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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 “Spice Up My Life”!

      

      Love, Charlotte
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      Spice Up My Life

      

      A dash of romance, a pinch of mystery, a full serving of passion.

      

      Michelin-starred chef Isla Fraser’s culinary reign over the Scottish Highlands is shaken by Rodney Swinton’s trendy new bistro mere miles away. In the quaint village of Kirkby, where flavour and feud simmer best together, Isla is thrown off guard even further when charming Jon Grant arrives to reopen the local pub.

      As Jon and his lovable Newfoundland, Polly, move into her brother’s B&B, the stage is set for a delicious romance. The chemistry between Isla and Jon is undeniable the more their paths cross. Yet, Jon’s past connection with Rodney stirs Isla’s doubt instead of the flame of romance.

      Can Isla trust the man who has effortlessly spiced up her life or will old grudges put a spoke in the wheel of their budding romance?
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      “Is there something wrong with the oysters?”

      Looking up, Isla found herself staring into a pair of clearly bored blue eyes. They belonged to a waitress whose entire body language radiated inertia – if anything about her zero-energy vibe could ‘radiate’ in the first place, that is. Isla felt her pulse rising along with her irritation. If someone on her own service team ever showed this attitude towards guests, they could start looking for a new job immediately.

      But the question was justified. The ‘trio of fresh, smoked and gratinated oysters’ had been sitting untouched in front of her for more than ten minutes. But the fact that she hadn’t managed so much as a bite had nothing to do with the starter, whose quality she couldn’t yet judge, and everything to do with Rodney Swinton, whom she had spotted at the other end of the restaurant dining room. Her archenemy was here in the company of two women and another man, apparently on the same mission as she was: to try out the brand-new Oyster Club, which had been causing a stir since its opening three weeks ago. Today, on her day off, Isla had got in the car in the morning and braved the Scottish rain to drive the three hours all the way to Perth. She had been curious to see what Dave Hutton was offering in his latest venue. But the sight of Rodney had ruined her appetite.

      Last June, Swinton had opened a bistro in Fort Augustus, at the southern tip of Loch Ness, and the media had gone haywire over it. The bistro’s exotic cuisine was such a hit with Instagram food bloggers that they had predicted a shower of stars almost from day one. It seemed, however, that the Michelin Guide testers disagreed, and so far, Scotland’s favourite influencer chef had not received the coveted honour.

      Unfortunately, neither had she. Not her second star anyway. Isla’s own restaurant, The Scottish Thistle, located some twenty-five miles from Fort Augustus in the quaint town of Kirkby, had been awarded its first Michelin star two years ago. Isla had felt so ready for the second that she had spent months refining her concept and pushing her kitchen team to outdo themselves. But so far, their efforts hadn’t paid off. It sucked big time, and her ego had not taken the snub lightly. Still, her restaurant continued to do well, as if nothing had happened. Which of course was the case, and exactly her issue!

      As far as Rodney’s eatery went, Isla could not see the appeal at all. Why were all these influencers who had such clout in the foodie scene so keen on Rodney’s vain bluster and showmanship? Gold-leaf steaks? Seriously? Who needed that kind of nonsense?!

      Isla herself was known for surprising combinations of regional and seasonal produce, a real challenge in the comparatively barren Scottish Highlands. Which was why she had come to Perth today. But the inspiration she had hoped to find in the oysters was never going to materialise now.

      She looked from the waitress, who was still waiting for an answer, to her untouched plate and shook her head. “I’ll have the bill, please,” she stated curtly.

      “But you ordered the full lunch menu,” the waitress replied, the irritation in her voice loud and clear.

      “Indeed I did. And now I would like to pay for it.” Isla rummaged in her handbag for her phone and took three deep breaths. If she received another reply that rubbed her the wrong way, she would explode. And while the young woman showed no particular talent for working front of house, or at least needed some serious training, she couldn’t be blamed for Isla’s bad mood. That was all Rodney Swinton’s fault. She knew she should rise above her petty feelings, and on a good day, she would. But today was not a good day, and she could already sense a meltdown in the making.

      “That’ll be fifty quid.”

      Isla wordlessly pulled out her phone and tapped it on the outstretched reader. Then she stood up, grabbed her jacket and handbag and left the restaurant without another word.

      

      Two and a half hours later, her massive irritation had subsided and given way to something a whole lot worse: shame. How could she make such a fool of herself? What a stupid and completely unprofessional attitude that had been! Where she ate, and where Rodney did, had precisely nothing to do with them being competitors. Now she still didn’t know if the oysters at the Oyster Club really were as delicious as everyone said, and with breakfast some six hours ago, she was starving! Well maybe not actually starving, but certainly starving for a sugar fix.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures, Isla thought as she cut across the oncoming traffic and into Inverness’s main petrol station. As she filled up her ancient, battered green Mini, she gave in to visualising the cheap, caramel-filled chocolate that would soon numb her senses and restore her mental balance. Guilty pleasure for the win!

      Ever since she was a little girl, she had had a thing for industrially produced chocolate, the cheap stuff that she, as a gourmet chef, could not be caught dead with in public. Beyond the circle of her family, nobody could ever find out that her favourite sweet treat was not the artisanal, organic 85% dark chocolate she occasionally used for the desserts she served her guests, but Cadbury’s caramel chocolate bars. If any of the social media food-fluencers found out, they would burn her as a kitchen witch on a pyre of ridicule and disgust – no question about that! Her own team would probably make fun of her behind her back, and she would lose all the credibility and authority it took to run an exceptional kitchen. Even worse, who knew how her competitors would use this nasty secret against her?

      She had travelled the world for ten years and honed her craft with a wide variety of master chefs. Showing the utmost respect for natural ingredients, her philosophy forbade her the use of any preservatives or flavour enhancers. And yet, nothing could diminish her obsession with cheap chocolate. It was the big, secret love affair of her life, really.

      As the Mini’s tank filled up, she dreamed of the chocolate bars lined up neatly on the shelves and longed for the sugar rush about to flood her veins. Closing the tank lid, she noticed a huge beast of a glossy black pick-up truck pull into the petrol station. The vehicle had barely stopped when the driver jumped out and rushed into the building. This guy wasn’t simply walking; he was prancing, his movements beaming with grating agility and cheer. “I’ll be right back, Polly,” he called out as a giant black creature wailed miserably after him. Isla rolled her eyes and decided not to waste another thought on stupid cars and unnervingly cheerful people. All that mattered right now was chocolate!
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      Why did he have to make this pointless stop, Jon Grant wondered as he entered the shop of the large petrol station. His tank was over half filled, and he didn’t need any magazines or water or snacks. As he took in the rows and rows of fridges, he realised that it had never occurred to him that some petrol stations carried more beer than the average supermarket! What had happened to ‘don’t drink and drive’?! It didn’t make any sense, really.

      Then again, neither did his impulse purchases of the past few weeks. Jon scratched his head as he stared blankly at the cover of Contemporary Country Life magazine. If someone had told him even a year ago that he would move to the sticks and realise his lifelong dream, he would have had quite the laugh at the idea. Last year, he had been the co-managing director, together with his older brother Robert, of the London branch of the advertising agency his parents had founded over thirty years ago. Smart, successful and wealthy, he had nevertheless felt completely burnt out. That was when he had up and returned to Edinburgh. But dropping all the balls like that had only led him to a small rented flat and to spending a lot of time with his parents and younger sister Carla.

      They did their best to distract him – which they considered the right strategy for dealing with his surprise ‘sabbatical’ – but that just meant that he found himself attending events and parties he didn’t fancy or spending hours at family brunches where they regurgitated said events and parties or discussed client strategy. His entire family consisted of ride-or-die ad execs, including his siblings’ partners. His brother’s husband ran the firm’s video department in London, while his sister’s boyfriend, a copywriter by training, had recently been named Creative Director at the Edinburgh head office. He himself had been with Emma, their London Art Director, for years, but their relationship had fizzled out along with his interest in the advertising business. But maybe it was finally time to fess up and admit that neither had been a strong passion of his to begin with. He simply felt there had never been another option to joining the family business. A Grant who didn’t go into advertising? That would have been a first, and not in a good way!

      To be fair, the pressure to follow the family’s beaten path had probably existed only in his mind. He was almost certain that his parents would have supported him had he decided to pursue another career. But somehow, he had never reached that point. As he was neither particularly creative or artsy, he had studied business, specialising in marketing psychology, and had seamlessly slipped into the role of the agency’s strategist. Or, as he himself only half-jokingly called the role when asked what he did: spin-doctor-in-chief.

      It was ridiculously easy to turn consumers into customers if you knew how to apply the right targeted triggers and skilful narratives. For a few years, he had enjoyed refining campaigns, but in the end, he had felt like a pied piper who had given up his dreams and values and sold out.

      

      His time-out in Edinburgh hadn’t felt like much of a first step to turning his life around either – until his old mate Collum McDonald had called him five weeks ago, that was. The pair had studied at university together but hadn’t been in touch in years, and Jon had been more than surprised to learn that the enterprising Collum, who’d always had a head for figures, hadn’t joined a large corporation and worked his way up to CFO. Instead, he was now the mayor of a small village in the Highlands. That was a surprise!

      Collum had raved about his little town, Kirkby, so much that Jon couldn’t help but feel an old, long-buried desire resurface – a yearning to get back to basics, to fresh air, kind people and a simpler, maybe more honest life. When Collum had mentioned the long-empty village pub, which he wanted to bring back to life, Jon couldn’t help but see it as a sign. Even as a child, he had dreamed of owning a pub, sharing his life with guests and locals alike. The idea of being a publican had always met with great laughter whenever he had shared it, not only by his family but also by his pals in school and at uni. But he had never quite forgotten this early dream.

      He had asked Collum for details, and when his chum quoted a ridiculously low price for the property, stressing that while the bones of the building were solid, everything else was in desperate need of a remodel, Jon hadn’t so much as hesitated. Without ever driving up to see The Scary Hound for himself and based solely on a handful of photos and Collum’s word that he wouldn’t regret it, he had bought the place. So for the past week, he had officially been the owner of a pub in the Highlands. After signing all the documents, he had made yet two more irrational purchases: the shiny black pick-up truck and Polly, his new companion, who was clearly less than impressed to be waiting for him in the car.

      He shook his head and stepped away from the magazine rack. A country living magazine would not help him chart the course ahead! He had made his decision to start over, and he would face the challenges that came with it. A glance at his watch told him he still had over an hour before he would meet with Collum, and he estimated that the drive should take no more than thirty minutes from Inverness. Time enough to treat himself to a cup of coffee and something sweet. He headed towards the chocolate aisle, where a red-headed woman was standing, scanning the selection with furrowed brows. They both reached for the last Cadbury’s caramel bar at the same time.

      “You can’t be serious,” she snapped at him, her tone one of dismay and resentment.

      “Aye, I love caramel,” he replied with a smile as he held on to his end of the bar.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she insisted and pulled harder, unwilling to give up.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” The irritation written plainly on her face threatened to reach new levels, her wild blue-grey eyes glinting unrestrainedly.

      “Why have I got to be kidding you? It’s no joke when two people have a craving for the same caramel goodness at the same time.” His voice was calm and amiable, and he spoke a little more slowly, just as he had learnt to do with angry clients and cranky coworkers. Still, he had to admit he was quite enjoying this little interlude.

      Taking a closer look at his ‘opponent’, the woman reminded him of a young Katharine Hepburn. She was probably in her early thirties, slim, skinny even, and a little tomboyish, with a passionately expressive face that seemed to run through a plethora of emotions in quick succession. The irritated glare was followed by eyes widening in disbelief, an angry frown line and then a determined pucker of her beautifully shaped lips.

      “You can stop right there!” she hissed. “Find yourself another chocolate bar, or I can assure you, you will regret it!”

      The compulsion to laugh was too strong and Jon wondered for a moment if he should risk it. But the almost desperate undertone to her ridiculous threat had not escaped him. “If that’s so, be my guest,” he said and let go of the bar. “Enjoy!”

      She mumbled something that almost resembled a ‘thank you’, grabbed another random assortment of chocolate bars and paid quickly. Without giving him another look, she rushed out and sped off in an old dark green Mini. Grinning, he bought himself a second bar of caramel chocolate she had obviously overlooked and went back to his car, suddenly much more relaxed and upbeat. He had no idea why, but suddenly he felt ready for the adventures this next chapter of his life held in store for him.
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      Sometimes, a chocolate bar was all it took! Her blood sugar levels restored, Isla’s mood lifted considerably. As if on command, the sun came out right as she arrived home and lured her into her beloved kitchen garden. There wasn’t anything to harvest yet, it only being March, but she felt herself begin to unwind further as she let her gaze glide over the first tender shoots of her kitchen plants and admired the cheeky little crocuses that refused to let storms and downpours rain on their parade. She bent down to touch the flowers and dig a little in the soil. Slowly, all remaining tension fell away, and she felt the same sense of contentment setting in that took hold of her when she worked on a new recipe.

      “Back already?”

      Smiling, Isla stood up and wiped the dirt off her hands. Colleen, the fiancée of her older brother Alex, stood across from her, looking rather like the cat who’s got the cream. Isla knew exactly why: her future sister-in-law was quite the coffee snob and found the brew produced by the coffeemaker in the main house just as inacceptable as Isla did. So she ignored Colleen’s question and asked in return: “Cappuccino?” Without waiting for an answer, she headed through the back door and into her restaurant kitchen, switched on the shiny Italian espresso machine and washed her hands. While the machine heated up with its usual bubbling and hissing noises, she ground the beans and arranged some shortbread on a plate. The biscuits were thistle-shaped, an exclusive design for her restaurant provided by her cousin Kristy.

      “I love the scent of freshly ground coffee,” Colleen purred, eyes closed and lips curled in an enraptured smile.

      “You are such a caffeine addict,” Isla laughed. “You should really make Alex get a proper coffeemaker for the hotel.”

      “But then I’d lose my excuse to visit you so often,” Colleen disagreed. “And I do get good coffee at work; we have a decent automatic coffee machine at the town hall. Just imagine if the coffee at the resort were as great as everything else. What would the guests complain about?” She grinned.

      “I like your weird optimism,” Isla replied and began to froth the milk while the coffee flowed hot and sizzling into their cups. “Fancy taking advantage of our five minutes of sunshine and heading back outside?”

      Colleen nodded, grabbed the plate of shortbread and disappeared through the door. When Isla followed her a moment later with the two cups, the former had already made herself comfortable on the sheltered bench, her face turned towards the precious spring sun. Could it get any better than a warmer-than-expected spring afternoon with the best cappuccino to be found outside Italy?

      A short while later, a deep rumble startled the two women. They turned to the road where Isla could just make out a large, shiny black pick-up truck driving slowly through the village before disappearing out of sight. Hadn’t she just seen that monster not so long ago?!

      “What’s he doing here?” she spat out, staring at the now empty stretch of road.

      “Do you know who that is?” Colleen looked up in surprise.

      “Pretty sure I met him about an hour ago at the petrol station in Inverness,” Isla said, keeping the chocolate bar incident firmly to herself. “I mean, how many eejits with monster trucks can we have here in one day?” She shrugged. “I wonder what he’s doing in Kirkby.”

      “Could be the new pub owner,” Colleen guessed, ignoring Isla’s scathing – and seemingly unprovoked – comment. “Collum mentioned last Friday that he’d be arriving today.” Colleen had only been around for a few months, but as the town’s new events coordinator she already knew more about the local goings-on than most of the natives. “Too bad it’s my day off!”

      “The bloke I saw at the petrol station didn’t look like someone who’d run a pub,” Isla replied with a frown.

      “Oh, is there a certain way pub owners have to look?” Colleen teased her. “I didn’t realise there were visual standards.”

      Isla rolled her eyes. “Aye, all right. It’s a cliché ...” she hesitated. “But most rural publicans don’t look so ... um ... suave.” The first word to pop into her head had been ‘hot’, and Isla desperately wondered how that could be the case for the eejit who had almost stolen her chocolate bar. Well, he had ultimately given in, but he had clearly been making fun of her while he did it. Now that she thought about it, she decided he was no longer hot but rather rude. And she most definitely couldn’t stand him. End of story. “And he prances!” she blurted out before she could smack her hand over her mouth.

      Colleen giggled. She clearly found the whole conversation far too amusing. “Suave and prancing? A pub owner could never!”

      “You know what I mean! One of those guys who could never just walk like a normal person and insists on irritating the hell out of the rest of us mere mortals with all their energy and good cheer,” she explained, realising herself how deranged that sounded. “Anyway, just seeing him prance like that rubs me the wrong way.” Annoyed she felt so defensive about the whole thing, she shut up and crossed her arms in front of her chest.

      “You really are something else,” Colleen exclaimed, still smiling. “I know some of you Frasers can be judgmental, but if the way a man walks can push your buttons ...”

      “He doesn’t push any buttons! It’s just ... Oh, forget it!”

      Now Colleen actually had the nerve to throw her head back and laugh out loud. She took her sweet time to regain her composure and even made a bit of a show out of wiping tears from her eyes. Then she said: “I can’t wait to meet our mystery man. I’m already sure he will be a real asset to Kirkby, whoever he is.”

      “I just had another kind of person in mind for the pub. And Da will hate him, I can guarantee that,” Isla grumbled.

      “Your father will hate him whether he’s a city boy or not. Simply because he is a friend of Collum’s. And maybe also because the pub is reopening, which – heaven forbid! – means something is changing in Kirkby. Marlin is an old grouch who loves to complain. But he’ll come around eventually.”

      “That is a very optimistic thought. Let me just say, you haven’t seen him on top of his game yet,” retorted Isla, glad they had moved onto safer conversational ground. “You’ve only known him ... how long? Five months?”

      “Long enough,” Colleen claimed and shrugged nonchalantly.

      “That would make you the first ...”

      “He’s just set in his ways, but he’ll see pretty quickly how good it is for Kirkby to have a pub again after all these years.”

      Isla waved it off. “It doesn’t matter what Da thinks anyway. Most people are excited about it, and I’m all for it too. If there’s a pub in town, I won’t have to keep turning away visitors asking for fish and chips. I’m just not sure if this bloke is up to the challenge of reviving an old pub. That’s if he’s the new owner at all. At this point, we’re just speculating based on a truck I saw earlier driving down the road. It’s a lot more likely it was just passing through.” Isla thought about this statement. It sounded plausible enough. She almost believed it herself.

      “Or we’ll have a lot of fun and excitement soon,” Colleen happily axed the peace of mind Isla had just tried to restore. Then she stood up. “Thanks for the coffee. But now, there’s something I need to do!” Eyes twinkling, she hugged Isla, mounted her bike and disappeared – no doubt into the village to find out all there was to know about the mysterious new publican.

      The cloud that appeared to hide the sun again a little later was surely just a return to the typical Scottish weather and not a dark omen. Or was it?
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      It was a good, almost uplifting feeling to follow the west bank of Loch Ness southwards from Inverness, then turn right at Drumnadrochit and take a narrow lane through the countryside for another few miles. There was a lot of countryside out here, come to think of it. And could this bleak environment really become his new home? Jon’s route took him up and back down again along a winding path through some woods. Another long right-hand bend and then he caught sight of a church spire. One more small hill and there it was: Kirkby, in all its splendour. Just under six hundred residents: that was how big – or small – his new hometown was.

      He drove slowly past the town’s welcome sign, passed the turn-off to the local Michelin-starred restaurant, The Scottish Thistle, Collum had raved about and to The Cosy Thistle, a luxurious ecolodge that belonged to a member of the same family, if he remembered correctly. Collum envisioned the pub as an affordable alternative to these two high-end establishments.

      A little later, Jon reached the village square, which was dominated by the church, the town hall and a large building with boarded-up windows that, in stark contrast to the newly renovated local authority and the neatly kept place of worship, looked neglected and unwelcoming. He parked his car and got out, Polly howling indignantly at him again. Somehow, he had imagined the next girl in his life to be a little more chill than this! Sighing deeply, he walked around the truck, opened the passenger door and helped the black-maned, long-legged, but rather clumsy creature down to street level.

      “I can’t believe it,” bellowed the familiar voice of his old chum Collum, who came rushing out of the town hall.

      “What’s that? We’d agreed that I’d come up today,” Jon wondered and raised an eyebrow, slightly confused. Meanwhile, Polly relieved herself against the truck’s front wheel, ignoring the commotion.

      “You of all people in such a vehicle! And with your own Highland cow!” Collum, shaken by a fit of good-natured laughter, pointed at the truck and Polly.

      “What’s wrong with my car? And don’t start on my wee lass here.” He looked down at Polly, whose big brown eyes were fixed on the mayor. Apparently, she wasn’t sure what to make of him yet.

      “Your wee lass is one of a kind,” Collum snorted. “Though not entirely housetrained maybe.” He pointed to the large puddle seeping through the cobblestones. Where was the proverbial Scottish rain when you needed it?

      “Strictly speaking, we are outdoors. But I’ll make sure to take her to the village green in the future,” Jon replied and broke into a wide smile. What an arrival! He cleared his throat and said formally: “May I introduce you? Polly, this is Collum, the mayor of Kirkby. Collum, this is Polly, my ... er ...”

      “Wee lass, I know,” Collum finished the sentence and gave a flourishing bow. He held out his right hand to Polly and was pleasantly surprised when she took his ‘paw’. “Charming, Polly.” Then the mayor spread his arms wide and pulled Jon into an awkward hug, patting him on the back. “It’s good to have you here!”

      “Thanks, I’m glad to be here too.” Jon looked around. He spotted dark curls in an upstairs window of the town hall and what looked like people moving behind the curtains of two other houses. Obviously, his arrival had attracted some attention.

      “Can I offer you a cup of coffee in the town hall, or do you want to inspect your new digs straight away?” Collum asked.

      “What a shame that you have to go to the town hall for a cup of coffee! I suppose we better see to it that Kirkby will have its pub again soon!” His stomach was tingling with a sense of adventure, anticipation and plain nerves. Almost as if he were in love, or about to see his bride for the first time on their wedding day.

      “Exactly what I’ve been saying for years,” Collum agreed and led the way.

      They crossed the square to the pub, and even though there were no other people around, Jon couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

      “Am I paranoid or is half the town hiding behind their curtains and spying on us?” he asked, half-jokingly.

      “Of course they are! Why wouldn’t they? I told everybody the pub’s new owner would be arriving today, and with the noise this thing makes, you didn’t exactly make a discreet entrance.” Collum pointed over his shoulder at the black pick-up.

      “What’s wrong with my truck? It’s just the thing for a rural area like the Highlands. It has all-wheel drive, and the bed is large enough to transport a lot of supplies. Besides, I got a great deal.”

      “I’m not surprised! Who would want a petrol guzzler like that these days?” Collum teased. “Could it be that this is your first foray into the Highlands? Considering how old you are, I would have thought you’d have been here before.” Collum gave him a good-natured wink, and Jon only nodded as the mayor continued: “We may be out in the sticks, but our roads are tarmac, and the delivery trucks from the breweries and distilleries make it all the way out here too. But you could always start transporting sheep. Or cattle, maybe ...”

      Jon decided to ignore the banter. He had done more things that were out of character in the last few days than in the entire thirty-six years of his life before. Heavens, he’d spent most of his savings on the pub and the truck! So he’d better enjoy them, right?

      At the pub’s door, Collum handed Jon a keyring that looked like it had not been used in several decades and stepped aside. “Welcome home!”

      Jon’s tension mounted. From the outside, The Scary Hound certainly lived up to its name. Polly, more scared than scary hound herself, seemed to pick up on his change of emotion and grew jittery as well. As she pressed tightly against him, he felt her tremble slightly. Jon inserted the largest key into the lock and turned it. The solid wooden door opened with a satisfying clunk. He took a deep breath and entered the dim taproom. There was enough light for him to make out the bar counter at the far end and a bunch of tables and chairs piled up in a corner. “Is the power turned on?” he asked.

      “Sure! And the hot water, too,” Collum replied amused and flipped the light switch.

      Old ceiling lamps blazed to life, bathing the large space in a warm light. Stirred by the light breeze from the still open door, dust floated in the air, and a shadow flitted into the darkness, vanishing under the mound of furniture. Polly let out an excited yelp and pressed herself even closer to Jon.

      “Gross! There aren’t rats, are there?” Jon asked. He wasn’t afraid of rodents per se, but they were a major problem for a hospitality business.

      “That would be some rat,” said Collum. “So let’s just hope it wasn’t.”

      A moment later, they saw something move again under the furniture, and Polly, apparently recovered from her surprise, barked loudly and lunged in its direction. What followed was a cacophony of howls, snarls and rattling furniture.

      “Polly, get back here! Now!” Jon hollered, but there was no indication that his dog had heard him at all. If she had, she simply ignored him, chasing enthusiastically after whatever the creature was. The mystery was solved when a cat took an elegant leap onto a wobbly table. The giant, grey tabby stared them down indignantly.

      “Oh, it’s Elvis. That makes sense,” said Collum, perfectly calm.

      “I have no idea how Elvis appearing in my pub would make sense, but I’m happy you think so,” Jon replied dryly.

      “If we spread the word, it could attract a lot of customers,” Collum suggested with a laugh.

      “Maybe I could ask him to tidy up a little before we open to the public,” Jon replied grinning.

      “Here you are, you naughty boy!” A pretty, blonde woman had stepped up behind them, and Jon wondered who she was talking to. Collum perhaps?

      “Oh! Hello, Anna,” the mayor greeted her cheerfully. That didn’t sound like he was the naughty boy the woman was looking for. “May I introduce you to Kirkby’s new publican? Anna, this is Jon Grant. Jon, this is Annabel Campbell, our local doctor.”

      The woman held out her hand and smiled brightly at Jon. “Good to meet you. I’m thrilled we’ll soon have a pub!”

      “Me too, Dr Campbell.” He shook her hand and marvelled at the petite doctor’s surprisingly firm handshake.

      “Anna, please,” she corrected, “Kirkby isn’t a formal place. Besides, I’ve only been here a few weeks, and we newcomers have to stick together, right?”

      Jon nodded, and Anna, who didn’t seem to expect an answer from him, let her gaze wander around the room. When she zoomed in on the giant cat and then saw the dog under the table below, her smile grew even wider. “And who are you, you beautiful little thing?” she squealed, her voice rising to the level usually reserved for babies. Which, technically speaking, Polly was. The doctor crouched down and held out her hand, and his puppy didn’t need further prompting. She gave up her hiding place, toppling over two more chairs in the process, and rushed over.

      “This is Polly,” introduced Jon.

      “You’re adorable,” praised Anna. “Did the bad cat scare you?”

      “Meow!” interjected the bad cat promptly. With a giant leap, Elvis hopped off his safe lookout and strutted towards Anna and Polly, bushy tail raised high and a very suspicious look on his face. An arm’s length away from them, he fearlessly sat and stared them down.

      “And this is Elvis, my cat,” Anna explained, turning to Jon. “Unfortunately, he has never heard that cats don’t have large territories; he loves to explore and considers the entire town his turf.” She sighed slightly.

      “But how did he get into the pub?”

      She shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe a window or the back door isn’t locked properly. He’s quite skilful if he sees an opportunity. But no worries, he’s friendly with all humans and most animals. He doesn’t even mind dogs, which seems out of character, but there you have it. Is Polly a Newfoundland?” she enquired as she continued to pet Polly’s shiny black coat.

      “She is. And I assume she has little to no experience with cats. But the breed is considered very sociable, or that’s what the internet says.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Just fourteen weeks. I got her last Friday. It was a bit of a ... spontaneous decision. I thought it would be nice to have a dog out here; make sure I don’t feel too lonely.” Embarrassed by what sounded like an overshare, he continued: “The car dealer’s wife breeds Newfoundlands, and Polly was the runt of the litter. Nobody wanted her and ...” That didn’t make things better, did it? Why the heck was he still babbling?!

      “That explains a lot,” Collum rejoined the conversation, apparently struggling to suppress another laughing fit. Fortunately, he didn’t elaborate.

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, it’s really not that lonely here,” Anna added. “But it’s always good to have an emotional support animal, and I’m sure Polly will bring you a lot of joy.”

      “When I’ve learnt to train her properly, sure,” Jon mumbled. Calling his decision to get Polly spontaneous was still an understatement. It hadn’t really been a decision at all! When he had picked up his truck, he had noticed the dealer’s Newfoundland and commented on the imposing dog. Whatever happened next, he couldn’t quite remember. In any case, he had set off an hour later in his new crew cab pick-up, with a large bag of kibble and Polly in the backseat, and a handwritten list of things he was supposed to get for her immediately. Jon had felt a little duped and couldn’t shake the feeling that the car dealer and his wife had looked quite relieved when he had taken off with the clumsy puppy in tow. But he had decided not to give it another thought – partly because he barely had time for much thinking, anyway, as taking care of an XXL puppy like Polly demanded his full attention. She was incredibly affectionate and playful, but when left unoccupied she chewed up everything she could reach with her needle-sharp baby teeth. And considering her size, she could reach a lot of things! He clearly recalled the breeder mentioning that Polly was ‘mostly potty-trained’, which had been a shameless exaggeration. The exterior of his new truck may still be all new and shiny, but the interior had already suffered through enough accidents to make a detailing appointment a high priority.

      “You’ll be fine,” Anna reassured him. “And if you’re having a hard time, I’ve heard there’s a dog whisperer in town. Colleen said something to that effect.” Eyebrows raised, she turned to Collum for confirmation.

      “Aye, they say old Fraser works miracles with dogs,” Collum agreed. “He’s not great with people, though, and as he hates me, it’s fair to assume he won’t like you either.” He shrugged, apparently not particularly worried about the animosity.

      “Why? What did I do to him?”

      “Nothing. But I’m sure Marlin Fraser would argue that being friends with me attests to a lack of good sense. Besides, you bought the pub, and he can’t control what you’re going to do with it. He hates not being in control even more than me. But no worries, he’ll come around eventually. It’s just a matter of time. That’s how he is.” Collum shrugged, apparently unconcerned.

      “Okay, if you say so ...” Jon replied and stretched. Kirkby’s social life seemed a little more complex than he had anticipated. Then again, he usually got on well with everyone. That’s why he had been the agency’s designated problem-solver and one-man task force for difficult clients and challenging projects. He would get on well with the locals here too!

      “Collum, stop it, you’re scaring Jon! Marlin is actually very sweet,” interjected Anna. “He came to my practice last week. Not because there was something wrong, but to make sure I’m a real doctor in case he does fall ill and needs medical attention. He was a little grumpy at first, but eventually he warmed up to me, some.” She laughed and stood up, causing Polly to snap for her trouser leg in protest.

      “Polly!” Jon reprimanded her, and the dog looked up at him in surprise. “You can’t do that!” She barked once and jumped up to turn towards Elvis, who had been sitting regally like a sphinx the whole time, watching his human pet the young dog. Instead of running away as Polly turned, he hissed and puffed up his fur to look even bigger than before. Polly was clearly impressed because she stopped abruptly and whined a little as she looked back and forth between the cat and her owner.

      “Well, lassie, you’ve brought this on yourself,” Jon told her sternly. “I see only two options: either you make your retreat, or you make friends with him.”

      “Be nice to her, Elvis,” Anna asked the cat with much greater empathy for the puppy. “Polly is new here and doesn’t have any friends yet.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh dear, it’s late! I’m afraid I have to run. Let’s postpone this canine-feline friendship project to another day.” She looked regretfully at the gathered group, then let out a sharp whistle, and left for the door, her cat following her like a dog. In the doorway, she turned round once more and waved goodbye to Jon and Collum.

      “I guess you don’t need Marlin Fraser if you need training tips for Polly,” Collum remarked. “Just ask the doc.” He winked unambiguously at his friend. “She’s single, by the way.”

      Jon shook his head, smiling. He had been in Kirkby for less than an hour, and he was already being set up. The doctor was certainly a very attractive and kind woman, but she wasn’t his type. That redhead with the temper he had run into at the petrol station earlier … She was a different matter! But if Anna could teach him how to get Polly to follow his whistle signals, he’d love to spend more time with her. “Good to know, but for the time being, the furry female in my life keeps me busy enough. And by the look of it, so will this dump of a pub!”

      “Dump?” Collum feigned indignation. “It’s a gem, is what this is! A good scrub, and everything will look like new.”

      “Hear, hear! Let’s wait to see what’s underneath this layer of dust. And I can’t wait to see the two upper floors.”

      “Right, let’s go up! There are five guest rooms upstairs that might need a bit more work than the pub, and the last owner used to live in a few rooms in the attic. You can remodel everything to give you a nice big flat up there. There’s also a garden, which is ideal for your young lady here.” Collum looked at Polly, who was focused on chewing a chair leg to shreds. “Looks like she may have a beaver in her family tree?”

      “That would explain a few things,” Jon replied with a sigh. But an old chair was definitely not his primary concern. He was starting to estimate how much time and money the renovations would take before he could open this place: a lot! That much he could say without being an expert. “Anyway, I’ll have to rename the pub. The Scary Hound sounds like a terrible self-fulfilling prophecy. I can’t risk Polly taking inspiration from the name.” Straightening his shoulders, he said firmly: “Come on, lassie, let’s go upstairs and inspect our new home.”

      

      An hour later, Jon had a pretty good overview – and was thoroughly disillusioned. “Wow, this was potentially the shortest honeymoon in history,” he said to Collum as they left the building and locked the door behind them. There was no way he would be able to live on the premises during the remodel, as he had planned. Both the guest rooms and the small flat under the roof were uninhabitable and required a complete overhaul.

      “Honeymoon?” Collum asked, slightly confused.

      “When we arrived earlier, I felt like a groom about to see his bride,” Jon explained.

      “I see. Unfortunately, the bride hadn’t bothered to see a beautician or wear a pretty dress. What a shame,” Collum continued the analogy.

      “Something like that.” Jon sighed. He could make it official now: he had apparently lost his mind. Otherwise, he would never have agreed to this madness. Buying a run-down pub in the middle of nowhere? That, plus an oversized truck and an even more oversized dog?

      He closed his eyes for a moment. It was all rather overwhelming, and overwhelmed was certainly how he felt. But at the same time, he could sense a whisper of anticipation. This was the biggest adventure of his life, and he was going to enjoy every minute of it. “It doesn’t matter. Maybe it’s more fun if I help the bride with her beauty regime?” He gave his friend a feeble smile.

      “That sounds like a solid foundation for a happy marriage.” Collum patted him on the back. “I’ll email you a list of contractors in the area. They’ll help you spruce things up.”

      “Sounds good. And one more thing: I need a place to stay during all that sprucing up.”

      “You’re welcome to crash at my place,” Collum offered, but he sounded half-hearted. His sideways glance at Polly showed Jon the reason why his friend’s hospitality was not as forthcoming as it probably would have been under different circumstances. “Or ...” Collum’s face brightened noticeably as he spotted a woman sauntering towards them from the town hall. “We could ask Colleen!”

      “What could we ask Colleen?” the woman with the chestnut hair and American accent enquired as she reached them.

      “Don’t suppose you guys have a cottage available for Jon and Polly? They need a place to stay until they can move into the flat above the pub. It’s going to take a while.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Colleen replied while scrutinising Jon with a curious smile. “We can always make room for another suave city boy. Especially of the prancing kind.”

      “Huh?” Jon and Collum asked in sync.

      “Oh, nothing,” Colleen shook her head and held out her hand to Jon. “Welcome to Kirkby!”
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      The sun was out again and had been since the early morning. Isla was itching to spend a few hours in her garden. Instead, she stood at the open window of her restaurant kitchen, going over the orders for her supplier. The menu for the next three weeks had been finalised a while back, but she was in the mood to add something new. Of course, precisely none of this was even remotely related to Rodney Swinton’s social media posts, in which he raved about his ah-mah-zing visit to the Oyster Club. Seriously, for how many Insta stories could you milk a single lunch?! And now he felt soooooo inspired – all hush-hush big secret, of course – but his next feat of genius would be revealed on his menu as early as this week. Why did people fall for his lame showing-off? She would never understand that, Isla thought angrily.

      She returned her attention to her garden. Even in the last twenty-four hours, more green shoots had appeared, and Isla could hardly wait to harvest herbs from her own beds again. The winter was too bloody long around here! Fortunately, her most sensitive and exotic plants that were a pain to grow in the harsh Scottish climate were thriving in the sheltered raised beds by the kitchen wall. She relied primarily on regional ingredients, but she reckoned that if Thai basil, chillies and lemongrass were happy to grow in her own garden, she might as well use them. It didn’t get more local than that! She loved Asian cuisines and had spent five weeks just this winter in Thailand and Vietnam, travelling solo and focusing on finding the most interesting recipes and ingredient combinations. Merging Asian flavours with the heartier Scottish food was her latest obsession, but it would be a while before she could use her home-grown herbs and spices again, a requirement for putting the new dishes she was thinking of on the menu. Isla sighed and turned back to her tablet and the order list. She had to send it off in the next half hour to make the cutoff time for tomorrow’s delivery.

      Isla startled. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied movement outside. She straightened up and leant forwards to get a better look. The sight of the intruder left her gobsmacked: a black dog, about knee-high, had hopped into one of the raised beds and was digging a hole right among her precious plants with an urgency as if she had hidden some juicy bones underneath.

      Isla let out a stunned cry that did not faze the dog for more than a second before it was back to digging and rolling around in the moist soil. Outraged, Isla grabbed the nearest object and threw it out of the open window at the destroyer of her garden. It was a Funko Pop doll her young sous-chef had given her a while back. The silly thing – a red-haired, aproned little guy holding a Tabasco bottle – was called ‘Zorn with hot sauce’, and as it turned out, it made an excellent projectile. The spicy Zorn hit the beast somewhere on its upturned belly, causing the dog to give a startled yelp. As it jumped back onto all fours, it trampled down more shoots before turning her funny kitchen decoration into a chew toy.

      What the …! Isla rushed outside and towards the dog, waving her arms and swearing profusely. The beast – which she could now see was probably still a puppy – looked thrilled at the additional commotion. It looked up, slobber running down Zorn, and wagged its tail enthusiastically. “Out of my garden, right now!” Isla commanded as she drew closer.

      The dog hopped out of the raised bed, but not to obey her command and leave. Instead, it dropped onto its front legs and stretched its behind into the air, the fluffy tail in wild helicopter-rotating mode – a clear invitation for her to play. Isla almost smiled at this giant, and admittedly adorable, puppy, but then she thought about her ruined herb bed again. “I told you to get lost,” she grumbled and reached for the doll. But the dog managed to ditch her and dash out of the garden. Isla followed close behind.

      The wild chase ended abruptly in front of one of the cottages that were part of her brother’s resort. Wonderful! Apparently, the dog’s owner was a hotel guest and might well be planning to come to her restaurant too. She needed to get a grip on her temper, and pronto. But before she had completed her transformation into professional Isla, the cottage door opened and out stepped … the bloke from the petrol station! What the heck was he doing here?!

      “You?” she blurted out. Her mind tried to make sense of this surprise. Was he a guest? Colleen hadn’t mentioned anything yesterday, so Isla had assumed that the man whose gait and car she had found so utterly annoying had just been passing through and was not the pub’s new owner. In fact, she hadn’t given him a second thought until just now.

      “Me indeed,” he replied dryly and smiled. “Fancy seeing you again. I hope the caramel bar saved the world from impending doom.”

      Impending doom? What was he talking about? She stared at him blankly.

      “Well, you promised I’d regret it if I didn’t let you have the chocolate,” he jogged her memory.

      Isla felt herself blushing. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about,” she stammered. How rude of him to point out her rather embarrassing behaviour at the petrol station. Besides, she was here because of an entirely different ‘regret’ now, namely the destruction of her precious herb garden. “Speaking of regrets, I assume this is your dog?” She pointed to the black furball that had sat down next to the man while trying its best to tear her kitchen mascot to shreds.

      His face lost its bright smile for a brief moment. “I’m afraid so. Has Polly done something wrong?” He looked down at the dog. “Lass, you’re all filthy. What did you get into? And what’s that? Did you steal a child’s toy?” He wrestled the remainders of the doll, which was covered in an unappealing mix of drool and bite marks, from the puppy. “I certainly hope whatever-this-is doesn’t hold special value to you,” he said, half amused, half embarrassed.

      “Before we continue this conversation, I would like to know who you are,” she replied, immediately regretting her stern tone. But she couldn’t very well shout at one of her brother’s guests, could she? Even if that was exactly what she felt like doing. Even worse, what if he was here for her and the restaurant? Heaven forbid, could he be her much longed-for food critic?

      His smile widened into a grin. “Now I am a little at a loss. How does who I am have anything to do with what’s going on here? Is there more than one version of the story?”

      Great, besides everything else, he was a real smart aleck! “No, there is only one version of this story, but I can think of a few different ways to present it to you,” she snorted. One more smart remark and she wouldn’t care if he was a paying guest of her brother’s establishment or even a Michelin Guide tester – and why should she anyway! She wasn’t here for a chat, but to complain about his unruly dog. Her indignation, briefly subdued by her surprise, grew again. “Your dog vandalised the rare plant bed in my kitchen garden. I threw the doll through the window to scare it off, unsuccessfully by the way. So no, it’s not the toy that holds value to me but the plants. The plants that are now dead!” She snatched the doll out of his hand.

      “Well, I’m not a fan of people throwing things at my dog, but I am truly sorry Polly got into your flower bed. I will, of course, cover any damage caused. I’m Jon Grant, by the way. And you are?”

      “Isla. Isla Fraser,” she replied curtly. His name sounded familiar. Should she know him?

      He certainly seemed to recognise her name because his face brightened even more. If he wasn’t careful, he would soon start to glow. His sparkling dark brown eyes were beaming like the sun on a summer’s day, with a side of amused merriment. “Isla Fraser? The owner of The Scottish Thistle?” he exclaimed delightedly. “Amazing! I’ve just bought the pub. So we’re basically colleagues now.”

      Colleagues? Was he daft? How could this fool compare her Michelin-starred restaurant to a village pub? She shook her head in disbelief but managed to keep the thought to herself. “Whatever,” she mumbled just as she remembered something: her order! She checked her watch. “Oh no! If I don’t send my order within the next five minutes, my guests will have to dine on fish and chips tomorrow … or haggis!”

      Without waiting for a reply, she turned and rushed back to her restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      Shaking his head, Jon remained standing in the doorway to his cottage for a while longer and watched the feisty redhead until she was out of sight. Now, that had been a bit of a disaster, hadn’t it? And it was certainly his doing: stuck on the phone with a contractor Collum had recommended, he hadn’t noticed Polly sneaking out through the open patio door to go exploring. He hadn’t even been aware that she was missing until he heard the commotion outside and stepped to the window, only to see his Newfoundland puppy galloping happily towards his cottage, followed by a much less happy-looking Isla Fraser.

      “Was that really necessary?” he softly scolded Polly, who didn’t look the least bit guilty but just incredibly cute. He sat down on the front step, and Polly clambered onto his lap and rubbed her dirt-covered nose against his shirt. Then she spun round and curled up with a contended sigh. “Your cute puppy eyes won’t work on me for much longer, lassie,” he said, scratching her behind her soft ears. At just four months old, she already weighed as much as an adult bulldog and was about as hard to lift. When she was fully grown, Polly would weigh at least three times as much, the vet in Edinburgh had told him when he had Polly checked out before their departure to the Highlands.

      It was probably high time to train her in earnest so that she would show socially acceptable behaviour. But how did you teach a puppy not to run off and dig up other people’s gardens? Or chew on furniture – another of Polly’s habits he could do without – not even one’s own, or leather car seats. The fact that she loved to sit on his lap was cute right now, but that should probably also go on the list of things to stop before she got any bigger. Come to think of it, sleeping in his bed needed to go on that list too. He was surprised she still did it as the vet had told him this was extremely atypical behaviour for her breed. Thanks to their heavy coat, Newfoundlands simply found beds too warm. Not Polly! Jon sighed. So many tasks, so little time … Oh well, at least he couldn’t anticipate any woman wanting to take over Polly’s spot in his bed any time soon, and more important than dog training was the pub remodel.

      Colleen had welcomed him warmly to The Cosy Thistle yesterday, and in a neighbourly spirit, her fiancé Alex Fraser, the resort’s owner, had given him a good deal well below the usual weekly rate. Nevertheless, he had to move fast. The summer season would begin in five weeks, and from then on, all the cottages were fully booked. So he had a hard deadline to get his flat above the pub remodelled to the point where he and Polly could move in. Ideally, the pub and guestrooms would be ready by then as well.

      Jon had to admit that he had been rather naïve about the whole endeavour. In his mind’s eye, he had only seen himself behind a polished bar, tapping beer and pouring whisky for his numerous guests. He had even visualised himself in the kitchen preparing fish and chips. What he had not once imagined was all the steps it would take to get to that point!

      To be fair, being a visionary had been his role for many years. At the ad agency, he had been the one to create scenarios for clients that required a gazillion steps – steps that were then diligently executed by others on the team. Now again, he could clearly envision his opening party and easily see himself welcoming overnight guests for breakfast every morning. But he didn’t have the faintest idea of how to transform the dump he had seen yesterday into the welcoming country pub complete with guestrooms that existed in his imagination!

      Tomorrow morning, he would meet with a builder from the neighbouring town who specialised in renovating historic buildings in the region, so he’d better come up with a strategy before then. And a new name. There was no way he could keep The Scary Hound! Jon picked up his sleeping dog, rose from his stoop and headed back into the cottage. With Polly gently placed on the dog bed that she herself largely ignored, he sat down and opened his laptop. For a moment, he wondered if he should just call his sister. Carla was brilliant at coming up with product and event names, and it wouldn’t take her long to fire off a few cool suggestions. But as quickly as the thought had come up, he dismissed it. His family still considered his pivot a phase he would outgrow. As creative as the entire Grant clan was, running a pub in the Highlands was far beyond their imagination. Well, they would have to come to terms with it eventually.

      He remembered a children’s book about a pub he had read ages ago as a kid, The Fierce Badger. Back then, the eponymous character had seemed like the perfect namesake for a pub, and in hindsight he wondered if this story had planted the seed for this secret career aspiration in him. He grinned. His pub would probably be named for an animal, but neither a scary hound nor a fierce badger felt quite right. He wanted something that sounded upbeat and inviting, but also a little quirky to make people ponder – and talk – about it.

      Jon mused over drunken unicorns and nutty squirrels until, out of the blue, inspiration struck him: he knew instantly that he’d struck gold! Clichéd as it may be, the old saying that even the longest journey begins with a first step had proved true. He had the perfect name for his pub, and ideas for the visual realisation immediately started popping into his head. Jon closed the ‘pub name generator’ website that hadn’t helped one bit. Instead, he began to research sign painters in the vicinity. Ordering a stunning sign was a top priority. The sooner he had the design, the sooner he could set up his website and social media accounts. Advertising professional that he was, he also made a note to register the new name as a brand. You never knew ...

      A few minutes later, Jon had managed to talk a sign painter in Inverness into meeting with him in an hour. In any case, he wanted to grab a few things in the city for the next few steps on his journey to Highland pub-owner bliss.

      

      “Lassie, it’s high time we apologised to Ms Fraser!” Jon announced the next day with a stern look at Polly. He had spent the past three hours with the contractor. Together, they had surveyed the entire building and determined what needed to be fixed. Robert ‘Bob’ Robertson was as thorough as Collum had promised, and Jon now felt confident that the pub could be saved and actually turned into a successful hospitality business. Even more surprising considering all the tasks Bob had put on the list, the schedule also seemed doable. Jon could only hope that his new general contractor would manage to rope all the various subcontractors they would need into the project at short notice.

      What a blessed state ignorance was, Jon thought and sighed. But that door had closed for him, so he decided to just go with the flow. And things were flowing quite nicely! Yesterday’s meeting in Inverness had been equally productive. Killian Craigsmuir, the young sign painter who had only recently taken over his uncle’s workshop, had shown Jon samples of his work, including some traditional signs in the style British pubs had used forever, and some modern ones that catered more to Jon’s personal taste. Still, he had ultimately commissioned a hand-painted metal sign in the time-honoured style rather than his modern favourite, an LED-illuminated Perspex affair. With a quick, steady hand, Killian had made a few rough sketches, and they had settled on the primary colours, based on the greens and blues of the Grant hunting tartan. With a colour scheme in place and a list of primary and accent colours at the ready, things could move faster in the morning meeting with Bob.

      On his way back from Inverness, he had stopped at the traditional Highland House of Fraser shop to order curtains and bed linens for the guestrooms as well as a kilt for himself in the same pattern. He already owned a kilt in his family’s traditional colours of red with a bit of petrol. Nice, but not the perfect match for his new pub design. As he was there, he had also ordered a collar for Polly made of the same fabric. It would be several sizes too large for her right now, but if she continued to grow at her current rate, it would fit her sooner rather than later. For the time being, she wore a chequered kerchief around her neck that could go into the laundry after every roll in the dirt. Jon gave his pup a quick brush so that she would look nice and clean as they went to apologise to Isla. He tapped briefly on the simply enormous box of purple and gold bars tucked under his arm, which he hoped would be an appropriate gift to make up for Polly’s misbehaviour. With the culprit on the lead for once – not that she’d get any ideas! – he made his way to The Scottish Thistle.

      From the outside, the restaurant looked hardly any bigger than the other cottages and just about as old and weathered. But Colleen had already told him that the building was only a few years old, albeit built in the traditional style to blend in nicely with the other structures on the property. The front door was locked. Unsurprising as it was just after two o’clock, and the restaurant opened only for dinner service in the spring.

      Jon knocked anyway. He wasn’t an expert, but he thought it highly unlikely that nobody would be working in the kitchen of a Michelin-starred restaurant mere hours before opening. But no response. He slowly strolled around the house towards the back entrance. Recognising where they were headed, Polly promptly pulled hard on the lead and wagged her tail enthusiastically. Sure enough, she led him straight through an archway and into a very tidy, well-organised garden – and to what had to be the kitchen door. The rear of the house also featured the typical grey granite façade but looked much more modern. Through a large window, he could see three people clad in chef attire at work. Bingo!
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        * * *

      

      Isla loved it when her kitchen crew worked like a well-oiled machine. Fortunately, she had managed to place her order in time yesterday, and her supplier had personally dropped off all the fresh, high-quality ingredients early that morning. Her sous-chef, Nick, had already made the vegetable stock that would serve as a base for several sauces and was now preparing her take on the traditional shepherd’s pie. Their commis chef, Tom, and their intern, Grace, had spent the past two hours on tonight’s dessert – a chocolate mousse with a surprising filling of candied violets on a bed of savoury fried thistle petals. Isla had picked the violets last spring in her aunt Heather’s garden, and together they had spent three days candying them. Today’s blooms were the last she had, but Isla hoped there would be a good harvest again this year as the dessert had proven highly popular with guests. She had also prepped thistles for various uses throughout the summer. To do justice to the name of her restaurant, they would make frequent appearances on the menu.

      Isla was taking inventory in the large storage cellar. Right as she made for the wine cellar next door to check on the latest beverage delivery, a cheerful babble of voices and a noise that sounded suspiciously like a dog barking stopped her in her tracks. What the heck was going on upstairs? She was willing to cut her team a lot of slack, but pets in the kitchen were a no-go, and they all knew that. None of them would bring their dog to work. Her friends and family also knew that Isla’s kitchen was taboo for their dogs, no matter how much Isla loved animals. Wait a second! This couldn’t be … She hurried up the stairs and sure enough, there they were: Jon Grant and his black hellhound!

      Fortunately, neither the dog nor its owner had entered her kitchen but were instead chatting with the crew through the open window. Polly had apparently jumped onto the garden bench, as her giant paws rested on the windowsill and her big head was leaning forwards to pick up all the delicious smells. Or maybe she had discovered her toy from yesterday, Zorn with hot sauce, which had been cleaned and sanitised and put back in its rightful place. Tom had had had a bit of a laugh this morning when he saw their now rather battered talisman and coaxed the whole story out of her. And now the culprit and her human were back! Did the man have nothing better to do than keep her team from working?!

      “Can I help you, Mr Grant?” she asked sternly as she approached the window, pushing the bowl of candied violets safely out of the reach of Polly’s twitching muzzle. Isla had to admit that the puppy looked rather cute with her blue and green tartan kerchief. She pushed the thought aside. She would not be charmed by a cute dog or some looker, both trying their hardest to give big, soppy puppy eyes. Wait a moment … Had she just called that city bloke a ‘looker’ in her mind? She needed to have her head examined!

      “Polly and I wanted to apologise for yesterday,” Jon replied, flashing a rather convincingly contrite smile.

      “And you thought distracting my team and allowing your beast to shed and drool on our work surfaces would be a good way to do that?” Oops, that had come across a little harsh! But he was just so irritating! He’d rubbed her the wrong way ever since she’d seen him walk into the petrol station two days ago. Prance into the petrol station! And this constant good mood – it was so annoying!

      “I mainly came by to ask which plants I need to replace. You never mentioned what Polly destroyed exactly,” he explained, still smiling and apparently immune to her irritation.

      “I already reseeded the basil,” she said, pointing to a shallow bowl at the other end of the windowsill. “And the lemongrass has survived.”

      “Wow, basil and lemongrass in Scotland?” He sounded genuinely impressed.

      “Isla has a magic touch with plants,” Nick interjected. “She even has a lemon tree that bears fruit.”

      “Seriously? That’s amazing! I don’t know the first thing about plants. They just die on me.”

      “So you’re saying you are even worse with plants than with pets,” she said grumpily and peered in the direction of Polly, who was making a serious effort to climb through the kitchen window.

      Jon pulled her back, and the puppy gave a frustrated howl. “Not great at training my dog and at a total loss at keeping plants alive,” he admitted with a shrug and followed up with a sigh that sounded far too exaggerated to Isla’s ears. “Another item to add to the list of shortcomings to apologise for. I might need to start writing them down!”

      Isla couldn’t say if he was pulling her leg, but Tom and Grace’s stifled giggles made it clear that everybody else felt he was playing her for a fool. “Apology accepted. Is there anything else we can do for you? Because we’re rather busy here.”

      “Is this chocolate mousse with candied violets?” he asked, not catching the hint.

      “Exactly, we’re actually rather famous for it,” Tom stated proudly.

      “Oh really? Cool.” Jon scratched his head, obviously perplexed. “It’s just that I saw the recipe on a cooking show last week.”

      “My recipe? On whose cooking show?” Isla turned cold. Naturally, the dessert was known in the British restaurant scene. None of her colleagues – including those who appeared on television – would prepare a dish she had created without asking her first. Not in their restaurants and certainly not on TV! Though unwritten, all chefs adhered to this code of honour. Well, almost all … She could think of one person who would do something this conniving!

      “Rodney Swinton,” Jon promptly confirmed her suspicion. “I adore his show! I worked at the agency that developed his PR concept two years ago. I think the social media team is still working with him. He’s so fun and innovative, and he always has the greatest ideas,” he continued, not picking up on the stony silence on the other side of the kitchen window. “What I know about cooking, I learnt from him. His new restaurant is right around here somewhere too, isn’t it?”

      Isla could not believe it. Rodney Swinton had stolen her recipe! That was unforgivable.

      “... I’ve already tried his recipe for fish and chips a few times and will be serving it at my pub,” Jon was rambling on enthusiastically.

      “Get out!” Isla bellowed.

      “What?” Jon startled, his face a picture of confusion. “What have I done wrong this time?”

      Isla just shook her head and waved him off. True, Jon Grant wasn’t the problem. But he certainly was the bearer of bad news. Catastrophic news, more like it. But she couldn’t and wouldn’t share this with him, and since her kitchen crew had also lapsed into shocked silence, Jon was left without explanation.

      “Erm, yes then. All right,” he stammered. “Whatever it was, I’m sorry.” He lifted Polly off the bench and held out the package he had put down before. “This is for you, by the way, to make up for Polly’s behaviour.” He slid a family-size box of Cadbury’s caramel chocolate bars across the windowsill. “And to avert further disasters.”

      Isla wouldn’t have thought she still had room to get more upset, but Jon Grant really had a talent for pushing all her buttons. Not only did everything about him rub her the wrong way – his dog had ruined her flower bed and he was he a huge Rodney Swinton fan – no, as if all of that wasn’t enough, he had to embarrass her in front of her team! She stared at him, silently and motionless, and hoped that he would finally get the hint.

      “Okay, I’m off then.” The message had indeed been received. “See you around.” He raised his hand in greeting, tugged on Polly’s lead and left.

      “What exactly just happened here?” Grace asked after what felt like an eternity.

      “Rodney Swinton is a show-off, a copycat and our sworn enemy,” Tom summarised and added a warning: “If you’re a fan of his cooking show too, better keep it to yourself or you’ll have to find yourself a new internship.”

      “Oh.” Grace swallowed. “No, no, I’m not. Absolutely not.”

      “Good for you,” Isla growled, but felt her spirits slowly returning.

      “What are we going to do with the dessert now, Chef?” Tom asked, looking regretfully at all the prepared ingredients.

      “We don’t have time to swap it out today,” decided Isla. “So we’ll serve it one last time.”

      “Don’t be upset,” Nick tried to placate her. “Ultimately, being copied is a compliment, right?”

      She gave her sous-chef an icy stare. “I’ll remind you of that when the first guests – or worse, food bloggers – claim that we stole the recipe from Rodney because they saw it on his show. I’d be willing to bet he didn’t mention where it comes from. Speaking of which, how does he even know about it? He’s never been here.” She drummed her fingers on the worktop, her mind spinning. Was there some legal action she could take? She had no idea, but she would certainly seek professional advice. Most of Aunt Heather’s family were solicitors, so someone would be able to tell her if there was anything she could do. Though she assumed it would only cost a ton of time and money and might even lead to some very undesirable media coverage.

      “He needn’t have been here,” Nick interrupted her thoughts. “The dessert was featured in a number of magazines and on all those food blogs and Instagram accounts. Just relax and don’t take it personally, Chef. Half the world knows the recipe is yours and not Rodney’s. If he needs to copy what we do, it’s his problem and not ours.”

      A part of her knew that Nick was right. The rational part, which was clearly not in charge right now. But she couldn’t just let it go and get back to business as usual. “Can you manage here on your own for a while? I have to make a few phone calls. And there’s no place for this rubbish in my kitchen!” She grabbed the enormous box of chocolate bars and hurried up the stairs to her digs.

      Once upstairs, she dropped into the wing chair by the small bay window, her favourite spot in her flat, and buried her face in her hands. Was she losing control? Was this what it felt like? Why was she suddenly so sensitive and insecure? She would love to blame this newcomer Jon in his fancy, and no doubt ridiculously expensive, boots – why had she even noticed those? – but she knew well enough that the reason lay elsewhere. In the next town over, to be exact, where Rodney had opened his silly gastro-pub some nine months back. The fact that he had chosen a location on her turf had been aggravating from the start. She had taken it personally, and how could she not? She was still sure he had done so on purpose. She wished she could forget about their shared past, but that was about as unlikely as her preferred option: to travel back in time and never cross his path in the first place ...

      

      She had met Rodney for the first time thirteen years ago, when she was eighteen and had just started to work in her first restaurant kitchen in London. He had been a commis chef and her supervisor. Rodney was funny, charming – and for a while, she had found him quite attractive. They soon started hooking up but never got into a true relationship because even young and naïve Isla had realised within a few weeks that Rodney was all talk and no walk – certainly not the creative culinary talent he fancied himself. Thanks to his charismatic demeanour, Rodney had always been great at making others do the work, and he was a master at spotting talent. In Isla, he saw a diamond in the rough – fresh out of school and without any formal training – that he could groom for his benefit. Isla had learnt everything she knew about cooking from her aunt Alice, books and cooking shows, and she had a remarkable talent for transforming her inspiration into unique combinations that always hit the mark. Even though it took a lot, she managed to make it look easy.
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