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      Dear reader,

      I’m delighted that you are about to join me on a journey to the Scottish Highlands and the picturesque village of Kirkby. I hope you enjoy the adventure!

      Just a quick heads-up: To ensure that the story sounds as authentic as possible, I have decided to use all British spellings and throw in some Scottish terms and dialect for good measure. I hope you’ll love the character it gives to the novel as much as I do.

      Please subscribe to my “Letters from Kirkby” to receive more fun facts, background information and the occasional freebie in your inbox. Plus, you won’t miss out on upcoming release dates and other exciting news.

      Just go to www.charlottemcgregor.com and click on Subscribe.

      For now, enjoy “All’s Fair in Love And Truth”!

      Love,

      Charlotte
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        * * *

      

      A doctor, a musician, a secret – a love song unwritten.

      In the Scottish Highlands, newly minted country doctor Anna Campbell finds herself enchanted by the quaint village charm of Kirkby and the Old Bakery’s heavenly shortbread. With Elvis, her Maine Coon cat, as her companion, she fills her days with work and delicious treats – until the enigmatic Lennox Fraser adds unexpected delights to her daily routines.

      As a musician, Lennox is both the prodigal son and black sheep of the Fraser family. Used to being misunderstood by his father and humoured by his older siblings, he feels truly seen for the first time when he meets Anna.

      But just as their love begins to blossom, a hidden family secret emerges, threatening to unravel the fabric of their bond.

      »All’s Fair in Love and Truth« is the heart-warming fourth novel in the »Highland Happiness« series. Every piece of shortbread hides a secret, every heartbeat tells a story – and music is at the heart of everything.
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      “Get down from there, Elvis!”

      Kristy’s barked command snapped Annabel Campbell out of her thoughts. The latter was waiting patiently in the queue at Kristy’s Old Bakery to pick up some breakfast, just as she did every morning. Startled, she looked up, and immediately saw her huge, grey Maine Coon cat lounging in the most casual of poses on top of the glass display case. From above the pastries, he graced the gaggle of upset humans with a bored glance. “Elvis, get down! Right now!” she ordered sternly, but her cat’s amber eyes simply stared right past her. To call him stubborn would be a major understatement. She had been sharing her life with the handsome tabby for three years now, and Elvis had trained her too well.

      The customer in front of her done, Anna stepped up to the counter. “I don’t suppose you have a stepladder? I can climb up there and fetch him,” she suggested wearily. Most days, her cat would take a seat on the windowsill or a chair in the coffeeshop attached to the bakery. Today, however, he apparently required more attention. Probably her fault, Anna thought, because she hadn’t properly catered to his needs this morning.

      “Dinnae you worry,” Betty Murray intervened as she stepped out of the bakery, gently tugging the cheeky cat’s bushy tail to attract his attention. “Come on, handsome. I’ve got something for you!” She rustled a bag of his favourite treats temptingly, and Elvis promptly took a mighty leap down to the counter and from there to the floor, where he deigned to follow his benefactress.

      “Sorry about that,” mumbled Anna, rather embarrassed.

      “There’s no telling a cat what to do,” Kristy comforted her with a wide smile. “It’s just one of those mornings. What really matters is that things go well this afternoon.”

      “Very true! Let’s just hope that my imp of a cat’s behaviour isn’t some kind of bad omen of things to come.” Anna flickered her eyes shut for a moment to banish this scary thought from her mind. She would approach her new project with confidence and positivity not self-sabotage!

      “It’ll be great,” Kristy assured her. “You’re far too well prepared for things to go sideways. Just a pity I can’t join you.”

      “It really is! I would have loved to have a friend there to support me.” She sighed. This workshop had been a crap idea, and she should never have seen it through. Why had she let herself be talked into doing it? There was a good reason people always advised ‘stick to what you know best’. In her case, that would be a stethoscope, not yoga mats! She had been the GP in Kirkby for nine months now and her patient roster kept her more than well occupied. Compared to her previous job at a hospital in Edinburgh, it felt like working part-time, but still: couldn’t she have left it at the two yoga classes she had been offering at the Old School community centre since the summer? “What am I even doing here?!” she said quietly.

      “I’ve never seen you like this. Are the nerves that bad?” Kristy interrupted her thoughts.

      “They’re getting that way,” Anna admitted and forced a smile onto her face. There was no turning back now.

      “You’ve got no reason to be nervous,” the pretty baker insisted. “Now, what would you like for breakfast? Your regular croissant? Or something a little sweeter?”

      “Definitely something sweeter! I’ll have a large cappuccino with an extra shot of espresso and two chocolate croissants, please,” Anna ordered. She needed all the energy she could muster this morning. “Oh, and are the biscuits ready yet?”

      “Of course. I’ll bring them over to your table.” Kristy placed two beautifully flaky croissants on a plate and slid it across the counter.

      Anna paid and took her loot to her favourite spot in the corner which gave her a view of both the cute coffeeshop and the street with its usual morning hustle and bustle. At this early hour, the October day had not yet decided on the weather to be had, and the sky featured only some indecisive-looking grey clouds. Students of all years in colourful raincoats, prepared for whatever the day might throw at them, huddled together at the main bus stop, waiting for their school buses. A number of cars drove past: Kirkby residents commuting to work in Inverness or even further.

      Isla Fraser had just stepped out of the village pub, The Wise Pelican, to take her Newfoundland Polly for her morning walk before heading to her restaurant. Anna waved to her friend, but Isla seemed just as absent-minded as she had been earlier. No wonder as the Michelin Guide would award its new UK stars on Friday, and Anna knew that Isla was quietly pining for a second. Now that really was a big deal and justified far more anxiety than Anna’s own little workshop. If her project tanked, there would be zero consequences, except a slightly bruised ego, of course. But she could live with that.

      “One large cappuccino,” Kristy said as she put the cup down in front of Anna. She had stencilled a four-leaf clover in cocoa powder on the picture-perfect foam.

      “Aww, that’s so sweet of you,” Anna said with feeling and beamed at Kristy.

      “Wait until you’ve had a peek in here.” Kristy placed a white cookie jar on the table and stared expectantly at her friend.

      “Oh wow! These are incredible!” exclaimed Anna, gazing reverently at the shortbread she had pre-ordered. Kristy had made the biscuits in the shape of perfect shamrocks.

      “I thought they would match the theme of your workshop.”

      “You’re the best!” Anna got up and hugged Kristy. “Even if everything else is crap, I’m sure these will make my group happy. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. But I’m sure the shortbread will only be the icing on the cake. There are going to be some very mindful people in Kirkby these next few days!” Kristy smiled encouragingly and went back to work.

      Anna leant back in her seat, took a sip of coffee and dug into her first croissant. It was pure perfection: crispy, fluffy, chocolaty. And for some irrational reason it made her feel like everything was going to be okay. As if failure was not an option in the presence of such a delight.

      “Meow,” came from Elvis who had apparently finished his treats and returned to his human. He briefly rubbed his mighty head against Anna’s leg as a sign that he had forgiven her and jumped onto the windowsill.

      She really didn’t know why she was so nervous. After all, she had nothing to lose. The idea for the ‘Manifest Your Happiness’ yoga retreat had come to her a while back when two listeners of her podcast had emailed her independently of one other and asked if she offered yoga classes in the Highlands. The fact that her podcast had an audience beyond her friends in Edinburgh, for whom she had initially started it, still astonished Anna. That fans were now contacting her was downright sensational.

      “Highland Happiness”, as her weekly show was called, seemed to have hit a nerve. A good one. Two of her friends who were avid podcasters had shared their enthusiasm for the audio format with her, and now she too was hooked, and had been for a few months. Her podcast provided the perfect opportunity to talk about her experiences in the Scottish Highlands, a place that appeared downright ‘exotic’ to her former colleagues and pals in Edinburgh. Before moving to Kirkby earlier this year, Anna had never lived outside of Edinburgh either. She still loved her bustling hometown, but she certainly didn’t miss her exhausting hospital duties and shift schedules one bit.

      Since she had relocated to Kirkby, she had felt more balanced and at home with herself than ever before. Her best friend Linda constantly worried what all the unfamiliar free time, fresh air and inevitable boredom would do to Anna’s mental health down the line, but she could not have been any further off the mark. Plus, she had yet to be bored for even a second! While some backwater stereotypes might hold true for Kirkby, too few goings-on did not make the list. Only Linda couldn’t know that because she had stubbornly refused these past few months to leave her urban comfort zone and visit her friend out in the sticks.

      She was, however, a loyal listener of the podcast – as were a number of complete strangers, apparently – and had encouraged Anna in her initially vague idea of offering ‘some kind of happiness yoga retreat’. Colleen, the town’s event coordinator, and her boss Mayor Collum McDonald immediately jumped on the idea, which they thought could attract new guests to Kirkby in the off-season. Before Anna knew it, the two had put together a package deal: all workshop sessions plus accommodation in either the pub or the local boutique hotel, The Cosy Thistle, run by Colleen’s fiancé Alexander Fraser. All that was left for Anna to do was to develop her workshop content, a mix of yoga with breathing and mindfulness exercises, plus a short hike to the energy centres in the area.

      That would all be fine with her, but to pull it off a mere four weeks from the initial idea to the workshop actually starting – today! – was nuts! The rushed schedule had given Anna far too little time to craft a meaningful concept in the depth she would have liked. But she had mentioned the retreat in her penultimate podcast episode, and now she actually had five sign-ups. Five people she didn’t know were prepared to travel to the Highlands for her workshop. Not just that; they were willing to pay four hundred and fifty pounds for it! Plus accommodation! Two women had rented a twin room in the pub, a couple had rented a cottage at the Thistle, and someone who had given their name simply as Len had not opted for accommodation at all, meaning she had no idea where they would be staying.

      With a sigh, she reached for her cup of coffee but found it empty. Her sky-blue jumper was covered in croissant flakes. “More mindfulness at breakfast,” she scolded herself and brushed the puff pastry off her sweater as discreetly as possible. “Come on, Elvis, it’s time for work.” The retreat didn’t start until three o’clock that afternoon. Plenty of time to take care of her bread and butter: the health of Kirkby’s residents.

      It was only a few steps from the bakery to the beautifully renovated house she had bought from the previous GP with a flat upstairs and the practice downstairs. When she had left for breakfast half an hour ago, the premises had been dark and quiet. Now, all the lights were switched on and her receptionist Maggie was sitting at her desk with a welcoming smile. Anna shooed Elvis up the stairs to her flat but without much commitment. She knew only too well that it was pointless to try and control her cat’s whereabouts. Elvis made best use of the cat flap, but she knew from experience that it was not his only way out of the building. If needed, he could also open windows and doors, and Anna fully expected to see Elvis mingling among the patients in the waiting room or setting out on an extended jaunt of the town sooner or later.

      “Good morning,” said Maggie, a former nurse in her mid-fifties who was still thrilled to have landed a job in her hometown.

      “Any patients in yet?” Anna enquired.

      “Your regular eight o’clock slot and two unannounced people who seem to have the flu,” Maggie replied cheerfully, handing her boss the three patient files. “Looks like it’s going to be a busy day.”

      “In that case, we’d better get started,” replied Anna and entered her consulting room to wash her hands and get her things in order. The more patients she had, the less she would be able to think about the afternoon and weekend ahead.
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      “What am I even doing here?!” Lennox whispered the words almost inaudibly, but they echoed all the more loudly in his mind. Seriously, what on earth was he doing? Why had he ever thought coming back to Kirkby was a good idea? That was a rhetorical question, of course. He knew only too well what had lured him here: that bloody podcast he’d been listening to for the past few months. By now, he was a true fan of “Highland Happiness”, despite the stupid name that should have kept him from tuning in in the first place. Yet the host’s voice had captivated him right from the start. He had stumbled across the podcast back in spring when he was in Spain and feeling homesick.

      Homesick! Now that he was here, he shook his head in disbelief. Under the Spanish sun, in a bright, bustling city, he had yearned for these green hills, the peaty, barren expanses, the low-hanging dark clouds and the mysterious lakes? What was wrong with him?! In any case, the podcast had caught his attention, and Anna had been part of his life ever since. Even though, or perhaps even because, she was located in his hometown of Kirkby.

      He barely knew the first thing about Anna. She rarely talked much about herself, although she had mentioned that she was a recent transplant to the Highlands and that everything she experienced still remained a great adventure and an even greater source of happiness to her. The way she described the landscape made the once-familiar place more appealing than he had ever seen it, and he had increasingly found himself craving to see the region with new eyes, her eyes. Anna also regularly interviewed guests on her show. Half his family had been on already, and it was Anna’s conversation with his favourite sister Isla that had fuelled his long-supressed longing. When had he last seen her? It must have been more than three years ago! Even longer for the rest of his family, but he didn’t miss them nearly as much as Isla. Or so he told himself, somewhat successfully. Well, moderately successfully at least. Okay, to be honest, not successfully at all.

      At this point in his life, being kept up to date by phone or a quick message just didn’t cut it. His eldest brother Alex would soon be a father of two, and Lennox hadn’t even met his fiancée Colleen, the mother-to-be. Aloof Isla had also lost her heart – which felt like a major miracle. This Jon had to be an extraordinary character if he was able to keep up with Isla. Even Shona, his baby sister, had found happiness in Kirkby of all places, despite the fact that he would have bet anything that she would stay away from Kirkby for at least as long as he did. Apparently, he had been wrong.

      Then Anna and her voice, a voice that reminded him of sun-warmed honey on bare skin, had once again pulled him to Kirkby. Ten days ago, she had announced she was going to host a retreat: a weekend-long workshop series that would teach participants to “manifest their inner luck and happiness into being” at any time and find greater serenity, balance, creativity and, well, happiness going forward. It all sounded like total hippy crap; nobody in their right mind would ever take her up on her word. Then again, he was clearly not in his right mind. He felt lonely, depleted and so full of some unspecific longing that it sometimes hurt to breathe. So he had booked the retreat on the spot and, in a fit of self-delusion, had called Shona shortly afterwards and told her he was coming to Kirkby. As if he wanted to make absolutely sure he couldn’t back out. However, he had insisted she couldn’t share the news with the rest of the family.

      None of this made any sense, not even in his own mind. He stared out of the window of the bus as it wound its way from Inverness to Kirkby, accumulating its fair share of delays as it pootled along. Lennox checked his watch. If they didn’t make up lost time soon, he’d be running late for the opening session and wouldn’t have a chance to check in with his family and ask who could put him up before then. He really hadn’t thought this whole thing through ... Right now, his mind was screaming at him to turn around on the spot and call off this bloody visit. What on earth had possessed him? Lennox Fraser returning to Kirkby – that was a disaster in the making. But it was too late to back out now.

      In Drumnadrochit, the last real stop before Kirkby, two women got off the bus, taking with them their journey-long complaints about their teenage children. Without this background chatter, it was almost eerily quiet. The bus slowly chugged up a hill, and soon the mighty Loch Ness would disappear from sight. Lennox knew what came next: a wooded area, another dip and then Kirkby’s church tower would be in front of him. Lennox’s heart started beating faster. Serenity, balance, creativity and happiness … As far as he was concerned, he didn’t need the whole shamrock; one out of four would be enough for him right now.

      Next he spotted the paddocks of Uncle Rupert’s horse farm where some of the mighty Clydesdale horses were grazing in the meadows. Shortly afterwards, they passed a building he had only seen in photos: Isla’s restaurant, The Scottish Thistle. There were a few cars and vans in the car park, and one definitely looked as if it was from a TV channel. Were they recording another episode for the cooking show? Lennox had been quite surprised to hear that his sister had taken part in a Netflix production to compete for the title of best restaurant in the UK and Ireland. It wasn’t that he doubted she was up to it; he was more surprised that she had deigned to grace such a mainstream format with her presence. But the show, which he had watched in a constant state of excitement, had been superbly done. He had even rewatched the competition episodes several times.

      And Isla had won! Last week’s live show had seen her announced as the winner, surrounded by family: their father Marlin, Alex, Colleen, Jon, Aunt Alice, Aunt Heather and Uncle Rupert. Isla had invited him to join them too, going so far as pleading with him to come – at least as much as Isla could plead – and yet he had sent his excuses. Why? He couldn’t say. His official defence was that he was stuck in Italy, even as he had actually been in London, the very same city where the final was taking place. He had never lied so brazenly to his sister before, but he may just have been too much of a coward to face the family. Not may! He certainly had been. But he guessed his absence weighed more heavily on him than on Isla, who had accepted his fib. At least he hoped so. Now it seemed she was back in the spotlight, but he hoped she would have a moment for him later, cowardice or otherwise.

      Two minutes later, there was no denying it: Lennox Fraser had come home! He paused, a little lost, in Kirkby’s village square, just as the Scottish weather gods decided to send a few rays of sunshine through the thick grey clouds. There he stood, with his huge backpack and guitar on his back, as if illuminated by a spotlight. Thirteen years ago, he had left for London with barely any luggage. And now he was back.

      Lennox briefly closed his eyes and swallowed a few times to overcome the feeling of uncertainty that had crept up his throat; he couldn’t really place it. He opened his eyes again and drank in the town; everything seemed much livelier than he remembered. The pub was no longer boarded up but shone freshly refurbished, The Wise Pelican’s pub sign gleaming in the sun. Lennox couldn’t help but smile. Isla’s beau certainly had a sense of humour. But then everything in Kirkby looked spruced up. On his last visit, the town hall had been covered in scaffolding, and today it looked like new. Blooming window boxes adorned every house here in the square and seemingly most other homes in the town centre too. Three women were standing by an open front door, chatting animatedly. He couldn’t place them but sensed that they were discreetly eyeing him. So one thing hadn’t changed: new arrivals were always worth a second glance!

      In the distance, he spotted the Old Bakery, of which he had only hazy childhood memories. If he remembered correctly, it had closed when he was five years old. Recently, his cousin Kristy had given the shop a new lease on life. The urge to run straight over bubbled up in him but he quickly pushed it back down. As far as he knew, it was only open in the mornings, and either way, he had to hurry. A glance at his watch told him it was just past three o’clock, so the workshop was probably getting started right this moment.

      Determined, he turned and crossed the street, heading towards the one-time school he had attended for the first two years of his education. Later, all the children from Kirkby and the surrounding communities had taken the bus to a new, larger school in Drumnadrochit.

      As he stepped through the freshly varnished wooden door of Herculean proportions, he was almost disappointed not to be greeted by the damp smell he suddenly remembered. The Old School was another beautifully refurbished building and bustling with life as the town’s new community centre. Gone was the dingy school of his childhood: instead of gloomy hallways, he was greeted by an open, light-flooded space with folding walls pushed to one side. There was even a stage! Isla had mentioned that the ground floor had been converted into a multi-purpose event space. Apparently, several town parties and private celebrations had been held there since the summer. In a touching nod to the building’s heritage, an old blackboard on wheels stood at the centre, listing current events in the workshop rooms and the opening hours of the ‘swap shop’, whatever that was, in old-fashioned chalk. He soon learned that his happiness yoga retreat was taking place upstairs in Room 3 and slowly climbed the stone stairs. At least these steps, worn smooth by the feet of generations of children, still felt somewhat familiar under his boots.

      As he reached the top, the first thing he saw was that his former classroom had been converted into some kind of second-hand shop. The portentous swap shop! Two teenagers carrying boxes pushed past him and headed purposefully towards the brightly lit shop, where Lennox saw two women sorting through goods. Once again, he was met with curious glances and friendly smiles, but neither the women nor the boys looked familiar. Strange that he was yet to encounter a familiar face in this town in which he used to know every blade of grass, every sheep and certainly every resident. But perhaps it was just as well. Maybe there was still time to escape unnoticed if he left now ...

      Lennox stopped the thought cold as his gaze fell on the next blackboard indicating the way to his retreat. He was not going to let these feelings his old hometown triggered in him stop him from getting to know Anna and letting her introduce him to the secrets of happiness. The door to the former classroom he needed was already closed, which wasn’t a surprise, as it was now a quarter past three. The other participants were probably already settling in for their first meditation or something. He hesitated briefly, then knocked gently and slipped into the room without waiting for a response.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” he said in greeting as he found himself facing five pairs of eyes. Fortunately, they were all still standing and not deeply relaxed on their yoga mats.

      “You must be Len,” came the voice he had followed for many months and as familiar as if she were a close friend. To his utter surprise, Anna looked completely different from how he had imagined her. He had never firmly pictured how she must look, but had envisioned her as a raven-haired, mysterious woman. There was nothing mysterious about the Anna who was now giving him a friendly smile. Instead, she looked almost angelic with her long honey-blonde curls and bright blue eyes.

      “Aye, that’s me,” he replied, surprised by how hoarse his voice sounded. He cleared his throat. “The bus was late. Sorry.”

      “No problem at all. We’re just getting started. The changing room is next door. Feel free to leave your things there and get changed. We’ll wait for you.”

      Was he mistaken, or was she relieved about the interruption? He was just turning back to the door when he heard her voice again. “Have you brought your own yoga mat? If not, there are some on the shelf next door. Grab whichever one takes your fancy, and a blanket too.” He nodded and headed out.

      The adjoining room, which Anna had called the changing room, was more of a storage space for all the activities on offer. One shelf was filled with clay figures, another piled high with paint boxes and stacks of paper. On the blackboard downstairs, he had seen pottery and painting classes. Did little Kirkby really offer all that these days?!

      Lennox heaved his heavy rucksack onto a narrow bench that stood against the wall on the long side of the room and reminded him of old gyms. He slid his guitar case underneath, then slipped out of his heavy lace-up boots and jacket and paused for a moment. He hadn’t thought about what to wear for the retreat. He had assumed that you just wore workout gear to do yoga, but Anna was clad in brightly patterned wide-leg trousers that were distinctly new-age-y and a soft sky-blue sweater. The other participants were also dressed in more unusual garments, to put it politely.

      In any case, he couldn’t help that now. He didn’t have a special yoga outfit, so with a sigh, he opened his backpack, ignored the running shorts he had planned to wear, rummaged deeper and pulled out his favourite old, baggy grey joggers and a faded long-sleeved shirt. Aye, that would work. He changed quickly, grabbed one of the rolled-up yoga mats and a yellow fleece blanket from a shelf and returned to the workshop room in his socks.

      “Welcome back,” Anna acknowledged him kindly. “Tea?” She pointed to a sideboard by the wall which held a large thermos and a few cups.

      The other participants – three women and one man – were now sitting on their mats, holding cups. Lennox just nodded and rolled out his mat at the back of the former classroom – an old habit, he had always sat in the last row at school – before stepping to the sideboard. He could feel the stares at his back, weighing him up a little judgmentally. At least those of the other participants. Only Anna seemed really warm-hearted.

      “I’m really sorry if I’ve messed things up,” he heard himself mutter. Somehow, he still felt the need to explain himself.

      “Not at all. We were just getting to know each other.” Anna smiled, but he thought he could detect a nervous flicker in her eyes. He was no expert, but she didn’t exactly seem relaxed herself.

      Armed with his tea – unfortunately not proper tea but some exotic-smelling herbal blend – Lennox returned to his mat and sat down cross-legged.

      “Now that we are all here, let me once again welcome you to our Manifest Your Happiness Yoga Retreat,” Anna began. “I’m delighted that you’ve come all the way here to join me on our quest for happiness.” She took a sip from her cup, and Lennox couldn’t help thinking that she was looking for strength and support. “Shall we start with a few questions? Like, what is happiness for you?” She looked around expectantly, but apparently no one wanted to go first.

      Lennox certainly didn’t either. He had no answer to that question. What was happiness for him? Hadn’t he come here to find that out? To “tap into his inner source of happiness”, as she had boldly announced in her podcast? And anyway, wasn’t that a strange start to a workshop? Shouldn’t the participants introduce themselves first? Or even better, shouldn’t she? Well, maybe the introductions had happened before he joined, and if he was honest, he wasn’t all that interested in learning whether the colourful tie-dye shirts and baggy trousers concealed amateur yogis or investment bankers.

      Suddenly he felt a strong urge to run away. He didn’t fit in here! This was not his world. He didn’t know what happiness was, he didn’t want to do yoga, and most of all, he didn’t want to be here. Not in this room and certainly not in Kirkby.

      “That’s a very big question to start out with,” a woman spoke up and smiled a little sheepishly at the group. “I don’t feel confident enough to answer it yet.” The woman next to her nodded affirmatively and the tie-dye couple mumbled something he couldn’t make out. Anna looked rather taken aback for a moment.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed and paused for a moment. “You’re probably right.” She ran a hand through her blonde curls, a somewhat vulnerable gesture, and as uncomfortable as Lennox was, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her in that moment. It was obvious that she had imagined the start of her retreat playing out somewhat differently.

      “You are right,” she emphasised again. “It’s too intimate and too big a question to answer right now, but there’s no harm in thinking about it. Perhaps we can discuss it at the end of our retreat on Sunday afternoon?” She smiled warmly, having regained her composure. “Instead, let’s start with a first round of yoga and breathing exercises to get us settled in. Len, you missed our introductions earlier. We can go over who’s who again during the break, but let’s get started now, if that’s okay with everyone.”

      “Sounds good,” said the other man and stood up. He took the cup from his wife and positioned himself on his mat like a tiger ready to pounce.

      The others also got up and stood on their mats. Lennox did too. He had never done yoga before, but for Anna, he would give it a chance.
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      This really wasn’t going to plan, Anna thought, trying not to let on. On any other day, she was proud of her ability to empathise with people and sense what they needed. But she had obviously been too much in her own head when planning the retreat. The question about happiness had really not been a good starting point.

      In fact, none of the afternoon had gone to plan, and she was way out of her comfort zone the whole time. The painfully un-alternative ‘alternative’ couple Maya and Kieran had ambushed her half an hour before the first session while she was still getting everything ready. Clearly unaware of just how silly they looked in their presumably overpriced designer yoga gear, the two of them had talked non-stop, wanting to know all about her exact methodology. The pair had tonnes of experience and had been to “every workshop worth going to”. But what a fantastic new experience to visit a boutique happiness retreat basically on their doorstep! As they hailed from London, their doorstep wasn’t all that close by most people’s standards, but for the couple it made sense, as they usually seemed to be travelling halfway around the world to do retreats. “The last time we were in India, we stayed at the ashram ...” – that’s how it had gone the entire time. At some point, Anna had stopped paying attention and tried to concentrate on getting ready.

      The other two women – Abby and Celeste – seemed somewhat out of sync. Anna had the distinct feeling that something serious was going on with them but couldn’t pinpoint it. She’d probably get a better sense for their issue later. And then there was their latecomer, Len, who had turned up in normal clothes and boots with his guitar and luggage, a bit dishevelled and completely lost. He looked strangely familiar to her, as if she had felt the intense gaze of his grey eyes on her skin a thousand times before. Which couldn’t be as she was sure she had never met him. Somehow she knew she wouldn’t have forgotten his face.

      So, the group didn’t want to talk about happiness. That left her to try a different approach. Happiness was something you had to feel anyway, not try and grasp intellectually. And in her experience, the best way to unearth your hidden feelings was yoga! She knew many people wouldn’t agree, but it was the toolkit life had taught her. She watched as her participants stood: Kieran dynamic and ready to jump, his wife Maya ostentatiously relaxed. Abby and Celeste appeared to have taken a wait-and-see attitude and seemed keen to keep as much distance as possible – from each other and the rest of the group. With Len, meanwhile, Anna had the impression that he didn’t know what to do or what was expected of him.

      “Is anyone trying yoga for the first time?” she asked, although she was pretty sure of the answer. From Kieran came a soft snort and a whispered comment.

      “I’ve never done yoga before,” Len said as expected, sounding rather defensive. “The sign-up material said no previous experience required.”

      “That’s right,” she replied, “We’ll start with a basic sequence, the sun salutation. It prepares the body, mind and soul for what’s to come. Some people actually say that the sun salutation is the very essence of yoga, and I tend to agree. It’s mostly about strengthening, stretching and opening up, and you can do it dynamically or very slowly. The sun salutation consists of twelve asanas, which is what we call the different yoga poses, and activates and warms up the body. I will announce and briefly explain each pose. Any difficulties or questions, please let me know.” She gave Len, whose expression was clouded, what he would hopefully regard as an encouraging smile. “It’s really quite simple and yet highly effective.”

      Slowly, she led her participants through the individual poses of the sun salutation, watching out of the corner of her eye to see how they did. Kieran and Maya were indeed very experienced and made it through the sequence effortlessly. Abby and Celeste apparently also had prior experience, though they both appeared hesitant. Still, they might just be a little rusty. Len, on the other hand, had watched the first cycle to memorise the sequence. He joined the others in the second round and completed the asanas with his eyes closed and fully focused. His movements were a little awkward, his body new to the sequence, but he radiated an air of strength and energy she had never experienced with a beginner before. Amazing, really quite amazing.

      With each repetition, Len became more confident, his movements more fluid. Anna could have sworn that he was also considerably more relaxed. After six rounds, the last two at a slightly faster pace, Abby and Celeste were panting, and even Kieran and Maya had started to sweat. Len, who had only observed the first sun salutation, did one last one by himself, apparently sensing instinctively that symmetry was a crucial aspect of yoga.

      “I have to say it doesn’t look like you’ve never done yoga before,” Celeste commented, narrowing her eyes as she scrutinised him.

      He just shrugged, obviously free from the need to justify himself.

      “Next, I want you to think of a yoga exercise that you particularly love or that you feel particularly comfortable doing” Anna continued. “These should be positions that you can hold for a few minutes.”

      “A few minutes?” Kieran’s brow was furrowed as he looked at her. “We’re more for dynamic yoga. We don’t understand the point of holding a pose that long.”

      Anna didn’t like it when one person always spoke for their partner as well. It sounded as if Maya had no free will or opinions of her own. What Anna liked even less was narrow-minded people who happily nurtured their biases. From what they had said earlier, Kieran and Maya had plenty of experience with all kinds of yoga schools, but they were obviously more interested in working out than gaining knowledge. Well, she had seen enough people like that back in Edinburgh: patients at the hospital who were sure they understood the science and different treatment options better than she, their doctor, did; and also at the yoga school run by her friend Finlay where she had completed her yoga teacher training.

      “Dynamic yoga is great,” she replied with a smile. “I love it when I want to push myself and challenge my body in a short span of time. But that’s not what we are here for. We don’t want to get to the point of physical exhaustion but rather capture our entire being through mindfulness. Body, mind and soul. That doesn’t work if only the body is active.” She knew it sounded a bit out there, but it was true. And she had a pretty good idea why Kieran was so keen on dynamic yoga: you didn’t have time to think when the sensations were purely physical. And bodily exertion was certainly far less painful than some emotional wounds.

      Anna wondered why she hadn’t thought of this all too predictable roadblock earlier – and why she’d offered this bloody workshop in the first place! To tap your inner source of happiness, you inevitably had to work your way through an avalanche of repressed feelings, and she was fairly certain none of her five participants was ready for that journey. Ugh! But it couldn’t be helped now. She would simply do her best to break down their blockages.

      “That’s why it’s important we seek out exercises that allow us to calm our minds and feel deep within ourselves,” she continued. “Choosing happiness is something we do every day. Or not. I learned that very early in life. It may sound strange, but happiness doesn’t just happen; we carry it within us always and can invite it to show up at any time so we can experience it. It works best when we prepare to be ready for it. Has anybody heard of Yin Yoga before? That’s what I am talking about here. Let’s start with Uttanasana, the standing forward bend.” She demonstrated the exercise, folding her torso over her legs. “You can either grab your elbows and let your arms hang that way, or wrap them around your legs, or – if it’s accessible for you – you can place your palms on the floor, but it has to be relaxed. The important thing is that you don’t force anything. Let everything happen naturally. Just focus on your breath and feel how the muscles in the back of your thighs, buttocks and back continue to stretch. Your legs may start to tingle, or you may feel other physical sensations that you are not used to. Allow these to happen; just continue breathing and feeling deep within yourself. We’ll hold this position for three minutes. I will go around to each of you and make small adjustments. If you don’t want to be touched, just shake your head no.”

      When all five participants were immersed in the simple yet effective pose, Anna went to Abby first. She didn’t want to make adjustments; the purpose of her touch was to connect with the individuals in the group. Her friends had always teased her that her superpower was sensing other people’s emotions. For her, her heightened empathy was nothing special; rather, the need to recognise the moods of the people around her had been born from a survival instinct. When she touched another person, her perception intensified, teaching her even more about them. It was a useful tool in her doctor’s arsenal, as many patients kept their true feelings to themselves. Now she was determined to get a sense of her participants’ troubles and concerns so that she could cater to their needs. Experience had told her not to share what exactly she was doing to avoid the scepticism or rejection her ‘palm reading’ might trigger in people.

      So she went ahead and put one hand on Abby’s lower back, the other on her hip, and her first impression was immediately confirmed. The middle-aged woman was tense beyond her body. Her muscles were taught, true, but she also seemed to be hiding something deep inside her that was powerfully pushing back. Her friend Celeste gave a similar vibe. She was tense too, but her pressure was fuelled by great disappointment, which Anna also sensed. She only hoped the disappointment was not directed at her workshop!

      Kieran was brimming with hard-to-tame energy, and yet it only flowed on the surface. Deep down, there was a longing for calm. Anna smiled quietly to herself. If Kieran gave in to the following exercises, he was one of those who would stand to benefit most from her approach. Maya, meanwhile, surprised her. She had been able to let herself flow completely into the pose and felt totally relaxed.

      Anna observed her fifth participant from a distance for a moment. She couldn’t see auras and didn’t believe anyone could – she wasn’t that woo – but something made her hesitate. Len held his pose motionless, his arms hanging loosely, with the backs of his fingers resting on the floor. He looked focused and was breathing calmly and evenly. Nevertheless, it was as if a strange, almost inexplicable barrier surrounded him. She stepped closer and touched him gently on the back … unprepared for the force that hit her a second later. As if she had touched a hot stove, she jerked her hand away and barely managed to stifle a cry of pain, the flood of sensations threatening to overwhelm her. An echo of his tremendous longing, his grief and his deep exhaustion reverberated within her. Len must have felt it too. He straightened abruptly, staring her down with his stormy grey eyes, his expression horribly vulnerable. A moment later, he turned and fled.

      Anna briefly wondered if she should run after him. But maybe he just needed some space and would be right back? She knew that was a rather naïve assumption. The fact that he was gone was confirmed by the banging of doors and frantic footsteps from the next room. The mysterious Len had left, and he wouldn’t be coming back. But she still had four other participants, and she would direct all her focus on them for now.
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      It had been a mistake to come! A mistake he should have – could have – anticipated! Lennox felt his heart beating, regularly but as hard and fast as if he had been running. His ears were ringing, and for a moment he was afraid he might faint. Or maybe this was how losing your mind felt! Anna’s brief and very gentle touch had felt to him like an axe blow. The pain wasn’t physical, but that didn’t make it any less cruel. He felt like a barrel of negative emotions had exploded inside of him. He was familiar with each and every one of them: they were all his own, and he had worked very hard to keep them under lock and key. But now they were back, as raw and destructive as ever. Anna had sensed them too, he was sure of it, because just before his inner bomb had detonated, he had noticed her cautiously enquiring touch. It had felt so pleasant for a moment, almost seductive and comforting – and that had probably brought down his barriers. Bang!

      Len couldn’t remember leaving the building, but he was standing on the street, breathing heavily, his backpack in one hand and his guitar case in the other. He looked down at himself and realised he hadn’t changed clothes. He was still wearing his baggy jogging bottoms, but fortunately he had put his boots and leather jacket back on. Slowly, he felt himself calming down.

      Len bent and laced up his boots, then swung his backpack over his shoulder. He needed to decide what to do next.

      “Excuse me, are you Lennox?”

      “Um?” he mumbled irritably as he took in the woman who had asked this surprising question. She had shoulder-length chestnut hair, a smile that grew wider by the second, and was very clearly pregnant. He had never seen her before – not in person, that was ...

      “Is that such a difficult question?” she continued, amused. “I know you must be Lennox. You look like a lot like Isla and Marlin, and you have the same black hair and grey eyes as Shona. But truth be told, I’ve seen a gazillion photos of you, so I didn’t need to speculate. I have to say, though, that you look a little worse for wear IRL. I’m Colleen, by the way. Your future sister-in-law.” She spread her arms and before Lennox knew it, she had pulled him into a hug.

      He was taken completely by surprise when he suddenly felt a distinct kick against his stomach. “Did the baby just punch me?” he asked in amazement.

      “They’re just happy to meet their uncle,” Colleen explained with a laugh. “And I am too! I can’t believe you’re finally here! I almost thought you didn’t really exist. When did you get in? And where are you staying?”

      “Um ...” Back to the monosyllables, but he wasn’t up to this torrent of words right now.

      “Gosh, I do apologise for ambushing you like that! I know I can be a lot. I’m just so happy to meet you.” Colleen beamed warmly at him, then frowned. “Are you here for Anna’s retreat?”

      Not a good topic. “Hm,” he replied with a different syllable for a change. Though he realised that eventually, not too far off, he would have to use his words again. Colleen’s frown had visibly deepened.

      “I signed up for it but quickly knew that it wasn’t for me.”

      “Is that so? Didn’t it only start an hour ago? That’s mighty quick to form an opinion. I bet Anna is devastated. She put so much effort into pulling everything together so quickly and was darn nervous about it. Should I have a word with her? If there’s been a misunderstanding, I’m sure it can easily be sorted out.” She turned to walk to the school building, but Lennox held her back.

      “No, that’s quite all right. It’s not Anna’s fault, it’s mine. I’m just not ready for ... um ... happiness … or yoga. Happiness yoga! I’m sure she’s an excellent teacher.” He cleared his throat. “Coming here was a spur-of-the-moment decision on my part, and a real dick move. Actually, I’m mainly here to meet you and get to know you a little.” He tried to smile and wondered if his fib sounded too made up. But strangely enough, it didn’t feel like a lie at all. Had his subconscious actually led him to Kirkby because of his family? That thought was rather disturbing somehow.

      “That’s so sweet, but why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”

      “I did. I gave Shona a ring last week.”

      “Did you now? She didn’t say a word.” Colleen shook her head. “Oh well, things are a bit crazy here at the moment. Since Isla won the cooking competition last week, the family – heck, the entire town! – has been in a frenzy. Then this morning she got the news that the Michelin Guide has awarded her a second star. Can you imagine? It’s so amazing!” Colleen slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m babbling again. I promise I usually don’t; it’s the hormones. Honestly, they’ve got me completely under their control.”

      Lennox didn’t have much to say to that either. Though the fact that Isla had got her long-awaited second star explained why there were so many cars outside her restaurant. He was thrilled for his sister and would have liked to visit her straight away, but she was probably rather wrapped up right now.

      “Shona’s not even here this weekend, by the way,” Colleen continued. “She’s gone to a whisky fair in Edinburgh with your dad. They will only get back Sunday night. I hope you’ll still be here by then? What are your plans?”

      That was a good question. What were his plans? “Honestly, I don’t have any plans right now,” Lennox admitted. “I just wanted to come by and ...”

      “And?”

      “And ... spend time with you. Get to know you. You and Isla’s Jon and Shona’s new fellow ...” Again, as he listened to himself talk, he knew it wasn’t a lie, not really. He may not have been consciously aware of any of it, but it seemed one of Anna’s higher powers was guiding him right now.

      “I see,” Colleen replied nodding, surprisingly satisfied with his slightly odd explanation. “And where are you going to stay? How about with us? I’d love that! Your old room is still there. Or you can have one of the cottages. Oh, this’ll be so much fun.” She hooked him under his arm and turned towards Harriswood House, the ancestral home of the Fraser family and a place which he associated with a lot more than fond childhood memories.

      Colleen chattered incessantly as they made their way to the house. When his eyes fell on his sister’s restaurant again, he saw that the car park had almost emptied now and most of the cars, including the TV van, had gone.

      “Colleen, don’t be mad at me,” he interrupted her flow of words. “But I’d really like to stop by Isla’s first and congratulate her.”

      “Oh, totally,” she said, “I know how close you two are.” She squeezed his arm briefly and then let go. “I’ll see you later.”

      “See you,” Lennox replied and walked determinedly towards the restaurant. He felt embarrassed that he had never set foot in it before, all the while judging Isla for returning to Kirkby. Back when she had told him, it had really stung. He simply couldn’t understand why his talented, much-loved sister would want to spend her life hidden away in this stuffy town when she could have opened a restaurant anywhere in the world. For years, she had travelled and worked in all sorts of places – and he had always come to visit her. Sometimes he would stay for just a few days, other times for weeks. All the time they had spent together in Italy, Thailand and Denmark meant a lot to him. When he was around Isla, his creative juices just kept flowing. And he did not feel quite as lonesome and lost as he usually did. But since she had returned to Kirkby, he had withdrawn from her. It was meant as a punishment, although it had slowly dawned on him that his refusal to visit her hurt him most of all.

      Lennox took a deep breath and collected himself as he stood facing the restaurant’s front door, then pushed the handle and found the door locked. Huh. How strange! He took a few steps back. Knowing as he did that Isla had a flat above the restaurant, he assumed there had to be another entrance. He walked slowly around the building, whose front looked just like a typical old Scottish farmhouse, despite the fact that it was only a few years old. When he found an archway with trellised roses that led to a sheltered garden, he knew he had found his destination. Isla had often raved to him about her beloved kitchen garden. He stepped through the arch and was greeted by a black Newfoundland with a gleefully wagging tail.

      “You must be Polly,” he greeted the dog and let her sniff his outstretched hand before scratching her ears. Isla had texted him lots of photos of the young but certainly not diminutive dog.

      “Lennox?” he heard Isla’s voice, unusually shrill. “Lenny? I can’t believe it!” Isla came barrelling out of her kitchen like a fury, shoved the dog aside and hugged her brother so fiercely that he almost lost his balance.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” he whispered into her neck and felt tears welling up in his eyes. Gosh, how he had missed his sister!

      She let go and looked at him with both wonder and affection. There was a suspicious gleam in her eyes too. “You’re a mess,” she observed.

      He waved it off. They really didn’t need to discuss his mental state right now. Preferably, never. And at the moment, there were definitely more important topics. “Congratulations on your second star!” he changed the topic.

      “Thanks, but how do you know about that? The press release from the Michelin Guide only went out this afternoon. It can’t have made the news yet.” She looked aside, bashful for once.

      “Not from you, anyway.” This realisation hit him almost as hard as Anna’s touch earlier. In the past, Isla and he had been as close as twins, sharing absolutely everything with one other. But somehow that had changed over the last few years, slowly but surely.

      “I ...” Isla started to explain, then shook her head. “I’m not going to apologise for that. You lost your pole position with me a while ago. Just like I apparently lost mine with you. Why didn’t I know you’d be coming?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest and glared at him defiantly.

      “You’re right. Absolutely right,” he admitted with a sigh. “Colleen recognised me outside the school earlier and she told me.”

      Isla eyed him silently for a few seconds, struggling to process all the confusing information, before she gave up. “I’m clearly missing a lot of key facts here. Nothing you’re saying makes any sense to me. But right now, I don’t have time to deal with it. Our dinner service starts in two hours and we’re a bit behind with the prep because I had to give all those interviews. Do you need somewhere to stay?” He nodded. “Then come with me. You can use my place. It’s pretty much been empty since I moved in with Jon.” She steered him through the kitchen, where three other cooks were bustling about. “Team, this is my brother Lennox. Lenny, these are Tom, my sous chef, Grace, commis chef, and our paid stage, Karim.”

      “Hi,” he said lamely and briefly raised his hand.

      “Hi,” they replied without paying much attention to him. They were all too busy with their work.

      Isla opened a door to a narrow staircase and led the way up to her flat, where they landed in the middle of the living room. “Small, but yours for as long as you want,” she announced, spinning around once. “Living room, bedroom, bathroom. The bedsheets are fresh, and you’ll find towels in the bathroom. There’s my spare key.” She pointed to a shallow bowl on the windowsill, which held a key with a thistle charm. “It would be best if you used the garage entrance. That way, you won’t bother us when we’re working. If you’re hungry, let me know. I’ll see you later.” With that, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and disappeared back into her kitchen.

      “Wow,” he mumbled and put the guitar case down. Next, he went into the bedroom and deposited his backpack in the adjoining dressing room, which was completely empty, apart from two chef’s uniforms. Isla had lived a nomad life for years and, like him, had never cared much for possessions or furniture. Now, by her own admission, she lived above the pub with her boyfriend Jon – and yet everything in this small apartment still oozed his sister’s personality, a fact he found surprisingly comforting. Lennox took a seat in the cozy armchair in the living room’s window alcove and let his gaze take in the familiar landscape and nearby town. He was indeed back. Home. For the moment, anyway.
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      “Thank you so much. It’s just been fantastic,” beamed Celeste as they said their goodbyes early on Sunday afternoon, before hugging Anna and giving her a blissful smile.

      Abby, Kieran and Maya also looked relaxed, cheerful and perhaps even happy. The retreat was over, and besides the initial speedbumps it had gone better than she could have hoped. Still, Anna felt less proud and more just relieved that she had made it to the end.

      She didn’t regret her decision to put on the retreat and see it through, but she also felt no desire to repeat the experience anytime soon. More than once, the retreat had pushed her to her limits and beyond. She had encouraged the participants to push their personal boundaries, and it had been bloody strenuous growth for her, too.

      Free for the first time that week, Anna’s thoughts returned to Len, her shortest-term participant. By now she knew that his full name was Lennox Fraser, the only Kirkby Fraser offspring she hadn’t met before. What was rather surprising was that no one had known Lennox had returned to Kirkby to attend her retreat. Well, strictly speaking, you couldn’t say he’d attended the retreat, given that he’d fled in panic barely half an hour after his late arrival. She couldn’t let go of the memory of that moment when she had touched his back. It had been intimate and even more frightening, as if she had inadvertently shattered his protective shield and exposed him to the full force of the storm of emotions that followed. If she had experienced it so strongly, she couldn’t imagine what he must have felt. What he might still be feeling. She found herself wanting to apologise to him, though what for, she couldn’t really say. She hadn’t done anything wrong, had she?

      On Friday evening, she hadn’t been at all surprised to receive a call from Colleen, who was clearly desperate to know what had transpired at the workshop. She supposed Lennox had only told his ever-curious sister-in-law that yoga wasn’t right for him, and Anna hadn’t been able to expand on that. She now also knew that Lennox was staying in Isla’s flat and appeared to be planning on sticking around for a while. Perhaps she would find an opportunity to talk to him. Anna decided to chat with Isla tomorrow, who surely had more to say on the matter. Unfortunately, her friend was currently rather hard to get a hold of thanks to the excitement surrounding her second Michelin star on top of the usual stress of the weekend services.

      She tidied up the seminar room until there was no trace of the retreat. On Tuesday, her weekly yoga group would meet here again. Presumably without the drama, tears and revelations the last two days had brought! Or so she hoped, anyway.

      Anna sighed. Given how much yoga she had done, she felt rather tense. She could think of a few exercises off the top of her head that would help her relax, but right now, her yoga mat was about the last place she wanted to be. Instead, she would take advantage of the surprisingly beautiful autumn weather and go for a walk. Yesterday, she had taken the group on a similar hike, and it had done them the world of good to climb one of the nearby peaks. She had chosen this one for the large rocks on the summit, which historians couldn’t say for certain marked either an ancient sacrificial site or a place of worship. Whatever they meant, the moss-covered boulders certainly offered plenty of room for imagination – and Abby had felt inspired to tell her friend Celeste that she was in love with her.

      Anna smiled at the memory, especially as the two women had left very happily earlier. They had arrived as old friends and left as new lovers. Anna was certain that the great tension she had noticed in both of them on Friday had been due to all the unspoken, secret love and passion. Anyone would be tense after fighting their emotions for so long! It had been a wonderful resolution to see them together like this.
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