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Homecoming


“Lilting wildly up the glen;

But aye to me he sings a song;

Will ye no come back again?”

Carolina Oliphant Nairne.

aka Mrs. Bogan of Bogan
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Like the dusting of snowflakes falling around her, a
sense of homecoming settled over Cait as she turned off the highway
and drove into the glen. Fifteen months of exile swept away. The
swelling snow-capped braes that rimmed the valley, the blue-ice
sheen of the frozen lochs, the smoke curling from the handful of
homes and businesses that lay along the one-lane main road passing
through Balwhither village; Cait loved every inch so much it hurt.
Beneath the holiday lights that were just beginning to shine in the
gloaming and the last rays of winter sun that painted the clouds in
scarlet, it all looked just as her heart remembered.

It should have been different. She should have
been different. The realization that nothing had changed, that she
hadn’t changed, left her chilled.

As if she sensed Cait’s distress, the cat in the
carrier beside her gave a plaintive Siamese wail. Because there was
no ignoring Mrs. Bogan of Bogan when she wasn’t pleased, Cait eased
her finger through the grating before the protests could grow any
louder.

She stroked the velvet chocolate-colored nose. “Be
patient a wee bit longer, love. We’ll be
there soon enough.”

Mrs. Bogan flattened her ears and sent her mistress
an arctic, cross-eyed stare of abject misery.

Cait smiled faintly, but she was fairly well sick of
being trapped in the car herself. For miles now, she’d craved a hot
shower and an early bedtime almost as much as she needed the
reassurance of seeing her father face-to-face. After he’d rung to
cancel his trip to London the night before, she had barely
slept.

She’d been in the mini-kitchen of her cupboard-sized
bedsit above an Indian restaurant north of Croydon, doing her best
to figure out her mother’s holiday shortbread recipe as a surprise
for his arrival when she’d picked up the phone. “Are you nearly
ready, then?” she’d asked. “What time are you leaving in the
morning?”

“I’m sorry,” he’d said, his voice quieter than the
booming rumble that usually came from burly chest, “but I’ve bad
news to deliver. Mairi’s off sick with flu and Kirsty is due to
have her bairn soon. She can’t work more hours at the Tea Room, so
I won’t be coming down.”

Cait had gone stiff, not because of the news so much
because of the tension she sensed. “Close up, then. Come down
anyway. No one will notice much if you close between now and
Hogmanay, and I’ve made a long list of all the out-of-the-way
places I want to show you. Things we can do. I’ve hunted out some
second-hand bookshops, too, where we can pick up new books for the
lending library and send you home with your car fully packed.”

“I can’t, Caitie.” Her father hesitated. “The glen is
fair full of tourists now, what with one thing or another. I can’t
afford to miss out on the income.”

“Then I’ll come home and help,” Cait said, her
stomach sinking at the thought.

“You don’t want to do that. We’d have no real time to
see each other.”

“I won’t let you be alone for Christmas.”

“And I won’t have you driving all the way up here,
spending your hard-earned money, only to be miserable. Consider it.
With events in the village nearly every night, you’ll not be able
to avoid seeing Brice.”

Cait’s stomach clenched at the sound of her
ex-fiancé’s name. Even after fifteen months there was both pain and
pleasure in it. But she could manage. “I’m over all that,” she
said. “I can’t stay away forever.”

“Come next year, then.” There was a note of something
akin to desperation in her father’s voice, and Cait had the same
niggling feeling she’d been harboring for a while in their daily
conversations, that no matter how much he denied it, there was
something not quite right.

“Are you sure there’s nothing wrong at home apart
from Mairi’s flu?” she asked. “What are you trying not to tell
me?”

“What could be wrong? Och, you’re getting to be as
much of a worrier as your mother, God rest her. Now I had better
ring off—”

“Fine, but I’ll see you two days from now, by
dinnertime,” Cait had said, “and that’s the end of the argument. We
can go to the tree lighting in the village together, the two of
us.”

She’d rung off before he could protest more, and
she’d finished baking the cookies and done a round of nervous
cleaning all around the flat. But after going to bed, she’d lain
awake in the dark and realized she didn’t believe a single word
he’d said.

With school out for the break, surely there should
have been someone who could come in to help at the Library and Tea
Room? And outside of the high season in the warm months, business
was never brisk. The village had been working to change that, but
even so, there would be few enough visitors willing to brave the
wilds of the Scottish Highlands at Christmastime. She’d known that
at the time her father said it, and looking around now at the quiet
glen, she confirmed it.

Whatever was keeping her father in Balwhither had
nothing to do with flu or tourists. Cait would wager a bottle of
Donald Fletcher’s favorite Dalwhinnie single malt on that.

Her hot shower would have to wait a little
longer.

“We are going to need to take a detour, you and I,”
she said to Mrs. Bogan, pushing her antique Mini Copper a little
faster. “I’ll make it up to you later with extra fish.”

Accustomed to being waited on hand and paw, Mrs.
Bogan was unimpressed. She averted her narrow face and cursed Cait
with a string of expletives that required no translation.

Cait’s half-smile didn’t last very long. The stretch
of road she was traveling was too close to the turnoff toward the
parish church and the ancient cemetery.

In the fading light, snow dusted the tops of the
gravestones like confectioner’s sugar and lay undisturbed along the
track, giving silent testimony to the absence of any visitors
coming to see the grave of Robert Roy MacGregor, whose already
legendary status Liam Neeson had only elevated on the movie screen.
But that wasn’t the grave that was on Cait’s mind. Her mum and her
own Robbie and both lay buried in the newer cemetery behind the
modern church, her brother dead these past three years. When Cait
had last set foot in Balwhither, the heather had been in full bloom
on the braes and her mother had been newly laid to rest. Cait had
left the burial with her heart broken only to have it broken again
by Brice MacLaren the very next afternoon.

She let out a shaky breath. How was it possible to
still feel so much after all this time? Pain and joy and grief and
rage so thick they all blurred together? Shouldn’t she have a
better grasp on healing?

Shaking her head, she sent another sidelong glance at
Mrs. Bogan. “You see? This is why I’ve stayed away. Maybe Dad
wasn’t wrong in thinking I wasn’t ready.”

Well, she’d have to make the best of it. Come New
Year’s Day, she and Mrs. Bogan would drive south again, back to
London where no one would dissect her every misstep and mistake and
speculate about why she’d left Brice a month before the wedding.
And if, a small voice in Cait’s head protested, such freedom came
at the price of a cramped bedsit with broken heating and sky-high
rent and no one she trusted enough to so much as feed her cat, that
was fine. Brilliant. In London, she didn’t run the risk of having
to face Brice himself.

Her father was right. At this time of year, there’d
be no way to avoid the man.

“Still, I am an adult,” she told the cat. “How hard
can this be? I will be perfectly polite. I’ll smile and keep my
composure. And I won’t waste a second feeling sorry for myself. Not
one wee bit.”

She drove on, and at the intersection of the only two
roads in the village, she kept her foot on the brake barely long
enough to scan the cars parked in front of the Last Stand Inn and
Tavern, the whitewashed inn that had been expanding room by room
since before the first of the Jacobite Risings. Brice’s old Toyota
truck was nowhere in sight, so either he was still working at the
garage, or he’d driven down to the pub with someone else. With
luck, that meant Cait could dart into the Tea Room, find her
father, and get back home for the hot shower she’d been craving
without seeing so much as a whisker of the cheating snake.

Facing him in person wasn’t the only obstacle,
though. The memories were impossible to escape now that she was
here. The high rock wall at the back of the Inn’s courtyard was
where Brice had kissed her for the first time when she was ten. A
few yards later, an empty stretch of snow-covered grass led down to
the side of Loch Fàil, the long thin lake that ran through most of
the glen until it met the smaller, plumper Loch Daoine. Between the
two, a narrow peninsula held the stone where the legend of the
Beltane “Sighting” had been inscribed so many centuries ago that no
one remembered who had etched it there. Cait was one of the few
girls in the glen who had never lined up on the banks of the loch
on Beltane morning, hoping to glimpse the face of the man she was
meant to love. Not because she didn’t believe, but because she
didn’t need help from beyond to tell her what she’d been certain
she knew already.

Jaw set, she turned into the carpark for the Library
and Tea Room across the road and pulled to a stop in front of the
building that had been so much a part of her life, her mother’s
life. Of their life together. It seemed impossible to think her mum
wasn’t still there, waiting to dispense, as if by magic, the
perfect book to anyone who drifted through the door for a cuppa and
a scone or a bit of cake. And Cait couldn’t helping remembering a
moment, not long after her mother had fallen ill, one of those rare
times when the Tea Room was empty of both villagers and tourists.
Like now, the snow and the sun had both been coming down, and her
mum had stood with a pencil behind her ear and her favorite blue
apron tied over her slacks, steam from the cup cradled between her
hands rising in curls to fog the pane of glass.

“We could close early,” Cait had said, coming to
stand beside her. “The snow will keep everyone away.”

“Don’t ever forget to appreciate this—all of it.” Her
mum had gestured across at the view of the glittering lochs, and
she’d set down the cup and turned to Cait. “Winter’s a gift in the
Highlands. The big cities change, the whole world changes, in the
wink of an eye. But here in the glen, the winters are a reminder
that, as bleak and dark as life can seem, we’ll get through it.
There’s beauty in the worst of things.”

That could have summed up Morag Fletcher’s entire
life. She’d always looked for the best in every situation, in every
person, and her curiosity was insatiable. She’d dreamed of
traveling, of seeing all the places she’d read about in the books
she loved, but Cait’s father had never had any interest in leaving
the Glen. When his own father died and they inherited the old
Fletcher house together, instead of living here and keeping the
views to herself, Morag had talked him into converting the house
into a tea room and private lending library full of cozy rooms
where all the people of the glen could read about the places she
herself would never visit.

The structure hadn’t changed much since Cait had seen
it last. Apart from the wooden trim that her mum had painted
shocking pink to attract the tourists, it still looked like a grand
old home with pale gray stone walls, mullioned windows, and a high
gabled roof. That pink color was peeling and a little faded, but
the LIBRARY AND
TEA ROOM sign
above the door still looked fresh in the gold and silver paint that
had been one of the last projects Cait and her mum had done
together.

There should have been cars in the lot at this time
of day, and customers. Not a single light shone in any of the
rooms, though, and through the windows in the main dining area,
Cait could see that someone had stacked the tables and chairs in
the middle of the room. Clearly, the place hadn’t been used in
quite some time.

A painful knot settled in her midsection.

She had known, deep down, that the Tea Room
wouldn’t—couldn’t—be the same without her mum. Her father didn’t
have the same gift for books, nor the same passion or anything
approaching Morag’s knowledge. But he’d always worked harder than
anyone Cait had ever known, and on the rare occasions when he chose
to keep his opinions to himself, he could charm the knickers off an
elephant. The idea that, after all his protests of keeping it open,
the place would be closed when it should have been full of people
had never occurred to Cait.

Easing herself out of the car, she tried to keep from
panicking. A bitter wind off the lochs raised goosebumps on her
flesh, and she fought to suck in a lungful of air so cold it
burned.

That was good, though. She needed to clear her head
before she went and faced him. Turning her back on the empty
building, she strode across the street.

Hadn’t she known for months something was wrong? Why
had she let herself believe his assurances? He’d always been as
stubborn as that old orange bull of Davy Grigg’s that Brice and his
cousin Brando had tried to tip in the pasture one night when they
were ten. And though she’d wanted to hope that things had improved
between them since she’d walked away from Brice, maybe she’d only
been fooling herself.

In a way, that night of bull-tipping had been the
root of all the problems. Amid the disaster that prank of Brice’s
had set in motion, a nine-year-old Cait, half bookworm and half
wild, untamable tomboy, had fallen head-over-heels in love with him
and never fallen out again. She’d loved the way he didn’t back down
even when everybody blamed him, the way he’d tried to protect his
cousin Brando. The courage and defiance of him. But everything she
admired in him all those years, her father had seen as
unsteadiness. A lack of moral fiber. The way she’d championed
Brice, defended him, had driven a wedge between her dad and
herself.

And, of course, Brice had eventually proven her
father right. What she’d taken for courage had turned out to be
nothing more than selfishness and lack of responsibility.

She refused—refused—to put any more distance in their
relationship because of Brice MacLaren.

If her father was afraid she would fall right back
into Brice’s arms, he couldn’t be more mistaken.

How dare he lie to her? What he’d told her wasn’t a
simple fib. He’d told her an out-and-out porker about needing to
keep the Library and Tea Room open, and to cover up for that, he’d
done his best to convince her not to bother coming home.

The man had explaining to do.

And the explanation had better be a good one.


Blindness

 “Had we never lov’d sae blindly,

Never met—or never parted—

we had ne’er been broken-hearted.”

Robert Burns
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Brice MacLaren had spent months refurbishing an
original 1980 Marv IV Mini for Cait the year she’d finished at
university. After finding the car in a junk lot in Liverpool, he’d
towed it back to Balwhither, rebuilt the engine, scavenged interior
parts from eleven different cars, and banged out and painted the
exterior himself in racing green with stripes. Every nook and
cranny of the Mini was familiar to him, and there was no mistaking
it when he spotted the car parked in front of the Library and Tea
Room.

She wasn’t due home for another day, though,
according to her father.

Gripping the wheel of his Land Rover Discovery, Brice
cursed himself and scanned the windows of the building as he drove
toward it, looking for a telltale light inside.

He hated to think how Cait would feel if she saw the
mess and the FOR SALE sign in the window before anyone had
explained the situation. He’d meant to get out here first thing
this morning to keep that that very thing from happening, but his
client had stopped by the garage wanting to check progress on the
1964 Aston Martin DB5 that Brice had promised to finish for
Christmas delivery. The visit should have taken an hour at most,
but he’d had to spend so long going over every fine point of the
restoration work that it had eaten most of the day. Then the man
had pulled out a bottle of twenty-four-year-old Bruichladdich
single malt along with an order for an even more expensive car, and
that had taken still more time. Brice’d had to ring Donald to
promise he’d work through the night to get the Tea Room looking a
bit more like it was open for business, if that was what it took,
and he had intended to keep that promise.

Not that he agreed with Donald trying to lie to Cait.
He didn’t. If he’d had any idea that Donald hadn’t told Cait he
meant to sell the business, that the daft man hadn’t told Cait
anything, Brice would never have agreed to help with the renovation
in the first place. Which, of course, the old goat had known well
enough when he’d bullied Brice into pulling out all the old
bookshelves and everything that had given the place its character.
Everything Cait’s mother had done.

Cait would murder both Brice and her father in slow
and painful inches when she found out.

Thinking of seeing her, the old anger and emptiness
suddenly flooded back after long months where there’d been only
determination. Cait had been a part of him for so long, he still
didn’t know how to be without her.

And thinking of her, it was as if he’d managed to
conjure her out of the air. Something moved on the loch side of the
road opposite the Tea Room, a figure with glossy dark hair, dark
trousers, and a black jumper that blended into the descending
night. Cait’s achingly familiar face gleaming pale.

He swerved to avoid her, and the Land Rover sent up a
sheet of slush that sprayed her from waist to feet.

She whipped around as if she would attack the car,
long hair flying in a curtain, blue eyes wild as fire, and a
screech loud enough to carry over the engine’s growl. And just like
that, the same as the sight of her had done every day since he was
ten years old, Brice found it impossible to process a coherent
thought.

Aye, God, but he had missed her.

At the same time, he wished she hadn’t come. Not
yet.

A muscle twitching in his cheek, he pulled the Land
Rover to a stop alongside her Mini and jumped out onto the tarmac.
It was only then that he caught his first real look at her. Cait.
She was stooped over, wiping at the slush to dry herself off as
much as she could manage.

He took off his coat and hurried toward her.

The pull between them hadn’t changed a whit. The
closer he approached, the more his body remembered what he’d spent
fifteen months trying to forget: the curve of cheeks that fit
perfectly against his palms, full lips that offered arguments and
kisses with equal passion, a stubborn chin she used to fake a
confidence she often didn’t have.

She straightened as he reached the road. Glared at
him. “Do you never grow up, Brice MacLaren? I suppose this is your
childish way of getting even?”

Well, that was calmer than he’d expected.

“Christ, Cait—I’m sorry. Here, take this.” He draped
his coat across her shoulders, careful not to touch her. “I didn’t
see you standing there.”

“You might have if you weren’t driving your usual
ridiculous speed.” Cait’s hands went up as if to snatch the coat
away. She was shivering, though, her teeth chattering, and she
seemed to realize that suddenly. Instead of throwing the coat at
him as he’d half-expected, she drew it closer around herself and
burrowed down into it the way she’d burrowed into his coats a
hundred times before.

The loss of her hit him all over again. “I was going
the limit,” he said, sounding tired even to himself, “and I thought
you weren’t coming until tomorrow.”

“How’d you know I was coming at all?” She went still,
her attention sharpening.

“The glen’s still small. That hasn’t changed. But
it’s good you’re home—your father’s missed you. I’ve missed
you.”

“You lost the right to miss me when you threw what we
had away. If you ever felt anything for me at all. And if you’re
thinking I’ve been neglecting my father, you couldn’t be more
wrong.”

He’d forgotten that eyes could burn so bright and
still be cold. “I never said you were neglecting him.”

“You implied it.”

“Don’t go putting words in my mouth, woman. If you’re
hearing them, that’s your own conscience talking and nothing to do
with me.” Brice raised his hands and shook his head. “No, look,
let’s not do this. I didn’t even mean to say that.”

“Och, but you’ve always been brilliant at saying
things, doing things, you don’t mean and can’t take back.” Cait’s
face tipped up to his, snowflakes melting on her cheeks. Then her
expression twisted, and she stared down at the tips of her
high-heeled boots and the sodden hem of her expensive trousers,
clothes more fashionable than the jeans she’d always worn before
she went to London. “You’re right, though,” she said, “I promised
myself I wouldn’t argue with you, and I can’t seem to help it. We
should just keep out of each other’s way while I’m here.”

“No, it’s past time we talked. Preferably somewhere
your teeth can stop chattering instead of out here in the street
screeching at each other, though.”

“I do not screech. I never screech.” Her eyes flashed
again, fire and ice and temper.

He raised an eyebrow at her, grinning. Waiting for
her to laugh.

There was a time she would have. A time when they
would have laughed together. Now her triangular face pinched even
tighter and her chest heaved as though she’d run the circumference
of the glen.

He wanted to tuck her against his chest and hold her.
Wanted to never let her go.

Instead, he stood like a pillock with the words
trapped in his brain and refusing to come out. In the months since
she’d gone to London, he’d bottled up too many things he had to
tell her. Too many questions.

Was she sorry she had left him? Did she regret
jumping to conclusions, the half-coherent accusations she’d slipped
into his mailbox? Didn’t she realize her father had taken advantage
of her weakness and her doubt?

Donald Fletcher had been only too happy to tell Brice
what he’d said to Cait the day after her mother’s funeral when
she’d come storming home. It hadn’t been much worse than the things
he’d already told them both a hundred times before, but with her
mother freshly buried, Cait had been out of her head with grief and
vulnerable.

It had taken months for Brice to understand that. All
he’d known at first was that Cait’s leaving had ripped open an
empty space inside him. And without her there, he’d had nothing to
fill that emptiness. Nothing worthwhile. Which had only proven that
Cait’s father had been right all along in saying that Brice didn’t
have anything real to offer her.

He was working on that, though. Determined to change
it. Determined to change himself.

Standing on the snowy tarmac nearly toe to toe with
her, he tried to find a way to say so.

She tapped her foot against the pavement, her
shoulders thrown back. Her fighting stance. Her invitation to a
brawl.

The loch gleamed dark behind her, reflecting the
strands of holiday lights Flora Macara and her husband had hung
along the roofline of the Inn and the stone walls that skirted the
tavern courtyard. A reminder that Christmas would bring Cait no joy
this year once she heard her father’s news.

Something of his thoughts must have registered in his
expression. She raised her chin and narrowed her eyes, but instead
of making her fierce, with his coat draped over her shoulders, the
body language only made her seem smaller and more fragile.

“Well?” she demanded. “You’ve obviously got something
to say. Get on with it, and stop gaping at me as if I’ve grown two
heads.”

“You need to go see your father. Make him tell you
the truth—make him listen—and when you’re through, if you need me,
call me. Whatever’s happened between us, I’ll be here for you.” He
couldn’t stop himself from moving toward her. Reaching for her.
“I’ve changed, Caitie. You won’t believe that, but I’ll prove it to
you if you’ll let me.”

She blinked, searched his face. Took a deep, long
breath. Then her expression hardened. “You say that while you still
reek of whiskey in the middle of the afternoon. Not much has
changed, from what I see.”

Brice went stiff. “I had half a glass—”

“Like you had with Rhona Grewer before you let her
drag you off to bed? But you know what, it doesn’t matter.
You don’t matter. Not to me. Get drunk all day. With anyone
you like. Do whatever you like.” She stood quietly, spoke quietly,
her lip trembling as she said the words.

The lack of sound and fury was far worse than the
months when she hung up on him or refused to take his calls. Where
there was anger there was hope, but it seemed she’d burned through
even that. Convinced herself that what had been between them wasn’t
worth fighting over. Fighting for.

Tired beyond measure, Brice dug in his pocket for the
key to the Tea Room. “I don’t know why you’re so determined to
believe the worst about what you saw that day, and I can’t change
your mind if you won’t hear my side of it. But you’re wrong about a
lot of things, not least that we don’t matter to each other. We
will always matter. Don’t push me away, mo chridhe. Don’t
push away any of the people who want to love you. You’re about to
find out how much you need us all.”

He didn’t wait to hear how she would answer. On
reaching the Tea Room, he unlocked the door and let himself inside.
Cait being back didn’t change the fact that he’d promised to finish
the painting and remove the FOR SALE from the window before Cait
saw it. Whatever Cait thought, he wasn’t one to break a
promise.

Sliding the bolt closed behind himself, he watched
her through the glass, waiting to see whether she would try to come
in after him. She didn’t move, only stood rooted where he’d left
her, her face tilted up to the falling snow.

She looked so lost, so broken, he couldn’t make
himself move away.


Dark House


“Man is not what he thinks he is,

he is what he hides.”

André Malraux
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More than his words, it was Brice’s sympathy that
scared Cait cold. For as long as she had known him, he’d always
hidden deep emotion with attitude or laughter. Watching him stride
off toward the Tea Room, she didn’t know what to do with the
softness she had seen in his expression. The whole conversation
made her long to run home to her father and demand to know what was
going on.

You didn’t win a battle with Donald Fletcher without
sufficient ammunition, though, and as her mother had always said:
knowledge was the ultimate weapon.

She wished Brice had simply told her what he knew
instead of dropping dire hints. It made no sense for him to know
anything at all about her father’s business, much less to have a
key to the Tea Room in his pocket.

Something had changed while she was gone. There was
something different about Brice, too, come to that. Aye, he still
had the usual faint smudge of grease along the ridge of one sharp
cheekbone where he caught it with his thumb as he brushed back his
hair. He was still quick enough to anger. But he’d both softened
and grown more certain of himself. More tempered. Physically he was
leaner, even more gorgeous than she remembered. No less devastating
to her equilibrium.

No less infuriating.

God, why had she thought she could bear to come home
again?

The previous Christmas with her father in London had
been fine. Good. Better than their relationship had ever been
before, almost like two grown-up friends. Friends who actually
spoke to each other about things that mattered. Or so Cait had
believed. Maybe the closeness she’d felt between them had been
nothing more than self-delusion, her still trying to fill Robbie’s
shoes. Now, standing in front of the Tea Room with the wind blowing
off the loch and the snow coming down, she felt like a child again,
the little sister who would forever run in her brother’s shadow.
Even when Robbie wasn’t there to cast one anymore. Her father had
always turned to Robbie when he needed something. Maybe it even
made an odd sort of sense that he’d asked Brice for help instead of
asking her.

Even as she wondered what Brice was doing for him,
Brice moved into the unlit front room, pulled something out of the
window, and vanished toward the rear of the building. A moment
later, a light shone warmly from the kitchen.

Outside, the wind blew colder. Cait discovered she
was shaking, and she burrowed deeper into Brice’s coat. It smelled
of him, smelled just as she remembered: maleness and grease and the
Lava Soap that left his skin clean and pink when he washed his
hands. An undertone of automotive leather and a little bit of
whiskey. That, too, was familiar.

Too familiar.

Brice had settled his coat around her a hundred times
when she was cold. She’d thought she was the only one who wore his
clothes. But she’d been wrong.

The weight of the thick black wool threatened to
crush her, and she tore the coat off and threw it on the tarmac.
She had to fight the temptation to stomp on it, to grind the
memories it had brought into the dirty wet asphalt until they lost
their power.

Old pain didn’t die that easy.

The morning after Brice had asked her to marry him,
she’d gone to pull her T-shirt on, but he’d slowly dressed her in
his flannel shirt instead, from the bottom up, planting a gentle
kiss on the skin beneath each button. She’d worn the shirt and
nothing else while they made breakfast together, and the brush of
the fabric against her skin had felt like an intimate gesture,
something just for her. Only for her. Then the day after Mum’s
funeral, she’d found Rhona Grewer letting herself out the door of
Brice’s cottage, her blond hair unaccustomedly tousled and the
beautiful blue button-down shirt that Cait had bought Brice for his
birthday tied up loosely over a skirt that fit like a second
skin.

Being Rhona, she had smiled without a hint of shame.
“He’s a good man, that one,” she’d said clicking past Cait in her
four-inch heels. “Don’t take your eyes off him too long, or you
might find he’s moved on to someone else.”

Cait gave herself a shake. Turning her back, she
walked past the posh new Land Rover that Brice was driving and
slipped into the driver’s seat of her own Mini. She couldn’t help
wondering who the Land Rover belonged to. Had Brice already taken
up with someone new?

The thought made Cait feel faintly sick as she
slipped back behind the wheel. It reminded her, too, that she
really needed to get rid of the car that he’d restored for her.
Make a clean break of it. She’d started to advertise the Mini a
half-dozen times since she’d moved to London, but she’d never
managed to carry through. Selling it would be like selling a piece
of herself.

Bone tired, she put her fingers through the grating
of the cat carrier where Mrs. Bogan had started to meow what
sounded like the first note of a funeral dirge, over and over
again. “Hush, now,” Cait told her. “I know just how you feel, love.
I do. I hear you, and I am sorry I left you so long.”

Not in the least soothed by the apology, Mrs. Bogan
hissed and dropped into a sulky crouch at the bottom of the
carrier. Cait switched the ignition with her hand shaking and
reversed back out onto the road.

The car park at the Inn had already started filling
up for the evening. A young couple hurried up the path toward the
sprawling building as Cait drove past, and the door swung open with
a glow of yellow light. Music spilled outside: a bagpipe playing
the first notes of “Wild Rover,” then drums and an accordion
joining in. Voices, too, still sufficiently in tune and tempo to
suggest the night was young and the beer had only recently started
flowing.

Not so very long ago, Cait would have been in there
with everyone else, her back braced against Brice’s broad chest,
his arms held fast and warm around her, his lips coming down now
and again at the end of a song to kiss her hair. He had a fine
voice, did Brice. Better than Cait’s own, though she’d been the one
to sing in the choir.

She put her foot down on the accelerator, suddenly
desperate to get home. To hell with the posted limit. She drove
straight through the intersection and continued up the hill past
the newly rebuilt Village Hall, past the double row of white harled
stone houses with warm lights filtering through lace-curtained
windows. Eventually, she turned into a long track that led to the
house where she’d grown up. But at the top of the drive, she
stopped, her hands tight on the wheel.

As with the Tea Room, her mum’s absence was
unmistakable. No glittering holiday lights dripped like icicles
beneath the eaves of the house. No
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