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Molly’s cup was halfway to her lips when a commotion broke out. She looked up to see a woman on her feet, clutching at her throat, and then falling forward over a table. The woman beside her screamed and people clustered around, unsure of what to do.

“Get a doctor,” someone shouted. 

“Too late. She’s dead.” An authoritative male voice. The woman screamed again and fainted. People rushed in to break her fall.
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The plane began its descent into a grey and cloudy Edinburgh. Molly Fraser, seated towards the rear of the plane, forced herself to remain there until most of the passengers had disembarked. In the terminal, her luggage appeared sooner than she expected, the Customs Officer passed her through, and she hurried toward the exit. The automatic doors opened and she scanned the waiting faces. There he was, grinning at her from the back of the crowd. Gregor pushed through and kissed her until she was breathless. She gently pushed him away. “Let’s get out of here.” 

Gregor took her heaviest suitcase and led the way to the parking lot.

“You’ve got a new car!” Molly said.

“Aye, just last week—my old truck was on its last legs. Here, pass me the rest of your bags.”

In the car, they kissed again. “I’m so glad to have you back, Molly.” Putting the car in gear, Gregor left one hand on her thigh as he drove. The feel of his hand was doing strange things to her.

“So, you managed to rent the cottage again,” he said.

“Yes, finally got hold of the landlord a few days ago and it’s all settled. I’m pleased it was available, although I suppose there’s not much call for a holiday cottage this time of year. I move in next week.”

“You’re comfortable going back after all that happened there?” Gregor asked, referring to Molly’s first stay in Scotland, where helping to solve a murder had put her own life at risk.

“Most of the time, it was fine, and the bad times didn’t last long. It was nothing to do with the cottage itself.”

“It was a pretty bad time for me,” he replied, “except for you.”

They sat in silence, happy to be together again. Molly leaned back into her seat, watching the scenery fly by, and she thought about how she had come to be here with Gregor. This past spring she had rented an isolated cottage on Scotland’s east coast and settled down to a three-month sabbatical to complete her half-finished novel. She had relished the feeling of freedom and the pleasure her new life, however temporary, gave her. She met Gregor, his daughter Sam and other local villagers, and got a bloodhound puppy she named Thurber. 

“How long do you have the cottage for?” Gregor kept his voice light, but Molly sensed his eagerness.

“Six months this time.”

“I’d be better pleased if you’d just make an honest man of me,” Molly opened her mouth to reply, but he continued, “but I’m happy you’re here and we’ll take it one step at a time. Right?”

Molly nodded. “I tried to explain...”

“Aye, you did. I just don’t want to accept it. You love me?” Molly nodded. “But you want to make sure we will last?” She nodded again. “So you’re back in Scotland for us to see how we go?”

“Put like that, I sound a right selfish bitch.”

“Nae, don’t say that. It’s not what I want, but I’ll settle for it... for now.”

Molly looked at this patient gentle man who had already been through so much and was shamed by her caution. Why couldn’t she just accept this miracle that had happened between them? 

He glanced over and grinned. “Eh, don’t worry, lass,” putting on his broadest accent, “it’ll all come right in th’end.” He put his hand on hers. “Truly, Molly, I’m right glad to see you here. Now, to get to the important thing - when am I going to get you alone?”

She laughed. “It won’t be that easy until I move into Spindrift, will it? I’m staying with Gillian until then.” Gillian was Molly’s younger sister, who lived with her husband and three rambunctious boys in a large farmhouse not too far from the cottage Molly was going to rent again.

“There’s always my place,” he suggested, with a sideways glance.

“We’ve been through that before. There’s Sam to consider, and it’s just not right.”

Gregor sighed theatrically. They drove in companionable silence for a while until he turned off the motorway. “Gillian invited Sam and me for dinner tonight.”

“Lovely. I’m so looking forward to seeing everyone, and I’ve so missed Thurber. It didn’t feel right not having a dog while I was in Toronto.”

He pulled up in front of the West home. As Molly got out of the car and opened the gate, the door opened and a bloodhound launched himself across the grass, howling. Molly braced against the onslaught, but was nearly knocked to the ground. Thurber crooned with excitement and licked her face as she struggled to stay upright. She had left him with Gillian when she returned to Toronto, knowing she would return and not wanting to quarantine him.

“Down!” she ordered. Thurber sat. “Good boy!”

She looked up at her sister, who was trying not to laugh.

“It’s so good to see him again,” Molly said, “and you, too, of course.”

Gillian smiled. “Yeah, yeah, I know where I rank!”

Molly struggled to her feet, and keeping one hand on the back of Thurber’s neck, hugged her sister with the other arm. “It’s lovely to see you. You know that.”

Gregor brought Molly’s luggage from the car.

“Just leave those in the hall for now, Gregor,” Gillian said.

Two more dogs and a small boy erupted from the house as Gregor opened the door, and Molly was engulfed in more exuberant greetings. Gillian laughed and headed into the house, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll put the kettle on. Come on in when you can extricate yourself from that mob.”

Molly, holding young Michael’s hand, followed her into the big stone kitchen, surrounded by enthusiastic dogs jostling for prime petting position. “You certainly get a genuine welcome here!”

Gillian grinned. “Not everyone does, you know. Come and sit.”

Molly pulled out a chair and sat down at the large round wooden table. She glanced around the big farmhouse kitchen, seeing all the familiar things—the thick stone outer wall with its deep windowsill filled with pots of herbs, the pieces of pottery that Gillian collected on the shelves of a large dresser, and children’s drawings posted on the fridge. “Feels like home,” she said.

“Any time you want, it is your home,” Gillian replied, giving Molly’s shoulder a squeeze. “You’re always welcome here.” She looked at Gregor, who was leaning against the doorframe.

“Gregor, tea? Mike, would you like some juice?”

Michael nodded and claimed the chair beside Molly. Gregor shook his head. “I’ve got to get back to work now and I know you two want to talk without me here.” Both women protested, but he went on, “What time shall we be here for dinner?”

“Sixish?”

“Right, see you later.” He kissed Molly’s cheek and left.

Gillian settled her own dogs, Tess, a border collie and Brodie, a hairy mixed-breed terrier. Thurber leaned possessively against Molly’s leg. 

Gillian poured the tea and firmly retrieving the biscuit tin from Michael, passed it to Molly, and said, “So tell me your plans.”

“You know most of it—a friend is looking after my house while I’m here to... well, to see whether I want to live in Scotland, whether Gregor and I can work something out that suits us both... and, of course, to keep on writing. That’s it, really. If things don’t work out, I simply go back to Toronto, although it’s not what I want.”

“And Gregor’s fine with that?”

“Not really, but he says he’s willing to wait.”

“You’re one lucky lady—few men would be so accommodating.”

“I know, but it’s a huge step for me. I don’t want to make a mistake and have us both end up miserable.”

Michael asked for more biscuits. “Because I’m very hungry, Mummy.”

“Alright, you may take two, and then I’d like you to go and pick some broccoli from the garden for our dinner.”

He carefully sorted out the two most desirable biscuits from the tin and ran outside.

Gillian glanced down at Thurber, still sitting pressed tightly against Molly. “I suggest you change his name to Velcro.” 

“Idiot! I guess he’ll be sticking close for a while.” She tried to smother a yawn. “Sorry. I’m tired. I hardly slept on the plane to London. It seemed as soon as I managed to drop off, they were waking us for breakfast. Then I had to dash to another terminal to catch the Edinburgh flight.”

“Go and have a nap. If you bed down now, you’ll get a couple of hours before the older boys come home from school. You’ll get no rest once they’re home. The attic room is all ready for you, even with some wildflowers that Mike picked this morning.” 

“I’m too keyed up to sleep.” Molly yawned again. “But thanks, I’ll rest for a while.”

She made her way up the back staircase, accompanied by the three dogs, and soon all four were sound asleep, Thurber claiming his privilege to stretch out at her side.

She woke disoriented, but the comforting warmth of her dog’s body reminded her of where she was. She lay in a half-dream state, unwilling to wake further, unwilling to yield again to sleep. Thurber stirred and sat up, leaning over her face anxiously. She giggled at the way the skin on the underside of his jaw wrinkled and ridged—an unusual view of a bloodhound. He licked her face in response and her protest brought the other two dogs to their feet.

“Okay, you win! We’ll get up.”

She glanced at her watch. Four o’clock. She’d slept longer than she realised. She got up, rummaged in her bag for a hairbrush and brushed her short red curls vigorously. Using the little mirror over the dresser, she put on some lipstick, and decided hat would do. As she entered the kitchen, her three nephews, who had been sitting over juice and cookies at the table, erupted. Adam, at eight, was carefully nonchalant in his greeting, fooling no-one, while David, at six, was more exuberant.

“I made them wait until you woke up by yourself,” Gillian said. “They’re quite cross with me.”

“Come outside, Aunt Molly—we want to show you something special!” Molly followed the boys out into the back garden, where they showed her their latest project—a deep pit. “What is it for?”

“To trap ferocious animals and bad guys.” Adam explained. David nodded. “We saw it on the telly.” Just then Michael tripped, fell into the pit and had to be rescued by the older boys, while Molly tried to keep a straight face and praised the rescuers.

Gillian’s husband Alan came home holding up a bottle of whisky. “Welcome,” he said, kissing Molly’s cheek. “I got your favourite—The MacCallan!”

A few minutes later, Gregor and Sam arrived. Sam flung herself into Molly’s arms with a shriek. “I’m so happy you’re back!”

Dinner was noisy. The boys, delighted to see Sam again, related every guinea pig birth and escapade since her last visit, while Alan and Gillian kept Gregor engaged in light conversation. Is it just me? thought Molly. Am I the only one who’s feeling... feeling what? Eager and shy at the same time. What is he feeling?

Just then Gregor looked over and smiled, amusement and something else in his eyes. Molly relaxed. It would be fine. 

After dinner, he claimed her for a private walk and they strolled down by the river, accompanied by Thurber, who seemed determined never to lose Molly again. In the seclusion of the night, they embraced and Molly clung to him with a surge of emotion.

“Easy, my girl, easy,” he murmured. “It won’t be long.”

“Stop speaking to me like I was a dog!” Molly protested, laughing. “You’re right, it’s only another week. Ah, but that seems like forever right now.”

Back in the house, Gillian arched a comic eyebrow at Molly, who made a face in return, while Alan, oblivious to any emotional vibes, offered drinks all round.

Later, alone (so alone) in her bed, she lay awake for a long time. Her fears that her passion, or his, might have ebbed were groundless—it was there, healthy and impatient.
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The next morning she took herself firmly in hand, resolved not to moon around like a lovesick adolescent. Gillian teased her, but Molly just laughed.

“I can wait,” she asserted. 

“Aye? You were like a flame last night. I thought you’d scorch the lot of us!”

“You should be the writer with your imagination and fancy words!” 

“No thanks, I’ll stick to my painting. What do you want to do today?”

“I’m having lunch with Gregor at the Black Ox, but we’re going for a walk first. I’ll take Thurber with me. I’ll be back in the afternoon, okay?”

Scotland had produced a fine November Saturday to welcome her. Thurber rested his head on her shoulder while her old Rover purred along the familiar road that curved beside the sea. Bless Alan for overhauling the car while she was away. He was good with cars and kept their own and Molly’s in good running order.

She reached the signpost for Whitehaven and turned down the winding road that led into the fishing village. She pulled over to the side of the road and from the vantage point of the hill gazed at the familiar scene: the houses descending in serried rows to the harbour with its moored fishing boats, the busy area around the harbour and the sparkling sea beyond the breakwater—a storybook setting. She put the Rover into gear again and started down the hill.

She pulled up in front of a small white house, with dark blue trim. The garden was tidied for the winter, although some late pink roses were still in bloom. The door opened and Gregor stood there waiting. He kissed her, oblivious to the curious stare of a woman passing by. Molly laughed and pushed him into the house, where they embraced again. Thurber rushed past them with excited barks to meet his old pal Murdo, Gregor’s dog of uncertain lineage. Gregor bent to kiss her again, but the tender moment was shattered by a blur of frolicking dogs as they flashed by, nearly knocking Molly over.

“Ye daft dogs!” Gregor shouted after them.

“Why don’t we take those two lunatics down to the beach and let them run?” Molly suggested. “It didn’t take them long to renew their acquaintance!”

They piled into Gregor’s car and drove to her favourite beach—the one that lay below the cottage she had rented. To Molly, this was one of the best in the world, long, curving sands surrounded by cliffs and sea. 

Released from the car, the dogs raced down the hill and off along the sands, while their humans followed more sedately, hand in hand. Molly inhaled the sea air. “I love this smell. I’ve missed it.”

Hungry after a long walk, they decided on a pub lunch and drove into Whitehaven, parked by the seafront, and set off on foot to The Black Ox with both dogs.

“Och, ye’ll no get by the shop,” Gregor groaned. 

Molly laughed. “I’ll just pop in quickly and say hello,” she promised.

The shopkeeper, Mrs. Duncan, came from behind the counter to greet Molly. “Eh lass, I knew ye’d be back.”

“For six months this time. I’m moving back into the cottage next week and I’ll be in for supplies then. Look, I’m wearing the lucky brooch you gave me.” She touched the pin on her jacket. It was silver and enamel, fashioned as a sprig of white heather. 

Mrs. Duncan smiled. “White heather always brings luck, so the old tale goes.” 

At the pub, they greeted the regulars, all curious about Molly’s return, and finally, with a pint each and lunch ordered, sought some seclusion in the corner. The dogs settled by the fire, with Thurber as close to Molly as possible. Any fears she had that they wouldn’t know what to say to each other were soon dispelled. Gregor, as always, was easy to talk to, and they had some catching up to do. True, during the months she was away, they were in constant contact by email and phone, but face-to-face had an intimacy that the others lacked. 

Gregor reached across the table and took her hand. He looked directly into her eyes. “Molly, it was a very good day when I met you.” 

Molly laughed. “I hadn’t been in Scotland long and was just exploring the coast. I stopped here to look at a map, and you came up and talked to me.”

“And convinced you to have dinner with me here.”

“Yes, and I was so awkward about having dinner with someone I didn’t know.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” he grinned. “I thought you were just shy.”

The landlord called, “Gregor, your food’s ready.”

Molly watched as he walked to the counter. She remembered that meeting so well. She was a widow and had dated no-one since her husband’s death. It was in the early days of her stay in the spring, and she had taken the afternoon to explore the sights along the coast. On the way home, as evening was drawing in, she stopped by a pub to consult her map. Gregor had been walking along with Murdo, stopped and asked if he could help, and then invited her to the pub. She was going to refuse, but his friendly smile changed her mind.

Gregor came back, carefully carrying two plates. “There,” he said, “cheese board and soup for you, Shepherds Pie for me.”

As he started in on his lunch, he asked, “What were you thinking just then? You seemed faraway.”

“Just remembering that first dinner together here at the Black Ox.”

He smiled. “A lot has happened since.”

She nodded and spread some Camembert cheese on the homemade bread. “Mm, delicious!” She picked up her soup spoon and glanced over at him. “Yes, I didn’t expect to fall in love... it was supposed to be just a sabbatical for me, a time to finish writing my novel, and then back to my regular life in Toronto.”

“Then you got your puppy, and he started everything.”

“Yes.” She thought back to that terrible day when Thurber unearthed human bones in a pine forest near the cottage. The bones were identified as Sarah, Gregor’s wife, who had disappeared twelve years before.

“And I was the prime suspect of the police. It was a bad time for me and for Sam. I will always be thankful for your help.”

“I just found out a few things, with Thurber’s help, and passed the information on to Inspector MacTavish. The police did the rest.”

Gregor stopped eating and looked directly at her. “Don’t downplay it, Molly. Without you, the police would always have suspected me, even if they could not prove it.”

They finished their lunch, and calling the dogs, walked out into the sunshine, blinking after the dimness of the pub.

“Let’s go out to dinner tonight,” he suggested. “How about that Indian restaurant in Stonehaven, unless you’d prefer somewhere else...?”

She hesitated, then said, “No, that’s fine.” Their one and only meal there had not been a great success. It had been in the midst of the turmoil of the murder investigation and a misunderstanding between them, but that was past. Why not try it again?

After a brief but satisfactory interlude at Gregor’s house, she set off back to Gillian. She paused at the crossroad, changed direction and pulled up in front of a big yellow house on the outskirts of the village. A small red-headed imp of a boy answered the door, stared at Molly for a second and, with a grin, yelled, “Mam!”

“Hello, Danny,” Molly said, giving him a hug. He squirmed away as his mother Annie came from the kitchen, wiping her floury hands on her apron. She paled and then rushed to greet Molly.

“Lord, you gave me a start. Why didn’t you give me some warning? Look at me - I’m covered in flour. I’ll kill that Gregor for not letting me know!”

Molly grinned at her friend. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“Well, you did that! Don’t just stand there. Come in for a cup of tea.”

“Just a quick one, then. I must get back to Gillian soon.”

Annie gave Danny a few coins and sent him off to the shop to buy himself some sweets. “There, that’s him out of the way for a few minutes. Now tell all.”

They sat in Annie’s warm kitchen while Molly laid out her plans.

“So you’re here for six months this time. That’s grand.”

Molly rose, hugged her friend, saying, “I have to go now, but how about lunch at the Ox on Monday and we can catch up?”

Molly frowned as she drove off. Annie was pleased to see her, but she didn’t look quite herself. Something’s wrong, something’s bothering her, she thought and shrugged it off. I’ll find out Monday.​
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The warm and welcoming room at the Soul & Spice was filled with exotic aromas of spice and curries, and they settled comfortably into the generously padded chairs. The waiter was attentive, brought the wine they selected and then took their meal orders. Gregor reached across the table for her hand. “Alone at last,” he murmured. “A cliché, but true!”

“Hardly alone,” she objected, looking around the filled room. “This place is popular.”

“Och, they don’t matter. They don’t know us. We can talk with no one listening.”

And talk they did as they ate their way through the various Indian dishes. They fell again into an easy camaraderie, discussing friends and village affairs, but with a spicy undercurrent of mutual desire. She looked across the table at him, at his crisp curling hair, dark but with threads of grey now, his good-humoured face and dark, mischievous eyes, and longed to touch him. He stopped in mid-sentence and returned her gaze.

“Finished?” he asked, and at her nod, signalled for the bill.

In the car, he said casually, “I’m not going to take you home.”

“What?”

“I’ve booked a hotel room.”

“But... Sam?”

“She’s fifteen. She’s fine. Anyway, she’s staying with Catherine tonight.”

“I’ll have to call ...”

“Done. I arranged things with Gillian ahead of time.”

“You what! I don’t have any things with me...”

“She gave me this.” He reached into the back and handed her a small case.

Molly was speechless. Gregor took silence for acquiescence and put the car in gear. He parked in the courtyard of The Ship Inn, a fine eighteenth century stone building. As they checked in, Molly felt as though every eye in the lobby was on them, but realised that to the rest of world they were just another couple. She was being ridiculously old-fashioned again. 

He locked the door behind them and took her into his arms. Molly felt herself slipping... but then Gregor gently pulled away. “Wait.” He pulled out a bottle of champagne and two fluted glasses from his suitcase. “We’re going to do this in style!”

​
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Molly met Annie at the pub at noon. Her friend was not as lively and funny as she had been in the summer, and Molly discerned an undertone, an echo of what had troubled her the other day. She probed gently.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Annie said ruefully, pushing back her mass of black curls. “Honestly. I’ve been out of sorts for weeks now. Ginger’s dancing carefully around me these days, I can tell you.”

Molly could well believe Annie’s husband would be conciliatory where she was concerned. Although Ginger got his name from his fiery red hair, he didn’t have the temper often attributed to redheads. He is small, wiry and funny, and a good friend of Gregor.

“And the kids?”

“Och, the kids. There’s naught that notices except Catherine.” Annie’s voice softened. “I tell you, I’m that lucky to have her as a daughter. When I hear some of the tales other women have to tell about their teenagers...”

Molly nodded. Annie had eight children and Catherine, the eldest, was Sam’s best friend, a quiet counterpoint to Sam’s effervescence, and a thoroughly nice girl. “So what’s bothering you? Something physical?”

“No-o.” Annie hesitated. “I’m not sleeping well, but no aches or pains, or anything like that. No, I’m just tired, that’s all.”

Molly looked at her friend with concern, seeing the drawn, tired face, which had lost its fresh complexion and usual jovial air.  

“Why don’t you see a doctor, Annie?” she suggested gently. “You should have a good check-up.”

“What do you think ails me?” She laughed, but the anxious look in her eyes belied her light-hearted tone.

“I don’t know—but you’re not yourself and you shouldn’t let it drag on.”

“It’s nothing. I’m just tired—it’ll pass.” Annie looked out over the harbour, and then said abruptly, “Now that young Danny’s in school a good part of the day, I’m finding things a bit boring. I mean, there’s plenty to do, Lord knows, with a family this size, but that limb of Satan kept me amused, for all the trouble he got into. Now that I’m on my own most of the day with the housework, I can tell you it’s not much fun. But I don’t see a way out. I can’t get a job—what would I be good for after all these years at home? And it would mean getting someone else in to clean and all my earnings would go to pay her. Och, let’s not talk about it. I didn’t mean to be so damned depressing when you’re just back.” She looked at Molly across the table, picked up her glass of cider and raised it to Molly. “I am glad you’re back, Molly. You don’t know how glad. Now let’s change the subject.”

Molly was even more concerned, but took the hint and talked about her own plans. “And I’m moving back into Spindrift on Thursday,” she concluded. “Could you spare a little time then to help me get settled in?”

Annie’s ready acceptance assured Molly that her friend welcomed the diversion.

“So fill me in on all the gossip. Does Ginger see much of the old crowd? Gregor hasn’t said much about them.”

Annie smiled. “I’m sure you’ve had much better things to discuss... that is, if you took any time to talk!”

Molly felt her cheeks flush. 

Annie laughed and went on, “So, let’s see. Bob came into the Ox a few times over the summer with a friend.” Bob, one of Gregor and Ginger’s crowd, had briefly been a suspect in Molly’s eyes.

“The man we saw him with in Aberdeen? The one that seemed miffed that Bob was putting on his ‘ladies’ man’ act?”

“Never saw him again. My guess is he became tired of that facade since he himself was very open. No, a new bloke called Kevin. Seems nice enough.” Annie pushed her plate away and reached for her wine, took a sip and, voice casual, asked, “Have you talked to Alex yet?”

Molly matched her off-hand tone, “Not yet, but he’ll be home from the rig in a couple of days.”

“So you kept in touch?”

“Yes, we emailed occasionally. He knows I’m back.”

Annie dropped her pose of indifference. “Come on, Molly, what’s happening with Alex now that you and Gregor are so...”

“So much a couple?” Molly finished for her.

“Aye. I could see this summer that Alex had a thing for you, though I doubt anyone else noticed. Maybe Gregor did towards the end. He and Alex seemed to be at odds that night the police arrested John and Doreen.”

Molly remembered that night all too well. The police, with her help, had arrested the couple for the murder of Gregor’s wife.

“So what’s happened between you and Alex since then?”

“Nothing. Gradually, over the months I’ve been away, Alex realised that he wasn’t really in love with me. I was just the first woman in a long time that had happened along, and at a time when he was very vulnerable. You know he was in love with Sarah...”

Annie nodded.

“So, the shock of finding that she had been murdered—had not in fact run away with another man, as most thought, was, in a strange way, a relief. It broke down the defensive shell he’d built up and he fell for me, or thought he did. I was completely astonished because I didn’t even like him at the beginning—he was so hostile toward me. As I got to know him better, I became quite fond of him. Not like Gregor,” she hastened, “but Alex has a lot to offer a woman.”

“Alex?” 

“It’s hard for you to see because he’s always been one of your crowd—good old quiet Alex. But yes, he’s interesting, more so now that he’s broken out of his rut. He’s complex and passionate beneath that reserved exterior. Perhaps if I hadn’t met Gregor, who knows?”

“And now?”

“We kept in touch and gradually just became good friends. I think he realised that he had ricocheted from being in love with the memory of Sarah to being in love with the idea of being in love—if you see what I mean. Not really me at all. In fact, although he hasn’t said so yet, I have a feeling he’s met someone else. Anyway, we’re meeting for lunch on Wednesday.”

“And Gregor knows all this?”

“Of course not! Some things are best kept private. Anyway, he no longer seems to think he has any reason to be concerned. Conceited man!”

Molly spent the next few days gathering up the threads of her earlier time here—cheerful days with Gillian and her family, evenings with Gregor, sometimes alone or at the pub with friends. Molly had just completed a consulting assignment before leaving Toronto, and relished this freedom from deadlines, client phone calls and meetings.

She visited Annie, where true to the promise she’d made before Molly left, Annie instructed her in the art of baking scones. Now, in her big kitchen, they were up to their elbows in flour, Molly’s jeans were dusted white and the pen she clutched to take notes was sticky with dough. They put the last batch in the oven and sat down for tea.

“I went to the doctor yesterday,” Annie said, “and he’s booked me for some tests.”

“Does he have any idea what the problem is?”

“No. Said he needed to get some blood work done first, and then we’d go from there. He thinks I might just be a bit run down. He’s given me some tablets to help me sleep.”

At Molly’s concerned look, she added, “It’s only a week’s course of a mild tranquillizer. Don’t worry—Dr. Roberts is not one to dish out pills as an answer to all ills.” 

Reassured, Molly reached for the teapot. “Let’s hope the tests find something. Annie, I’ve been thinking... why don’t you do some home baking for sale to other people? I could help—be your sous-chef. I can’t write all day long. If I have a good morning at it, I need to do something else in the afternoon. You’d still be at home, but it would be a job of sorts and it would be fun doing it together.”

“Who would buy?” Annie scoffed.

“You’d be surprised. With so many women working out of the home these days, they don’t have time to bake, and the commercial stuff just isn’t as good. Look how quickly home baking goes at church sales. You could put up a notice on the shop’s board and maybe in the fish shops.” Annie was sceptical, but Molly’s enthusiasm was contagious.

“I’ll think on it,” she said.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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Molly met Alex in Stonehaven. He was waiting outside the café on the Promenade, coincidentally called Molly’s, and gave her a warm hug and a quick kiss. Yes, she was right—no passion there.

“Nice name for the café,” she said.

“Thought you’d like it. You’re looking fine,” he commented.

“Thanks, but I feel I should lose a few pounds. But not just yet,” she said as she opened the menu. She looked across the table at him with envy. “You’ll never need to worry about weight.”

After they’d ordered, she inspected him. “You’re looking very well yourself, Alex. Calm and relaxed. So tell me all your news.”

“Job’s going well, but you already know that. Best thing I ever did was to get out of the office and back on the rigs, and that was all due to you.”

“To my unwarranted interference, you mean.”

“It was the best advice anyone has ever given me, and it shook me right out of my self-pity. I’m still grateful.”

“But no longer infatuated, right?”

Alex flushed. “Molly,” he started.

She hastened to reassure him. “Alex, it’s fine. I’m only teasing. So who is she?”

They parted even better friends and Molly drove home with a light heart. She hoped Alex’s romance would go well—he was a happy man at the moment.

She was moving into the cottage the next day, and much as she had enjoyed the family time, she was eager for her own space, and if she was honest with herself, even more eager for intimate time with Gregor. Their passionate night at The Ship Inn had made the interval seem endless.
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​Chapter 6
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White-capped waves crashed against the seawall as Molly parked and dashed across the road to the shop. Rain drove in slantwise against the windows and cascaded down. Molly pushed open the door, gave her umbrella a quick shake and deposited it in the tub that Mrs. Duncan had at the ready.

“I’ve come to stock up,” Molly announced. “I’m moving back into the cottage today.”

The shopkeeper put her knitting aside and smiled. “Not a wonderful day for it,” nodding at the storm outside. “Let me know if ye cannae find what ye need.” She watched as Molly moved about the shop, examining items, consulting a list, and filling her basket. Mrs. Duncan was pleased Molly had returned. After Molly and her dog had found Sarah Balfour’s skeleton, some people had blamed her for bringing trouble to the village. Mrs. Duncan had no truck with those sentiments and had firmly squelched the comments—someone else surely would have found the bones once the old pine had toppled, she had pointed out, but it was Molly who had helped uncover the real culprit and free the rest of the village from suspicion.

Molly, unaware of Mrs. Duncan’s thoughts, came up the last aisle with a basket full of the basics she needed. The larger staples she’d buy at the supermarket in Montrose, the nearest town of any size. Her nesting instincts were taking over, and she wanted to turn the rented cottage into a home, however temporary.

“That’ll do for now, I think.”

As she prepared to carry the first of the bags out to her car, a short, elderly man opened the shop door, shaking off the rain like a terrier. “Ye’re back, are ye?” he huffed. “Weel, nae more bodies, ye ken?” He shook a stern forefinger at her, and then to Molly’s astonishment, smiled, revealing strong white teeth and transforming his entire face. 

“Mr. Gilchrist, isn’t it? I won’t find any bodies, I promise.”

“Nice to see the lass back,” he commented to Mrs. Duncan.

“Is it really yersel then, Nick? First kind word I’ve ever heard from ye.”

“Away with ye, hen, and get me tobacco,” he retorted, with a mock frown.

Molly, who overheard the exchange before the door closed behind her, grinned to herself. Mr. Gilchrist was known in the village for his strong opinions, freely voiced, and his disapproval of the world in general. She felt honoured to receive such a welcome from him.

She drove back along the coast road to her cottage, not caring what the weather was, feeling more and more at home with every act of settling in. Annie was coming for lunch and would help sort out the cottage.

Several hours later, Molly wiped the dust off her hands on her jeans, and grinned at her friend. 

“Okay, Annie, that’s my stuff stowed. Now I want to make it homier. Last time was all very temporary. This time I’ll be here for six months, through the cold of the winter, and I want to make it cozy and somehow mine, without spending a fortune. I’m thinking about taking up that old lino in the kitchen. Underneath is a lovely old flagged floor. I’d like to clean it up and polish it and then get some scatter rugs. What do you think?”

“Let’s have a look.” They went back to the kitchen and Molly dragged up an edge of the tired linoleum to show Annie.

“That is a nice floor! Aye, it would look fine in here with a few rugs. There’s that DIY shop up the A90, between Stonehaven and Aberdeen. We could go along tomorrow and see. And we might have a look at curtain material, too. I could run them up for you easily. You’ll need something better than those limp old things to keep the draughts out, come winter.”

“That would be terrific! I’ll pick you up. Now, do you have time for tea before the kids come home?”

Gregor came by that evening and they fell into Molly’s bed with indecent haste. Later, more circumspect, sipping a whisky in front of the fire, Molly said, “I wish you could stay overnight, Gregor, but there’s Sam to consider.”

“Sam would approve.”

“I wonder. Remember how upset she was by the gossip last spring. She had a lot to deal with then, but it was the
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