet nearby on Skye? Or must I take her to the mainland?’

Thea rose, too. ‘There’s a new practice in Armadale, a few miles down the peninsula. They shut at two on Saturdays, so you’d better leave soon. Shall I give you the address for your sat nav?’ Her heart turned over at the poor wretch snuggling so trustingly into his arms.

He hesitated. ‘It’ll be difficult to drive and to hold her, and I’ve no travel crate, of course. I’m actually here to see someone – a Thea Wynter.’ He turned to tramp up the slope towards the car abandoned on the drive, ignoring what must be the yucky feeling of sodden jeans clinging to his legs. Though it was what Thea considered a perfect Isle of Skye early summer day, the breezy brightness didn’t mean high temperatures.

She fell into step with him, grinning because her green ground-staff uniform with ‘Rothach Hall’ embroidered in red had probably already given him an idea of who she was, even if safety prevented her from wearing a pin-on ‘head gardener’ badge. ‘I’m Thea. You must be here for the seasonal gardener’s job. You’re so late I’d taken my lunch hour. When you didn’t answer your phone, I thought maybe you were stuck somewhere on the narrow roads, but if you were delayed by saving a drowning dog, I forgive you. You’re soaked,’ she added unnecessarily.

He glanced her way. His eyes were nowhere near as dark as his hair, but hazel with hints of green and ginger, like the weed-strewn rocks of Rothach Bay at low tide. ‘I have dry clothes in my car, if there’s somewhere to change.’

She crooked her arms in an invitation for him to pass over his burden. ‘If I hold the dog, you can drive us up to the hall, then change in the studio apartment that will go with the job. Your application said that you’d like to live in, didn’t it? Then we can whizz to the vet’s together and I’ll interview you as we go.’ His application had stated his name as either Tim or Tom, but she couldn’t remember which.

‘Um … aye, OK,’ he said, as if taking a second to review the idea before deciding it was workable. He transferred the slight, damp weight of the dog who, with her cute face and draggled fur, looked like a teddy bear who’d fallen on hard times. Then he fished out his keys and blotted them on a dry area of T-shirt. ‘I hope the beeper still works.’ He pointed it at the grey SUV, the back seat and rear compartment of which were stuffed with boxes and bags.

The beeper co-operated. Thea climbed slowly into the big vehicle, unsettled by the profusion of boxes and bags. Either he was confident of getting the job and had brought his worldly possessions, or he was living out of his car. But soon they were bowling past the car park where the sun flashed from a row of windscreens, and up the drive between the south lawns towards a pair of doors on ornate strap hinges beneath an arch. The grey granite grandeur of Rothach Hall rose above them, all windows and chimneys, its turret topped by a conical roof. From three flagpoles flew the Scottish Saltire alongside the flags of Sweden and Norway, representing the mixed heritage of the Larssons, the family who owned the hall. Members of the public strolled the lawns and gardens, admiring the hall or the towering pines and spruces. Their day would also likely include visiting the Nature Café for scones, Scottish ice cream or haggis burgers with a side opportunity to buy Rothach Hall souvenir mugs or Clive Donkey and Mary Pony cuddly toys.

In Thea’s arms, the dog lay as quiet as a baby fawn its mother had hidden in the forest. ‘Bear right of the house,’ she directed Tim or Tom. ‘The tradesmen’s entrance is around the back, as the saying goes.’ Then, when he’d followed the small offshoot of the drive, ‘Park beside the pick-up truck by the greenhouse.’ She glanced down as a small, light, warm feeling tickled her hand. ‘Oh, bless. She just licked me.’ Her heart turned over in her chest with a giant thunk.

‘Good sign,’ he answered economically, and climbed gingerly from the car, pulling wet denim from his legs, before hurrying around to open the passenger door as Thea needed both her arms for the dog.

Awkwardly, she scrambled out. ‘I’ll show you where to change, then I’ll find a towel for your canine rescue.’ Thank goodness Tim or Tom had spotted the dog struggling in the burn. In some places the water ran fast, in a race to tumble down the steep crag to the village of Rothach and the bay below.

Tim or Tom opened his vehicle’s tailgate and rustled about. When he’d slammed it closed, he clutched a pile of clothes and a pair of trainers. She led him to the building at a right-angle to the greenhouse, which housed the staff apartments. ‘The keypad gets you through the outer door.’ She tapped in the code and then shouldered the door open, holding it with one foot so he could edge past.

He glanced around the whitewashed passage. ‘Do many people live here?’

‘Four. Gwen the housekeeper has a proper apartment at the back of the hall. These studios are available to others on a first-come, first-served basis. Three are currently occupied by full-time housekeeping staff – one down here and two upstairs. Only this one’s empty and as I was expecting you, I have the key.’ She shifted the dog onto a forearm and searched the pocket of her dark green work trousers with her free hand. The dog didn’t react, either trusting Thea or too spent to care. She unlocked room two and shoved open the door. ‘There you go. Get changed, have a quick look round – there’s a laundry room at the end – and I’ll meet you at the pick-up.’ There was something intent in Tim or Tom’s eyes that – while she accepted that one person needed to drive and one to hold the dog – made her unwilling to climb into his vehicle for a trip beyond Rothach’s grounds. Those bin liners could hold anything from clothes to stolen gold.

‘OK.’ Slowly, he stepped inside.

Thea retraced her steps, concerned that the dog had begun to shiver and not about to hang around while Tim or Tom changed. She hurried across the paved courtyard to the mud room, where staff members had access to lockers, coat hooks and space for boots on the cracked terracotta floor. Once she’d established that she had the place to herself, Thea began to croon. ‘Did you think we’d never get here, little dog? This cupboard’s full of towels for staff caught in the rain. No one will mind if I lend you one, will they?’ It was highly unlikely that the dog had an opinion, but she glanced up and panted, her eyes bright.

Thea knelt on the cold floor, unwrapped the damp shirt and stood the skinny, dirty, matted dog on it while she shook out the towel and began to use it gently on the small body. ‘Where are your humans? Although anyone who’d let a dog get so scrawny is barely worthy of the name “human”,’ she added darkly.

If the dog knew, she wasn’t telling, but shook herself and wagged her tail. Her fur, which was probably a pale grey or cream when clean, crinkled like a bad perm.

‘What a sweetie.’ Thea gently picked debris from the fur and lavishly grabbed another clean towel for the journey to the vet.

This human, at least, would play her part in helping this little pooch.




Chapter Two

Deveron Dowie kicked free of his clammy boxers, jeans and socks. As only the edge of his T-shirt had touched the freezing water of the burn, he whipped it off and used it to dry his legs. Once dressed in dry joggers and a hoodie, he took the time to examine his surroundings. ‘Studio apartment’ Thea Wynter had called it and it was a bit like his old student accommodation at uni. However, the bed was a double, and the white-tiled bathroom with a shower over a compact bath was nicer than his mouldy old student wet room with its odorous, reluctant drain. Back in the main room, he inspected a kitchenette with a fridge and microwave and space for toaster and kettle. He’d had better in the comfortable Inverness home he’d shared with his now ex-wife Adaira, but he’d definitely had worse.

He pictured himself living behind gracious Rothach Hall on the Isle of Skye; spending his days doing whatever job Thea Wynter thought he was here for. Compared to surfing his mum’s sofa back in Dumfries as he’d been about to do, the tiny apartment felt like a sanctuary – an opportunity, however unplanned. It seemed to say: What would you do to live here?

In his current circumstances, freelancing for a sensationalist, clickbait website and hating every word he wrote … quite a lot.

Stooping to scrape his damp, dirty clothes from the floor, he used them to give the floorboards a wipe, then he left the quiet studio apartment. A glance at the laundry room revealed two washing machines and two dryers. When he went back outside, Thea was in the driver’s seat of the pick-up, her face tilted down towards the dog in her arms, its face angled up, ears twitching like floppy radar dishes.

The shirt he’d wrapped the dog in had been left on the roof of his car and he threw it and the rest of his wet things into the footwell, then jogged over to the pick-up with ‘Rothach Hall’ in green on the side, slid into the passenger seat and returned the apartment key.

‘You look more comfortable,’ Thea remarked. She was a compact woman with her dark hair in a knot atop her head, and she looked small behind the wheel of the big vehicle. ‘Little dog’s still not warm, so I’ve made her a towel toga.’

The dog made a laughing face, mouth open and ears flattened and, after securing his seatbelt, he extended his arms to receive her. ‘She has a nice doggy grin.’

Thea reversed the truck, then eased the vehicle past the greenhouse. ‘So,’ she said, as if the word stepped her into professional mode. ‘This takes us to the staff entrance into the grounds of Rothach Hall.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Not the drive I used?’

She steered slowly around a stand of fir trees. Tourists using the back drive as a footpath shifted to the edge to let her through. ‘If you’d come in the back way, you wouldn’t have seen the dog and been able to rescue her.’

The track cleared of people, and they passed into an avenue of sycamores. The dog snuggled into her towel, as if settling in for the ride. Then she lifted her head, looked up at him and gave a gruff little ‘Arf!’

Thea smiled, though her eyes remained on the road. ‘Aw. She’s saying thanks for rescuing her.’ She resumed her spiel. ‘Rothach Hall was built in the early eighteenth century. The story goes that “Rothach” is Gaelic for “Monroe”, the name of the first owner of the house. You can read the history board in reception if you want to know more.’ It was cute how she said ‘Rothach’ in her flat English accent, so different to his own Scottish burr. ‘The hall’s owned by the Larsson family now. It’s not a castle, like Armadale or Knock, but Rothach’s been restored. We’re not expecting the family to be in residence this summer, but their side of the hall and garden are strictly private unless you’re working there. The grounds and a few rooms of the hall are open to the public.’

‘The gardens are great,’ he murmured, remembering she’d assumed he was here for a gardening job. It was a comment more likely to meet with her approval than: I’m doorstepping you for a website called Everyday Celebs. My editor thought that as I was travelling from Inverness to Dumfries, I might as well ‘call in’ at Skye, even though it’s doubled my journey.

At the end of the track, tall black gates opened at her approach. ‘The job’s seasonal,’ she continued as they accelerated between hedges of gorse and wild rhododendron onto the gravelly road between Rothach Hall and the better-kept main route down the Sleat Peninsula. ‘We had someone, but they left, which is why we’re recruiting in mid-June. Seasonals get basic jobs like mowing, edging, weeding, clipping, clearing up and litter picking. No chainsaw or other heavy equipment … unless you have a CSCS card?’ She took her gaze from the narrow road long enough to send him an enquiring glance.

‘Afraid not.’ All he knew about a CSCS card was that he didn’t have one.

‘OK.’ She steered the truck around a curve, sending up a flurry of dead pine needles from beneath overhanging trees. ‘You just need to perform the tasks I’ve mentioned, have a friendly attitude to colleagues and a willingness to work. And be punctual.’

‘I’m usually a good timekeeper.’ He watched as she slowed for the junction and turned left at the sign to Teangue, Kilmore, Kilbeg and Armadale. He’d expected Thea Wynter to look as she had when starring in Garden Gladiators, but her facial piercings were gone. Her hair was long and a natural nut-brown instead of short and trendy, so heavily highlighted as to be tiger-striped. The holly green uniform could have been chosen to compliment her compact shape. A part of his mind acknowledged that he was noticing a woman for the first time in a while and he turned his gaze to the scenery.

The truck joined a tail of traffic dawdling past a gap in the rocks and grassy hummocks edging the road. He caught his breath at a magnificent vista over the rocky coast of Skye, a thousand shades of green, grey and brown beside the silvery waters of the Sound of Sleat. Gulls circled above and he caught sight of a white lighthouse before a curve in the road cut off his view.

She changed down the gears as she, too, spared a second to take in the beauty. ‘Your application said you’d worked in gardens before?’

‘Just the summers, since I was old enough,’ he said factually, but not mentioning that it was mainly in Grandpa’s garden, a corner plot the size of two allotments. ‘Last summer I volunteered at Oakhill House, an assisted living facility in Dumfries. That’s in south Scotland,’ he added helpfully. ‘Do you like living so far north?’ On his lap, the dog yawned and laid her head on his forearm.

Thea’s dark gaze returned to the road. ‘Yes, I was brought up in Suffolk in the East of England, but I love the Isle of Skye. When I first came, I tried to pronounce “Rothach” with the chh sound at the end, like “loch”, instead of “Roth-arsh”. And I thought that “Sleat” was said “sleet”, rather than “slate”. I’ve learnt that the Sound of Sleat is an inner sea, open at both ends, whereas a sea loch is only open at one end. And some lochs are lakes, right?’

‘Right,’ he agreed, grinning. She didn’t make a bad job of “loch”, which so many English people pronounced “lock”. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘About eight years. It’s a wonderful, serene place.’ She checked her mirrors, then returned to interview mode. ‘The job comes with a uniform, but you need your own safety boots before you can start, boots that cover your ankles. No steel toe-cap trainers. You get a £25 allowance and there’s a place in Broadford that sells work wear.’

‘Great,’ he answered affably. The land had fallen away towards the sound where the sun gilded the water, still and glassy apart from where a squat white ferry boat left a trail like an arrow pointing towards the far shore – what he judged to be the mainland because they weren’t quite opposite the Outer Hebrides here. Islands, he thought, were mountains with their heads above the sea. On the shoreline below, a yellow rowing boat lay on its side against a jumble of rocks. Above the road, rock crags punctuated slopes green with trees, white cottages with slate roofs half hidden in their midst. A sea eagle spread its wings and soared between pearly grey sculpted clouds lit on one side. It felt unreal, like being part of a landscape painting on a wall.

As the road sank downhill, past a sign to Armadale Castle and towards a town of white buildings with grey roofs and a quay, he experienced the same feeling of serendipity and sanctuary that had struck him in the studio apartment.

This island could be his home.

Thea swung the pick-up right, jolting him from his thoughts. ‘This is Armadale. There are shops and stuff here. I called ahead so the vet’s expecting us.’ She parked before a low, modern building with a sign saying this was Southside Veterinary Clinic. Then she paused and turned to gaze at him, arms braced on the steering wheel. Colour tinged her cheeks. ‘Don’t think me a terrible person, but I can’t remember whether your name’s Tim or Tom.’

‘Deveron,’ he answered. The dog shook her ears, looking around as if wondering what was happening. ‘Deveron Dowie.’

Thea frowned. ‘I thought your surname was McJohn.’

He stroked the matted fur of the dog’s head. She hadn’t tried to escape her towel or his lap but lay still, as if waiting along with Thea for his explanation. ‘Well,’ he began, preparing to lie his arse off. ‘Maybe the applicant you were expecting was Tim or Tom McJohn, but I came on spec after seeing the job advertised online.’ He switched to the truth. ‘I’ve had some bad luck. My ex went off with my best mate – who also happened to be my business partner – which left me homeless and potless after a divorce and winding up a business. If I don’t get this job, I’ll have to sleep on my mum’s sofa. She’s not rich and I’m not borrowing the deposit for my own place from her or my brother Leith. He’s offered me a room, but as that would mean obliging my nieces to share, I turned it down. I’ve only been able to keep my car by coming to an arrangement with the finance company. Working in the beautiful surroundings of Skye with that studio apartment to come home to looks great right now.’ And it would leave him time to do some freelance work, so long as … ‘Is there an internet connection?’

Thea’s gaze had shuttered. ‘There’s Wi-Fi in the staff accommodation.’ She paused, and he wondered if she was about to tell him to get lost. Instead, she said, ‘That sounds like a shitty situation.’ But she sounded guarded.

Guilty heat flooded his cheeks. ‘Aye, a wee bit.’ His mind strayed to his previous self, standing in stunned silence while Adaira and Krisi held hands and said they were going away together, though generously leaving him the business he and Krisi had built up – which, by the way, was in its death throes.

They’d exited his life with calm decision, barely acknowledging the chaos they left behind them. The only contact since had been via solicitors, to facilitate the divorce and empower Dev to sell the house to mitigate the mortgage and other debts.

He realised she was speaking again. ‘So can you do garden work?’

He nodded, not blaming her for her lukewarm response. ‘Mowing, edging, weeding, digging, are all very much part of my experience. My grandpa had an enormous garden, and I spent a lot of time there after my dad died when I was eight.’

She didn’t offer sympathy. ‘Do you have a criminal record?’

‘No.’ He didn’t bother with indignation because he couldn’t blame her for asking.

‘Can you provide references?’ Her gaze had fallen to his hand stroking the dog’s head, brushing the fur back from her eyes. The dog closed her eyes contentedly.

He paused, suspecting that this appearance of trust was making Thea consider his wild idea, and wondering whether the world treating him so badly justified his judicious weaving of lies and truths. He’d never been this needy before … ‘I’ve been self-employed for a decade. But I did work for Oakhill House last summer. The scheme manager could confirm that I’m to be trusted around other human beings.’ His stomach felt hollow. If he couldn’t get freelance jobs that paid properly – unlike Everyday Celebs – then the word ‘references’ was going to come up again.

The silence in the vehicle grew taut. Then Thea sighed. ‘Let’s get that dog inside. She’s been through enough.’

True. Nearly drowning was worse than even his shit life.

The veterinary surgeon was a brisk, middle-aged woman with cheeks as pink as Gala apples. She treated the dog gently, yet Thea felt horrible at handing her over, after explaining how they came to have her, still preoccupied by the confession of the man standing beside her that he was neither Tim nor Tom McJohn, but someone called Deveron Dowie.

The vet made a quick examination and ran a scanner over the small body. ‘There’s no microchip, so no way of establishing her owners. Illegal, but not unusual.’ She sighed, stroking the dog’s head. ‘I’d put her at about seven or eight months old. She’s undernourished and neglected but otherwise healthy. We’ll keep her till we can contact the local authority.’

As Thea and Deveron left the surgery, Thea made the mistake of glancing back. The little dog gazed after them with such a look of astounded dismay that Thea’s throat ached. They returned to the truck in silence, and she began the return journey. Clouds seemed to crowd in over the white buildings of Armadale as if to watch their departure.

Deveron rubbed his stubbly chin. ‘I suppose I didn’t think past getting the wee thing to the vet.’ He sounded as dismayed as the dog had looked.

‘I wonder what happens if no one claims her?’ Thea felt as if someone was going over her heart with a cheese grater. Those melting brown eyes would follow her into her dreams tonight.

‘I don’t suppose dogs are allowed in the staff accommodation?’ he ventured.

‘Sorry. No pets.’ She sighed.

They drove on for five minutes, the road climbing. Dusty green trees rose beside them on the landward side, some gnarled after a lifetime of clinging to pockets of soil between slices of red and grey rock. The road was a man-made ribbon interrupting the sweep down to water that both reflected the clouds and danced with sunbeams. It was ruggedly beautiful, this island she called home, and usually she loved driving through it. But now, involuntarily, her foot softened on the accelerator. The pick-up slowed.

‘Are you OK?’ Deveron asked, sounding alarmed.

‘I’m fine,’ she answered over the noise of her brain and heart locked in grim battle. She pulled over into the gateway of a white cottage with a cypress tree beside its stone wall, and a couple of cars passed. Slowly, she drew out her phone.

And called the veterinary surgery.




Chapter Three

That evening, Thea’s supper was salmon and new potatoes with the last of the green beans she’d frozen at the end of last summer. She ate at the oak kitchen table that she meant to refinish when she had time, gazing through her kitchen window.

Rothach village clung to a scoop of land below Rothach Hall and whereas white or natural stone were the common colours for the buildings of Skye, here many of the cottages were painted in pastel shades. Thistledome, her cottage, stood at the top of the inaccurately named Loch View, overlooking not a loch but Rothach Bay, part of the Sound of Sleat. Thea loved the panorama over the grey roofs and green treetops of lower cottages to the crescent-shaped beach where seaweed clung to black rocks between tumbled beige pebbles and pockets of gritty sand. Rowing boats heeled drunkenly at low tide and yachts bobbed out in deeper water.

Thistledome had witnessed the tide’s ebbing and flowing for a couple of hundred years longer than Thea had. She’d painted her cottage a soft thistle-purple to go with its name. The garden ran around three sides, and canopy porches front and rear provided places to leave boots. Its slate roof was bowed with age, its square window frames painted black like the doors front and back, and it was an ideal size for Thea – small.

Though she couldn’t see all the village from her vantage point, she was familiar with the way Harbour View led to the old Fishermen’s Cottages at the foot of the cliff where Causeway sloped into the sea at high tide. Chapel Road, lower down the slope, held no place of worship – unless you counted the pub being called Jolly Abbot Inn – and Low Road was actually quite high. The roads of Rothach village were mainly single track and edged with banks of rock, bracken and wildflowers instead of the mown verges she’d known in Suffolk.

Eight years ago, she and her middle sister, Ezzie – or Esmerelda, if you wanted her legal name – had moved into a rented place in Chapel Road. Pooling their resources after leaving Suffolk, their jobs and live-in relationships behind had allowed them to find their financial feet and decide whether the rugged, remote Isle of Skye might provide their forever home. Eldest sister Valentina and her husband Gary had moved to Edinburgh some years earlier, so the sisters were at least no further apart.

Later, Thea had felt settled enough to leave the Chapel Road cottage to Ezzie and move into Thistledome. Her landlady had been Maisie, who lived on the corner of Loch View and Portnalong Way in a lemon-yellow cottage. Jovial Maisie had inherited the cottage from her sister and lost no time in explaining to Thea that ‘Thistledome’ was a play on the words ‘this’ll do me’.

At the beginning of this year, Maisie had wanted to sell, so Thea decided Thistledome would do her, too, and it became her pride and joy. As funds would allow, she’d redecorated the lounge and kitchen, both bedrooms and the bathroom. The lounge was still a touch bare, furnished only with two rocking chairs and a low table, but sofas were expensive. So were curtains, so only her front windows boasted them. The back windows faced the garden and one of the rocky outcrops that made the village so steep. She did sometimes think about buying blinds for her bedroom as summer nights were short, but if the sun woke her at 4 a.m., the mewling of the gulls generally lulled her back to sleep.

After supper, she showered, freed her hair to blow about her shoulders, then strolled through the summer evening out of Loch View and down Balgown, waving to her neighbour Fraser, whose long silver hair hung from under a Tam O’Shanter he referred to as his tammie or his bonnet. Perched on the doorstep to his cottage – painted a no-nonsense traditional white – he shelled peas with sweeps of his thumb. ‘I’m taking these to Maisie, but there’ll be more in a day or two if you want some.’ He and fellow octogenarian Maisie spent a lot of time together and they and Thea had a neighbourly friendship, often doing favours for each other. The village was a warm community, but Thea still spent more time with Ezz than anyone else.

‘That would be great, thanks,’ Thea called back. A few more minutes saw her up the steep slope of Creag an Lolaire and then into Chapel Road. A few people occupied the tables outside the Jolly Abbot and she waved to them. Everyone knew everyone in Rothach, if only by sight. Many of the live-out staff at the hall lived in the village.

Thea let herself through Ezzie’s gate, her legs brushing the profusion of weeds her sister called a wildflower garden. ‘I’m here,’ she called as she stepped through the front door. As Ezzie liked to date, Thea had already texted to check her availability this evening, and received the laconic reply: Will put coffee on.

Never would Ezzie say: Will pour wine. Ezzie had given up alcohol because, as she’d tell people herself, she liked it too much, sometimes adding: ‘Who needs it?’ Not many people admitted to ‘needing’ alcohol.

Ezzie’s voice floated back to her. ‘Kitchen.’

Thea followed the sound, careful of the half-step that could send people flying into the kitchen on their knees.

Her sister waited expectantly by the coffee machine, where two mugs, a milk bottle and a sugar cannister awaited. Ezzie beamed, revealing white teeth. Tall and willowy, Ezzie wore her fine blonde hair feathered around her sharp but pretty features. She’d changed her assistant manager’s uniform of black suit and white shirt in favour of a multi-coloured top and blue leggings. She ushered Thea into the lounge, where she did have a sofa – a big, squashy one, with a footstool. Thea wouldn’t have chosen turquoise because she’d have to change out of her work clothes to sit in it, but in the years since Thea and Ezzie had house-shared here, Ezzie had made the place her own.

As they settled themselves, Ezzie said, ‘I hope you’ve been working hard outdoors.’ It was said jokily because head gardener and assistant manager were on a level, both reporting to Tavish, the manager. Their working days often kept them apart as Ezzie remained indoors and Thea out, and the Rothach Hall staff rota ran on a seven-day week, meaning they didn’t always get the same rest days, either. ‘What kind of a day have you had?’ Ezzie continued.

Thea blew out her cheeks. ‘I’m getting a foster dog, who might become permanent, and I’m trialling the wrong man as a seasonal assistant.’

Ezzie’s blonde eyebrows flew up. ‘A foster dog? What the hell, Ms Soft-heart? Dogs need inoculations and food and beds and walks. You need furniture and curtains.’

‘Walks are free, Ms Pragmatist,’ Thea returned reasonably, not minding Ezz’s hint that Thea plunged heart-first into life, whereas Ezzie’s responses were usually practical. ‘I already exercise Bouncer and Scotty for Maisie and Fraser sometimes.’ Maisie and Fraser didn’t enjoy perfect health at their age, but they did enjoy the company of their lively pets.

‘Like you need exercise, with your job,’ Ezzie returned drily.

Thea tipped her head onto her sister’s shoulder. ‘I know. But the poor little doggy nearly drowned, and she was so brave. We took her to the vet. She hasn’t been microchipped and she’s scrawny, so I doubt anyone will claim her. And she licked my hand.’

‘Aw. You’re such a softy.’ Ezz rested her head on Thea’s, as if they were still children snuggling up so Ezz could read a story out loud.

Thea sighed again. ‘You know that a dog is on my one-day list – when the cottage is finished, the side garden’s fenced off and I’ve got money and time. I thought then I’d choose a rescue dog. But this one chose me.’

Ezz was already on to the next subject. ‘Who’s we? “We” took her to the vet, you said. And what was that about employing the wrong man?’

‘Same person. Deveron Dowie.’ Thea straightened so she could sip her coffee, and regaled Ezzie with the story of how snatching five minutes with Clive Donkey and Mary Pony had ended.

‘What about Tim McJohn, the applicant we expected?’ Ezzie assumed her severe assistant manager look.

Thea shrugged. ‘He was a no-show. And Deveron needs a job. His business failed, and his wife and business partner cleared off together. He was left with a car full of gear and an invitation to sleep on his mum’s sofa.’

Ezzie took a thoughtful sip from her mug. ‘But this Deveron hasn’t made an application through the job agency. We don’t know anything about him.’

‘No, that’s a worry,’ Thea admitted. ‘He’s been self-employed, so references are tricky, too. But he’s got both passport and driving licence ID and he says he’s done voluntary work in the garden of the retirement home where his grandpa lives, so the manager might give him a character reference.’

‘Not great employment practice,’ Ezzie observed drily. ‘I suppose his major reference, so far as you’re concerned, is that he saved your future foster dog.’

Cheeks heating, Thea laughed. As if in an echo, she heard laughter from outside the Jolly Abbot, too.

‘You’ve said he can have the vacant staff accommodation,’ Ezzie said eventually, not even making it a question.

‘Yes.’ Thea winced at the resignation in her sister’s voice. ‘He’s filled out an application form, though, and it’s in the right folder on the system. He knows he’s on trial, so if he does anything antisocial, we can chuck him out and change the door code so he can’t get back in.’ Thea made a point of emphasising that she’d completed the admin. She hated paperwork, but forced herself to deal with the small amount associated with her job. Her brainy sisters tried to be understanding about her poor relationship with the written word, even filling in forms on Thea’s behalf without ever complaining, but they must feel exasperated when she shied away from writing reports. Infographics, sketches and headings were OK with Thea. Blocks of text were intimidating and impenetrable. Luckily, her gardening apprenticeship hadn’t required great long essays and her assessor had understood, deftly demystifying online assessments while saying that she’d been trained to work with ‘reluctant readers’, a phrase that summed Thea up.

‘Very reassuring to the other live-in staff, if he antisocially slits their throats tonight.’ Ezzie arched her brows reprovingly.

Thea’s face could get no redder. ‘As head gardener, he’s mine to hire or fire, but I have stipulated that you’ll want to interview him too. And I haven’t issued uniform.’

Ezzie drained her mug and put it down on the end table. ‘It’s been your day for strays, Thea.’

Thea glowed at this reminder of her foster dog and returned happily to the subject. ‘So long as the dog looks OK tomorrow, the vet nurse will call me, and I’ll get her after work. They have a collar, lead and a pet carrier I can borrow.’

‘I suppose you’re paying the vet’s bill, though?’ Ezzie knitted her eyebrows.

‘No, smartarse,’ Thea fired back. ‘If the owners turn up, the vet will try to charge them, but as I’m going to foster, there won’t be a bill for me. I can use my old towels to line the travel crate.’

Ezz snorted. ‘You only have old towels.’

Thea giggled. ‘So that’s fine then. Oh, don’t pooh-pooh my foster-dog experience, Ezz. I’m excited and happy. She’s so sweet-natured, she won’t mind being bathed and groomed and everything. I’ll give her nice food and she’ll be a new dog.’

‘Just in time for you to give her back, I expect,’ Ezzie sniffed. But she gave Thea a big hug and a kiss on the cheek, so Thea knew that even though Ezzie was efficient and academic, and Thea was more of a natural-world person, Ezz loved her.

She didn’t mention that she hoped to take the dog to work with her sometimes. The gardens were her jurisdiction, not Ezzie’s.

For the first time in months, Dev had slept all night – after a call to his mum to explain why his return home had been postponed indefinitely.

‘Oh, Deveron, son, will you be coming in a wee while, maybe?’ she’d asked.

‘Sure, Mum,’ he’d answered, but with no idea when. Dumfries was hours from Skye.

Still, the seasonal job he’d fallen into meant he could temporarily shelve the unpalatable fact that his agency had gone down owing contributors and everyone else money, and the name of Deveron Dowie was just as much associated with the failed company as that of Kristian Georgiev Kirov. After successful years in journalism, he and Krisi had developed a thriving news agency with a team of freelancers supplying content about ball sports and its athletes to both print and electronic media throughout Europe. Now they had nothing but a bad reputation. Worse, Krisi had made a last-ditch attempt to raise money by reselling content, blithely ignoring the fact that the agency didn’t own the rights – the contributors did. ‘It’s piracy!’ one wrathful former contributor had told Dev, amidst a welter of effs and jeffs.

Feelings against him were running high and when he’d tentatively reached out to freelance for sporting publications or sites, he’d met with nothing but rebuffs. Nobody in their erstwhile network cared that Dev had been ignorant of Krisi’s dealings.

His name was tainted.

Working under a pseudonym wasn’t an option, as his real name had to be on his bank account. Even if he operated under cover of a company name, reputable outlets would need to see evidence of who was behind it.

As well as now being a pariah, he was embarrassed.

He should have seen what was going on.

He shoved the thought away. For now, he had a comfortable bed on which to put his sheets, pillows and quilt and yesterday evening, he’d driven up the peninsula to Broadford, which was slightly larger than Armadale, for coffee and sandwiches to enjoy on a bench overlooking Broadford Bay.

Now it was morning and with no coffee to hand, he drank water and ate two cereal bars from the stash in his car, opening his laptop to email Weston, editorial director at Everyday Celebs.

For the past few months, at the same time as failing to save his home and business, Dev had stooped to supplying content for the Where are they now? and You decide! sections, though he hated the work. In the case of Thea Wynter and Fredek Kowski, Weston’s intention was to start with Where are they now? – commonly referred to as WATN – and then follow up on You decide! – YD. Dev had never met Weston, but in his profile pic he looked like a junior lawyer with a trendy haircut, round glasses and a suit, and aged about twenty-seven. Dev thought any owner of a shit site like Everyday Celebs should be older and more cynical, at home in a back-to-front baseball hat.

Whatever he looked like, Weston fed contributors from the material people sent in via the Got a news story for us??!! button, spilling beans or dobbing in. He paid a measly £200 a piece, and never allowed any contributor more than one or two a week. New material was released when readers were on their morning bus ride or eating lunch and Weston and his digital manager were frequently rewarded by online storms and trending hashtags.

Weston, he began.

Sorry I haven’t filed copy while moving house. It was a grandiose description for leaving the keys of his erstwhile home with his solicitor. I have the material for the WATN piece on the vicar who poisoned his wife – still thinking he can clear his name, apparently.

Ditto the YD about the guy who may have plotted to get his brother disinherited, but I’m putting the Fredek Kowski/Thea Wynter piece on the back burner as she’s a dead end so far as her side of the story or a quote’s concerned. Staff only offer to take messages at her place of work and won’t give out her mobile number. No sign of her on socials. Have wasted too much time on this to make it worth the fee.

Will file copy on the others in the next few days.

Dev

Satisfied that his road was cleared to a summer working at Rothach Hall, he closed down, then, as requested by Thea, left to meet the assistant manager, who was Thea’s sister, apparently.

After finding reception and admiring a massive staircase that swooped from a ceiling with plasterwork panels painted white and blue, he located the sister awaiting him in a tiny office, an unsmiling blonde who he wouldn’t have picked out as Thea’s sister in a million years. As she introduced herself as Ezzie Wynter, he mentally ran through the descriptors he’d employ if writing about her. Blonde hair too natural to be the work of her hairdresser. Tall. Elegant. Pointed features. Cool smile. Manicured. Groomed. Her black skirt was exactly knee-length and her heels just an inch high, her jacket and blouse immaculate. This Ms Wynter was a lot more businesslike than the other.

‘Deveron Dowie,’ he said, shaking her hand.

‘Sit down,’ she answered.

Deveron sat, his stomach suddenly cold. Ezzie Wynter didn’t like him. Generally, the only people who didn’t like him were those about whom the agency had put out unfavourable sporting profiles or finger-pointing match reports. And now, those clients and writers the agency had crapped on, of course.

Pulling her keyboard towards her, she clicked her mouse. ‘Thank you for filling in the job application, however belatedly. Summers are busy for the grounds team and our head gardener has agreed to give you a chance.’ She treated him to a frosty smile. ‘As you introduced yourself by rescuing a dog.’

He cleared his throat, the chill in his stomach spreading to his chest. ‘There’s a problem?’

‘That’s what I need to find out.’ Ezzie’s desk phone rang. She pressed a button. ‘Can it wait?’ Then: ‘About half an hour, probably. No, don’t bother Tavish with it. Tell them I’ll call back. Thanks.’ She released the button and looked at him. ‘We don’t normally employ anyone with no recent employment or benefit record.’

‘I understand, but I’ve been self-employed for a long time,’ he cut in before she could send him to pack his things. He decided to be more transparent than he had been with Thea. ‘I had a business partner in an agency. We both lived in the UK but he’s Bulgarian by birth and looked after our dealings in Eastern Europe. I looked after Western Europe. A Bulgarian client successfully sued us, and my partner had cut corners with our legal liability insurance. He and my wife ran off together and I, having integrity, was left to wind up the company and conduct the divorce. “Voluntary liquidation” it’s called, which seems like a misnomer, as I didn’t volunteer for it.’ It had been a traumatic, shitty experience, and all he wanted was to leave it in the past. ‘I was about to stay with my mother when I saw the job vacancy. I prefer to work than claim benefits.’

Ezzie listened impassively. ‘But Rothach Hall isn’t mentioned on the recruitment site we use,’ she pointed out. ‘Only an applicant under consideration would receive full details.’ She arched an eyebrow, as if she’d caught him out.

And she could have done, if he hadn’t reverse-researched this yesterday evening, having identified the weak link in his fortuitous falling into the job. ‘It’s on your own website under Jobs and Volunteering. And I got to your website because Rothach Hall is listed on a blog about gardening jobs.’ A journalist could usually angle a truth to give any required impression.

A frown jumped onto Ezzie’s forehead, and she swung around to her computer. A few moments’ clicking and tapping, then, clearly surprised, she said, ‘You’re quite correct. My manager deals with the web designer, and we now have a vacancies page, apparently.’ She clicked and tapped again, and he imagined she was writing herself a note to talk it over with her manager.

She turned back. ‘And you have literally no references other than someone at your grandfather’s retirement home?’

A sigh escaped him. There was no way to slant that truth to make it sound better. ‘A court case and a destroyed business don’t create much goodwill. I had jobs before we began the agency, but none of them are still in business, or they were acquired by bigger businesses.’ Regional newspapers and sports newspapers routinely suffered those fates. ‘You can look up Oakhill House and see it genuinely is a retirement home and that the manager is Lena Benford. She can confirm that my grandfather, Cyril Heggarty, my mother’s father, is a resident, and I joined a crew creating a scented garden there last summer. If you search Leith Dowie, my brother, you’ll find he’s the sales manager of a packaging company. My mother’s the chair of her local Women’s Institute.’ But if Ezzie Wynter was going to ferret about like that, he was glad his work for Everyday Celebs had no byline and the agency website was permanently down. Even his LinkedIn profile was no more.

For the first time, her smile held some warmth. ‘I’m pretty sure that if I did so, I’d be invading your privacy. HR has laws.’

Good.

‘What kind of agency was it?’ she went on.

He could almost see her wondering whether he’d been involved in an escort agency. ‘Sports,’ he said. ‘Ball sports, to be precise – mainly football and tennis.’

Her brow cleared. ‘Like management and events?’

He didn’t nod, because that would be an outright lie as she was so obviously thinking marketing and promo rather than journalism, so just smiled, as if in admiring her mental agility.

She gazed at him measuringly. ‘Will you stay here while I talk to my manager?’ Without waiting to hear whether he would or wouldn’t, she rose and tip-tapped from the room.

He had five minutes to examine the carpet pattern, as there was little else in the small room but Ezzie Wynter’s desk and chair, and no window.

Then Ezzie returned with long, purposeful strides, talking as she resumed her seat. ‘I think Thea explained that this is a seasonal position. So long as you’re aware of that, you can start, pending a satisfactory reference from Lena Benford – will you contact her to say the request will be coming, please? It’s zero hours, so if we find you unsuitable …’

‘I understand,’ he said, relieved to have got a green light, however conditional.

Ezzie, having made a decision, actioned it. ‘If you have your ID with you, we can complete the formalities and I’ll issue your uniform and put £25 in your bank account towards safety boots. Much of the rest of the uniform is “from stock”, I’m afraid, which means that though it’s been laundered, it
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