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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tossing her camera onto the passenger seat, Anna gasped for breath. Her hands shaking, she fumbled her key into the ignition before thrusting her old jeep into first, moving quickly through the gears as she sped down the hill. Looking back, she strained to see through the cloud of dust churned up from the dirt track beneath. He had seen her. She knew that for sure. But who was he, and why was he there?

      Thirty minutes later, having driven the road less travelled by tourists from Struan to Portree, Anna could feel her panic waning. Portree was by far her favourite place on the island. She’d been visiting the Isle of Skye since she was a little girl, but this time was different, and she was beginning to question whether her love for the island came, perhaps, from a deeper place. Was there more to the Isle of Skye for Anna than the stunning scenery and friends she’d made along the way?

      Parking by the harbour, Anna gazed out across the glistening water. A sailing boat leaving the calmness of the sheltered water meandered out into the Sound of Raasay. While the top of the Cuillins were shrouded in cloud, just as they had been when she’d driven into Portree that morning. It was a view she loved. A view that, although ever-changing, unfailingly filled her with a sense of calm.

      Slipping her camera into her ruck sack, she thought about the man she’d seen earlier. She had questions, and lots of them, but no one to ask. The only thing she could do was study the photographs she’d taken earlier, before she’d had to leave in such a hurry. And she knew she needed to re-read her mother’s letter. Maybe there was something she’d missed.

      Crossing the road towards The Water’s Edge, Anna couldn’t help but smile. She stepped aside to allow a group of well-fed tourists to leave the restaurant, ready to embark on their evening’s walk. Mouth-watering aromas greeted Anna before she was through the door.

      ‘Hey, Susie! Come on in. I’ve an empty table by the fire just waiting for you.’

      In front of the roaring flames, a dog was curled up making the most of the heat, and Anna could feel herself relaxing as she took off her winter layers.

      ‘Thank you, Rob. Can I park myself here for the evening or do you need the table later?’

      ‘Susie, Susie, Susie, you sit there for as long as you like. I’ll bring you a coffee in a sec.’

      Watching Rob’s larger-than-life personality disappear behind the packed bar, Anna couldn’t help but smile. She’d known Rob and his husband, Andy, for as long as she’d been coming to the island.

      Anna could remember Rob and Andy buying the old, run-down restaurant and had watched over the years as they transformed The Water’s Edge into a bustling bar and restaurant, popular with locals and tourists alike.

      ‘There you go, Susie.’ He placed a coffee in front of Anna and took the seat opposite. ‘Any further forward today?’

      ‘No. There must be something I’m missing, but I don’t know where else to look. I took photos today of The Old Lodge, but there was someone there. A man, just walking around the outside, but he had paperwork in his hand. He wasn’t happy to see me, at all, and started shouting. When I turned to leave, he followed, then chased when I ran.’

      ‘That’s odd.’ A concerned frown wrinkled his forehead.

      ‘I know. I managed to get a few photos of him just before he saw me, so I’m hoping I’ve managed to snap a clear shot of his face.’

      ‘Okay, give us a shout when you have them up. You know we’re here if you need us, Susie, but be careful, please.’ Rob rose from his seat to deal with the swelling queue at the bar.

      Anna gave him a cheeky grin. For as long as she could remember, he had called her Susie. He knew she hated it, and she knew he did it purely to wind her up. Her real name was Susanna, but everyone, apart from Rob, called her Anna. Even her own mother couldn’t bear to hear her called Susanna, and Anna had never understood why she was given a name her mother had disliked so much. But that was just one of the many mysteries that now surrounded her mother.

      Soaking in the warmth from the fire, Anna waited as her images uploaded from her camera to her laptop. The Wi-Fi was always a little slower on the island, but that just reflected island life. Everything was calmer; the people were calmer. And she always struggled to get back into the pace of things when she returned to Edinburgh.

      This winter was different though. This winter she was staying on in her cottage on the island. The mystery of her mother’s letter far more alluring than central heating and a short walk to a supermarket, no matter the weather.

      ‘You hungry yet, Susie?’ Rob whispered, hurrying past with two hot plates to deliver to a neighbouring table. ‘Andy’s testing a new recipe. If you fancy being a guinea pig, it’s on the house?’ he finished as he hurried back to the bar.

      ‘Oh, yes please. Surprise me.’

      The uploads complete, Anna squinted as she zoomed in on the first photograph. But clicking from image to image, she couldn’t quite make out the stranger’s face. ‘Come on, come on. Look up. Look up.’ she muttered, her finger clicking on.

      The stranger appeared to be studying the front of the lodge, the crest above the door, perhaps. But Anna continued flicking through the images, one by one, until, with her final click, a clean shot of the stranger’s face. He was looking straight at the camera and Anna could feel her shoulders rise with the same panic she’d felt earlier.

      ‘Here you are. You know the drill. An honest review for a free dinner,’ Andy joked, placing on the table a tantalising plate of chicken and bacon with a sundried tomato cream sauce, a medley of roasted vegetables, and Anna’s favourite fries.

      ‘Oh, thank you. That smells delicious,’ she said, going straight for the fries.

      ‘Rob tells me you’d no luck today.’

      ‘No, but I spotted this man at the lodge. He saw me taking photos and wasn’t best pleased. Do you know him?’ she asked, dipping fries into Andy’s delicious sauce.

      ‘No, never seen him before.’ Andy leaned in for a closer look. ‘You got a sec, Rob?’

      Rob finished clearing a neighbouring table and came over.

      ‘You recognise this guy?’

      ‘Nope. He’s certainly not local.’

      ‘Na, too well-dressed. A city type, maybe.’

      Anna inadvertently zoned out as they carried on their conversation. Andy’s delicious cooking, the coal fire, and the company of the two men – the nearest thing to family she had – was just the tonic she’d needed. She’d reluctantly stopped short of ordering a glass of wine; that would have meant a taxi home.

      ‘We’ll keep our eyes peeled, love. Just you eat up.’ Andy smiled, rubbing the evening’s special off the board.

      

      Anna had finished her dinner and had told Andy how wonderful a cook he was. Sipping slowly at another coffee, she decided to click through her photographs one more time. She zoomed in on the stranger’s paperwork. It appeared to be just a single sheet of A4 paper, but she was disappointed to find its contents illegible.

      She was just taking her final sip when the door opened. A man, early-thirties, dressed as though he was more suited to a city office than a restaurant in a small island town, walked in. Anna turned to face the fire and sat stock-still while he had a good look around before taking his place in the queue at the bar.

      Returning her focus to her laptop, she clicked through the photographs until she found the clear image of the man she’d encountered earlier.

      She slammed the lid shut and rammed the laptop into her rucksack. Rob looked up just in time to see her tying herself in knots as she tried, and failed, to put on her fleece and coat and pick up her camera and rucksack all in one swift movement.

      ‘Hey, Su⁠—’

      He stopped, clocking the man at the bar. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Yeah, I don’t suppose you know who owns the old jeep parked across the road?’

      ‘Who’s asking?’ Rob stiffened.

      ‘Just curious. A pint of IPA, please.’
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      Anna snuggled under a blanket on her sofa and poured herself a glass of wine. The stranger having messed with her evening meant it was too late to light the wood burner and too early to go to bed. Pulling the blanket further towards her chin, she cursed him as she sipped her wine.

      Anna would often wait until the restaurant was closing, help tidy up, and sit and chat with the only two constants in her life. And, undoubtedly, she could have done with their company tonight.

      Rob and Andy were both in their early fifties and were like fathers to her. After her mother had died, they were all she’d had, and as a result, she’d found herself spending more and more time on the island.

      Rob and Andy were with Anna at her mother’s bedside when she passed away peacefully. It was coming up to eight years ago, but Anna still felt as though it were yesterday.

      She hadn’t long turned twenty-three and was in her final year at Edinburgh University when her mother’s health had rapidly deteriorated. And in what was to be her last conversation with her mother, Anna had promised she would finish her degree.

      ‘That money came from a good heart. Promise me, promise me you’ll finish your degree and find your way in the world,’ her mother had pleaded.

      Anna had nodded through her tears. It was the only thing she could do for her mother. She couldn’t save her. She couldn’t make her better. But she could fulfil her promise.

      In the months that followed her mother’s death, Anna still had her dissertation to complete, and she’d only managed that with the love and support she’d received from both Rob and Andy. Rob had dropped everything and remained in Edinburgh to be with her, while Andy returned to the island to keep the restaurant running. But he had called her regularly, and Anna knew it had broken his heart not to be with her.

      Rob was there for her every morning when she left for the university library and every evening when she returned home. He made sure she ate properly and socialised with friends.

      Both he and Andy were there for her graduation, and although bittersweet, it was a day that held happy memories for Anna. It was the day she had fulfilled her promise to her mother. And it had given her a sense of making her mother proud.

      Anna reached for the wooden box that sat, pride of place, on her coffee table. She placed it on her lap, allowing her fingers to follow the ornate carvings, just as they had done so many times before. It was old, the markings worn, but it had a smell that took her back to her childhood. A smell she had been unable to place.

      It wasn’t until well after graduation that Anna had mustered the courage needed to look through and sort out her mother’s belongings. She’d found the thought of going into her mother’s bedroom too difficult. But, eventually, enough time had passed, and she’d spent a weekend in tears, with cuddles from Rob, as they sorted through the belongings together. That was when she had found the wooden box.

      It had been tucked at the back of a deep drawer, alongside an old painting wrapped in multiple layers of bubble wrap. Rob had been uncharacteristically lost for words when Anna had removed the wrapping to reveal an oil paint landscape. ‘Wow. That looks like an original. That might be worth a fair bit, Susie!’ he’d said.

      Anna could remember them squinting to read the signature, but given it was mostly hidden by the sealed frame, the artist had remained a mystery.

      Anna had no idea how her mother had come to have something so exquisite and potentially expensive. But she had known she must have had a good reason for keeping it hidden away, especially given the amount of artwork her mother had managed to cram onto the walls of their flat over the years. Anna had wondered if her father had given it to her as a gift, or maybe an old boyfriend, and that was why her mother had chosen not to hang it with the others.

      There’d not been as much money left in the bank as Anna would have expected. A couple of thousand pounds worth of savings, boosted by a life insurance policy. But where was the rest?

      Her mother had bought their upmarket Stockbridge flat. It was beautiful. Three bedrooms, in a sought-after area of Edinburgh. She’d taken them on foreign holidays. They’d become accustomed to a certain standard of living. But had all of this taken a toll on her mother’s savings?

      Using money from the life insurance policy, Anna had set up her photography business. Despite the heartache of losing her mother, she knew she had a lot to be grateful for. She worked mostly freelance but had secured a regular spot writing for a monthly magazine, and her landscapes of the Scottish Highlands and Islands were always in demand. She supplied a number of galleries both on the mainland and throughout the islands and was slowly building her reputation, while her online shop had built her a customer base, particularly in the USA and Australia.

      It was her job that allowed her to spend so much time on the island. She could work anywhere; she just had to make sure her monthly article was submitted on time. With her income from the magazine and galleries, alongside what was left from her mother’s life insurance policy, Anna eventually had enough money to put down a deposit on her small, one-bedroom island cottage.

      She knew she could never part with her mother’s Edinburgh flat. It had been her childhood home, and it was handy to have a place to stay when she had to return to the city. But Skye was her sanctuary. Whether it was therapy, her need to be away from the pain of losing her mother, or just her love for the island, she could never quite decide. All she knew was she kept staying longer and longer with each visit.

      She had originally spent the summer months on the island. Then it became summer through to autumn. This year she had come up in time for spring, and now, as winter snuck in, she felt this was the time and place to cope with the mystery of her mother’s wooden box. She was staying on indefinitely.

      Just about big enough to hold a pair of shoes, the box reeked of age and history. And she sensed, if it could speak, it would certainly have stories to tell.

      Knowing its contents inside out, she instinctively opened the lid. There was the black-and-white photograph set in the antique silver frame that had caused her the most anguish. The middle-aged couple looked pleasant, happy, and confident, but Anna found their anonymity unsettling. And there was the letter.
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        * * *

      

      In early January, when she’d returned to Edinburgh for a few weeks after spending Christmas and New Year with Rob and Andy, she’d gone through her mother’s possessions again.

      She missed her mother terribly and needed the comfort of her belongings. Sitting on her mother’s bed with a cup of tea in one hand, surrounded by tear-soaked tissues, she spotted a bulge in the back of the frame. As she removed the rear casing, another smaller photograph, and a piece of paper folded several times, fell onto her lap.

      The photograph was of a large house. Anna recognised it instantly. The Old Lodge, which sat a few miles south of Dunvegan, nestled about halfway up a rolling hill, its entrance opposite the dirt track that led to Lochside.

      It was an area Anna knew well. She would often stop to photograph the sea loch from the jetty at Lochside when travelling between her cottage in Staffin and the galleries she delivered to on the western side of the island. And if Abigail was at home, they’d sit and enjoy a coffee as they looked out at the views and would catch up on each other’s news.

      She set the photograph of The Old Lodge aside and carefully unwrapped the paper, finding her mother’s handwriting.

      

      My darling Anna,

      If you have found this letter then I am most certainly no longer with you. There are things you need to know, things I should have told you a long time ago. Please believe me when I say I tried, but I could never quite find the words. We were so happy, you and I, and I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me, to think less of me, but to keep the truth from you forever would be unfair.

      Do you remember our little adventures to Skye? The memories we made there were priceless to me, my darling, but the wonderful Isle of Skye holds so much more for you. I have lied to you, Anna, but I didn’t know what else to do. When I told you your grandparents were dead, well, that wasn’t true, at least not at the time of writing. Your grandparents, my parents, are still very much alive and living on the island.

      My father and I had never gotten along; I wasn’t what he envisaged. I didn’t want to take over the family croft. I wanted to be free, to live my small valuable life my way. I wanted to paint the world. I wanted to try and make my living through my art and make a name for myself if I could.

      The final straw had been your father. My father didn’t approve of him. We had only been together a few months when I fell pregnant, and I knew our relationship would never last. He was the son of my father’s rival. It wasn’t so much my pregnancy that angered my father, but the fear of this other family becoming involved with ours. He feared for his business and for his land. And I’m ashamed to say, I went out of my way to encourage his fear.

      I was eventually sent off the island and away from your father. It broke my mother’s heart, but she knew it would be better for me in the long run. She knew that my leaving could open opportunities for me as an artist, something I wrongly assumed my father would have made difficult for me had I stayed.

      Looking back, I didn’t make life easy for your grandfather. I antagonised him. And, if I’m truly honest, it was far simpler to stay angry at him than to swallow my pride and make amends.

      My mother had a friend in Edinburgh, and the day I left the island, she made me promise that I would go straight to the city. She told me her friend would be waiting for me.

      My mother and I would send messages back and forth to each other through her friend. It was my mother, your grandmother, who paid the mortgage on our home until it was paid off. My father thought it was just another of her investments, but my mother gave us a roof over our heads, and now it belongs to you.

      My mother always knew when we were travelling to the island, and she would be there, somewhere in the distance, watching us. But she would never make contact. No matter how much I begged. She stayed loyal to my father. Deep down, I think she feared the trouble I might cause if she allowed herself to reopen old wounds. But I had learned my lesson. It’s why I devoted my life to ensuring I became a better person and a mother you could be proud of. My regret is that my parents never got to know the person I became.

      Do you remember the days when we would sit by the sea, and I would joke that the sound of the waves made me sad? Well, those were the days that I’d spotted her, your grandmother, watching us from across the street or through a shop window. Her eyes were always on you. She loved you as though she saw you every day, and it was her biggest heartache that she had been denied you.

      Be strong, my darling daughter. Live life the way you always have, with courage and passion. Finish your degree. Find your way in the world and a happiness that is truly yours. Do not change who you are for anyone, and above all, love, as I will love you, always.

      Mum x
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        * * *

      

      Anna sobbed, just as she always did when she read her mother’s letter. But she knew the time had come for her to start a little digging into her mother’s family and her life growing up on the island.

      She had often wondered about the couple in the photograph. Were they her mother’s parents, her grandparents? She assumed so. But given the years that had passed since her mother’s death, Anna knew she couldn’t just presume they would still be alive. There was also no mention in the letter of whether her mother had siblings. If her mother had been an only child, Anna knew it was highly possible there would be no family left to find.

      Anna wasn’t sure how she felt about her grandparents. She knew she didn’t want to meet them, especially her grandfather, given the way he had treated her mother. But the ability to create a family tree, to know a little about where she came from, would be a comfort in her lonely world.

      She had just submitted her monthly article to the magazine, meaning she had a couple of weeks before she needed to start putting together the next, and she already had an idea for the subject matter.

      The first thing Anna had hoped to discover was what part The Old Lodge had played in her mother’s life. And why her mother had taken the trouble to include the photograph with her letter.

      This was a question that had been troubling Anna from the moment she had first discovered the photograph. And it was why she had been photographing The Old Lodge that morning, before she had been chased off by the stranger.

      Feeling indignant, most probably from the wine, Anna decided it was time to ignite some courage. She would return to the lodge in the morning and finish what she had started.
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      Parking in the same spot as the previous day, Anna grabbed her camera and retraced her steps towards The Old Lodge. Reaching the grass verge that separated the dirt track from the now overgrown driveway, Anna checked for any sign of the mysterious stranger.

      The imposing building stood at an angle. Its secretive windows overlooked the receding hill and the North Atlantic in the distance, as the winter winds howled around its weathered exterior.

      Edging ever closer, Anna clicked her camera repeatedly. Photography was her way of documenting the building, her way of taking notes. Zooming in, she clicked on every crevice, the decorative stone around the main door, and the windows that alluded to many rooms.

      But it was all faded grandeur now. Dark, dismal, and empty. Grass had encroached where planted beds had once fought with the Scottish weather for survival. But, to Anna, the building still retained an air of beauty. Its presence — its elegance — was calming.

      Her camera continued to click as she edged past the front door towards the farthest side of the lodge. Clicking with every step. Documenting everything from the eroded crest above the front door to the cracked chimney pots.

      Click, click, click; a melodic noise she loved. Anna could never take too many photographs. To her, each was different. The angle may have changed only slightly, but that meant the light and the dimensions of the building would be completely different.

      The soothing clicks continued, her feet grappling for balance as she stumbled over the uneven ground and eroded gravel that now surrounded the lodge. She edged closer, towards the building and into a past she could only imagine. Her camera never leaving her eye. Lost in the moment. Lost in the history and the contours of a building that had insisted on invading her thoughts from the moment she had discovered the photograph with her mother’s letter.

      But a frantic knocking on glass broke her concentration. Its persistence guided her towards the upper floor. A face, looking out, mouthed to her to stay where she was before disappearing into the darkness of the lodge.

      Stomach lurching. Fear spreading through her body like tentacles. Anna’s first reaction was to stay rooted to the spot. But she was sure the lodge had been abandoned, that no one lived there, and she had seen no one in all the time she’d been photographing it. Managing to coax herself into running, she headed towards her jeep.

      She was just approaching the grass verge when she heard a voice shouting to her to stop. Turning, she saw the man from yesterday. He was running towards her, sheet of paper in one hand, while the other urged her to stop.

      But with no other soul in sight, Anna continued to run, the vast landscape stretching for miles with only sheep and a splattering of trees for company. On reaching the safety of her jeep, she jumped in and sped down the hill in yet another cloud of dust, just as she had done the previous day.

      Turning onto the main road, she slowed down, keeping pace with the traffic in front. But she wanted home. She wanted to feel safe in her cottage, with the door locked.

      Her heart still pounded as she crossed the island to Portree before heading north to Staffin.

      Almost home, she turned off to the right, onto a dirt track. Her cottage sat just a quarter of a mile from the main road that snaked through the village, but each time she turned onto her track, she felt she was in her own little bubble. This was her patch of the island.

      Normally, Anna would abandon her jeep at her front door. But this time, she continued around to the back of her cottage, parking out of sight of the main road.

      The idyllic village of Staffin lay scattered either side of the main road north from Portree, so Anna knew there was every chance the lodge’s mysterious visitor could drive by at any time, and her jeep didn’t exactly blend in.

      Anna unlocked her front door and picked up her mail. There was a Sorry We Missed You card telling her a package had been left behind her cottage. It was a much-anticipated fresh supply of mounts she’d ordered from a new supplier.

      Having spent the last few weeks working on a new sequence of prints, Anna was now ready to mount them. A
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Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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