
  
    [image: The Love Letter]
  

  
    
      The Love Letter

      Two Sisters. One Letter. A Highland Road Trip of Secrets

    

    
      
        Claire Gillies

      

    

    
      Green Isle Publishing

    

  

  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Claire Gillies

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Green Isle Publishing

      www.clairegillies.com

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-7392452-6-9

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-7392452-7-6

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        
        The wee birdies sing and the wildflowers spring,

        And in sunshine the waters are sleeping.

        But the broken heart it kens nae second spring again,

        Though the waeful may cease frae their grieving.
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          Meg

        

      

    

    
      Meg MacDonald lived at 1 Sycamore Avenue, and she loved how that sounded. Nestled in the leafy inner Melbourne suburbs, the streets whispered tales of bygone eras, where famous writers once roamed amidst Victorian splendour. Tourists thronged to admire the architectural marvels, while film crews, like clockwork, transformed the perfect terraces into cinematic backdrops every other weekend. Each house stood as a testament to craftsmanship, with intricate iron gates, stained-glass windows, and meticulously maintained gardens.

      Among these treasures, Meg’s own home shone brightly. Years of dedication and renovation had transformed her once crumbling 1850s terraced house into a sanctuary. The fresh black paint above her door marked not just an address but a sense of belonging.

      1 Sycamore Avenue was more than a location. It was a part of her identity.

      In Meg's world, order wasn't merely a preference – it was her lifeline. Like that first invigorating sip of morning coffee, she craved it with a desperation that bordered on obsession. So when she finally achieved it, cocooned in the tranquil embrace of her routines, it felt like an undeniable victory.

      Like any other day, this one began with the comforting familiarity of her rituals. Perched on her sofa, bathed in the soft morning light filtering through billowing white curtains, Meg cradled her favourite oatmeal-coloured mug in one hand and a pen in the other. With each sip, a triumphant smile graced her lips as she conquered her to-do list before the day had truly begun.

      It was all so familiar. Reassuring.

      The symphony of everyday sounds enveloped her – the postman's shuffle, the neighbouring children's playful banter – creating the backdrop of an ordinary morning. Yet, beneath the veneer of familiarity, a subtle unease lingered.

      As she smoothed the pages of her diary, her eyes fell upon the day’s quote:

      Look back, and smile on perils past. - Walter Scott.

      The words failed to uplift or motivate; instead, a frown line appeared on her usually smooth brow.

      As she methodically crossed off another item on her to-do list, a nagging sensation tugged at the back of her mind. With a sigh, she shrugged off the comforting weight of a knitted throw, her gaze wandering to a recent addition to her decor – an out-of-place rattan chair with mismatched cushions, a relic of an impulsive moment. Hastily stashing the offending cushions away, she resolved not to yield to such whims again, no matter how tempting.

      Her attention shifted to the scattered books on the coffee table, each one a tempting distraction. Perhaps she should call her mother before work to understand what might be lurking underneath her thoughts, but as the idea took root, a familiar sensation began to build in the pit of her stomach. Pulling herself away, she wandered barefoot to the kitchen, where a giant calendar dominated the wall. Her fingers traced over the colour-coded appointments, lingering on the glaring blank square – today's ominous reminder.

      Of course, she couldn’t call her mother.

      The feeling gripped her chest, travelling up her throat and threatening to suffocate her.

      She knew what day it was. The ticking clock echoed in the silence, but the blank square on the calendar screamed at her – today was anything but routine. Unwilling to confront the reality, she had left it empty, a stark reflection of the void it had left in her life.

      As the significance of the date washed over her, her heart sank, and the weight of grief settled heavily on her shoulders, threatening to engulf her. With trembling hands, she reached for her phone, instinctively dialling her sister's number. But the disheartening tone of voicemail greeted her, a painful reminder of her loneliness.

      A whole year had passed in the blink of an eye. She remembered how she used to talk to her mother, sharing plans and stories, her voice a comforting presence on the other end of the line. Now, on the anniversary of her mother's passing, she was faced with the daunting task of clearing out their family home, erasing all traces of their shared memories.

      A chill ran down her spine as she distracted herself with wiping a dust particle from a framed picture of her mum in the kitchen. Overwhelming sorrow threatened to consume her, but she forced it down, blinking back tears and biting her lip until it hurt. There was no time for tears – everything must be clean, packed, and cleared before her workday. The office would understand if she was a little late.

      Only after the remnants of her family life were packed away and order was restored would Meg allow herself to confront the pain gnawing at her chest.
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      As she approached her mother's house, she couldn't help but notice the contrast to her own elegant terraced home. The seventies brick bungalow her mother had owned, purchased by her grandparents for their retirement, once posed a challenge to fix up. During Meg's teenage years, they each took a stab at revamping the garden or the kitchen after her mother had been taken advantage of by too many handymen. It had been run-down, everything out of order, patched together with no real rhyme or reason. However, with the economy on the upswing, its location had become highly sought after, with companies sprouting nearby and fashionable cafes enveloping it. To Meg’s astonishment, when auction day came, bidders drove the price sky-high.

      She parked her car beside her mother's fruit trees, a spot that had once been a refuge from the relentless summer sun. Particularly the large fig tree that dominated the area, its bare branches now shaking in the cool wind, awaiting the arrival of spring and promising plump, juicy figs. Meg's little sister, Lexi, had a penchant for plucking and devouring its juicy plum figs before fruit bats could steal a taste. That one tree held more memories than Meg could allow herself to acknowledge. Their summer halcyon nights were spent playing under its leaves and carving their initials in its trunk.

      She called her sister again. No answer. With a heavy sigh, she tossed her phone into her handbag, resisting the urge to check if their graffiti was still etched into the tree.

      A silent hallway greeted her as she entered the house, with only a few boxes sitting side by side for her arrival, an eerie contrast to the once lively home where her mother's hippy friends and the neighbourhood kids freely roamed. With a final check, Meg ensured everything was clean and in order. She rummaged through cupboards and closets, searching for any overlooked items, but everything seemed as clear as she had hoped.

      She settled onto the new beige carpet in her mother's bedroom, noticing the different, almost sterile atmosphere. Some changes were welcome, like bidding farewell to the faded red paisley print carpet and the gaudy purple curtains her mother had adored. Her mother's unique style embraced vibrant colours with the motto “the more, the better”, earning her the nickname Parrot from a disgruntled neighbour – an incident that always amused her mother. As Meg's eyes roamed around the pristine room, memories flooded back. In her mind's eye, she saw her mother at the dresser, applying make-up and dabbing on homemade perfume. Yet even in the stripped surroundings, the scent of pine and her mother's warmth lingered in the air, even now.

      She wanted to hold on to those memories, not the ones that followed.

      The image of her mother in her final days haunted her. Raspy breaths filled the room as Meg and Lexi took turns by her side, witnessing the drastic change – sunken eyes, thin arms, a fading presence. Angry tears welled in Meg's eyes, but her frustration shifted towards Lexi. Ignoring messages and calls, especially today, felt like an unforgivable act of selfishness.

      In frustration, she kicked out her feet, desperate for support. Before she could let her emotions fully surface, something caught her eye – a vent slightly ajar. She shuffled towards it and gently pried it open, half expecting damage inside. To her surprise, folded papers greeted her – letters and envelopes, all in her mother's handwriting. Some pages were dated, resembling entries from her mother's diary.

      
        
        
        January 1, 1995

        My heart feels heavy today. I'm starting a new year without you, my love. The girls are asleep after we spent the night celebrating the new year. I made sure to make a party of it, eating snacks after midnight and dancing in our pyjamas. All the while, I feel like my heart is breaking without you here. Is this the life I'm meant to live? Alone?

        I think of last year and how you had your traditions – staying outside until the midnight bells, then bringing in coal, whisky, and bread. I still don't know what those gestures meant, but it pains me even now that the girls will forget. You are slipping away.

        So it's the first year without you and I am miserable.

        I love you. I will always love you.

      

        

      

      Meg squinted at the date again. Her mother had written those words when Meg was just a young girl.

      Her phone rang, jolting her back to the present – work calling. Glancing at her watch, she gasped. She was already running late. The keys to the estate agents had to be handed in today.

      In a hurry, she gathered the letters, locked up the house, and stepped past the fig tree, leaving behind a home brimming with a lifetime of memories.
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      Meg thumped on the imposing door, attempting to peer through the stained-glass window. After a moment, the door creaked open, revealing a girl with a pierced nose and black hair. She glanced up from her phone, barely acknowledging Meg's presence.

      “Hey, I'm looking for Lexi. Is she around?” Meg inquired.

      The goth girl, with a nonchalant expression, replied, “Lexi? Yeah, she's in there somewhere.”

      “Great, um, mind if I come in?” she asked, her words trailing off slightly as she shifted uncomfortably.

      “Whatever. Just watch out for the cat. She's in a mood.” The goth girl shrugged.

      Cautiously, Meg stepped inside, scanning the communal area cluttered with mismatched furniture and art supplies. She wasted no more time with small talk and made her way up the narrow staircase, the goth girl returning to her phone, indifferent to the family drama unfolding around her.

      Reaching Lexi's door, she knocked. No answer. She waited, knocked again, but still no response. Pulling out her phone, she called her sister, hearing the ringtone from inside the room. Where was she? With growing concern, she placed her ear against the door, and just as she was about to give up and leave, she heard a faint groan from the other side. She pushed the door, but it was locked.

      “Lexi, it's me, Meg – let me in!” she shouted, her voice tinged with panic. Rushing downstairs, she found the goth girl in the kitchen, her ear still glued to her phone, hunched over a bowl of cereal. She opened her mouth in a daze at the disruption.

      “I need to get into Lexi's room; I think something's wrong. Do you have a spare key?” she asked urgently. Her heartbeat quickened as she frantically tore through the kitchen drawers, searching for anything that could help. A knife caught her eye, and she snatched it up, rushing back upstairs. Her mind raced, hoping her skills in unpicking doors from her teenage years hadn't faded entirely.

      The narrow knife slid into the lock, its metal teeth rattling around, but it proved to be the wrong tool. Desperation tightened its grip as she surveyed the hallway. In a moment of sheer urgency, she plucked a clip from her dishevelled hair, strands falling loosely over her shoulders and flopping into her eyes. Sweat poured down her face as she delicately fiddled with the lock.

      Relief surged within her as she heard the click.

      The door swung wide, revealing her sister lying unconscious on the floor.
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          Meg

        

      

    

    
      “Stop overreacting, Meg,” Lexi croaked, her hand over her head, her face drained of its usual pink glow. “I just had a lot to drink and must have passed out on the floor. That’s all!”

      Meg settled onto the edge of the bed, wrapping her pink dressing robe tightly around herself. Her dark hair, tousled after spending a restless night on the sofa. She had driven Lexi back to her own house, agonising over whether to take her to the hospital or not. Eventually, she decided that the best place for her sister was with her. She wanted to keep a close eye on her without involving the hospital, afraid of what might happen if they started asking questions about her sister’s mental health. This was something they needed to do alone, without intervention. Meg herself had never even taken a pill for a headache, let alone antidepressants and wouldn’t let her sister fall through the gaps so soon.

      Lexi avoided eye contact, her gaze fixed on the floor. A helpless, feeble creature; a far cry from her usual bright and spirited self. The image of Lexi lying face down had haunted Meg all night. She’d thought the worst and was unlikely to recover from the scare so easily.

      What confounded her was the extent of her little sister's recklessness. She couldn’t help but feel a surge of frustration – if only Lexi listened to her big sister once in a while, she would never find herself in such predicaments. She was convinced it all stemmed from a man – Lexi's penchant for falling in love at the drop of a hat made her seem like a character straight out of a Brontë romance novel, rather than someone navigating real life. Now, as Meg observed the shadows under Lexi's eyes and her dramatic weight loss, she chastised herself for failing to recognise the transformation in her sister sooner. And for that, she placed the blame squarely on her own shoulders.

      “Tell me what happened?” Meg leaned over her, offering a glass of water and assisting her with a slow sip.

      “I just had a lot to drink. Meg, please, do we have to do this now? I'm tired.” Lexi's voice wavered, a frail attempt at nonchalance.

      She kept a watchful eye on Lexi until her sister succumbed to sleep. Strands of Lexi's once-blonde hair cascaded long and unkempt on the pillow, revealing dark roots that whispered neglect. Though Meg had grown accustomed to Lexi's ever-changing looks, seeing her stripped of her usual charm was disconcerting. To the casual observer, the sisters seemed an unlikely pair, their personalities and appearances diverging so much that the only shared trait was a scattering of freckles across noses and shoulders, more pronounced in the summer months.

      Retreating to the kitchen, Meg cradled a cup of coffee and extracted papers from the box containing her mother's belongings. Uninterrupted, she delved into her mother's words, reading through the letters addressed to Meg's father, spanning many years. She shook her head, considering the dates that coincided with her childhood. Her mother had never uttered a word about this.

      The letters didn't portray her mother as the happy and content woman she’d thought her to be. Why would an intelligent and charming woman yearn for a man who was a useless drunk, squandering his time on gambling instead of being there for his kids?

      Meg's fists clenched, her fury bubbling. A juvenile reaction, but one she couldn’t ignore. Even after the years her father had been absent, she still couldn’t forgive him.

      Sometimes, as she watched movies or observed a friend interacting with their father, she found herself drawing comparisons. Would she, in that moment, embrace her father tightly, expressing boundless love? Mostly, it brought on resentment – a reminder of something she had never, and would never, have.

      Yet, she’d had her mother – an unwavering source of strength, prioritising her children's well-being and even telling their father to leave. She recognised her mother's decision as the best way to shield them from the fallout. However, as she delved into more of her mother's words, a sense of disorientation settled upon her. Did she truly know her mother? It seemed more like a heartbroken woman waiting for a lost love to return.

      Beneath the pile of letters, Meg discovered a thick envelope, unlike all the others. Marked by her mother's unique scrawl, it was addressed to Graeme MacDonald in Glenardburn, Scotland. She scrutinised the envelope. It was sealed with last year's stamp.

      It should have been sent.

      A cold shiver ran up her spine and her stomach lurched. Pushing her coffee away, she moved to the kitchen sink, gulping down a glass of water. Did her mother intend to send this letter all along? Right before she was diagnosed, and the floodgates of her illness opened, immediately pushing her into her deathbed?

      The weight of her mother's earlier words pressed upon her. She had loved him – year after year, writing letters filled with pain and heartbreak from losing him. Had she intended to meet him again? To mend and reunite the family? Meg scratched at the letter’s seal, hoping it would miraculously open without tearing. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. This letter was not for her, yet had been destined to remain within the walls of their old home.

      Meg believed her father to be somewhere in Australia or perhaps New Zealand, not Scotland. Clinging to the kitchen counter, she gazed out of the window, where little brown birds flitted in and out of her rose bushes. Their carefree movements made her envious of their uncomplicated existence.

      Grabbing her phone, she typed in “Glenardburn”. Images of rolling hills and serene lochs appeared, along with snapshots of houses scattered sparsely along a roadside – a vast peninsula in the Scottish Highlands encompassing numerous villages and towns. Did her mother truly intend to send a letter to their father, or was it another missive meant mainly for herself? She massaged her forehead, sensing a migraine threatening behind her temples.

      In the distance, her sister's groans drew her attention. Quickly, she stashed the letters away. Now was not the time. Lexi needed her help. If she hadn't found her sister last night, the situation could be markedly different now. It was her responsibility to care for Lexi, and that began with diverting her mind from her foolish ex.

      She peeked into the bedroom. Lexi was sitting up, her voice groggy as she inquired, “Do I smell coffee?”
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      Meg settled onto a scratchy tartan blanket spread across lush grass. An earthy scent hit her, mingling with the distant fragrance of blooming purple flowers from a far-off hill. She was next to her mother, staring towards a mysterious dark expanse of water, its surface reflecting hues of purple, blue and green above. She looked up, holding her breath. She had never seen anything so beautiful; the night sky came alive with a mesmerising display – the Northern Lights danced across the horizon, painting the heavens with vibrant streaks of colour. Stars twinkled and the Milky Way stretched across the sky. In the blink of an eye, the scene shifted, revealing clear blue skies.

      “Mum, how long do we wait?” Meg whispered but received no response.

      She let herself be lulled by the shimmering lights above and the pine of her mother’s perfume. And so they waited until a shadow cast itself over them, heralded by a haunting cry that resonated with Meg's soul. She held her breath as a large eagle materialised from lofty heights, a mesmerising and ethereal sight. Descending with grace, majestic wings unfurled, the eagle sliced through the air, its path kissing the water's surface with minimal disturbance – a dance of perfect equilibrium.

      As the eagle descended, Meg's gaze sharpened, capturing the astonishing truth. With swift precision, its talons secured a sizeable salmon, and with seamless elegance, the eagle ascended, blending into the rugged landscape of stony hills.

      Meg stole a glance at her mother, whose countenance radiated serenity as they watched the majestic creature disappear.
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      She spent the next few days immersed in her sister's company, a comforting routine of whipping up nutritious dinners for her and indulging in cosy Netflix marathons. Despite the bittersweet circumstances that brought Lexi under her care, a small part of Meg revelled in the cherished time together.

      Yet as they shared these moments, a subtle but palpable shadow lingered over Lexi. Nothing too obvious, just a distant gaze in her eyes that jolted Meg back to the realisation that if she hadn’t reached Lexi’s door that night, things might have been drastically different.

      After days of contemplation, and after gauging Lexi's current state of mind, she had come to a decision regarding her mother's letters. She determined that delving into the past by attempting to reconnect with their father might only send her sister into another tailspin. No, she concluded, her focus should be on helping Lexi regain her footing.

      “I was thinking of checking with work for any job openings. Maybe there's something that might catch your interest. What do you think?” Meg asked, stacking another washed dish on the drainer. Lexi remained seated at the table, absorbed in her phone.

      It was only when Meg cleared her throat that Lexi jolted, her eyes snapping up. “What? No thanks, absolutely not. I can't think of anything more dull.” Her eyes remained glued to the phone screen, leaving Meg to wonder if her sister was scouring the internet for any trace of her worthless ex-boyfriend.

      “Hey, there's nothing wrong with being an accountant!” Meg took pride in her career. She found solace in the fact that accountants were essential no matter where you were in the world, even though she hadn't ventured much beyond her current surroundings.

      “That might be your thing, Megs, but it's not for me. What would I do? Run errands for you and your colleagues, mindlessly type emails on a keyboard? No, I'm not cut out for office life – I much prefer the café scene.”

      Meg's heart ached for her sister to pursue more meaningful endeavours. After Lexi dropped out of art school years ago, she had drifted through various café jobs in Melbourne, seemingly content with the only art in her life being tattoos, which Lexi ploughed all her wages into.

      Observing Lexi's friends, Meg noticed they shared similar interests, complete with eccentric haircuts and body piercings. Lexi, however, seemed to lack concern for the importance of planning for the future.

      As Meg wiped down the countertop and wrung out the cloth, she couldn't help but ask, “But won't he be at the café? This man that’s done this to you!” Her sideways glance caught Lexi's attention, yet her sister remained tight-lipped. “Lex, you’re not trying to reconcile with him?” She folded the cloth and leaned against the sink.

      “He made a mistake, I'm sure. I might have overreacted. Perhaps I didn't give him a chance to explain,” Lexi mumbled.

      “He was cheating on you with other women – what's there to explain?”

      “But there's more to it, I believe. If I just talk to him … Maybe I wasn't clear with him, perhaps he thought we were more of a casual thing?”

      Meg blinked at her sister, momentarily at a loss for words. “But … you can't take him back?”

      Lexi shrugged, her gaze drifting back to her phone.
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        Go, Meg. Go.

      

        

      

      Her mother’s words followed her, whispered by the night wind as it swept through the heather-covered hills. In the quiet stillness of the night, Meg jolted awake, sheets tangled around her, and sweat clinging to her skin. Blinking into the dimness, she rose on shaky legs and tiptoed to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      The hush of the house amplified the vividness of her recent dream – a scene so clear that she could easily get lost in it again. The image of the Northern Lights, the majestic eagle, and her mother's presence lingered in her mind, haunting her like a persistent echo.

      It was the same dream as before, but its meaning eluded her grasp. She couldn't quite piece together the puzzle, or rationalise what she had seen and felt. Yet, an inexplicable compulsion welled up within her, driving her forward with a sense of urgency.

      With resolute determination, she understood what needed to be done. Her mother's letters and her father's unanswered past pressed upon her thoughts, weighing heavily on her conscience. She knew she must find him, deliver the letter, and help her mother, wherever she may be now.

      A journey beckoned, one Meg never thought she'd take – a journey fraught with uncertainty, but also with the possibility of closure.
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      Lexi sat alone in the garden, quietly watching the evening sun fade away. Her mind was consumed by thoughts of Chris, his absence a painful ache that cut through her. Would this torment ever ease? She'd been left shattered and discarded, with no trace of explanation. She brushed away the fresh tears with a weary hand.

      “Chris,” she whispered his name, like a lament carried on the wind. Memories of their time together played before her eyes. His laughter, his boundless affection, a master of impromptu adventures. Sometimes, he'd show up at her doorstep, declaring his intention to sweep her away for a spontaneous weekend by the beach. In those stolen hours, they'd lose themselves in each other's company, nights melting into mornings beneath the stars, their bodies entwined. Lexi could have stayed like that forever, with the promise of endless possibilities and adventures ahead.

      They spoke of wanderlust and far-off lands, painting vivid images of their journey across continents. Lexi's savings had slowly grown, earmarked for travelling – to Bulgaria, with its promise of unfamiliar beauty, and Ireland, with its rugged charm. They’d dreamed of getting a van and exploring all the countries in between, just the two of them and the open road ahead.

      Lexi downed her beer and felt the cold settle around her after the sun dipped further. She stayed outside, wrapped up in a blanket and wished Chris was there to hold her. She allowed herself to drift further into the recesses of her memories. Chris's touch like a whisper against her skin. His shaggy blond hair brushing against her shoulder, his lips tracing a delicate path just beneath her earlobe. The rush of his breath, the warmth of his embrace …

      She swiped her phone to see if she had missed any messages from him since the last time she'd looked. No messages, no updates. His online presence remained static, and her gaze lingered on a picture she had taken – an image of Chris surfing, the sunlight kissing the waves as he surrendered to the sea's embrace. That moment encapsulated his true spirit. Lexi had stood on the rocks, capturing a fragment of his allure before he disappeared beneath the waves. It was in those waters that he found solace. And she was part of it, if only by witnessing it.

      Lexi, on the other hand, had a fear of sharks. No matter how often she went into the water, she would half expect a great white to emerge from the waves and swallow her whole.

      With a heavy sigh, she wiped her nose and grabbed another bottle of beer she had stashed under the bench earlier without Meg seeing. The desire for something stronger gnawed at her, a longing she'd quench once she returned to her own place.

      A sudden creak of the door sent a jolt through her, prompting her to swiftly return the beer bottle to its hiding place, obscured by the undergrowth. “This is where you are?” Meg settled beside her, holding two cups of hot chocolate. “I figured you might need this. It's chilly out here, and you've been out forever!”

      Lexi accepted the cup with a nod, though her heart ached for solitude and her secret stash of beer. All she craved was a moment to herself, a chance to reminisce about the good times she'd shared with Chris. “I like the cold.”

      As her sister sipped her hot chocolate and settled beside her, a silent agreement hung between them. Lexi lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply before exhaling into the crisp night air. She relished the familiar swirl of smoke, while Meg shifted slightly beside her.

      Meg tutted. “You still smoke? I thought you quit.”

      Lexi's smile carried a hint of defiance. “Nope, not yet.”

      Meg twirled a strand of her dark hair between her fingers. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking recently. Maybe it's because it's a year since Mum passed, but I've been feeling drawn to do something in her memory.”

      Lexi remained quiet, her eyes fixed on the small patch of grass before them.

      “Remember Mum travelled before she had us?” she continued. “She would often talk about her time abroad.”

      “Yeah, she went on and on, like a broken record sometimes.” Lexi fidgeted with the zip on her sweatshirt, looking down. “I wondered why she ever came back here to settle down?”

      Meg shrugged. “It was just what people did. I think she had hoped we would do the same thing – live in another country for a bit … but we haven't, have we?”

      “I just never had the money.” Lexi inhaled another drag from her cigarette.

      Meg nodded, watching her exhale smoke. “She talked about Scotland.”

      “Yup.” Lexi's attention fell onto her zipper again.

      “Mum loved that trip. I’ve been thinking of how she would tell us stories of the castles she visited. Remember the fairy tales?”

      “They were romantic, I guess. I liked the one about the laird's daughter and the stableboy.”

      “I know you did, you'd always ask to hear it.” Meg’s features softened. “Although most of the stories were the same – basically, in every story there would be a damsel in distress and a hero to save her.” She rolled her eyes.

      “She did meet Dad there, maybe that's why it held such strong memories for her.”

      With a frown, Meg stopped twirling the strand of hair, turning to Lexi directly. “This may sound mad … but since I moved the last of her things, I've had this nagging feeling. Like she wants us to go.”

      Lexi’s mouth opened in alarm. “What? To Scotland?”

      “Yes. I know, it may seem a bit impulsive.”

      “I’ll say! Especially for you!”

      Meg raised an eyebrow. “But I feel this is what she wants. She often talked about going back. It was like her bucket list … before she realised she was ill.”

      Lexi placed her cup down, memories of the last few days before her mother's passing flashed before her, and more tears fell down her cheeks.

      “Oh hun, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you.” Meg put her arm protectively around Lexi's back. “It's maybe not the best time now. We can talk about this another time,” she said gently.

      “No, I'm fine.” Lexi sniffed and wiped her red eyes, stubbing her cigarette on the bench. Meg shuffled next to her. “Carry on, what did you want to say?”

      “I think we should go to Scotland together,” Meg said. “Scatter the rest of Mum's ashes and do the trip she wanted to do.”

      Lexi looked at Meg, who was still gently stroking her back. “What?”

      “I can take time off work, and my share of Mum's inheritance came through. I would pay for the whole trip. I think we need to get away.”

      Lexi shook her head. “I have a lot of things to sort out here …”

      Meg pulled her hand away. “I think you need to get away, get out from under this cloud and clear your head.”

      She reached for another cigarette and lit it. “But, I need to see Chris.”

      Meg sighed and drank her hot chocolate. She crossed her legs, her body turned from Lexi.

      “It's a nice idea, but there's no rush, right?” Lexi continued. “Perhaps next year, when—”

      “I just thought it might be a nice thing for us to do. Together. You never talk to me anymore Lex. You never call. I feel like I'm forever forcing you to do things with me. I mean, you didn't even help me with Mum’s things.”

      “I said I was sorry … I … I told you.” Her voice cracked, and she turned to her sister.

      “Yes, yes.” Meg muttered under her breath and stood up. “Well, it's cold. I'm going to have an early night and turn in.” She walked back inside the house, leaving her sister in darkness.
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      Lexi stared at her phone, her heart lurching as a wave of nausea washed over her. She couldn't tear her eyes away from the photo Chris had just posted – his arms wrapped around a beautiful blue-eyed brunette by the beach.

      Having the best weekend with this one, read Chris's caption underneath.

      Frustration surged within her, and she flung the phone into the grass. Suppressing the urge to scream, she clenched her fists with sheer willpower and paced back and forth around the small garden space. For a moment, she hesitated, her mind racing with conflicting thoughts. Then, fuelled by a surge of emotions, she snatched up an empty beer bottle and smashed it against the garden wall.

      “Well, he can piss off and go to hell!” she muttered, still pacing. She felt the heat rising in her chest, the anger consuming her. At this angle, she could still see the faint blue light of his declaration shining through the grass.

      Despite the shattered glass strewn across the ground, a brief moment of realisation washed over her. What had she gained by succumbing to her anger? With a weary sigh, she bent down to pick up the shattered pieces, foolishly cutting her finger in the process.

      She sucked her finger, stomping her Doc Marten boot, and backed away. Each step back toward the house, her temper ebbed slightly, replaced by a weary resignation.

      Brushing her tears away, she craved the warmth of Meg's house, no longer willing to dwell in the darkness of her heartache. As she reached the door, she paused, taking a moment to compose herself. With a steadying breath, she gently pushed it open, the soft glow of the hallway light spilling into the dimness of Meg's room.

      Inside, Meg, with tousled hair, propped herself up on her elbow. “Is everything OK?” she whispered.

      Leaning against the door, Lexi made up her mind. “Yeah, I think I need a holiday after all. When shall we leave?” she asked with determination.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Meg

        

      

    

    
      Surprising even herself, Meg dived into trip planning, drawing inspiration from her mother's tales. Crafting an itinerary, she turned the distraction into a welcome escape. As Melbourne's winter sun shifted to the hues of spring, she immersed herself in the process. Acknowledging Scotland's shift from summer to autumn, she relished the thought of cooler months, a contrast to stifling Melbourne summers. Meanwhile, Lexi, unaware, enthusiastically packed for a beach holiday until Meg broke the news about Scotland's weather.

      “What?” Lexi exclaimed, her eyes pleading. “But it's summer there!”

      “The tail end of summer, Lex,” Meg clarified, swiping through photos on her phone to reveal bundled-up holidaymakers braving the Scottish summer.

      Lexi dramatically flopped onto the bed, feigning disappointment. “And there goes my chance at a beach holiday!”

      “We're not headed to the Bahamas,” Meg deadpanned, holding up a sarong from Lexi's suitcase. “It's all about hills, rain, and castles.”

      Lexi shot back with a grin. “Can we at least trade castles for the Bahamas?”

      Meg couldn't suppress a laugh, though she maintained her resolve. “Nope, no Bahamas. You need to pack some practical stuff, Lex.”

      With a theatrical sigh, Lexi slumped back on the bed, pretending to pout. Meg raised an eyebrow and left her sister wriggling with mock protest as she continued organising their Scottish adventure.
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      After enduring twenty-four hours of turbulent plane travel, the two girls stumbled off the plane in Edinburgh, bleary-eyed and nerves frazzled. As they disembarked, both girls nearly kissed the solid ground beneath them. Their flight had been a nightmare, plagued by the wails of not one, but three crying children, leaving them with minimal rest. There had also been relentless turbulence.

      Blinking against the glaring signs, they stuck close together, seeking solace in each other's presence. Amid the crowd, a red-kilted figure emerged, hoisting a sign with their names. Meg wondered if he had just survived a long-haul fight too; his scraggly beard nearly obscured his face, and his grey jumper was covered in lint.

      “Welcome to Edinburgh,” he croaked.

      Meg could barely muster a meagre “Thanks” as the furry man assisted them with their suitcases. The trio navigated their way through the airport at a snail's pace.

      “Good flight?” he attempted, his voice strained, and Meg struggled to respond. She longed for nothing more than a warm bath and a soft bed.

      As they stepped outside, an icy gust threatened to knock them off their feet. The sky overhead was a blanket of grey, and Meg mentally cursed her decision not to wear her thick winter coat, which was buried somewhere deep within her suitcase.

      “Bahamas … if only,” muttered Lexi beside her.

      “Just up here,” the tall man called, his kilt swaying as he led the way.

      Once inside a compact people carrier van, the sisters huddled together, their eyes heavy with exhaustion. Time seemed to blur, and before Meg knew it, she was being gently shaken awake by the stranger, his voice a loud intrusion.

      “You're here,” he announced, and she winced at the sudden noise. The fatigue in her body made every movement feel like trudging through mud.

      Guiding them to their hotel rooms, he gave a salute to the hotel staff and then effortlessly lugged their suitcases up a spiral staircase. When they reached their rooms, he clapped his hands together and boomed, “So I thought I'd show you a nice lunch spot and then we could visit Edinburgh Castle.”

      The girls exchanged alarmed glances. “No, thank you,” Meg quickly replied, her head spinning slightly with the motion.

      “I understand, I understand,” the man placated, raising his hands. “But you've only got one night here in Edinburgh before we head to Glasgow tomorrow. Trust me, it's best to push through the exhaustion and stay awake a bit longer. That way, you'll adjust to the time difference without feeling too jet-lagged.”

      “Great advice,” Meg murmured. Lexi had already succumbed to exhaustion, collapsing onto one of the beds. “But honestly, we're just too tired to think right now. We'll catch up with you in the morning.”

      She ushered him out and closed the door on the slightly miffed, bearded man. Collapsing onto the bed herself, she had every intention of taking a brief rest before showering. However, as soon as her eyelids fluttered shut, she joined her sister in slumber, both of them sleeping away the rest of the day.
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      “Morning,” Meg greeted the kilted tour guide at breakfast.

      “Oh, aye,” he grunted. “How are you?”

      “Feeling good.” Meg nodded. “I needed that rest. I've been up for a while planning a few things to do on our trip. I thought when we go to Inverness, we could spend two days there instead of one, and we could visit—”

      “I’ve already made up the itinerary. We can't be changing too much now.” His serious dark eyes bored into her.

      “We can talk about it again.” She waved her hand, eager to move on to breakfast. The hotel exuded an old-world grandeur, with a dark tartan carpet and waiters donning green waistcoats and white aprons darting between tables. Beside her, Lexi was busy polishing off a plate piled high with a hearty fried breakfast, savouring every last bite of egg with buttered toast. Lexi leaned back in her seat, emitting a blissful sigh.

      “I could eat that all over again!” she dreamily shared with her captive audience. Meg settled for a cup of coffee and a piece of toast, still feeling a touch out of sorts. She dared not push her appetite too far.

      “Alright, so as we didn't chat yesterday.” The tour guide put down his cup of tea and began reading from a sheet of paper. “My name is Angus, I work for Highlander Tours, and I want to welcome you to Scotland,” he delivered in a monotone voice, scratching his cheek as he continued reading.

      “Can I just stop you there?” Meg raised her hand. “Maybe we could just have a conversation? I came across your tour company because you specialise in the north-west Highlands, isn't that right?” She took a bite of cold, chewy toast and felt her appetite wane.

      He blinked. “Yes, we're based in Abergow within the Glenardburn peninsula.”

      Glenardburn – Meg's heart skipped a beat.

      “So … if I could circle back to the introduction?” Angus didn't wait for her response, promptly diving back into the scripted words, and Meg internally groaned. As she sipped her now cold coffee, she glanced at Lexi, who was quietly swiping her cell phone. Breakfast with Angus promised to be an educational affair, though not in the way Meg had initially anticipated.
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      “So are we ready?” Angus stood outside the girls' hotel room. “I can take your bags downstairs?” His expression fell as he took in the unpacked suitcases and Lexi’s bed strewn with clothes. “We need to check out! In five minutes!”

      “Couldn't we stay another night?” Lexi asked with a sugary sweetness. “We just got here!”

      “But we're on a tight schedule. You said you wanted to get to the Glenardburn region, then we need to go—”

      “Alright,” Meg intervened, hoping Lexi wouldn't find any significance in that specific destination. “Let's skip Glasgow and stay another night here.”

      “I've already booked the next hotel!” Angus's face flushed pink. “I sent you all this information when you booked with us.” His gaze locked onto Meg's, a touch too intense for her liking. It was like he was trying to hypnotise her into compliance. She couldn't help but wonder
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