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      For my Skye friends, Millie, Sheila, Janette and Chris
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      Isle of Skye, May 2024 – Ingrid

      

      People watching was Ingrid Sloane’s favourite pastime, and the stately man sitting at the bar of the Ardvasar Hotel drew her attention the moment she walked in. Shrouded in a tattered tweed jacket and emitting the faint smell of sheep and lanolin, it was his tie that intrigued her. She conceded that the sunny afternoon had ended with a cold, blasting gale that whipped the sea into a cauldron of froth and whitecaps, so a coat was definitely a necessity. Perhaps it’s common practice here? Or perhaps it’s this man’s way of improving his dress code? Whatever the reason, the bright blue fabric enhanced the twinkling sapphire of his eyes as he met Ingrid’s gaze.

      She slid onto the stool next to him, hesitating for a second as she considered the obvious generation gap between them. She held out her hand. ‘Hi there. I’m Ingrid.’

      He blinked, bushy eyebrows raised toward his dark, grey-peppered hair as he pushed the glass of chestnut liquid aside. After slowly reaching out, his work-worn paw clasped her fingers with surprising gentleness.

      ‘Fergus MacRae.’

      ‘Nice to meet you. Local?’

      A tiny nod confirmed the answer before an awkward silence snagged her usually bubbly personality. Straightening her shoulders, she hesitated for only a moment. It was clear this man was not a talker. Or maybe he just took a while to open up. A challenge but not insurmountable.

      From the doorway adjoining the bar and hotel kitchen, a middle-aged woman hurried toward them, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Sorry, folks. I thought Jack was taking care of you. Another drink, Fergus? Or are you ready for your tea?’

      ‘Aye, Peggy.’ He swallowed the last of his drink and placed his glass carefully on the counter. ‘Jack’s in the cellar changing the keg, so I’ll wait a bit,’ he said quietly. ‘One more dram and I’ll come through.’ He cleared his throat, his eyes following Peggy’s hand-wave toward his neighbour.

      ‘Lovely.’ She nodded. ‘I see you’ve met our Australian visitor.’ Peggy beamed at Ingrid while pouring Fergus another whisky. ‘Come to the dining room whenever you’re ready, Ingrid.’

      ‘Thanks.’ She looked at Fergus, burning to expand the conversation but acknowledging his obvious reticence. ‘Please excuse me?’

      The outside door opened, allowing a wintry blast to thrash Ingrid’s bare legs as she followed Peggy through to the dining room, her step slowing to match the manager’s. There was something about the Scotsman in the bar that provoked her interest. Not only his clothing, but the sad hint of acceptance encircling him—something that spoke of privacy and a touch of loneliness. She got that.

      Guided to a small table by the smiling wait staff, Ingrid noted the others in the room—an older couple showing enormous interest in their meals but little for each other, a group of four young hikers, their faces flushed and seemingly oblivious to anyone around them, and a teenager in the opposite corner, her pretty face engrossed in her phone.

      ‘I will bring the menu.’ Heavily accented tones drew Ingrid’s curiosity to the young woman in front of her. Dressed in a dark apron and with a notepad and pen in her hand, the waitress seemed another interesting visitor.

      ‘Are you on a working holiday?’ Ingrid asked.

      ‘Yes.’ The girl smiled, her brown plait swinging over one shoulder. ‘I am from Germany and have the whole summer season here. I will go home in October. Lots of hiking to do between now and then,’ she finished.

      Ingrid returned her smile. ‘I am from Australia and unfortunately my holiday is almost over. I would love to spend more time exploring these beautiful isles, but I guess I’ll have to come back another time.’ She pulled a face as the girl smiled and walked away, surprised how disappointed she felt voicing the very real fact. In less than a week, she would be in her uniform, scurrying up and down corridors tending to the very ill and the not-so-much. And, after each shift, every free moment would be spent helping her parents. She loved them dearly—but the next few months would be light years away from a holiday.

      She made her meal choice then lay the menu on the table and waited until the girl returned.

      ‘I’m Anna,’ the waitress said.

      Ingrid brightened as they discussed the places Anna had enjoyed most since arriving on Skye. When Anna returned to the kitchen, Ingrid felt suddenly bereft. Empty. Should she email her supervisor and extend her holiday? There was so much more here she wanted to explore—not only the land but the people too.

      As the responsibilities of home crashed around her, she sank into her chair at the same time that Fergus entered the dining room.
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        * * *

      

      He sat at the table next to hers and shot her a shy smile. ‘I recommend the venison pie. No one does them better than Peggy.’

      She had chosen the chicken but nodded. ‘I’ll try that tomorrow night.’

      ‘Here for a while?’

      ‘Three more days. Not enough to see everything I want to but …’ She shrugged. ‘My time is limited due to other commitments.’

      ‘Och well. If the weather clears and you can see beyond your toes tomorrow, you can’t beat a stroll up the hills. The view over the Sound still takes my breath away—and I was born here.’

      ‘You’ve been here all your life?’

      ‘Aye. Mostly. This is my home.’

      She smiled, hoping he would invite her to join him at his table so they could continue the conversation. But he didn’t and their meals arrived, so she laid her serviette on her lap and began to eat.
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        * * *

      

      In the room above the hotel bar, Ingrid rose early, pulled the curtain to one side, and grinned. The skies were clear. Although from the coat almost engulfing the woman striding along the road below, it appeared to be cold. She dressed quickly, tied her long blonde hair in a ponytail, swiped a blob of sunscreen over her lightly tanned nose and cheeks, and trotted down the stairs to the dining room, determined to make the most of every minute she had left on this beautiful isle.

      After a quick breakfast and chat with Peggy, she headed outside and stood on the roadside, breathing in the fresh sea air. Seagulls swirled above her, their raucous calls adding to the chug of a boat and the bleat of nearby sheep—noises betraying a rural seaside village. She struck out on the narrowing road that led through the village and up the hill.

      Every way she turned, signs of life enhanced the atmosphere. Pausing to take snapshots of the tiny craft shop and village phone box, she returned the nods from locals and cheery grins from hikers heading off for the day. She explored a couple of side cul-de-sacs where the views across the Sound of Sleat provided postcard-worthy photo opportunities, shortening her long-legged stride as the terrain grew steeper. Further out of town, cows stopped grazing and met her gaze before dropping their heads again as if to say, ‘Just another tourist’. At the sound of a tractor approaching, she pressed against the stone wall, pausing to catch her breath and return the wave of acknowledgement given by the driver.

      The land opened out as she walked. Houses were left behind and white-painted stone crofts dotted the landscape. She continued up the hill to where the road faded to a narrow lane, stopping frequently to take photos.

      A flock of blackface sheep appeared ahead of her, their wool long and their bellies huge. Following them, a familiar figure wearing a tartan flat cap strode quietly, an intense border collie at his heels. She stood to the side of the lane, allowing the sheep to pass before calling out a greeting.

      ‘Good morning, Fergus!’

      The man smiled. ‘Good morning to you too, lassie. Took my advice I see.’

      ‘I did. Where are you taking the sheep?’

      ‘Home.’ He pointed to a croft set back from the road a hundred metres below them. ‘These have been up the road for a wee while and we’re expecting a rush of new lambs in the next week or two. Time to check their health and keep them close to home.’

      ‘Can I help?’

      He stared at her for a moment, one eyebrow raised before nodding. ‘After we’ve turned up the track, perhaps you’d close the gate behind us while Pip and I take the flock to the fank?’

      She stared at him blankly for a moment. ‘Fank?’

      ‘Och. Sorry. You probably call them pens or yards in Australia.’

      Ingrid fell into step beside Fergus, her eyes focused on Pip as the dog wove back and forth behind the sheep, keeping them in a tight cluster. Although of average height, she felt small next to the big Scot.

      They turned into the lane, and she paused and latched the gate behind them.

      About to call out goodbye, the words dissolved in her throat as Fergus said, ‘I’ll be having a cup of tea before we start on these. Would you like to join us?’

      She hesitated for a second before accepting, uncertain who the ‘us’ was. Grinning, she gave him a thumbs up. Isn’t this the best way to get to know the locals?

      ‘I’d love to, Fergus.’

      ‘If you care to wait by the house, I’ll only be a wee while.’

      While she stood in the lane, she drank in the beauty surrounding her, challenging her senses as though determined to prove the area was worth returning to. She bent over, zooming her phone camera on a butterfly she didn’t recognise, when an unfamiliar male voice broke her concentration.

      Her eyes widened as Fergus and a younger version of him approached. Both were of similar height, broad shouldered, and wearing the flat cap she’d noted many Scottish men wore. The younger man swung his arms as he walked, exuding energy and enthusiasm in contrast to his solemn companion.

      ‘Callum MacRae,’ he said, holding out a hand with a friendly grin. ‘I came to help with the sheep but having a cup of tea with an attractive woman sounds far more interesting.’

      Ingrid laughed, her insides leaping as her gaze met his. ‘Father and son?’

      ‘Not quite,’ Callum said. ‘Nephew.’

      ‘Oh.’ Of course! Peggy had mentioned Fergus never married when they’d chatted over breakfast that morning. Two sets of piercing blue eyes were focused on her.

      ‘He says he doesn’t need help,’ Callum added, angling a sideways grin at Fergus. ‘But he never sends me away when there’s work to be done.’

      The lines beside Fergus’s eyes crinkled as if he wanted to smile but his mouth had forgotten how to. ‘Ye best come inside then,’ he said, throwing the door open.

      A fleeting stab of nostalgia clutched her as she followed the men’s example of removing their boots and hats in the sheltered porch before stepping inside. The scent of smouldering peat wafted toward them, and memories of her grandmother’s stories filled her head.

      Crofting was her ancestry, and this cottage was exactly the same as the home in which her grandmother had grown up decades earlier—the years before she travelled to Australia to marry the love of her life. Excitement warmed her as she adjusted from the bright sunshine to the dimly lit kitchen. She entered a forgotten moment in time.
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      Obeying Fergus’s wave toward the table, Ingrid lowered herself into one of the four mis-matching dining chairs and cast a glance around the room. A fire nestled in a white-washed nook, its warmth drifting toward her.

      In addition to the small, scrubbed table, a well-worn couch pressed against the far wall while a winged, comfy-looking armchair angled toward what appeared to be a surprisingly new television. Between the couch and armchair, a tiny table provided a resting place for a teetering pile of books.

      A partially open door hinted at a bedroom, the edge of a colourful quilt and a bookcase haphazardly stacked with volumes of all colours and sizes visible.

      ‘Where do you call home?’

      Ingrid returned her gaze to meet Callum’s questioning one while Fergus filled the kettle and placed it on the stove. Then he too faced Ingrid as she answered.

      ‘Queensland. A city west of Brisbane … Toowoomba.’

      ‘Ahh. The beautiful, sunny state we Scots long to visit,’ Callum said.

      Ingrid raised her eyebrows. ‘Not unlike many Australians who long to check out where their ancestors came from then.’

      For a few moments, conversation stalled while the tea was poured and Fergus sliced open a packet of digestive biscuits.

      ‘I had an Australian friend once,’ Fergus said, his words slow and halting as though reluctant to share them.

      Ingrid and Callum simultaneously stared at him.

      ‘What do you mean, ‘once’?’ Callum asked.

      For long moments, silence filled the room.

      ‘Lost touch.’ He turned his head toward the fire, appearing to stare at the clock on the mantle. Rising to his feet, he reached up and shifted the clock enough to slide his hand behind it, withdrawing a sheaf of folded blue paper.

      ‘We wrote to each other,’ he murmured, staring down at the rubber-band-held bundle. ‘Until she never wrote again.’

      Ingrid met Callum’s puzzled frown. Clearly whatever the story was with Fergus’s correspondent, Callum knew nothing about it.

      ‘What have you got there, Uncle?’

      ‘Aerogrammes.’

      Waiting for further explanation, Ingrid shuffled in her chair. When it didn’t come, she asked, ‘Is that some sort of letter?’

      Fergus waved the bundle in front of them. ‘Yes. They’re letters. Not like those from the electricity company or the bank.’ His voice held a hint of sarcasm. Or was it regret? ‘Using one of these cost only a fraction of what a letter in an envelope would. Lightweight, one sheet of paper that folded neatly into three and included the postage. So that’s what we both used. It also meant you only had a page to fill so we had to write small.’

      ‘Or large, if I know you,’ Callum said with a chuckle.

      Fergus grunted, his mouth twitching. ‘I might not be much of a talker, but I could still fill an aerogramme—and that was enough.’

      ‘Who was she?’ Callum asked.

      Fergus stared at the clutch of flimsy letters in silence. Then, lifting his head, he turned to look through the window, his face softening. ‘Her name was Lucy.’

      Ingrid and Callum locked eyes. Callum shrugged.

      ‘Are you going to tell us more?’ he asked.

      With clamped lips, Fergus slotted the letters behind the clock again, placed his mug in the sink, and strode toward the porch. ‘I’m away to the sheep.’ He stomped out, and Pip leapt to her feet from the porch mat, following him.

      As the door closed, Callum shot Ingrid an apologetic grimace. ‘I guess not. Sorry about that. I think I touched a nerve.’

      She shook her head, disbelief and intrigue whirling in her head. ‘Wow. There’s a story there that sounds fascinating. And you don’t know it?’

      ‘No. He’s never talked about an Australian friend before. Actually, he’s never talked about any girlfriends to my knowledge. All my life he’s lived alone. Here in this house, where he and my father were born.’ Slowly, he rose to his feet, picked up the biscuit packet, and collected Ingrid’s mug. ‘Pity Mum and Dad aren’t around. They’d probably know something.’

      Ingrid hesitated before probing further. ‘Are they on holiday?’

      ‘Sort of. My sister lives in Cornwall. Married and had her second child a few weeks ago. Mum and Dad have gone to spend the summer with them.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘Not exactly Australia, but the weather down there is kinder than here in Scotland—even though the forecast is for a warmer-than-normal summer this year.’

      Intrigue bubbled. Ingrid loved a romantic mystery, and this had the potential to be as interesting as the romance novels she devoured. ‘Perhaps when I get back to Australia I could see if I could track this Lucy down.’

      Callum stared at her and shrugged again. ‘We don’t know her last name.’

      Ingrid pointed to the clock. ‘Would it be too intrusive to have a quick glance at the sender’s address?’

      A conspiratorial grin spread over his face, and Ingrid’s heart thumped in her chest.

      He reached for the blue bundle, turned it over in his hand, and held it out to Ingrid.

      She froze. This was a private matter belonging to Fergus—a man she barely knew and one living on the opposite side of the world to her. What was she doing?

      Callum gave a small nod. ‘Go on. Take a photo. That way you’re not guilty of leaving fingerprints—if that’s what you’re worried about.’

      Snatching her phone from her pocket, she snapped the shot and dropped the device back into her jacket as though its disappearance signified innocence.

      Callum carefully reinstated the bundle to its previous position. ‘We’re in this together now. Partners in crime—or international sleuths,’ he finished with a wink.

      She chuckled nervously, her pulse pounding, and pressed her hands to her hot cheeks. Were they burning because she’d just overruled Fergus’s privacy to find his special, lost friend? Or because of the solid, earthiness of the man standing next to her, his blue eyes filled with interest and something more exciting.

      Callum touched her arm lightly, angling his head toward the door. ‘I’d best catch up with Fergus and get these sheep sorted out. Will you have dinner with me tonight?’

      Startled at his invitation, her mind whirled with questions. Did she want to get to know this man better? Did she want a relationship—not that it had been hinted at except for attempting to solve the Lucy mystery, of course. For her, relationships hadn’t worked well in the past and getting pally with a man on the other side of the world was fraught with problems. But hadn’t that been exactly what her grandmother had done—and what a success that had been.

      ‘I’d love to.’

      ‘Grand. I’ll pick you up at the pub around seven.’

      Ingrid returned Callum’s wave before striding out the gate. Torn between the glorious view of the sea in front of her, the invitation she had just accepted, and the address she had photographed minutes earlier, she halted beside a patch of wild flowers, opened her gallery, and stared at the photo.

      Lucinda Pellegreen

      “Binnalong”

      Roma, Qld 4455

      Australia

      ‘Roma,’ she said aloud, tilting her head as she calculated. ‘Not huge and only four hours from home. That should be easy.’ Hope fought with a frisson of doubt. The date stamp on the aerogramme she’d photographed was faint but the year 1990 was clear. Thirty-four years was a long time. Two years before she was born—and anything could have happened.

      She turned back for another glance at the little croft housing the aerogrammes. In less than twenty-four hours, she had stepped into a home that aroused a strange sense of belonging, had met two Scotsmen who generated more than just a passing interest—and had discovered a potentially fascinating love story.

      And now I have a date with the younger of said Scotsmen.

      She lengthened her stride as she marched toward the village, dismissing her plans to continue her hike as her head spun with intrigue.
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      Isle of Skye, May 2024 – Callum

      

      Callum glanced at his watch as he cruised down the road. One minute to spare. He hated being late, but it had been a while since he’d dated anyone. This time though, his veins fizzed with anticipation. I think she’ll be an ‘on time’ girl. There was a fine line between being early and having her get flustered, and being late, letting her think he’d forgotten.

      He was right. Ingrid walked down the last two stairs, a wide smile on her pretty face as he entered the hotel.

      Outside, the evening had cooled, the sky clear in the twilight.

      He opened the Land Rover door for her then glanced at the drenching gun on the floor—he hastily removed it and threw it into the back seat. ‘Sorry. It’s been a while since this chariot has had a lady in it.’

      She met his grin with a chuckle, sliding in with a dismissive flick of her hand. ‘I get it. I admit my car sometimes doubles as a wardrobe—and a snack bar.’

      They both laughed.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

      ‘You’ll see—it’s not far and I think you’ll enjoy it.’

      Minutes later, she turned to him with sparkling, smoky grey eyes. ‘How gorgeous!’

      ‘Yep. It’s an old hunting lodge—or was many years ago. Now it’s a restaurant that features in Britain’s Good Food Guide and has a few guest rooms for those who can afford it.’

      ‘I see. Out of my price range then.’

      He snorted. ‘And mine. A friend from our school days is one of the chefs here. The food is fantastic. He reckons most of the guests come laden with binoculars and spend days deer-stalking and walking all over the estate.’

      With a hand against her back, he guided her into the historic lobby. Its floors were soft with a rich tartan carpet and the walls were adorned with photos of deer and important-looking lords and ladies in tweed jackets and sturdy boots.

      They sat in the corner of the restaurant overlooking the loch, muted music playing in the background, and despite the calendar depicting May as coming into summer, the crackle of the open fire warmed the room to a comfortable temperature.

      Callum swilled his whisky, catching Ingrid’s appreciative gaze. ‘How long are you staying?’

      ‘Sadly not as long as I would like to.’

      ‘And how long is that?’

      ‘I fly out of Glasgow at the end of the week. Will be back at work next Monday.’

      ‘Oh.’ Disappointment flowed through him. Today was Tuesday. Although he’d had a few girlfriends over the years, not one had intrigued him as Ingrid did. Her lithe body and gentle grey eyes oozed confidence and intelligence while her Australian accent held his undivided attention. He couldn’t say why but this woman had something … and he wanted to know her better. His uncle’s secret correspondent provided the perfect opportunity.

      ‘Yes. And I guess while I’m winging my way back ‘down-under’, I s’pose you’ll be busy doing sheep work?’

      He shook his head and laughed as the waiter came to take their order.

      With their gourmet decisions made and a bottle of wine served, they were alone again and he continued, ‘Although I have a small flock of my own, I’m not really a sheep farmer. I help my father and uncle when I can though and have learned the art of shearing which saves us all costs that are higher each year.’ He grimaced.

      ‘So what else do you do?’

      ‘Build and maintain websites.’

      He grinned at her wide-eyed gaze. Like most people when he first met them, especially in Ardvasar, his income-earning path surprised her. ‘Most of us who grew up on Skye have left for a while—or for good. I went to Edinburgh University and studied computer science and software engineering. Worked for a couple of years in the city and hated it. I came home when Dad had a fall and broke his leg. Stayed for Christmas and haven’t gone back!’

      She smiled at him, strands of her blonde hair glowing gold under the subdued lighting. ‘Oh.’

      He leaned forward, his elbows resting lightly on the table. ‘What about you?’

      ‘I’m a nurse.’ Her shoulders slumped. ‘This is my first holiday in over four years—which is why I’m reluctant for it to end.’ She gave a half-hearted chuckle.

      ‘How come?’

      ‘Not enough staff and too much work. It started with Covid really. Hospitals were so busy that we worked longer hours than ever before and as it went on, a huge number of our more experienced nurses burned out and took long-service leave or retired.’ Fiddling with the cutlery, her gaze met his. ‘I love my job—and I don’t even mind the shift work. But I know how they felt and eventually I started to feel the same. So, I decided before it affected me enough to suffer health issues, I would do what I’ve wanted to do for years—visit my grandmother’s home country.’

      ‘And now you have.’

      She grinned. ‘Yep. Now I have. Only it’s almost over and I wish it wasn’t.’

      He lay his hand over hers. ‘Yeah. I get it. How long have you been in Ardvasar?’

      ‘This is my second day—so I’ve still got a lot to see!’

      Their meals arrived and conversation stalled while they savoured their first few mouthfuls.

      ‘I’ve got a suggestion,’ Callum said.

      Ingrid narrowed her eyes as she met his hopeful grin. ‘Go on.’

      ‘If you don’t mind filling in tomorrow morning on your own while I finish helping Fergus with his sheep, I’ll pick you up after lunch and take you for a guided tour around Skye. I know you’ve probably seen some of our local sights but there are more that you won’t know about.’ He paused, tilting his head questioningly.

      ‘True. I read in the tourist magazine that the Point of Sleat Lighthouse is a nice hike?’

      ‘It is.’ He nodded enthusiastically before continuing. ‘We could do that tomorrow then on Thursday, leave early and visit The Old Man of Storr—the geological formation that I’m sure you’ve seen in heaps of photos. We could visit Dunvegan Castle, Portree, and whatever else we can fit in. How does that sound?’

      ‘Fabulous—and busy.’

      ‘I’ll get Peggy to pack us a picnic so we can do a few walks, even if they’re not long—then it doesn’t matter where we are, we won’t be hungry.’

      Callum beamed nervously at her. Was it too much? Had he overwhelmed her? Perhaps she didn’t want to spend time with him at all and had only accepted the dinner invitation out of politeness?

      She leaned back and laughed softly. ‘That sounds fabulous. Thank you.’

      Slouching into his chair, he blew out a relieved breath and silently filled his mouth with food.

      With their plates empty and dessert ordered, the conversation returned to finding Lucy.

      ‘Where will you begin?’ Callum asked. ‘I mean, do you know the area? Can you make enquiries legally without invading privacy laws?’

      ‘Not sure.’ Ingrid shook her head. ‘I reckon I’ll check social media first. See what I can find. Pellegreen is an unusual surname, so that should be a good start. Also, I’ve got the name of that property too. I can ring the post office in Roma and see if they’ll confirm its location.’

      ‘Yeah. But 1990? Thirty-four years ago. That’s a while. Do property names ever change?’

      ‘I’m not sure—maybe? I read somewhere that acreages are now issued a number based on the distance from the start of the road. I think they measure in metres then divide the number by ten and round it off—something like that anyway.’

      ‘That makes sense. With big farms being sub-divided, the postal system would have to have a more methodical way of knowing where to deliver to than a name on a gate.’ He chuckled. 1990 had been an important year for his parents and for him too, considering it was his birth year.

      Callum topped up their wine glasses and raised his in a toast.

      ‘To finding the mysterious Lucy.’

      Grinning as their glasses clinked, Ingrid replied, ‘And to a good tour guide as we explore his homeland.’
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        * * *

      

      Delighted to wake up to sunshine filtering through her bedroom curtains, Ingrid dressed and entered an empty dining room.

      Anna was clearing tables and resetting them for lunch.

      ‘Am I the last person for breakfast?’

      Anna laughed. ‘Yes. Did you enjoy your evening with Callum?’

      Heat rose up Ingrid’s neck.

      It had been close to midnight by the time she’d tiptoed inside. Although neither Anna nor Peggy were about, Jack, the barman who seemed to be last to leave most nights, had been sitting in an armchair in the lounge, his snores giving away both his inactivity and his location.

      She had thought she’d managed to sneak into her room unnoticed, but obviously not.

      ‘Yes, thanks.’ She ordered breakfast and Anna left the room before Ingrid allowed a soft smile to play on her lips.

      It hadn’t been late when they left the restaurant. Callum had driven surprisingly slowly, stopping at the Armadale pier where they could look out over the water. While they talked, the slap of waves on the shore and the occasional chug of a boat’s engine filtered through the open car windows, enveloping Ingrid in the comfort of a beautiful evening. Ingrid had watched pinpricks of light flickering on the mainland as the breeze increased and Callum closed the windows.

      ‘Time to get you back, I think. The earlier I start on those sheep in the morning, the earlier I can pick you up and whisk you off on tour-a-la-Skye.’

      They had both laughed.

      Nearing the hotel, Callum had reached out a hand and rested it briefly on hers.

      The same gut-flip that had occurred at that moment now repeated itself. She frowned, pressing a fist against her stomach. Stop misbehaving. It was nothing more than a friendly gesture. You’re working together to help solve a problem that has clearly been troubling Fergus for decades.

      Straightening her back, she gathered her thoughts and focused on her plans to visit the local craft store, ensuring she would be back by noon in case Callum finished earlier than his predicted one o’clock. The visit to the Museum of the Isles and Armadale Castle would have to wait.

      But despite her attempt to focus on her itinerary and instead eat the fruit and toast Anna placed in front of her, a flutter of excitement somersaulted through her and her appetite faded away.
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      Isle of Skye, May 2024 – Fergus

      
      Fergus stomped up the lane, Pip by his side and his flock of blackface sheep leaping and frisking ahead of them, no doubt in anticipation of fresh feed waiting.

      He hadn’t slept well, his night broken by vivid memories of a lively young woman lying against him, her warm flesh pressed to his and her thick brown hair resting on his arm. Each time he woke, she was gone. The room—and the bed, cold and empty.

      Over the years, he had repeatedly stumbled through the stages of grief. At first, disbelief. She had gone—temporarily he thought, but why wouldn’t she answer his letters? Then anger had surged, consuming his every thought for days, eventually followed by despair. Finally, a semblance of acceptance had overtaken his bereft mind and wasting body. With the help of his family, he had pulled himself together.

      But he had never forgotten her. And he never would.

      What had made him invite the Australian girl in for a cup of tea? She was just another tourist spending a few days and more money than she probably intended. Perhaps she had a desire to take a look at where her ancestors had come from? Or perhaps she was bored with what was available in her own country and was seeking change. Maybe she was escaping a broken relationship. Whatever it was, there was something about her that reminded him of Lucy and his mind leapt back to the pile of aerogrammes.

      He wasn’t sure now why he’d showed them to her—and Callum. During the cold depths of winter, he often got them out and re-read each one in order, scouring the words for a hint of what was to come. But there was nothing. So he would fold them neatly again and place them back behind the clock.

      Now I suppose I’ll have Callum cross-questioning me every five minutes about her—and God only knows what the Australian girl will come up with.

      Despite the annoyance pounding in his head, memories flared in hope. What if she decides to try and find her?

      They reached the gate into a lush paddock surrounded by thick, protective walls. Commanding Pip to hold the sheep, he walked around the outside of the flock, dragged the timber-framed barrier to the side, and stood still. With a soft whistle, he nodded toward the dog. In an instant, the first of the ewes sprang through the entrance with a joyous leap, the rest of the flock following in a torrent of black and white.

      With narrowed eyes, he counted them as they passed, then, satisfied, whistled the dog to him, rubbed her ears, and closed the gate.

      ‘Good job, girl. Next thing we know the field will be full of little’uns.’ He spoke aloud but softly, so only the dog and the bird flitting in the heather nearby might hear.

      ‘Come along, Pip. Callum will be long gone by
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