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Balloch, Scotland

Crispin Yates was drying the last glass of the night when the bell on the Unicorn & Thistle’s outer door rang. He could’ve kicked himself, wincing at the sound of the bell. He forgot to lock the outer door when the last patron finally, but reluctantly wandered out. He looked at his watch. It was two in the morning. “We’re closed!” he called as the inner door opened. He had his back to the entrance, setting the glass on the shelf that lined the mirrored wall behind the bar. When he didn’t hear the bell ring again, indicating that the patron had left, his brow furrowed in curiosity. Most of the time, people turned and left when he bellowed those two words they hated. Instead, he braced himself for the argument that was probably about to come from whichever patron it was that wandered in, having arrived on the late train from Glasgow.

“I’m sorry, but I saw your light was still on. I’m hoping you can help me. I’m looking for... I have no idea how to even say it.” She released a nervous laugh, which was low and husky. “I’m lucky I even understand a quarter of what anyone is saying around here.” Her eyes began looking around the pub. It was cheerful with metallic signs advertising various types of beer along the walls. Two pool tables and a row of five well-used dartboards took up space at one end of the bar while the other side opened into a large public room filled with tables that had their chairs stacked on top of them for the night. Booths lined the far wall, anchored by two round corner booths. The bar before her stretched along the back wall, a large mirror with the pub’s logo painted on it and shelves lining it on either side, glasses, and bottles of alcohol filling them.

But what caught her attention was the man standing behind the bar. She caught a glimpse of his handsome face in the mirror and suddenly a little tremble of anticipation ran through her. She wanted him to turn around so she could see if the glimpse was a lie or if he was truly that handsome. She was not disappointed.

Her voice sent a pleasant shiver through Crispin, and he turned around slowly at the sound of her laughter. It made him warm, the way a shot of fine whiskey did when you tossed it back. She was American; that he could tell by her accent. But she was not what he was expecting. She stood up to his chest with bright blue eyes and chestnut brown hair that was cut in a pixie style popular in the 1980s and brought back into style a few years back. She was a waif of a woman and her hopeful look was infectious. “I can try and help. I have a problem understanding them too. And I live here.”

“Oh, thank goodness, someone I can understand,” she laughed in relief as she stepped up to the bar. She handed him the piece of paper she was looking at. “I have no idea what this says, and I feel like I’ve been driving around for the last three hours trying to find it.” She shrugged. “Plus, it didn’t help that my GPS signal on my phone kept going in and out.”

Crispin leaned on the bar towards her and took the piece of paper. “Àite McGinnis. It means McGinnis Place. You’re looking for Michael’s cottage.” He gazed at the handwriting, wondering if it was hers. It was very neat. “And I can understand why you’ve been driving around trying to find it. Locals get lost looking for it and the mobile signal around here is iffy at best,” he claimed lightly. He couldn’t help winking at her a bit cheekily.

She smiled shyly at him, her cheeks flushing at the wink. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember the last time a man winked at her. “It’s getting really foggy as well and I’d like to get there before I accidentally drive myself into the loch.” Her hands were cold, and she cupped them around her mouth, blowing into her palms to warm them as she studied him. He was easily six-foot, maybe a bit taller, and his chestnut brown hair curled around the nape of his neck just past the collar of the blue button-down shirt he was wearing. He had his sleeves rolled up just under his elbows - there was something about a man’s forearms that always caught her attention. The little voice in the back of her head that agreed with her wholeheartedly about him having lovely forearms sent warmth coursing through her body. It surprised her.

Crispin saw her shiver a bit as she tried to warm her hands. He reached under the bar for a shot glass and the expensive bottle of brandy kept there for special occasions. He poured a healthy shot into the glass and pushed it towards her. “You’re far from home,” he commented as he returned the lid to the bottle, setting it on the bar. “And by the looks of it, tired and cold.” He pushed away from the counter as he gazed at her for a moment before returning to his task of closing the bar. He was suddenly not in any rush to chase her out of the pub. “You’re the townie renting the cottage on the loch. We weren’t expecting you for another two days.” He nodded at the shot. “Drink. It’ll warm you up... It’s on the house.”

“Thank you.” She took the shot, raising it in the air before tapping it on the bar and then tossing it back. She set the shot glass down, her eyes a bit wide as she swallowed. She could taste vanilla and apricot with a touch of wood... oak maybe... and something flowery. He was right; it definitely helped warm her up. “Oh, that was good.” She laughed a little. “I’m Maggie. Maggie Warner. I didn’t know I was expected.” She offered him her hand.

“Crispin Yates. Or you can call me Cris. Up to you.” He shook her hand, then held onto it for a moment, rubbing it between his hands to get some warmth into it.

“Crispin... that is a very British name,” Maggie stated. Her gaze locked with his as he took her other hand and repeated his action before pouring her another shot. Oh, this one was trouble, and Maggie was extremely interested in the trouble he was offering.

Crispin smiled at her with a mischievous little lopsided grin. “And I’m very British.” He reached back to untie the apron at his waist. He pointed at the shot. “Drink that one a little slower. Savor it. That was a Remy Martin VSOP Cognac you just threw back like it was a shot of Jameson,” he instructed. Tossing the apron on the counter behind him, he put the last of the glasses away below the bar. “The cottage you are staying at belongs to the same gentleman that owns this pub. And no, it’s not me. I just manage the place for him when he’s out to sea.”

“Michael McGinnis. Royal Navy, right? I think that’s what he told me,” she asked curiously. She sipped the second shot of brandy, savoring it, before sliding the glass to him. She was going to look at the bottle, but he had already spirited it away, presumably back to its spot under the bar. She was going to have to remember the name and buy a bottle for her stay in Scotland.

“Yes.” Crispin washed the glass before grabbing his jacket and walking around the bar. “I was going to leave you a note to come to the pub to get the keys since I have them. If you want, you can follow me to the cottage.” He paused at the inner door, holding it open for her as she followed him.

Maggie nodded. “I think it would be a good idea. I was tempted to sleep in my car until the morning.” She slipped through the inner door ahead of him and waited as he locked up the pub. “Is this normal weather for January?” she asked as she studied him, really seeing the man before her. She had noticed his crystal blue eyes that peered at her over a very patrician nose. He had a mouth that looked like it was made for kissing. His hands were strong, yet gentle, and she liked the way he rubbed the warmth back into hers. And where she was standing, she got a good look at the long legs that were encased in a pair of blue jeans that ended in hiking boots. “Yeah, you are trouble,” she whispered as she caught her lower lip with her teeth while admiring how his jeans curved around his backside and encased his legs.

“Excuse me?” he asked, tucking the pub keys in his pocket as he motioned towards her car.

“Mumbling to myself, sorry,” Maggie chuckled. She came to Scotland for a distraction. If she played her cards right, Crispin Yates would be part of that distraction. There was something about him that made her want to learn all about who he was and what made him tick. She didn’t know what it was yet, but she was about to make it her mission to find out over the next six months.

Crispin fell into step with her, snapping his collar up and tucking his hands in his pockets. “You asked about the weather. It usually snows. We still haven’t had the first snow of the year and it tends to be worse the closer to spring it gets.” He jerked one hand over his shoulder before stuffing it back into his pocket. “That’s my car over there.” He held open her car door when she unlocked it.

“Thank you.” Maggie slid into the driver’s seat and let him close the door. “A gentleman too. Handsome, a bit cheeky... you haven’t been in Scotland twenty-four hours and already you’re checking out the locals,” she commented to herself as she turned the key. It took the car a minute to start with the weather being so cold. She waited until Crispin pulled out ahead of her and pulled the little rental out onto the road behind him. There was very little light on the back roads of Balloch, Scotland, and she hadn’t been joking about driving into the loch.

The roads around Loch Lomond were narrow two-lane affairs that included hairpin turns and areas that made it hard to see more than a few feet ahead. Crispin took his time traveling to the cottage simply because he didn’t want Maggie to lose sight of him. Anyone who didn’t know the roads around the loch needed to travel them slowly, especially at night. Plus, it gave him a little bit of time to ponder over the woman that just came waltzing into the pub. He wasn’t usually the type of guy that paid close attention to the local women around him. He knew them all, knew their families, but Maggie was different. For starters, she was gorgeous, and her laugh was infectious. Beyond that, however, was what fascinated him. She wasn’t a local, and she had an air of mystery about her that he was interested in unraveling. To be perfectly honest, Maggie Warner had caught his attention.

The fog that was coming off the loch made Crispin err even more on the side of caution, taking a little longer to get to the cottage than normal. He didn’t want to lose Maggie in her rental car following him. He was waiting outside of his car when Maggie pulled in. “Here we are then,” said Crispin as he pushed away from his car and met her at the front door. He pulled the keys from his jacket pocket and unlocked the door. He felt for the light switch to his right, flicking it up and turning on the small lamp that stood in the corner. There was just enough light to illuminate the bushes that sat in front of the cottage. He walked over to the fireplace while Maggie retrieved her things, starting a fire to take the chill out of the room.

Maggie wrestled her suitcases out of the car and into the small rental cottage that was to be her home for the next six months. The front door opened to a cozy living room that had a couch on the wall to her left with a matching oversized armchair next to the door under the window. A love seat was next to the fireplace of red brick and the walls were a rich, warm oak tongue and groove paneling. She ran her fingers over the afghan that was draped over the back of the armchair while Crispin got a cheery fire going. A desk stood against the wall that separated the small living room from the kitchen off to her right. She set her camera cases and laptop on it before moving her suitcases out of the way and closing the door. “Michael said this was cozy, but it’s much better than what I had imagined,” she said happily. Suddenly, she wasn’t as tired as she had been when she arrived at the pub. The little cottage was more than cozy. It was perfect, exactly what she was looking for when she first made the decision to come to Scotland.

The room’s main source of light sat on an end table in the corner between the chair and couch. The light was just enough to be able to comfortably read by and Maggie could see herself curling up on the couch in the evenings with a blanket over her legs and a good book in her hands. She knew that there was an internet connection in the house; she made sure of that before she rented it. But as far as any other type of entertainment? There was no television. There was no compact disc player. The only electronics that would be in the cottage for as long as she was there were the ones that she brought with her. 

Maggie stood in front of the fireplace warming her hands for a few moments. The fire crackled and popped as it took the chill from the air. Crispin knelt next to her, fussing with the stack of wood in its holder. “Can I see the rest of the cottage?” she asked in excitement.

He stood, smiling at her as he brushed off his hands. “Sure.” Crispin led her into the small kitchen. It held a small stove with oven and refrigerator, a table with two chairs pushed up against the kitchen window, and the tiniest sink she had ever seen. It wasn’t like she needed anything bigger. An old-fashioned pot-bellied stove stood against the far wall next to a tall cabinet that served as a linen closet and pantry. “It’s not much, but it is perfect for one person. Most people around here come down to the pub for their evening meal. It’s usually a good hearty local cuisine, but I promise you, we don’t serve haggis,” Crispin laughed. The staircase that led to the second floor of the cottage was hidden in a small alcove behind him. “The bedroom and master bath are upstairs.”

Crispin opened the door that led upstairs and turned on the light. The staircase was narrow, and he had to bend his 6’2” frame under the door lintel to keep from hitting his head. There was another door at the top of the stairs that he opened, stepping inside the bedroom with Maggie right behind him. He stood off to the side to let her enter the room.

Situated under the dormers of the cottage, the bedroom was surprisingly large and roomy. A queen-size bed reached out into the room from the wall to the right of the door. There was a small armoire for her clothes and a three-drawer chest. A thick, warm quilt in rainbow colors covered the bed, giving the room a warm, welcoming feel. 

“Um, where’s the bathroom?” Maggie asked in curiosity.

“Ah,” said Crispin. “It would be through this door.” He walked across the bedroom to open another door that was behind Maggie. It was camouflaged in the same tongue and groove paneling that covered all the walls of the cottage. When opened, the door revealed a small hallway over the staircase that opened into the bathroom. It wasn’t very big. A large claw foot tub took up most of the room, with a commode and sink squeezed into the space at the end of the tub. “There is a quarter bath under the stairs off of the living room.”

Maggie stared at the claw foot bathtub and made a mental note to herself to make sure she bought a bottle of bubble bath. Fluffy towels were neatly folded on the shelf above the toilet. Two hooks were on the wall for her towel and robe, and the sink was just big enough to hold a glass and her toothbrush. That was all right. She was used to living out of a suitcase and would make do when it came to her toiletries. Satisfied, she turned to Crispin. “So, is there some sort of lease agreement you need me to sign?” she asked, recalling her conversation with Michael McGinnis.

Crispin nodded and they both returned downstairs. Lying on the kitchen table was a manila folder that held the lease agreement. “I know it’s late but would you like a cup of tea?” he asked. He wasn’t ready to leave, and she didn’t seem to be in a rush to chase him out. He tucked his hands in his jeans pocket as he waited for her answer.

“That would be great,” Maggie replied as she sat down and began to scan the lease. From the corner of her eye, she could see him moving about the small kitchen. Her attention drifted to him, studying him as he filled the kettle and set it on the stove, navigating the kitchen with familiarity as he retrieved two cups and the tea from the cabinet. She had to wonder if he was the one that set up the place for Michael. She returned her attention to the lease. She had already paid the six-month rent upfront. Signing the lease was a formality at this point. Everything she and the owner of the house had discussed on the phone was in the agreement, so there were no surprises. She headed to the living room and grabbed a pen from her purse, returning to the kitchen.

Crispin brought the pot of tea and the two cups over to the table and sat down across from her. “Do you want any sugar for your tea?” he asked. “I’m honestly not sure if there is any milk or cream in the house. Michael had the milk delivery service put on hold before he was deployed since he wasn’t sure when you’d actually arrive. I can call and have it started again if you’d like.”

Maggie shook her head. “I like my tea straight up.” She watched as he poured her a cup from the Brown Betty, handing the cup to her. “Thank you.” She took a sip, nodding. “This is the perfect way to end a long day.

Crispin smiled at her over his cup. “I will have to remember that fact,” he said.

“Which fact?” Maggie asked as she turned a page to finish scanning the lease.

“That you like your tea straight up.” He paused for emphasis. “And that it is the perfect way to end a long day.” He sipped his tea, his blue eyes taking her in. She tapped the pen against her lips as she kept reading, pausing at his words.

Maggie raised an eyebrow at him, smiling. She held up her cup in a little toast before taking another sip and setting it down. “That would be great. About the milk that is. Cold, dry cereal is not my favorite breakfast. It’s much better with the milk.” She laughed, signing the agreement.

He set his cup down before sliding the lease agreement across the table towards him. Adding his signature to the bottom, he looked at her name curiously. “M.C. Warner? Are you related to the photographer M.C. Warner?” He looked up at her in question, watching as her lips twitched a moment before curling up into a very devilish smile.

She didn’t answer him right away, letting the question hang in the air as she blew lightly on her tea before taking a sip. “I am the photographer M.C. Warner,” Maggie said.

“The award-winning M.C. Warner?” Crispin asked in a bit of awe. 

“Yes. The award-winning M.C. Warner.” Maggie set her cup down and refilled it, her smile teasing. “You already know the “M” stands for Maggie... Margret really, but I’ve always gone by Maggie.”

“And the “C”?”

She added more tea to his cup. “Well, Cris, you will just have to find that out for yourself.” She took a sip of her tea, locking her gaze with his as a challenge. If he were interested enough, he’d find a way to discover what the “C” stood for.

Crispin leaned back in his seat with a surprising little exhale, nodding, and impressed. “Oh, I like a good challenge,” he said, his voice husky. Their gazes locked for a few moments until he saw her cheeks flush a bit before she looked away. “Well, it seems like we will have a celebrity among us for a while.” He was familiar with her photojournalism work, having read many of her articles while studying her photos. Her work was powerful, which was why he was surprised to find out that she was just a petite thing with big round eyes as blue as his own that seemed to mischievously twinkle at him like she had a secret she wanted to share.

“Please don’t spread that around. I’m taking a break from the award-winning photography. It gets tiring taking pictures of starving children and war-torn cities.” The cup was warm, and she gave in, wrapping her cold hands around it. “I’m taking a six-month break from all of that. I was hoping to be able to go around the loch and shoot some pictures of the scenery and maybe head into the Highlands to see what this part of Scotland has to offer.”

Crispin finished his tea, washed his cup, and put it in the dish rack. “If you would like a guide, I would be more than happy to show you around,” he offered. Facing her, he leaned back against the sink with his hands propped on the edge. “I can also show you around Glasgow.”

So, he was going to accept her challenge. She wasn’t sure why the idea thrilled her. She didn’t come to Scotland with the intention of finding someone as intriguing as Crispin Yates to act as her personal tour guide, but here he was offering. Who was she to say “no” to such a generous proposition? “I would like that a lot,” Maggie replied with a warm smile, taking him up on the offer.

“Good. Then that’s settled.” Crispin pushed away from the sink, heading back to the living room to gather his jacket. “How about I pick you up for tea tomorrow and I’ll show you around Balloch?”

Maggie rinsed her cup, setting it in the dish rack next to his before following him into the living room. “Sure, why not? What time would you like to go?” She didn’t bother hiding the smile that was on her face. “I don’t even know what time tea is here.”

The smile Crispin graced her with made the fine lines around his eyes appear. “Tea is usually at three. I will pick you up at two.” 

“Two it is then.” She leaned against the wall next to the door.

Folding the lease agreement and sticking it in his back pocket, he pulled on his jacket. “I will see you later then. Sleep well, Maggie Warner,” he purred in his baritone voice, opening the door, and stepping out in the night, pulling it closed behind him and leaving her to her thoughts.

Maggie could not stop grinning. She was about to settle on the couch for a few minutes to let the fire die down when there was a knock on the door. She walked to it, opening it to find Crispin standing there, the keys to the cottage in his hand.

“You might need these,” he chuckled with embarrassment as he handed them to her. “I will see you later.”

Maggie held the keys, standing in the doorway as he walked back to his car. He gave her a little wave that she returned as he climbed into his car, pulled out of the driveway, and headed up the road back towards the pub. She closed and locked the door, smiling to herself. “Yes, Crispin Yates, I will be seeing you later.” She hadn’t been in Scotland for twenty-four hours, but her vacation was already turning out to be very enjoyable.
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Chapter Two
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The morning arrived with a heavy fog coming in off the loch. It burned rather quickly as the day turned unseasonably warm. Not that Maggie was a witness to it. She had been snuggled under the warm comforter in bed fast asleep. Now, she stood on the small porch at the back of the cottage with a hot cup of tea gazing over the scenery. A light breeze rustled her hair, making the few leaves remaining on the tall oak and ash trees that lined the path down to the loch crackle in the stillness. She heard the honking of geese in the distance. A cluster of what appeared to be a raft of otters was floating in the water, their sleek fur glistening in the sunlight. All of it made her smile as she sipped her tea. 

The cottage sat at the upper edge of an incline that headed straight to the loch. It had been so dark when she arrived that she could’ve easily driven past the cottage and rolled down the embankment into the water without even having time to utter a squeal. There was a path that led down to the shore, cutting through the elongated sedge, oak and ash saplings, and thistle. She doubted she would be walking down the path anytime soon, especially if it were raining or even covered in snow. She had to content herself with knowing that once spring... well, sprung... she’d be spending plenty of time sitting at the edge of the water and just soaking it in.

Having taken off from the nature preserve on the other side of the loch, the flock of geese she heard in the distance a few minutes earlier flew overhead, honking at her while winging their way to a better spot. Maggie simply closed her eyes for a few moments, listening to them and the bird song of winter. The cottage was far enough from the noise of Balloch that the peaceful beauty was not marred by the sounds of modern man. This is what Maggie had been looking for. This peace. This beauty. This was what her weary soul needed. She knew she made the right choice coming here. This was the perfect spot to allow all of the dark things she had seen over the last ten years to slip away. Now she had the chance to reevaluate where she was going and what she was going to do with the rest of her life. 

She was 37 years old and had won most of the major photography and journalism awards she could. Of course, she was still missing a few of the big ones. She was okay with that. She didn’t become a photojournalist for the money or the prestige. Photography had always been her passion. But she was tired of assignments to places like Burma after the cyclone hit, or New Orleans to cover the devastation after Hurricane Katrina or the earthquake which devastated Haiti. It seemed the last few assignments were nothing more than destruction and desolation. The last assignment made her realize that she had to find something more uplifting to photograph.

Looking at her watch, Maggie realized she had been standing outside longer than she thought, time having slipped away from her. Walking back into the warmth of the cottage, she made the decision that a heavier coat was going to be needed for a walkabout in Balloch with Crispin. The one she had on while enjoying the late morning on the porch would not do. She set her teacup in the sink and suddenly found herself thinking about Crispin. She retrieved her camera equipment and carried it to the kitchen table. She took a seat, laying out the cameras, lens, batteries, and chips. A smile tilted her lips as she gazed out the window towards the road. She never thought she would find the pub where Michael told her to stop, let alone find Crispin still there at that late hour. But she was glad she did. Otherwise, Crispin would have found her asleep in her car when he arrived at the pub the next evening. Or whatever time of day he arrived. Michael didn’t really describe him to her other than he was tall with blue eyes and a nice smile. 

Maggie grinned, shaking her head as she picked up her camera and set it in its bag. “He was right about that. I do like his smile,” she murmured out loud to herself as she put the spare batteries in the bag as well. “And the way the laugh lines show up at the corner of his eyes when he does,” she added wistfully. She debated whether she needed to take any of the extra lenses and decided against it. She wanted to simply enjoy the day without worrying about getting the perfect shot. In fact, she didn’t need a perfect shot for the next six months. Pulling her Canon camera from the bag, Maggie swapped it for her more portable Nikon with the sixty-time optical zoom. It didn’t require a telephoto lens. “Because I might need to sneak a few pictures of a certain Englishman onto my camera when he’s not looking,” she giggled. She heard the crunch of tires outside and actually felt a bit giddy about seeing Crispin.

She looked up at the knock on the door. “Hold on.” Setting the Canon in her spare camera bag, she carried it into the living room, setting it on the desk before answering the door. Crispin stood outside. “Hi. Come in.” He turned at her voice, that smile she already found appealing... no, downright sexy if she was honest with herself... lighting up his face. 

Crispin stepped inside the cottage, watching her scurry back into the kitchen. “Hi.” He followed her. “You seem chipper this afternoon. Apparently jet lag has nothing on you,” he quipped lightly.

Maggie glanced back at him with a grin. He had on what looked like a very comfortable pair of blue jeans, the same boots from the night before, and a white button-down shirt under a dark brown sweater. The entire ensemble was finished off with a leather jacket that Maggie needed to run her fingers over. “I was just getting some stuff together for our walk.” Quickly, she scooped up the extra memory chips, tossing them in the bag. “And I have no idea what jet lag is,” she teased. The amount of traveling she was used to made jet lag seem like a joke. She was always tired or always energized. She wasn’t sure if there was a happy medium. Taking another peek at him over her shoulder, Maggie wondered if he had any idea how handsome he was. Already he had a habit of making her cheeks flush and he wasn’t doing anything more than standing in her kitchen.

Crispin stuck his hands in the pocket of his leather jacket as he casually leaned against the kitchen door jamb, gazing over the cameras and equipment on the kitchen table. “Tools of the trade,” he chuckled. The array of equipment on the table was pretty impressive, watching as she packed everything she needed into her camera bag, getting it ready for their adventure. “I would not even know where to start other than the camera. Point and shoot!”

Maggie grinned. “It’s not as intimidating as it looks. You just need to know when to use the different lenses and what they offer you.” She paused. “Well, it can be when you’re using two different brands of cameras. I like this one for the type of casual photo-taking I’m going to do today. My Canon I like for precise photos. Add to that the fact that you can’t use Canon stuff with the Nikon...” She laughed. “Okay, it’s intimidating.”

He nodded, not entirely convinced. “Right, and that is assuming I already know how to use half of the settings on my camera now let alone trying to use two different brands of camera. Sadly, I don’t even know how to use half the settings on my mobile,” he laughed. His eyes followed her as she slipped past him to put the memory chips she wasn’t taking on the desk. His head tilted a little as he took in her own outfit, sizing her up the way she had sized him up a few moments before. Oh, that had not been lost on Crispin. For a man that was pretty well put together in the first place, he actually had a hard time deciding what to wear to simply walk around town. Like him, she was in blue jeans, but instead of boots, she had on a pair of Reeboks and a soft lavender sweater that looked like it was cashmere. Or angora. Regardless of what it was made of, he could tell it was something soft that would make him long to touch it.

Maggie pulled on her black wool coat before settling a bright blue crocheted beret at the back of her head. “Maybe one day while I’m here I can explain the settings to you.” Checking to make sure she had her small wallet in her front pocket, she swung the camera bag onto her shoulder. “Shall we?”

“After you,” Crispin replied, stepping aside, watching as she walked out the front door with the keys in her hand. He closed the door behind him, standing to the side as she locked up the cottage. She was dressed warm enough for the day, even though the weather was unusually temperate. But when she put on the little blue beret, he felt a warm tug in his gut he had not experienced in a long time. Crispin tried to remember the last time someone caused that reaction. He couldn’t unless he counted that warmth that flowed through him the previous night when he first heard her laugh. The thought that Maggie was already affecting him like that should have given him pause. Instead, he embraced it. “Right. So, I brought the four-by-four in case we decide to head up into the Highlands this afternoon.” He opened the passenger door for her, holding the camera bag she handed him as she climbed in. “What are you in the mood for?” He leaned towards her, one hand on the doorframe of the four-by-four, the other on the inside of the open door.

“Food. I’m starving. And then a walk around Balloch. How are the sunsets around here? I have a need to shoot something like that.” Maggie met his gaze. “Someplace spectacular,” she enthused, her eyes lighting up in excitement. She watched over Crispin’s shoulder as a cloud passed over the sun, its shadow tracking along the hillside behind him. She pointed. “Someplace where we can see the landscape and the sky for miles.”

Turning to follow her hand, he found himself watching another cloud pass over the landscape. Crispin knew exactly where to take her. They would be alone to talk, and he wanted to get to know her. “There is a place upon the ridge just inside the Highlands where I can take you so you can shoot your sunset. There should be a good one tonight, especially after a few days of rain.” He tapped the top of the four-by-four. “Food first, a proper walk around town and then we’ll go up there.” Closing her door with a grin, he quickly walked around the back and slipped into the driver’s seat. “Fish and chips for tea? Or do you want a more traditional tea with scones and little sandwiches?”

Maggie thought about it as they pulled away from the cottage. Seeing the road back to the pub in daylight had a hold of her attention. “Fish and chips,” she managed to say. 

Crispin glanced at her as he drove, a slight smile tilting his lips. “Fish and chips it is then. I know the perfect place and it’s a good starting point for a walkabout.” 

“You promise the fish and chips are good?” Maggie couldn’t help teasing him a little as she pulled her camera from the bag and opened the window, snapping pictures of the loch and the scenery as they drove. 

Crispin laughed. “I promise. They even wrap them first in butcher paper and then newspaper for you.”

Realizing that Crispin had slowed down, she leaned out the window a little more, excited to just shoot the scenery because it was there. As they started down the hill, she forgot she was holding her camera, watching as the woods opened to green fields and the city of Balloch. White dots spotted the green, big fat sheep with full winter coats. “Oh, Crispin, this is... this is amazing and beautiful.” She placed her hand on his arm as she looked all around.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BETH A. FREELY

Sometimes love finds you
- when you least expect it, even
on the shores of Loch Lomond

L@EH






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
BETH A. FREELY

LOCH





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
®

The Muses FL%OUSE

B,
L
Creative Content & Marketing ﬁ





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





