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CHAPTER ONE
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Ewan Portman hated practical jokes.

He rested his elbows on the desk surface he kept just tidy enough to stave off criticism and stared at the unopened certified letter in his hands.  On its surface, the thick packet with its Scottish postmark looked genuine enough, but multiple red flags had Ewan searching for proof of the real sender.  He’d always been told that if he had a super power, it was his uncanny sense for knowing a good idea from a bad one, and a good deal from one he should turn down. 

At this moment, his super power told him the letter was the work of a queen prankster, and he was pretty sure he knew the queen behind it.

He glanced at the large wall clock opposite his chair and sighed. The clock hands bore witness to each minute being wasted on this nonsense, and the metronome-steady ticking slowly carved a furrow of annoyance between his brows as he turned back to the letter. 

Red flag number one: the Glasgow return address reading MacEwan and MacEwan Solicitor Advocates was a far-too-obvious play on his name. 

Red flag number two: neither he nor anyone at Portman+White did business in Scotland, and never had. 

Red flag number three: the overkill of stamped cautions across the pristine white envelope—CONFIDENTIAL, URGENT, DO NOT FORWARD—reeked of disproportionate protest.  

But the most damning red flag was number four. Today was April first.

As long as he could remember, April Fool’s Day had been the bane of his life. For a smart man with a hard-core grip on his future, he’d always been pathetically susceptible to the tricks his younger brother and sister loved to pull on him, their favorite chump. 

Well, not this time. 

This time, he was determined to turn the tables on the certifiable sibling who’d decided this elaborate setup—Scottish stamps and all—was a hilarious way to waste his time. 

Bridget.

His office, lit with spring sunlight thanks to a wall of windows that looked over the Minneapolis skyline, was decorated in a deep-woods, outdoor theme that was slightly out of place among the other sleek-and-chic offices of Portman+White Advertising. His sister had helped him decorate it, convincing him to put his love of the outdoors on display and buck stuffy corporate tradition. An elaborate Scottish-letter prank would fit Bridget like stripes fit a zebra. He even knew exactly what had triggered her idea.

One week ago, at an extended family birthday party for their paternal grandmother, Bridget had dusted off a bizarre Scottish fable Ewan hated, for a cousin’s six-year-old daughter. Filled with characters that included a bizarre, terrifying water horse in a hidden lake and a bitter, star-crossed fairy in love with a house brownie, the story was one Bridget had been embellishing since childhood, insisting she remembered their Scottish mother first telling her the tale. Ewan and their brother, Noah, had given up arguing with her even though the memory was impossible. Their mother had died right after Bridget’s second birthday. 

In fact, Ewan and Noah left their sister’s passion for Scotland almost entirely alone, since nobody but Bridget ever spoke a word about the bit of Scottish blood they all carried.

So, when Bridget had whipped their small cousin into a frenzy of excitement about the Scottish water horse, Ewan had ignored it at first. However, after the little girl had galloped through the family gathering for close to an hour, urging her imaginary mount onward with high-decibel whoops, Noah, normally taciturn to a fault, and Ewan, generally fine with children, had put a stern end to acting out the story.

Not for the first time, Bridget had tagged them as utterly devoid of any magic whatsoever, and lectured them about their need to develop an appreciation for their heritage.

Ewan refocused on his desk and the letter. Bridget would relish a follow-up like this. He could picture her doing little dances of joy in her off-campus apartment, utterly pleased with herself. Inside this package would be confetti, or a picture of fairies, or—because if anyone could do it, Bridget could—a living shirtless dude in a kilt.

Without an exact plan for what to say, he picked up his phone and scrolled to Bridget’s number. Her phone rang six times before he got her voicemail. Mildly disappointed, Ewan waited through her sweet and cheerful instructions to leave a message. 

“Good one, Bridge,” he said after the tone. “You don’t give up; I’ll give you that. Tell me, what’s in this letter that’ll help me appreciate our remarkable Scottish heritage? Explosive confetti? My own kilt? Sorry, kid. Nice try, but not this year.”

He hung up, chuckling, and slit the envelope top with the point of a letter opener. 

Not a shred of confetti spilled out, no Scottish mythological creatures appeared, and there was definitely no sign of a plaid-clad Highlander. Instead, he pulled out a trifolded letter, several pages thick. 

A soft knock on his open door made him look up, and one of the agency’s interns entered. 

“This just came, Mr. Portman.”

He handed Ewan a rectangular box eight by ten inches and maybe four inches thick. The white package bore a customs form and more Scottish postage similar to the first letter. 

Ewan’s frown returned. “Thanks, Tom.”

“No problem.”

Bridget was outdoing herself. Once again, the postage looked genuine; the cancelation and customs sticker declaring simply “photograph” seemed authentic. He cut through the tape on the box, opened it, and lifted out an object swathed in several layers of bubble wrap. The thing he finally uncovered caught him so off guard, he nearly dropped it.

Mounted in an ornate, antique gold frame was an image of his family. Although he’d never seen the photo before, and it had to be at least thirty years old, he recognized every person in it. On the left stood his much-younger father, baby Bridget, no more than a year old, in his arms; he and Noah sat on tall stools beside them, two fresh-faced boys with eighties-vintage spiked hair; and, finally, his mother. 

Ewan hadn’t seen many pictures of Elise Portman; she was not a person her husband ever mentioned, much less discussed. But more startling than what amounted to seeing a ghost was the theme of the portrait. 

In front of a castle backdrop, they each wore some piece of clothing in a bold red, white, and green plaid, anchored by his mother’s full-length skirt and his father’s tie and vest. Bridget wore a tiny plaid dress, and he and his brother—Ewan could barely believe his eyes—wore miniature kilts. From his mother’s auburn hair to the micro tassels on his and Noah’s knee socks, to the white fur purse-things around their waists, the plaid-wearing Portman family looked like the cheesiest “visit Scotland” advertisement ever made.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

He’d never imagined such a photo existed. If there was anything his father, the exacting and always-succinct John Portman, mentioned less often than his late wife, it was the country of her birth.

Ewan rubbed a thumb over a raised gold rose in one corner of the frame and stared at the woman with her arm around him in the photo. He took in her too-slender waist, the childlike dark green eyes, and the sallow, hollowed cheeks of her beautiful face. He knew only the bare bones of her story. 

Nineteen-year-old Elise Cameron had married a handsome young visitor to Scotland and left her homeland for America, after which her family had disowned her. Nonetheless, she’d borne three children and, by all accounts, had been happy to raise them in the United States. When she’d gotten pregnant with Bridget, routine bloodwork had revealed Elise suffered from leukemia. She’d passed away two and a half years later, just before the age of twenty-five. 

Ewan had never been able to figure out why memories from his mother’s lifetime had been all but wiped out. His father had remarried less than a year after her death, and Amanda—basically the only mother figure Ewan and his siblings had ever known—had always seemed to be the great love of John Portman’s life. 

As a child, Ewan had stopped early on questioning the rote explanation that his dad wouldn’t want to fill his new wife’s life with stories of an old wife. As an adult, he saw the obvious fallacy in that, but he’d long since abandoned curiosity about a woman he’d barely known. 

Bridget, on the other hand, had curiosity enough for everyone and impressive ways of ferreting out tidbits of information. She’d discovered this photo and was using it to show her brothers what they’d missed. It had to be one of their mother’s last pictures. 

“Where did you get that?”

His father’s stone-cold voice nearly bounced him from his chair. Even more unnervingly, John Portman stood directly behind Ewan’s shoulder, glaring at the picture and frame, and Ewan hadn’t a clue how he’d gotten there. 

“I think Bridget sent it.” He injected lightness into the words. “She wants to teach me a lesson about appreciating our heritage.”

“Your sister can’t have sent that. She never could have seen it.”

“Come on, Dad. Bridget is the master of all things clever and unexpected. She’s the one of us who probably could get hold of old pictures.”

Ewan pushed back his chair and tried to hand his father the frame, but an angry John Portman could never be cajoled. He took a step back, arms rigid and eyes steeled with more than their usual stern stubbornness.

“No, because I destroyed them all,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“She looked terrible in those pictures…” A tic in his jaw gave away the depth of his tension. “Once she was gone, I got rid of every damn one from that sitting.”

“Clearly not quite.” Ewan knew that his jokes were poking the bear, but he was too curious about the unusual spill of information to stop himself. “And I don’t understand. Mom is gorgeous. This proves Bridget didn’t get her beauty from you.”

In fact, his sister looked so much like their mother it amazed him, but his levity fell flat. His father waved his hand over the picture in dismissal. “Get it out of here, and tell whoever sent it there’d better not be any more.”

Ewan handed him the box instead. “Here’s what it came in. It’s addressed to me, but I don’t recognize the return address or the name. Cat-ree-own Kerr?”

His father studied the box and the name, Catrione Kerr, in silence and then tossed the package back onto Ewan’s desk. 

“Kerr.” He spat the word out like an obscenity, then took a visible breath. “Maybe you’re right about Bridget. She did that damn family project back in high school and probably has more information than she knows what to do with. Or than she understands.” 

Methodically, he exchanged his scowl for practiced calm, relying on years of practice as the cool-headed owner of a high-stress business. His voice evened out and he transformed before Ewan’s eyes into unflappable John Portman of Portman+White Advertising. The sudden shift was less unsettling than the rare emotion he’d allowed to show in the first place. 

“I know your sister likes to obsess over all this. Don’t let her get to you.”

“Could I say the same to you about an old picture?”

His father morphed again, his smile hardened like a despotic ruler who could only allow one act of insolence to pass without consequence. 

“Be careful what you say to the boss, son.”

Ewan sighed. The picture discussion was over, and he decided not to bother showing his father the first envelope or its still-unread letter.  

“I assume you actually came by to wish me a great long weekend?” He didn’t think for half a second that was the reason. “You remember I’m leaving at lunchtime.”

Smug satisfaction settled on his father’s face. “As a matter of fact, that’s precisely what I came to talk about. There’s been a change of plans, and you need to stay through the afternoon. You, Julia, and I are meeting with Arnold Penwell and his Mountain Branch Coffee people at one o’clock.”

Ewan stared in disbelief. “I have a meeting set up with Arnie first thing when I’m back next Tuesday.”

“I convinced his team to move it up so we can talk about the ideas you sent him last week.”

A slow burn ignited beneath Ewan’s collar, and he tugged down the knot of his tie, taking time to avoid words that would bypass snarky and be downright rude. “Why would you do that without consulting me?”

“I knew I’d get less push back if I consulted Julia.”

The burn rose up his neck.

“Julia agreed with my proposal before I sent it,” Ewan said. “Isn’t she, not you, my lead on this? She knows I’ve got a great presentation for them, and you’d know it, too, if you came with us into the twenty-first century.”

He did not want to have the you-live-in-the-dark-ages talk again but, screw it, he would if he had to.

“What you sent is incomplete, and Julia agrees we should have presented it in person, not given Penwell an electronic heads-up and time to poke holes in the campaign before we’re able to sell him directly.”

“Come on. You don’t know what I sent him or what I plan to tell him next week. Penwell wants to increase Mountain Branch’s sales among millennials. A nineties-type presentation with flip charts and TV ads won’t be effective. He needs a campaigin that pops where his demographic spends time—online. On podcasts.”

“There will never be anything like face-to-face contact, Ewan. Why is it my business partner understands this concept but my son does not?”

He ignored the question. “Face-to-face contact apparently doesn’t much matter when it comes to your employees, do I have that right, Dad? I don’t appreciate you talking to Julia about my clients behind my back. I bring a lot of revenue into your company, and I think I’ve earned a little trust from you and your business partner.” 

Long ago he’d accepted that Julia White, daughter of his father’s late partner, had become John Portman’s beloved protégé since stepping into her father’s shoes. 

She was also his choice for daughter-in-law and mother of his future grandchildren.   

A condescending hand fell onto his shoulder. “We trust you, Ewan. Arnold Penwell’s father is a very old friend, that’s all. I want the best for him.”

Once more, Ewan tamped down the angry burn but had less luck with the snark.

“Isn’t it good, then, that somebody figured out I don’t?” 

At that suspiciously convenient moment, Julia slipped through his office door and offered a sweet smile that encompassed both him and his father. 

“Good that I’m the one who has you completely figured out.” The tease in her voice purposely hid the tough businesswoman at her heart. It also sidestepped all appropriate office demeanor. This was phase two of his father’s assault. Julia was here to butter him up. Thinking she had power, however minor, over Ewan was only one reason John Portman encouraged workplace fraternization between them in his normally strictly by-the-book agency.

Before Ewan had to come up with an elegant reply, his phone saved him with a buzz.

“Hello?” he answered, ignoring the scrutiny of both people. 

“Hey, bro!” Bridget greeted him. “I don’t usually get any messages from you during your over-filled days, much less cryptic ones. Explosive confetti? Oh, please tell me someone messed up your workspace and forced you to wear a kilt.”

He glanced at the picture frame, now upside down on his desk, and remembered the image of his four-year-old self dressed in precisely that.

“Come on, Bridge. You can admit it now—you’re the queen, you’re the winner. The picture was a nice touch.”

“Ahhh…okay. Thanks?” A laugh bubbled up behind Bridget’s words.

“The MacEwan and MacEwan gave it away.”

“Look. I love you to pieces, and I’ll be happy to play along on this, but I’m telling you, I have zero idea what you’re talking about.”

He hesitated a second at her sincerity.

“Come on, the letter? The old picture? The authentic job on the postmarks and stamps? And the name is weird enough to be authentic—Cat-ree-own Kerr? This is intricate in detail, even for you.”

She answered with silence.

“Bridget?”

“You got a letter from Catrione Kerr?” She pronounced it “Catrina,” with a reverence that gave Ewan a jolt. She continued in an unfamiliar hushed tone. “Listen to me. I did not send you any letters or pictures. If you got something from Catrione Kerr, I swear to you—it’s real.”

Unexpected panic rose in his chest, which made no sense. This wasn’t dire, yet it felt as if specters were rising from their graves.

“When’s your next class?” he asked.

“Two-fifteen.”

“Meet me at Pedro’s in half an hour.”

“But I—”

He turned his back to his father and Julia and dropped his voice. “I’m still not convinced you aren’t pulling the most elaborate prank of your life, but if you’re serious, there’s something you have to see.”

Bridget must have heard the edge in his voice because she made no excuses.

“Okay. Half an hour. Ewan, what’s this really about?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

He hung up and turned back to the pair in his office, who stared as if he’d erupted in skin boils. 

“What’s going on?” Julia asked, her sweetness melting slightly.

“You’ll have to hold this rescheduled meeting without me. I’m sorry.” 

He stood and started rewrapping the picture. Yet another envelope, this one small and thin, dropped from the bubble wrap and landed on his desk. He grabbed it with more gut-deep dread and thrust it into his pants pocket. 

“You have to be there,” Julia said. “You’re the lead on this account.”

“Oh really? Am I?” For the first time, he allowed his annoyance to show. “I’m not sure, actually, since I didn’t know about this meeting until five minutes ago.” He nabbed his sport coat from the back of his chair, “Look, John wants only the best for Mountain Branch. It’s clear the best is you, Jules.”

He lifted his eyes, trying not to glare at her, the newest partner and co-owner-by-inheritance of Portman+White Advertising. 

Julia’s father, Anson, along with his best friend, John Portman, had started the ad agency thirty years earlier. When Julia had taken Anson’s place after his death a year ago, she and Ewan had bonded over stealthy plans to partner the agency into a fresher and more contemporary future. After all, he’d been working his entire adult life to take his father’s place one day, too. The catch was, John Portman showed no signs of leaving, much less ceding any power to his son.

At the moment, Julia stared back at him, her tongue poked out slightly from between full lips as she clearly tried to figure out how to deal with his anger. He’d kissed those lips once or twice—just often enough to know he and Julia made convenient partners for business social functions, and that his only future with her was a close work relationship. His father, on the other hand, along with the Portman+White gossip machine, loved to paint them as romantic royalty. After all, who better at the head of a Minneapolis power firm than a true Minneapolis power couple? 

“This is a windfall client if we can land him, Ewan.” His father broke the tension. “I intend to land them.”

“Then I guess I’m turning over the client file to Julia, and I’ll wait to hear the good news that you’ve both done it.”

Julia hadn’t bought into the romance mythology the way his father and the rumor mill had, but she always played along. Ewan never encouraged either of them and neither did he discourage them. There might be no wedding in his and Julia’s future, but if imagining they were a couple made his father more comfortable about relinquishing power, what did it hurt if they pretended the part?

And she pretended it well for his father now, obviously betting that a little flirt would both satisfy John and soothe Ewan’s ruffled feathers. 

“Come on, Wolverine,” she teased. “I need you. Let’s go get ’em.”

“Jules.” He smiled with tight control. “I have every faith you’ll tell me exactly what happens. And don’t call me Wolverine. I know it’s only because you have that crush on Hugh Jackman.” 

“Not true, darling Ewan. You’re the only Wolverine for me.”

Still peeved, and unmoved by her ploy, he stepped back from the touch she tried to give his arm. John Portman adopted the stern face he reserved for the most serious of discussions.

“This is highly unprofessional,” he said. “I certainly hope this isn’t about that picture. It has nothing to do with your family any longer.”

“That’s curious, since it’s got my entire family in it.” Ewan shook his head. “Don’t worry, Dad. This isn’t about a picture. It’s about being thirty-four—no longer eighteen—but reminded with a bombshell announcement that I’m still not trusted with a position of authority. And it’s also about not letting either of you screw up a long weekend I arranged for weeks ago.”

He finished stuffing the wrapped picture back into the box, started to add the original letter, and then changed his mind. He faced his father, envelope in hand.

“I lied. It is about the picture, and the problem you have with a past you’ve hidden away for my entire life. Well, that past just fell into my lap, and I’m going to talk to my sister about a,” he peered at the name again, “Catrione Kerr in Glencoe, Scotland.”

“Ewan…” The low-voiced warning had nothing to do with boss-to-employee, and a tense stare-down lasted several long seconds before his father, flush-faced and livid, turned abruptly and left him alone with Julia. 

“What’s gotten into you?” she demanded, her features pinched in annoyance, although what she had to be annoyed about was beyond Ewan. 

“Maybe Bridget can enlighten me and, if so, I’ll be sure to let you know. How could you side with him on Mountain Branch? I’ve got a good relationship with Arnie Penwell.”

Julia’s eyes softened, and a placating hand stroked up his arm. “Look, I shouldn’t say anything, but I don’t want you to blow any opportunities. I think this meeting might be a kind of exam. Amanda is working very hard to get your father to travel for pleasure a little more and lower his stress level. He needs every opportunity to see how ready you are for a position of authority.”

“John Portman will have to follow your dad to the grave before he’ll give up power.”

Her eyes sparkled secretively. “I don’t know. Maybe somebody in addition to your stepmother has been planting the idea of taking time off in his mind, too. I know sometimes you think I’m more your father’s yes-woman than your partner, but I am on our side. This agency needs to be ours, love, before it’s too late.”

She wasn’t wrong. With his degrees in marketing, mass communications, and business, Ewan had more education than his father did when it came to running a business. He’d also worked his ass off for ten years to win his father’s confidence. Anticipation shimmied through him. Maybe he was closer to the goal.

“Jules.” At the softening of his voice, she looked around and then brushed at the front of his shirt, pretending to dust away lint but actually lingering a little longer with each touch. He chose not to move away and risk vexing her. “No matter what my father’s motives are, I have to go. After all these years, if he still thinks I need to prove my ability, then no litmus test will convince him.” He feigned a charming smile. “I might be his flesh and blood, but you’re more his child than I am. Sweet-talk him. When I get back, you can tell me the real reason for this change.”

Julia liked it when he acknowledged she was in charge. She stopped brushing and pressed her palm against his chest. When she looked up, her eyes were unusually wide and concerned.

“Ewan, what’s really going on this weekend? You’ve been awfully mysterious.” 

“I’m working on a surprise. I’ll bring pictures next week.”

“You know I hate surprises.”

“Do you?” He arched a brown. “Like the Mountain Branch meeting surprise you sprang on me just now?”

“I’m sorry. But if you simply attended, there’d be no problem, would there?”

He sighed, frustrated. “Go secure the account, Julia.”

“I’m not stealing it from you.”

“Whatever you say. I told you I trust you. See you next week.”

He ignored the irritation that blossomed in her eyes as she realized she’d failed to reel him in, and he strode from his office with a confident smile. Once away, however, the confidence vanished. He had no trouble putting the attempt to undermine him out of his mind, but the truth was, he didn’t understand any more than Julia did what had come over him in the past fifteen minutes. The letters and the box containing his old family picture weighed heavily in his hands, but he had no idea why their mystery suddenly consumed him. If Bridget honestly had nothing to do with them, he hoped like heck she could explain who did. 
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Ainslie Campbell stepped over the first of her three cats lined up like beggars in a Dickens novel at the door to her refrigerator. She skirted cats two and three, giving their imploring faces a reprimanding frown even though she was solely to blame for their bad behavior. 

“You lot are pathetic,” she scolded. “I’d think you were starving wolf pups and not genteel felines if I hadn’t raised you myself, spoiled wee pillocks.”

She placed fresh milk, eggs, and butter in the refrigerator, along with a packet of bacon, all received from her latest client in lieu of payment for treating her dog. A check would have been far more helpful, but Carrie McLeod and her family were long-time friends who’d fallen on a spell of hard luck. Even though it harkened back to traditions found mostly in booklore, Ainslie found it impossible to refuse what payment people could make. And fresh eggs were, after all, fresh eggs.

She put away the produce, dropped the mail wedged beneath one arm on the table, and stooped to pet a sweet, slender black and orange tortoiseshell with four white paws and the sweetest white nose to match. 

“Hullo, Jenny, my wee girl. I assume you’ve ruled the roost wisely as usual today? What have you done with the dog? Banished him?” Jenny purred and arched into Ainslie’s touch. “And where’s that sister of mine? She should be down here ready for work.” Ainslie lifted her head and called out, “Isla, I’m home.”

She flipped through the mail, and raised a brow at a letter from her landlord. That was unusual. A moment later, seventeen-year-old Isla, her true natural beauty of a sister, shuffled into the room, her blonde hair limp and unbrushed, her outfit of shattered-knee jeans and an omnipresent, ratty jumper. The seven-month baby bump pushed the sweater’s silhouette into the sweet Madonna roundness of late-middle pregnancy.

“I’m not going in tonight,” she said. 

“Oh, I see.” Under Ainslie’s critical eye, Isla’s gaze slid to the floor. “What’s this about now, Isla-love? You can’t keep missing work.”

“I know, but honestly I’ve been sick most of the day. The idea of being around people buying food brings on the boak.”

Ainslie sighed. This oops of a pregnancy had been difficult for her little sister both emotionally and physically. Although she was starting her eighth month, she still had rough days. On the other hand, she had it in her little head that she wanted to keep this child, and the realities of raising it weren’t coming clear to her very quickly. 

“Tell me the truth. I’m not sure I believe you’re sick.”

“Like you could possibly know.” 

“I’ll grant you that, but I have eyes. There’s an empty biscuit tin next to the sink beside the empty container that once held last night’s leftovers. A girl doesn’t finish up stew and sweets if she’s truly ill.” She shook her head and opened the envelope from James Guthrie.  

“Christ, Ainslie, who are you? Bloody Sherlock Holmes?”

“Watch your language, Isla Jane. That baby of yours can hear every word. As can I.”

Isla slid morosely into a chair and put her hands around her belly. “Does it matter? He won’t be born cursin’, and if you and Da’ have your way, he’ll be off to a better mother anyway.”

“You know the final decision about where the babe goes is yours. But if you want to prove you’re ready to be providin’ for that wee one, you need to get yourself dressed and off to the store.”

“Dad came in last time I worked.” Isla’s voice quavered. “Told me the top I was wearing stretched too tight, and I shouldn’t be flaunting my mistake.”

Ainslie’s heart fell. The story explained everything, and she nearly let out her own curse. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry.”

She set down the unread letter and wrapped her arms around Isla’s hunched shoulders. That their father would confront his youngest daughter at the grocery store where she worked was unthinkable. Why he had to rehash the subject of how disappointing Isla was as a Campbell daughter and leave her publicly humiliated was beyond comprehension. 

Raised a strict Scots Catholic, their father was shamed to his core to have a seventeen-year-old, pregnant-out-of-wedlock daughter. At first, he’d threatened to send Isla off to private school in Glasgow. Once the edge had worn off his shock, however, he’d reconsidered, until Isla had announced she was keeping the baby. Then the arguments had started anew, laws had been laid down, and Isla had run off to a friend’s home. Once she’d overstayed that welcome, she’d not been allowed back home unless she agreed to give up the baby for adoption. 

She’d landed with Ainslie.

“I hate him sometimes,” Isla said.

“He’s your father. You don’t hate him.”

“If Mum were here…”

“I know.” A vise gripped Ainslie’s heart, as it always did when she thought of their kind and long-suffering mother. It had been four years since breast cancer had won its battle, and now, with this bairn on its way, Ainslie missed her more than ever. 

“Why wouldn’t I feel hateful toward Da’? His blessed Father Dundas at Our Lady of Permanent Guilt is far more important than I am. What all the neighbors on his street think is more important than how I feel.”

All of that was true on the surface. Still, Ainslie never lost the belief that, as the eldest child, she was honor bound to try to understand both sides.  

“He doesn’t want you to be scarred.”

“Too late for that.”

Ainslie kissed the top of her sister’s head. “I know you feel that way now. But this isn’t the great Scottish family tragedy, despite what Dad says. It’s a baby. You won’t be scarred, because you’ll make the right decision.”

“You mean I’ll change my mind and give it up.”

“I mean, you’ll make the right decision. For him or for her. Now. Go get dressed. I’ll deal with Dad and make sure he won’t repeat his performance.” She released Isla from the hug, stepped back, and saw her sister’s tears for the first time. Her heart sank in compassion and her own eyes stung. “C’mon then, you never cry. You’re the bravest girl I know.”

“Am not.” Isla wiped her eyes. 

Ainslie looked around the kitchen and grabbed one of the cats. She placed the gray tabby in Isla’s arms. 

“Take five minutes to snuggle while I fry you up an egg sandwich, and we’ll head for work. You have half an hour.”

“Eleanor,” Isla cooed to the cat in her lap and then reached to the one twining around her feet.  “Hello Rigby.” She lifted Eleanor’s near twin. “I’ve been ignoring you all, haven’t I? I’ve no’ enough room on my lap. That’s my excuse.” 

Ainslie breathed easier. All she wanted for her sister were smiles, a bit of calm and a way to find some happiness even in her situation. She wasn’t always successful. 

“Where’s D.T.?”

“I let him into the back garden about forty-five minutes ago.”

A scratch at the door made Ainslie laugh. As if he’d heard his cue, Ainslie’s dog, David Tennant, yipped to enter. God above knew Ainslie struggled to keep everyone in food, clothing, and shelter, but she thanked the Lord every day for the animals. She credited them with keeping both she and Isla somewhat grounded. 

Before she could get to it, the back door opened without her, and her handsome black-and-white border collie/corgi skittered into the room, jumping disobediently up Ainslie’s legs and barking for his scratch behind the ears. 

“Hullo, bonnie boy,” she said. “How’d you open that door?”

“He had human help. Hiya, it’s only me.” 

“Catrione!”

Ainslie’s heart lifted in genuine pleasure as one of her favorite people in the world stepped into the kitchen, gray shoulder-length hair wind-tossed, and age-lined cheeks rosy from the unusually warm spring sun. It was a rare Highland day to be sure. 

“Young David here was at the door, so I let us both in. Hello, my loves.”

Isla stood with a smile, and Ainslie relaxed one more notch. Catrione Kerr, Ainslie’s Godmother—and considered by some to be Glencoe royalty by virtue of her age—often seemed to be the only person Isla responded to positively one hundred percent of the time. Then again, everyone responded to Catrione. She was more than beloved; at eighty years old, she’d been the soul of the village for as long as Ainslie could remember, even though her home was seven miles from town. With a sigh of gratitude, she put her arms around the older woman and received a bear hug in return. 

“Are you all right, mo cridhe?” Catrione asked. 

My heart. Sometimes Ainslie felt Catrione truly was the last remaining keeper of the Campbell girls’ hearts. She smiled.

“On a lovely day such as this? Of course. I’m fine.”

Catrione stroked her hair lovingly before giving a nod. “I brought you some goodies; they’re in the car. And I need to ask you a favor. Have you got a moment?”

“Always.”

Isla stepped in for her hug and Catrione obliged. “How is my wee mum-to-be? Baby is all right?”

“Kicking a lot.”

Catrione let her go and gazed at her swelling tummy. “Excellent. And you feel good?”

Isla slipped Ainslie a guilty look of apology. “I am. I have to be at work in forty minutes.”

“I’m going into town when I leave here. I’ll take you. Have you eaten?”

“Ainslie’s doing egg sandwiches. I’ll eat when I’ve changed clothes.”

“Go then. I’ll help your sister.”

Isla nearly skipped out of the room, and Ainslie shook her head. 

“How do you manage it? Not five minutes ago the girl was lying about being sick. I’d convinced her to go to work, but only just.”

“I have the advantage of not being with her every moment as you are. You’re forced to be sister and mum. That leaves precious little time to be her friend. I get to dance in here and be the kind old fairy godmother. It’s not fair, but those are the lucky cards I was dealt.”

“Oh, Catrione, it’s fair enough. I’m so grateful she has you. Grateful we both have you. Would you like a cup of tea or some supper yourself while we wait for her? What did you want to talk about?”

“Come with me. I’ve some fresh bread and a cake in the car. I’ll tell you what I need.”

Ainslie pulled on her work wellies outside the front door and followed Catrione to the small maroon-colored Ford she’d had for years. The sky was a stunning Easter-egg blue, and the mountains of Glen Coe stood in beautiful relief, their famous melancholy mistiness banished for the day. Keeping up with her godmother always made Ainslie marvel at the older woman’s condition. Her face may have been lined and her hair a beautiful silvery gray, but she was slim and strong with stamina to burn. 

She opened the back of the car to reveal a dome-lidded wooden trunk about four feet long and two feet wide

“This was my betrothal chest—a hope chest they say nowadays,” she said. “I kept dishes and linens in here before I married Patrick.” She smiled. “After our wedding, it became a storage place for special things like my dress, and my babies’ pictures, and some scrapbooks. Now those have been given other spots in which to reside and this needs a new home.”

“Whyever would you want to part with something this beautiful?”

“I’m making some changes, and you’re getting ready to build your future. This chest brought me comfort in every stage of my life. Now I pass it to you, mo cridhe, because you need a place to keep your sweet things as you go forward. You’re helping Isla, you’re working to buy your home, you’ll be facing many emotions and making new memories. They’ll need safekeeping.” 

Her wise eyes caught Ainslie’s with the moral authority of superior age and knowledge. 

“Come now, have a look.”

Once out of the car, the chest showed off its loveliness as if aware the women admired it. Its outside gleamed in burnished golden oak that contrasted with the dark iron bracing bands running vertically down the front. The lid latched with leather straps, and Catrione unbuckled them with ease. She opened it to reveal a pinewood tray nestled at the top, and a blue-and-green print fabric lining. 

Most beautiful of all, however, was a stunning woodland scene hand-painted on the inside of the lid.

“It’s gorgeous.” Ainslie let out a reverent breath.

“You’ll take charge of it for me?”

“I would be honored, but giving away something this special still makes no sense.”  As far as Ainslie knew, Catrione was healthy and fine.  Unless… Sudden panic gripped her and she clutched at her godmother’s shoulder. “Wait. Catrione, are you all right?” 

“What?” Her godmother laughed when she understood the question. “Oh, pet, I’m fine—more than fine. This is not me going gently into any good night, I promise you. I want you to embrace change, that’s all.”

“What change?”

 “The time has come to start paring down all the things I’ve collected over the years. I can’t keep the whole of Craigwarren by myself much longer, and I’m plotting ways to keep it from my great-nephew once I am gone.”

“Callum. Because he’s adopted.”

A shadow flickered through Catrione’s bright hazel eyes. “Adopted? Och, Callum is family, adopted or not—that isn’t my problem with the boy. He doesn’t share the vision I have for Craigwarren’s future, and he isn’t rightfully next in line to receive it, although he’s the youngest living family member in Scotland. But the truth is, even were he next in line, I simply don’t want him to have it if I can help it. There, I’ve said it out loud—devil take me.”

“Sure the devil would be afraid to come for you.” Ainslie laughed. “He knows you would poison him with kindness. What do you want to do with your property? Thirty years in the future, of course, when you’ve died at age a hundred and ten.” 

She laughed her warm, gusty laugh. “It’s remotely possible I could live to a hundred and ten but, make no mistake, I do not want to be in charge of Craigwarren then. To that end, I’ve asked long-lost family to come and have a look at it.”

“Long-lost family?”

“My brother Iain’s grandchildren.”

Ainslie frowned, but her confusion lasted only a moment. “Wait. That picture you’ve always had on your piano—the niece who moved to America?”

“My darlin’ Elise, yes. She passed away more than thirty years ago, and her husband cut all ties with her family and Scotland. But Innis, who is much better with technology than I am, has found Elise’s oldest son, Ewan.”

Innis McFarlane, nearly as universally loved as Catrione and as long-lived, was the local postman, butcher, taxi driver, and all-round do-gooder. He and Catrione were the embodiment of lifelong best-friendship done to perfection. 

“This is huge news,” Ainslie said. “Have you heard from this long-lost Ewan person?”

“I have. He’ll be here in ten days’ time.”

“Wait. What?” The surprise almost knocked Ainslie back a step.

“Ten days. It was a task to convince him to come, but he’ll be here.”

“I love you, Godmother, you know that. But you’d rather put hard-won, prime Highland Stewart land into a stranger’s hands than into those of someone you know?”

“I’d die very happy if I knew Craigwarren was in the care of true heirs.”

“Will you stop talkin’ about the devil and dying? Despite what you say, you’re scaring me.”

“You have to believe me, Ainslie sweet. There is nothing wrong with me. In fact, I’ve never been more right. I want to take care of the future while I have time and energy to do it, that’s all.”

For a moment, Ainslie’s doubt wouldn’t leave her, but the longer she studied the older woman, the more the knot in her stomach eased. A light of fun had replaced the shadows in Catrione’s eyes, giving the distinct impression something more exciting than the future of family land was behind these sudden changes.

“All right. But there’s more to this story than an heirloom trunk, isn’t there?”

“There is. I have a proposition for you and Isla.”

“Proposition?”

“Proposal then. Come; I’ll help you bring the trunk inside and tell you the rest.”

Ainslie kissed Catrione’s cheek. “Thank you. I am honored, and I promise to cherish it and caretake it until you want it back.”

“Fair enough.”

Once back in the kitchen, Ainslie took three eggs from the refrigerator and broke them into a frying pan, while Catrione cut into her fresh loaf of crusty farm bread and spread four pieces generously with the creamy butter Ainslie had brought home.  Catrione placed an egg and cheese between bread slices then set an entire sandwich on one plate and handed it to Ainslie. On two more plates, she placed a half sandwich each and set them on the table.

“You worked hard today. Eat. I’ll cut some fruit, and we’ll have the cake for dessert. Isla can eat when she comes down, and then I’ll take her to work.”

Catrione could make anything, even a simple sandwich, into a gourmet meal. Biting into the warm egg and thick, sweet bread was no less than heavenly. For the first time since arriving home, Ainslie fully settled into the warmth and coziness of the house she’d lived in for three years and loved. It wasn’t hers yet, but it would be soon.  

The recently remodeled kitchen—with its shiny appliances, center work island, and pretty gray-blue ceramic floor tile—was all her design. When James Guthrie had announced he wanted to renovate the house in stages so he could sell it, she’d sat down, figured out how much money she’d need to put down in order to make a mortgage attainable, and started saving so when it sold, she would be the buyer. Although she and James had no formal agreement, he knew what she planned, and had even welcomed her ideas for the redesign. 

She’d calculated that in six more months, she could have enough to make an offer with an appropriate down payment. She’d get there faster, of course, if she didn’t allow people to pay her in eggs and bacon, but she forged ahead, making her space as homey as she could in the meantime with secondhand furniture and touches like the blue-and-white floral chair cushions, curtains, and valances, sewn in the rare moments she could fit domestic goddessing into her schedule. 

“All right.” Catrione joined her at the small table. “Here is my proposal. I believe Isla should quit the job at the grocer’s and come work for me. She shouldn’t be on her feet all night long anymore, and I happen to know the rest of this house’s renovations are to start very soon. When they do, you’ll both need a place to stay, and I’ll need help tidying my house, fixing a few things, and caring for the gardens before Ewan arrives. I will pay her, of course, and she can relax and make plans for the bairn. And we can share some of the burden of helping her.”

“Oh, Catrione, that’s a wonderful, generous offer for Isla, but you can’t afford to pay her. 

“I can manage, don’t you worry.”

Ainslie narrowed her eyes. “Wait. How do you know there’ll be construction here? I’ve not heard a thing from James. Unless…” Ainslie stood and reached for the envelope she’d forgotten on the counter. “I wonder if that’s what this is about.”

“It’s a tiny village.” Catrione nodded as Ainslie pulled out the letter. “James has been talkin’ at the pub, and that gets passed on. He wants to finish the house soon. I reckon you can negotiate a lower rent for the next month and add the extra to your down payment.”

Ainslie unfolded the letter. As she read, she collapsed back into her chair, head swimming in a fog of hurt and anger.

“Ainslie?”

She looked up, her eyes tearing, and handed the letter to Catrione.

“Dear Ainslie,” Catrione read. “I apologize for writing this in a letter rather than telling you in person, but I’ve been called out of town for the next week, and this is somewhat time sensitive. As you know, this house is mean to go on the market as soon as renovations are complete. Due to changes in my personal financial conditions, I must move faster than I originally planned.

“I have an offer on the table to buy the house at well above my asking price, but since I have always agreed to offer you first option, I want to let you know.”

Catrione trailed off and read the final details to herself, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, pet. That is a lot of money he’s been offered.”

“Fifteen-thousand pounds more than what he told me. And I need to decide within two weeks. I have nowhere near that much money, nor the means to get it that soon.”

Catrione set the letter down, straightened, and reached for Ainslie’s hand. With her firm, sure grasp, she sent strength into Ainslie’s defeated body. 

“We’ll get to the bottom of this. You have a wee bit of time to think of what you can offer the man and how to turn this to your favor. Meanwhile, it’s all the more reason to come stay with me. James Guthrie’s sudden change in the plan means you have a bargaining chip for the rent.”

Catrione’s words held hope, however little it was. Ainslie returned a thin smile. “What would I do without you?”

“You’d do fine; it’s my life that would be the poorer. Now. I can think of nothing but advantages for me if I steal you off to Craigwarren sooner rather than later. For one, you and Isla would be there when my great-nephew comes. Ewan Portman. He wouldn’t rattle around in the big house with one ancient stranger. Two, if Innis comes around.”

“Oh, Catrione, are you worried about him?”

“Goodness, not for one minute! He doesn’t really even want to come.” A twinkle stole back into Catrione’s eyes. “I had to pull out the ‘poor old woman’ card—the one that said ‘meeting you will be a dream come true for this old heart.’” She laughed. “Say anything in a wobbly enough voice, and young people fall all over you.”

“Catrione! The devil might take you!”

“Fine, as long as I leave a nasty taste in his mouth.” Their shared laughter garnered Ainslie another hug. “In truth, I believe it quite likely Ewan won’t want any part of my ideas. He has a successful life in America. But perhaps he’ll see Craigwarren as an investment and be the sort of person who’ll care for it even from afar. Or, maybe he’ll be no different than Callum. Whatever the case, I have to try. Due diligence to the family.”

Ainslie had grave doubts about the wisdom of the plan. In the end, not leaving her beloved godmother to implement it alone was more a factor than her own needs. 

“I suppose it could be a blessing all around. Lately I’ve been a failure at trying to guide my sister. You’re the one she responds to.” An unexpected wave of sadness took her by surprise. “She thinks I’m on our father’s side, and I’m afraid she’ll run off with the babe before she bows to his wishes.” A single tear escaped, and Ainslie swiped it away, shocked at its presence. 

Catrione placed one hand on each of her shoulders and bent close. She smelled of baking and fresh air and flowers—of comfort.

“You are not failing, and Isla will thrive under your guidance. I know there’s never enough money, but that’s not the secret, Ainslie. You’re the secret. You can help her, no matter what happens—because you’re to her what I am to you—a person with personal knowledge of what’s coming. You need to stop fighting your nature. I remember a burnish-haired, silver-eyed girl who belonged to the Highlands like a wee heather pixie. She wasn’t afraid of anything and knew the hills around her home like she knew her own bedroom. And she claimed she could see the kelpie stranded in Loch Warren.”

Ainslie’s head drooped in embarrassment at the gentle reminder. “We’re all forced to grow up.”

“Ah, but growing up doesn’t have to break you. That child still exists, mo cridhe, and someday you need to let Isla meet her. I think you’ll be surprised at how wonderful a mentor the brave, wild girl will be. She might even be someone who’ll help her grown-up self find the path forward.  Now, enough wallowing. Time to get your sister to work—for one of the last times.” 

Ten minutes later, Isla returned, scarfed down the sandwich that not long before she’d been “too sick” to eat, and hugged Ainslie good-bye. Catrione touched her cheek, promised they’d talk in a day or so, and then the house was silent. Even the cats and dog slipped away for naps. 

She found Jenny curled in her favorite spot on a small window seat in the living room. Ainslie picked her up, carried her to the sofa, and sat, burying her nose in the soft black fur of her cat’s back. The trunk beside the front door gleamed, a symbol of the changes the past half hour had brought. 

She was about to lose the home she loved. Her godmother was “setting things in order” for…what? The nephew, she supposed. The old woman had been happy as a Highland fairy drunk on wildflower nectar over her him. 

But despite Catrione’s excitement, her grand plan, and her words that had lost their power to comfort now that she was gone, she hadn’t left any true solution to Ainslie’s house problem. And the wonderful new relative? Ainslie already disliked him. She knew in her heart this Ewan person guaranteed upheaval. 

No, the devil take her for her unkindness, but truth was, she didn’t want the lost family member brought here at all. Nothing good could come of sharing Craigwarren with an unfamiliar American. 
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