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Angus Sangster studied the dinner plate before him with a judicious eye. His son watched him with a warning gaze while his daughter-in-law held her breath. He finally picked up his fork and speared a piece of the suspicious looking meat wallowing amid carrots and potatoes in a greasy looking gravy. He hesitated. 

Angus tried to avoid dinner with Ben and Dorothy at all costs, but he hadn’t been able to plead that his boss was slave driving him this time. Staunchly he took the bite of roast lamb off his fork and began the lengthy process of chewing it down enough that he could swallow it. That had been his experience thus far with Dorothy’s cooking. After some time under Lucerne’s tutelage, you would think Dorothy would have learned a bit more about the fine art of tenderizing meat, but alas, he hoped in vain. 

When the fire hit the back of his throat, Angus started choking and reached for his tea. “Cripes! What in the name of Hades did ye put in the meat?” He finally choked out after drinking half his glass in one shot.

Dorothy beamed at him, her rounded, angelic face with her halo of blonde curls defying the demon he was sure lurked beneath her fair hide. 

“I took yer advice, Dad,” she replied with enthusiasm. “Ye said I needed some spice in my cooking, so I added a few things to my stew this time. Do ye like it?”

“It’s certainly spicy,” he admitted reluctantly. “Is that red pepper ye put in it?”

She shook her head. “Nay, it’s habanera peppers. The recipe called for one pepper finely chopped, but I figured I might as well add a handful with them being so small.”

Angus groaned silently. The lass was so pleased with herself he couldn’t bring himself to disappoint her. “Where did ye get the recipe?”

“I got it from Lucerne,” Dorothy gushed. “Roasted habanera lamb stew she called it. I had never heard of it so I just had to try it.”

When Angus’s cell phone went off, he sent a thank you heavenward and grabbed it from his shirt pocket. “I got to take this; it might be Darro needin’ somethin’.”

Ben smirked as Angus shot up from the table like an explosive had been lit under him. He threw his son a killing glare as he virtually ran to the living room to take the call. It was Darro MacCandish, lord of Heaven’s Gate, or Neamh in the Scottish translation, and his boss.

As prearranged. 

“How are ye enjoying yer dinner tonight?” Darro’s deep voice tinged with amusement, flowed across the air waves and into his ear.

“Ye need me back at Neamh?” Angus grunted, raising his voice slightly so Ben and Dorothy could hear from the kitchen. He ignored the humor in Darro’s voice.

“Aye, Lucerne has extra lasagna and some peach cobbler she wants to have eaten before it goes to waste,” Darro replied, chuckling.

What was left of Angus’s burnt mouth watered. His boss’s wife could make the angels sing with her cooking. Dorothy was supposed to be taking lessons from her, but so far, Angus hadn’t seen any evidence that it was working. Ben visited him on a regular basis and he would share Lucerne’s leftovers with him when he was lucky enough to get some.

“I’m surprised she has any left considering yer appetite,” he growled low into the phone. He looked up when Ben came into the room.

“Everything all right, Dad?” Ben smirked again, a knowing gleam in his eye. “I’m guessing ye are wanted back at Neamh?”

“Ye guessed right.” Then he lowered his voice. “Don’t ye be dumpin’ those leftovers into the chicken yard or ye may ruin yer laying hens fer the rest of the season.”

Dorothy caroled from the kitchen. “Ben, darling, aren’t ye going to eat?” 

Ben cleared his throat. “Aye, honey, I’ll be right there. I’m just going to see Dad out.”

Dorothy appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. “Would ye like me to pack ye some to have later tonight, Dad?”

Angus nodded. “Aye, that would be nice, honey. I have to get goin’ though, sorry I can’t stay. Ye’d best hurry.” 

Dorothy really was a beautiful lass with her nicely rounded curves and cherubic face, but his son was going to starve to death if he didn’t do something. The lass was death on steroids in the kitchen.  He shook his head as she hurried back to her task.

“Be sure to give Dad the lion’s share, darling,” Ben called back to the kitchen. “He doesn’t have anyone to cook for him like I do.”

“Lucky for ye I’m so understandin’, lad,” Angus growled. 

Ben scoffed. “Understanding my arse,” he replied cheerfully. “Ye can’t bring yerself to hurt her feelings any more than I can.”

“Why don’t ye just hire a housekeeper to cook for ye? After all, Dorothy is doing full time work on her computer from home. It’s not like she has a lot of time to be cookin’ and washin’ yer drawers fer ye.”

“We can’t afford that, Dad. Better yet, why don’t ye just hire a housekeeper and we’ll take our meals here with ye every night? After all, I’m working our spread while ye are working Darro’s.”

Ben had a point, but Angus wasn’t going to acknowledge it. “Thistlewind will be yer place one day, so quit yer complainin’.”

“I know, I know.” Ben rolled his eyes. “I only have one more year at Uni and I’ll have my business degree in accounting and a minor in animal management. Then I can take over yer books here and manage our place.”

At that moment, Dorothy popped into the living room with a plastic storage dish full of the lamb roast meal for Angus. “Here ye go, Dad.”

Angus took the dish gingerly from her, hoping the spice from inside didn’t burn through the plastic. “Thank ye kindly, Dorothy. I’m sorry I don’t have more time to eat with ye.” 

Ben snorted and then coughed into his hand. Angus shot him a dirty look. 

“Oh, it’s quite all right. I’m used to it by this time.” Dorothy gave him a gleaming smile and Angus could have sworn there was devilment lurking behind those China blue orbs. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it either, but he was perplexed as to the cause of it.

The couple’s marriage had been a quick one. Angus would have laid money on the lass expecting a child in eight and a half months, but it hadn’t happened. Therefore, he had to reluctantly conclude that it really was love that pulled them together. He didn’t know Dorothy very well, but he’d learned from painful experience that she couldn’t cook. He couldn’t fault Ben for his choice though, the lass was a real looker.

“I’ll be on my way then,” he hastily replied as he made a beeline for the door. He snickered when he heard Ben making excuses for not eating his dinner as he closed the front door of their cottage behind him. They lived on the property and he knew Ben would come sniffing around later this evening to see if he’d brought home any leftovers from Lucerne’s cooking. Of course, not every woman was blessed with the skills of Lucerne MacCandish, nor of Ben’s mother, Rosie. 

Angus sighed. He sure missed his Rosie pie, as he used to call her. Losing her to Covid had been a huge blow for him and his boys. And to his grandchildren. Ben didn’t have any yet, but Ross’s bairns were young and might not remember their grandmother as the memories faded with age. And at times, Angus was just plain lonely for some feminine company.

Oh, he had women sniffing around him, there were no shortages in that department. He might not be a highland lord but he had property connected to Heaven’s Gate and had done well for himself. He supposed it might be time to entertain the idea of marrying again. After all, 50 years old was nodding in his direction this year. The problem was, none of the lassies he knew in the highlands could compare to Rosie, or Rose, as she had been named. His mother’s name had been Aster, and his grandmother in the same line had been named Heather. According to his dad, that made flower names a tradition. Cripes, even his oldest son had married a girl named after a beautiful flower. He’d already married and lost his flower though. What were the chances of him meeting another one?

Not very likely.

As he stepped outside, the smell of heather and gorse drifted on the summer’s evening breeze. Sage and other wildflowers were mixed in with the unique scents—the scent of Scotland. It was bred into him, body and soul. He inhaled deeply, the feeling of being a part of the land itself deeply ingrained. 

Generations of Sangster’s had been born in these highlands, and his family background was finely intertwined with that of the lords of Neamh. Crofters from earlier centuries all the way down to today had worked raising sheep for the MacCandish family. 

When so many crofters had been run off or been shipped away from their homeland by their lords who didn’t need them anymore, Lord MacCandish had kept the Sangster family close. Eventually, Angus’s ancestor had even been deeded the very property he was standing on right now. Loyalty ran deep in his blood and bones. His feet kicked up the smell of the heather even stronger as he walked to his lifted black pickup truck.  Once inside, he started the rumbling engine and turned his truck toward Neamh.

***
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“WHO WAS THAT, HONEY?” Lucerne asked, already knowing the answer as Darro hung up his cell phone and returned it to his jeans pocket. “Did Angus need another rescue?” Her foot tapped slightly as she eyed her husband and sipped her hot chocolate. 

“Aye, it was Angus. Don’t put all the lasagna away, he’ll be needing his belly filled again.” Darro put his long arms around her and tasted her lips with his tongue. Mm...chocolate with marshmallow.”

“Would ye like me to make ye a cup?”

“Not right now, I’ve got some work to do in the barn. As long as Angus is coming over, I might as well make him work for his supper.” 

Lucerne wasn’t quite sure what to do about this situation with Angus. It wasn’t that she minded feeding him, she didn’t. She also knew that Angus regularly avoided his daughter-in-law’s meals if he could find a way to get out of it. When he couldn’t, Darro rescued him with a phone call. 

“Honestly, is Dorothy’s cooking really that bad, or is Angus just spoiled?” 

“Since I’ve no eaten the lass’s cooking, I can’t say, but Angus says she can’t boil water. How have the lessons been going?” He lifted the lid on the biscuit jar and helped himself to a sugar biccie. 

“I hate to say it,” she admitted, “but Dorothy doesn’t seem to have a knack for it. I rather suspect that she doesn’t even like cooking, but she’s too sweet to say so.”

“I hope ye won’t mind fixing him a plate?” He kissed her on the nose and grinned. “After all, I have the best little chef in the highlands. I’m a lucky man.”

Lucerne turned pink. Although they had been married for almost five months, he still had the ability to make her blush. And to take her breath away. Just having him close to her made her girlie parts ache. “I’m the one who’s lucky,” she replied softly, reaching up and fisting the front of his shirt so she could pull him down to kiss him. 

It wasn’t long before the rumble of Angus’s truck engine sounded at the back of the house. When the back door opened and Angus appeared in the doorway, they were still kissing.

“Is that all ye two ever do?” he complained. “Every time ye get near each other yer lips lock like magnets.” He sniffed the air appreciatively. “What’s that I smell?”

Darro grunted. “I already told ye she made lasagna, ye old coot.” 

“Help yerself, Angus,” Lucerne offered with a smile. “I waited to put it away until ye got here.” She passed him a plate she had put out on the counter for his arrival.

“Bless ye, Lucerne,” he replied fervently. He gave Darro an evil side eye. “I never know with ye, lad. Things can change at a moment’s notice.”

“What did Dorothy make that was so bad this time?” Lucerne asked. 

Angus pointed his fork at Lucerne as he helped himself to a heaping plate of the tantalizing lasagna and garlic toast. “I blame ye for that disaster, lassie,” he scolded. 

“Me?” Lucerne was aghast. “What did I have to do with it?”

“Ye told her about some hellfire recipe called habanero roast lamb. She decided to make it,” he growled. “I’m lucky to have any gizzard left, it was so hot. My throat still hasna recovered either.”

Lucerne couldn’t help but giggle. “Well, ye told her she needed to spice it up a bit, so it’s a good recipe for that. But it’s not that hot, unless ye have a weak palate,” she teased.

Angus glared at Darro. “Don’t ye need to be takin’ yer wee lassie in hand? She’s insultin’ my educated palate.”

Darro hooted. “Is that what ye call that bottomless pit of a stomach?”

“Now, ye are showin’ yer ignorance lad. Palate is yer tastebuds and mine are very well educated. If the lass hadn’t thrown in a handful of them habanero things, it might not have created meat hot enough to take the paint off the barn door. She figured to cook by the in for penny, in for a pound rule and overdone it. Like I keep sayin’, the lass can’t cook.” He sat down at the table with his prize and dug in.

Lucerne dissolved into helpless laughter. “Oh no—tell me she didn’t!”

“Oh aye, she did,” Angus reassured her between a mouthful of lasagna and a bite of garlic toast. “I swear, if it wasn’t for ye, lass, I’d never get a decent meal.”

“Well, that may change soon,” Darro told him, taking a seat across from his second in command. 

Angus actually stopped chewing. “What? Why? What have ye done to Lucerne?” he finally asked suspiciously.

Lucerne sat down by Darro with her hot chocolate. “He hasn’t done anything to me,” she replied, her eyes twinkling. “Darro just wants me to have some help now that we are expecting our own baby by Christmas. With Delilah and Corey to look after, and keeping an eye on Dad running my housekeeper’s business, I’m picking up more responsibilities all the time.”

Darro chimed in. “So, I’m hiring a housekeeper to help her.”

Angus stared at Lucerne. “But—ye are going to keep cookin’, right?”

“Probably not as much as I have been, but aye, I’ll still be doing some cooking. There will be evening’s when I won’t be, but that’s what the housekeeper is for. And of course, I love baking and such, so I’ll still be doing plenty of that.”

Angus nodded and then surprised Lucerne with his sensitivity. “Aye, it’s a good thing for ye then. I keep tellin’ Ben he needs to hire someone, but he says he can’t afford it. Dorothy is very busy too and adds to the household income with her computer work. Ben is like me, can’t cook but can always find somethin’ to eat if we get tired of beans on toast.”

“Dad is sending her up for her first trial day tomorrow,” Lucerne replied.  “I’ll be in the city most of the day after getting breakfast and sending the kids off to school, and Macy will be fixing lunch and supper. I should be home in time to eat so we can all see how well she cooks. Just don’t be expecting a first-class chef,” she scolded, shaking her finger at Angus. “As long as her food is eatable and healthy, the chores I leave for her are done, and the kids like her, that’s all I’m asking for.”

Darro snorted. “That’s all I was asking for too, but I couldn’t even get that.”

Angus pointed his fork at him. “That’s cause the other lasses weren’t here to keep house, they were here to play house,” he cackled. 

Lucerne wrinkled her nose at Darro. “Well...I don’t think Macy will have any designs on ye, she’s closer to Angus’s age than ours. According to Dad, she is very nice and is eager to work. And, if we like her, she would agree to move in with us if we want her full-time. She said she doesn’t mind living in remote places.”

“What’s her name?” Angus asked curiously.

“Macy Kennedy.”

Darro stared thoughtfully. “That’s not a Scottish name. Sounds more American than anything else. Did he say where she was from?”

“She told Dad she’d just moved here from Canada. He doesn’t know any more than that.”

“Canada huh?” Angus picked up his plate and headed to the counter for seconds. “I knew a lass from Ontario once. Swore she was going to run a dogsled in one of them Adirondack races. Of course, I don’t know if she ever did.”

“Ye mean the Iditarod? The race that’s a thousand miles long?” Lucerne asked in disbelief. 

“Don’t pay any attention to Angus,” Darro scoffed. “He used to know more women than ye can shake a stick at. How he ever met all of them when he never leaves the highlands is still a mystery.”

Angus shot Darro an evil eye. “I was a man of the world when ye were still a twinkle in yer daddy’s eye, so don’t go tellin’ me who I knew or didn’t know.”

Lucerne spluttered with laughter. The two men were always going at each other, but she knew they had a deep bond between them. “Well, now ye will meet one from Canada,” she teased.

“She must be used to snow then, I reckon. Mayhap yer mysterious housekeeper will fit right in.” He polished off the last of his lasagna by cleaning his plate with the last bite of his garlic toast, then rubbed his stomach. “Did I hear something about peach cobbler?” he asked hopefully.

Darro rolled his eyes. “Again, I don’t know where ye put it all.”

“I already told ye. I need the calories because ye’re such a slavedriver,” Angus replied with a wide grin. 

Lucerne got up to fix Angus a big heaping bowl of the peach cobbler. “Would ye like it heated with ice cream or just cream?” she asked with a giggle.

“If it’s no trouble, some cream would be nice,” he replied with relish. “Darro doesn’t deserve ye if I have to say so myself.”

Darro snorted. “After ye’ve finished stuffing yerself, I have some work in the barn I could use some help with. One of the snowmobiles sounds like a sparkplug is misfiring.”

Angus sent his gaze heavenward and stretched out his arms. “See what I mean, Lord? Always making me work after hours. And he wonders why I need to eat so much.”

“Ye need to do something to make up for all the food ye scavenge, ye old fart.”

Lucerne was used to their squabbling by this time and actually enjoyed it. She knew how close they were and that they would each do anything for the other. 

Her thoughts drifted to the new housekeeper, wondering what she would be like. With things getting so busy for her now, it would be heaven sent to find someone who fit in with their household. 

She automatically packed the rest of the lasagna in a takeout container for Angus. And most likely for Ben to, although Angus would probably never admit it. 

She wondered if Angus would ever marry again? Rosie had been gone for over a year now and he seemed lonely at times. But like Darro had pointed out, Angus rarely left the highlands except to visit family. How in the world would he meet someone?
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MACY KENNEDY TOOK THE written directions to the Highland Estate called Neamh from Jamie MacNamara, her new employer at Happy Housekeepers. This job was a godsend. Especially since she’d only been in Inverness just a little over 24 hours. “How long will it take for me to get there?” she asked.  

“Usually about an hour depending on how many sheep herds are crossing the road on yer way,” Jamie replied with a chuckle. “Ye never know what can cause a delay in the highlands, whether it be sheep, rockslides, or even water across the road. Especially with the run off from the mountains. Being from Canada, I’m sure ye must be used to some of the same road conditions we have here after the winter is over?”

Macy nodded, the question in his words not lost on her. “Potholes are certainly a huge factor too.” She knew he was hoping for more information, but Macy was being reticent for a reason.

“Aye, the roads can be quite dangerous in places,” he agreed suavely.

Macy was quite aware of the admiration in Jamie’s gaze, but she wasn’t looking for a male in her life. He was quite a handsome man with a tall, lean figure and white peppering his fine dark hair. You could easily call him a silver fox. His dark expressive eyes and cultured tones made him seem a real gentleman, but looks could be deceiving. 

In another time and another place, she might have been interested in getting to know Jamie MacNamara as other than an employer. Today, she just wanted to get as far away from people as she could. The more remote the better. 

“One more thing, Mr. MacNamara,” she added quietly. “If anyone should call asking about me, tell them you don’t know me. Please? Especially if it’s a call from out of the country.”

Jamie hesitated a moment, then nodded affirmatively. “Of course, Macy. Your privacy as an employee of Happy Housekeeper’s will be protected. No one will give out any information about ye.”

Macy bobbed her head gratefully. “Thank you so much. If your daughter and her family like me, I may not be coming back tonight. I’ll let you know of course, if that’s the case.”

He frowned and seemed to want to say more, but he didn’t. She didn’t blame him; she was lucky he was taking a chance on her without references and being a stranger in the city. 

“Be careful on yer way up to Neamh. The Highlands can be as unpredictable as they are beautiful.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Macy replied as she headed out the door. She quickly returned to her rented four-wheel drive SUV behind the office building and slid her slim figure into the driver’s seat. Looking at the map Mr. MacNamara had given her, she studied it thoroughly. 

She’d been to Inverness once before, years ago with her cousin, Molly O’Hara whose family lived in Dublin, Ireland. Molly was dead now, so no one could trace her through that line of questioning. Her memories of Scotland were hers alone, and there would be no earthly reason to look for her here.

Scotland, especially Inverness, was an enchanting place, and steeped in mystery and legend. A country with a proud, rich history. She’d always wanted to return one day, but never had the chance until now. 

After her second husband, Julian Condoloro, had died in unusual circumstances, her stepson had blamed her for his father’s death. Especially since the lawyer had informed them at the reading of the will that Julian had changed some things. He’d unexpectedly left her with some of his fortune and investments. The will stated that Adrian was to have their ancestral home and would inherit Condoloro Enterprises, but Julian wanted to make sure Macy had enough money to support herself where ever she might choose to live. Adrian had been furious and vigorously contested the will. She shivered at the memories. This last year had been a living nightmare. 

After the brakes had gone out on her car, Macy began to fear for her safety. So, she moved to Canada six months ago to get away from Adrian and the endless subpoenas to appear in court. She hadn’t been in Toronto long before she began to feel like someone was following her. Perhaps it was too close to Chicago, or perhaps she’d just been paranoid, but after she’d come home one day and realized someone had been in her home, she finally decided to move to Scotland and make a complete break. Traveling had always been on her agenda anyway.

After her arrival in Inverness, she’d perused the local paper for a rental home and had seen the ad for a housekeeper in a rural area. The idea occurred to her it might be a good place to hide until she knew for sure that Adrian had given up looking for her. It would save her money too. On the run and only using cash, her funds were limited. If no one were to call about her, or show up looking for her, then perhaps she was finally safe. 

It had been so long since she’d felt safe.
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With a sigh, Macy turned over the engine of her sporty white vehicle and started navigating her way through the streets of Inverness and towards the tall mountain peaks she could see hovering over the city. She would dearly love to play tourist and revisit some of the places she and Molly had visited all those years ago, but she didn’t dare. At least in the highland country, perhaps she would see her enemy coming.

Her reservation in the hotel could be cancelled with a phone call. She’d left them with enough money to cover tonight’s fee if she didn’t return, and instructions not to divulge her renting of the room to anyone asking for her. Budget Car Rentals had been given the same strict instructions. 

For all intents and purposes, Mrs. Julian Condoloro had dropped out of sight after arriving at Heathrow airport in London. She’d created a totally fake name from restaurants and billboards that sounded English and got on a bus. She’d also worn a blonde wig and sunglasses to disguise herself. She’d changed her name a couple of more times when she’d changed buses along the route, satisfied that her trail wouldn’t be followed. It was easy when you paid cash—no one asked questions. 

She’d gone back to Macy once she was in Inverness, using the fake ID she’d had made in Chicago before she moved to Toronto. Aside from that, she was now completely off the grid.

Her son-in-law, Morgan Kincaid, had given her a booklet on how to stay under the radar and not attract attention to herself. She’d made good use of all his tips when she’d left Chicago, but she knew Adrian hadn’t given up. Her daughter, Andrea, kept her informed as much as she could when Adrian would harass her for Macy’s whereabouts. If Andrea hadn’t been married to a competent FBI agent who didn’t like Adrian Condoloro, and wasn’t a man to be intimidated, Macy would never have left her daughter and her family.

How she missed Andrea and her two grandbabies.

Shaking herself out of her sudden bout of melancholy, Macy put the SUV in park while a local shepherd and his dogs coaxed a herd of sheep across the road. She was in no hurry. The sun was warm on her face, she was in no immediate danger, and the beauty of the rugged highland country was a balm to her soul. From the quaint walls of rocks along some of the roads to the waving wildflowers along the spreading grasslands, the vista was breathtaking. 

Taking the map out while she waited, she realized she was already on Heaven’s Gate land. It shouldn’t be too long now before the turnoff to the main house. From Mr. MacNamara’s description it was an impressive place, and she was looking forward to seeing it. Mr. MacCandish was an actual lord, but didn’t go by Lord MacCandish, he’d told her. And the man highly valued a good cook. 

Macy had reasonable skills in the kitchen. Maybe she wasn’t a grade A chef, but she could cook a satisfying pot roast and her angel food cake never fell in the pan. The hang of making good pie crust had eluded her, but she loved making hot yeast rolls. Italian food she adored, but had no idea how to cook traditional Scottish dishes. Lamb hadn’t been something she’d ever cooked or eaten much, so she was looking forward to trying out some new recipes. After all, she had plenty of time to learn what the men around here liked to eat. Haggis she couldn’t wrap her mind around and hadn’t even been able to make herself sample that, but Mr. MacNamara had told her that his daughter, Lucerne, could teach her to cook it.

She would if she had too, she needed this job.

While shuddering at the thought of haggis, she drove past the turnoff to Neamh and stopped suddenly when she realized what she’d done. “I’m such an airhead,” she muttered to herself. Backing up several yards, she finally got onto the road that would lead her to the long drive towards the main house.

Then her rental died—right in the middle of the road.

“No, no, no, no...NO!” She yelled her frustration into the windshield, slammed the shift into park, and rammed the gas pedal to the floor while she tried to get the key to magically restart the engine. When it wouldn’t start after several tries, she dropped her forehead against the uncompromising steering wheel and groaned loudly. A wisp of smoke from the hood wafted up into the breeze and the smell of petrol and something burning hit her nose. 

Just great. 

Macy popped the hood latch and got out of the car. Making her way around to the front, she fished beneath the front of the hood for the latch that would allow her to open it and look inside. That’s what men did, right? 

Knowing what was wrong with a car engine was built into the male genders brain. It would forever remain a mystery to the female sex as to just how they had achieved that particular skill, but they had. Just like they were the species with all the muscle groups, their brains were hardwired to mechanical things while she on the other hand, knew nothing about engines. 

Finally, flipping the hood up, she glared helplessly at the mechanical mass of metal connected to tubes and wires running in all directions and sighed deeply. There was a hissing noise coming from what she thought was called a radiator but she didn’t dare touch it. She’d heard horror stories about people being scalded when trying to open a hot radiator lid. 

Feeling helpless, she turned and scanned the horizon, wondering how far it was to Neamh from where she was? Could she walk in and then have someone come back for her bags?

Uneasily her gaze darted here and there. Did wolves live in the highlands? Did they run cattle with bulls that she couldn’t see? What about snakes? Macy was deathly afraid of snakes. She was a pretty good sprinter but she knew she couldn’t outrun bulls or wolves if it came to that. 

Maybe she should just wait in the car and hope someone would come looking for her. Then she slapped herself on the forehead. Duh! She had a cell phone. She could call Mr. MacNamara and explain what had happened.

Hurrying back into the car, she opened her bag and pulled out the cheap cell phone she’d bought in town and added minutes to, but was dismayed to see she had no signal. Frustrated, she shook it as if it just needed some diodes or something rearranged to make it work, then finally gave up. 

Huffing in exasperation, she laid her head back trying to decide what to do. After 15 minutes of putting off the inevitable, she got out of the car, retrieved her jacket and bag, and started walking along the road.

Macy kept glancing at her watch and after about 30 minutes, she decided to rest for a minute on a rock wall. She picked her way over to the picturesque stones stacked neatly and sat down gratefully for a breather. With her face to the sun and her eyes closed to bask in its warmth, she didn’t realize she had company until she felt something touch her hand. It only took a fraction of a second for her to realize that a small snaky-looking creature was sitting on her hand. It was a greenish gray color with a darker striping down the sides...and it had legs? 

Screaming in panic, Macy jumped up and flipped her hand as she started running to get away. When her foot landed in an indentation in the unlevel grasses, she went down, moaning in agony as her ankle twisted beneath her. Glancing back to see if the snake was following her, she realized it was gone. Only what appeared to be the tail was left in sight and it was wiggling on the wall. What kind of weird snake did that? 

Not waiting around to find out, she forced herself back up and tried to hop on one foot as far away as she could get. That’s when she saw the jacked up black pickup truck coming up the road from the direction of Neamh. Biting her lip, she tried to put her foot down and gasped in agony when her toes touched the ground. 

Glancing from the wall to the truck, panic threatened to overwhelm her. Mr. MacNamara’s additional warning leapt to the front of her mind. Was this someone who would help her? Or someone who might take advantage of her situation? 

Barely able to breathe, Macy forced herself to calm down. Maybe she’d get lucky and it would be another woman.

When the big pickup accelerated, she knew she’d been spotted. And there was certainly a man behind the wheel. So much for hoping desperately that it might be a woman. 

The truck stopped, the door opened, and a big man hopped out and started walking towards her. He certainly had plenty of muscle groups in the forearms where his long-sleeved thermal shirt was pushed up. The hat on his head blocked his eyes but his face looked strong with a grizzled lower jaw. It looked like he'd missed a few morning shaves. 

“Would ye happen to be Macy Kennedy?” He called out to her as he moved forward.

She slumped slightly in relief at his words, tears threatening to spurt into her eyes. “Yes, I’m Macy Kennedy,” she returned his call. “Are you from Heaven’s Gate?”

“Aye,” he replied, hurrying his pace. “Are ye all right?”

Macy watched his confidant stride eat up the grassland as he closed the gap between her and the road. “Yes...no...I’m afraid I’ve hurt my ankle,” she stuttered as he reached her and glanced down at her foot barely touching the ground for balance.

His piercing gaze was disconcerting as he took her hand and placed it immediately on his own muscled arm for support. She snatched it away as if he’d burnt her and started to spin and fall, but he caught her by both her arms. 

“Easy now, lassie, I’m no goin’ to hurt ye.”

Taking a deep breath and trying to calm her racing pulse, Macy nodded. “I-I’m sorry, you just startled me. I’m actually so glad you came by. My car died...and there was this snake...and then I fell...and it left its tail behind. What sort of snake does that?” She muttered helplessly, trying not to appear like a complete loony. She glanced back at the wall where the tail of the snake was still lying on the stone.

He chuckled rich and deep. “That was no a snake, lassie, it was just a common lizard. It’s their way of gettin’ away from an enemy. The tail piece wigglin’ distracts the predator long enough for the lizard to escape and then it grows back. Ye see them all over Scotland and they are harmless,” he assured her gently.

The soft burr of his highland accent was soothing and Macy found herself relaxing with a nod and a sigh. “I didn’t know that.”

“No reason ye should,” he replied. “My name is Angus Sangster and I work at Neamh. Can ye walk, Macy? If not, I’ll just carry ye to the truck.”

Her face flamed. “Oh no, I can walk.” When she bravely put her foot down, hoping desperately that the earlier pain was only temporary, she gasped and started spinning again. Pain jolted through her ankle as she tried to regain balance on one foot and the tears spurted into her eyes for sure this time. “Ow!”

“I’ve got ye, lass.” Angus swept her up in his arms as if she was nothing but thistle in the wind and strode confidently towards his monstrous truck. “We may have to call a doctor for that ankle. It could be broken.”

Macy held herself stiffly in his arms, not trusting herself to speak. She hadn’t been this close to a male body for a long time, especially not one as fit and strong as Angus’s body. It was causing her to feel things she hadn’t felt in forever. 

She peeped up at the uncompromising male jawline. His hair was laced with strands of white in the rich hazelnut color she could see beneath his cap. Tanned skin with sun wrinkles spreading from the corners of his eyes judged him to be in his late forties or early fifties. His hair was too long to be called neat...more like grizzled. As if he didn’t have a reason to be neatly trimmed anymore. Was he married? She castigated herself for even wondering. Hadn’t she had enough of men to last her a lifetime already?

“Open the door, lass,” he instructed when he came to stand in front of the passenger’s door. She reached out and did just that, wincing when he sat her in the seat and then picked up her foot to inspect it more closely. The sturdy leather loafers she was wearing couldn’t disguise the fact that her ankle was swelling. She hissed when he gently moved it back and forth. “I no think it’s broken, but ye are going to have to ice it down and stay off it for a few days.”

“I can’t do that, I’m going to a job,” she protested. 

“Housekeeper at Neamh?” He eyed her shrewdly.

“Yes,” she replied with an anxious nod. “I want to make a good impression because I was hoping to stay on. Do you think Mr. MacCandish and his wife will be understanding?”

Angus’s eyes twinkled. “Can ye cook?”

“Of course I can cook!” She scowled at him. “Maybe not haggis because I’ve never tried it before, but Mr. MacNamara said his daughter, Lucerne, could teach me. I’m always willing to try new recipes, even if they sound disgusting. Why? Is haggis a favorite of his?”

“Mr. MacCandish is no a picky eater as long as the food tastes good. He’s like me,” Angus replied, a small grin quirking around his lips. “And if he doesn’t want ye, I might hire ye as long as ye can cook.” 

He closed the door before she could reply and she glared at him as he went around the front of the truck. When he opened his own door, she piped up, “I thought you worked for
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