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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 my novella “Return to You”!

      Love,

      Charlotte
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        * * *

      

      Return to You

      

      Kiss your true love at the spring and your love will last forever.

      Adley MacAlpine returns to the quaint Highland village of Kirkby to sell her late grandfather’s farm, a place that never stopped being home for her, even after two decades away. Here, she finds herself face to face with her first love, Michael Cunningham, the boy she shared a magical first kiss with at the mythical forest spring.

      But twenty years apart have left their mark on Adley and Michael. Bearing the scars of their individual experiences, they navigate the complexities of their changed lives. Adley has a home in New Zealand and her little daughter Willow to think about.

      Still, the enchanting legend of the forest spring resounds in her heart – a promise of love that lasts forever. A second chance sounds too good to be true. But can she trust herself and Michael enough to leave everything behind and start over once more?

      

      »Return To You« is a stand-alone romance novella within the »Highland Happiness« series. Free of spoilers – full of joy.
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      The slowly setting sun cast a warm glow over the rolling hills. Exhausted from the long journey and blinded by the sheer brightness, Adley blinked a few times. Though really, that wasn’t the only reason: a few tears had gathered in her eyes as well.

      This was it. She was back in Kirkby where she had spent her childhood and early teens, a place she had missed more than she had ever admitted, even to herself, over the past twenty years. She had been fourteen when her parents took what they called “a unique opportunity” and emigrated from Scotland to New Zealand with her and her younger brother Bryce. But Down Under was about as far as you could get from the Highlands, and to this day, she had never returned. Two fat tears formed in her eyes and, darting a quick glance in the rear-view mirror at the child in the back, she let them make their way down her cheeks. Willow was sound asleep and oblivious to her mother’s nostalgic moment.

      Though “nostalgic moment” didn’t quite do justice to what she was feeling. The sadness and the grief for her last relative in Scotland, her grandfather, ran far deeper. After moving halfway across the globe, she had never seen him again. The thought hurt. Her family was as bad at keeping in touch as they were good at holding a grudge. Her father and grandfather had never got along, so emigrating to New Zealand must have felt like setting themselves free to her parents. Not so for Adley. She had adored both her grandparents and loved the small farm in the Highlands.

      A farm that now belonged to her, bequeathed to her by her grandfather in his will, as she had learned from his solicitor only last week. Now she was here to sell it. Which was the reasonable thing to do, she reminded herself as more tears threatened to spill. She needed the money to start over. A fresh start had topped her wish list for some time now, even if she still didn’t have the first idea what exactly that would mean. But this was something to decide later.

      Right now, she was driving past the extensive paddocks of Rupert Fraser’s horse farm and a group of grazing Clydesdale horses. A lot could change in twenty years, but she had done her homework before coming here and knew that the Frasers and their business were still around. A mischievous smile spread across her face as she recalled happy childhood days spent in the stable with her friends and on the back of the amazingly patient creatures.

      She had no idea in what condition she would find her grandfather’s farm, but that could wait. Tonight, she and Willow would stay in the village pub, which had only recently reopened, as she had learned from Kirkby’s official online presence. The website was fancy, and apparently the place itself had got a lot fancier too. Back in her day, it had been nothing more than one of the sleepy villages near Loch Ness. Not that she had ever minded that. And compared to her parents’ remote New Zealand farm, Kirkby had been a hub of activity even then, never mind the vibrant village life of today, if you believed what the internet had to say.

      Which would be a pleasant change for her, at least for the time being. She passed an expensive-looking restaurant that certainly hadn’t existed when she lived here and The Cosy Thistle. The rather oxymoronically named B&B had been a village staple for decades but had undergone some major renovation. And it looked like it was doing well enough for itself, too. When she had looked into renting one of The Cosy Thistle’s cottages for the first night, they were all booked out. Plus, they had a minimum of three nights’ stay, and she was planning to set up quarters at the farm from tomorrow. So instead, she had booked a room upstairs in the pub – which at this moment appeared to her right.

      She turned into the car park and switched off the engine but didn’t get out of the rental car. A sigh escaped her. Why was she so anxious? She focused on taking a few deep breaths.

      “Are we there yet?” a little voice chimed from the back seat.

      Adley turned and smiled at her daughter. “Yes, we are, baby girl.”

      “But where are the cows? I want to see the cows,” continued Willow, looking searchingly out of the window. There was no trace of sleepiness in this little girl!

      “Not today. It’s about to get dark. We’ll stay here at the pub, have something to eat and get a good night’s rest. And in the morning, we’ll head straight to the farm.”

      “But someone has to feed the cows,” the four-year-old insisted, much to Adley’s amusement. Her daughter was a country girl through and through; living with and caring for animals was second nature to her. On their vast farm in New Zealand, the animals always took top priority; that’s all Willow had known from day one. But for one night, Adley couldn’t bear to think about her family’s business, and most certainly not about ... No, she wouldn’t even allow his name to creep up and poison her thoughts and feelings.

      “The cows are taken care of,” she said firmly. “A neighbour comes over to feed them. So we’re fine to stay here tonight and check on them tomorrow morning.”

      “Fine.” Willow gave in with a sigh. “Can we have dinner now? I’m staaaarving.”

      “Sure, let’s go inside!”

      Adley wasn’t confident she herself would be able to eat; her anxiety was through the roof. But as she stood outside the door of The Wise Pelican with her daughter on one hand and her overnight bag in the other, her stomach rumbled audibly.

      “In or out?”

      “What?” She wheeled around and found herself face to face with a man who smiled at her with raised eyebrows.

      “Sorry, didnae mean to startle you. I just wanted to ...” He gestured to the door they were currently blocking.

      “We’re going in too, aren’t we, Mummy?” Willow piped up, eyeing the man with interest. “You smell like goats,” she noted, wrinkling her nose.

      “Guilty as charged,” the man admitted, lifting his hands. “My apologies. Allow me to introduce myself. Kendrick McIntosh, local veterinarian, I’ve come straight from treating some goats.”

      “Are they very poorly?” Willow looked worried.

      “Honey, let’s get inside. We’ve held Mr McIntosh up long enough already.” She smiled apologetically at the vet and stepped aside so he could open the door.

      “No’ at all, and the goats are fine. It was just a routine check.” He nodded at them briefly and headed straight for a group of men who cheered jollily at his arrival.

      Adley looked around indecisively. Nothing in this cosy pub seemed to fit with her memory of a gloomy, slightly run-down place. Back then, it had been called The Scary Hound, and that name alone had been enough to make her avoid the place. She wasn’t even sure she had ever been inside. And apparently, she wasn’t the only one, because at some point it had closed down.

      Today, though, the pub seemed warm and welcoming, and a lively crowd occupied most tables.

      In the absence of a reception area for the rooms upstairs, she turned to the bar. “Mummy, look!” Willow called out, pointing at the huge stuffed pelican perched on a shelf above the swing doors leading to what must be the kitchen. The grim bird seemed to watch over the entire room.

      “This is our mascot,” a young woman from behind the bar explained, rolling her eyes. “The boss likes to claim he called the place The Wise Pelican before he got this … thing. Never mind, how can I help?”

      “We have a room booked for tonight,” Adley replied, finding it hard to take her eyes off the beast. Why on earth did people feel it was okay to stuff dead animals? And to name a pub for a wise pelican? Weren’t owls the birds that represented wisdom anyway?

      “Pardon?” she asked, slightly confused. She had been so lost in thought that she had not heard a word the woman had said.

      “I was just asking for your name.”

      “Oh, sorry. Adley MacAlpine,” she replied, forcing herself to turn away from the bird.

      “MacAlpine? Like Graham MacAlpine?” The barmaid’s eyes widened with curiosity.

      “My grandfather,” said Adley with a slight shrug.

      “Wow, that’s amazing! I’m Ivy Richards. My parents own the farm next to yours. My da has been taking care of the cattle since ...” Eyes growing wide, her expression changed and she interrupted herself. “How inconsiderate of me! My condolences. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Oh, thank you. And I am very grateful to your father for keeping things ticking over. Willow here was worried about the cows.” Adley stroked her daughter’s head. “We were planning on heading over in the morning to ...” She hesitated, not sure how she to finish her sentence. To do what? The solicitor had mentioned on the phone that the Richards family were ready to make an offer for the animals but had no interest in the farm itself. But she was just too exhausted to even think about it, let alone discuss it. Come to think of it, Ivy was probably not the right person anyway. “But right now we just need a bit to eat and a good night’s sleep,” she continued, and, as if in confirmation, was interrupted by a big yawn.

      “Of course. Room 3 is all ready for yous.” Ivy unhooked a key from the board behind her and put it on the counter, together with a form. “I just need your signature, and I can add the rest from your online booking. And your credit card, please.”

      Adley nodded, signed the check-in form and handed over her card.

      “Have yous come straight from New Zealand?”

      “We have! Well, as straight as you can get anywhere from Out-in-the-Sticks, New Zealand!” She shrugged. “We took our farm plane to Christchurch, then got on a flight to Sydney, then to Singapore, next to London, and finally to Edinburgh. We drove up from there.” Adley yawned again, uncertain why she had felt the need to share all the details of her journey with Ivy. “Anyway, it was quite the trip. I have to say I’m not sure exactly how long we’ve been travelling or what day it is!”

      “Wow, I cannae imagine! I’ve only been on a plane once, to Spain, and that felt like enough of an adventure,” Ivy replied, sounding quite impressed. “Do yous want to head upstairs first or have dinner?” she added.

      “Dinner!” crowed Willow happily, and Adley agreed.

      “We better eat, because if I go upstairs now, I’ll lay down and there’s no way I’m getting up again today.”
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      Michael was roaming the small vegetable patch behind his house, holding a large mug of coffee in his hand. The weather was quite mild for late September, at least by Highland standards, and he hoped that would mean further good harvests. He was going to drive out to the fields later to check on the potatoes. The early harvest had long been brought in, of course, and if everything worked out, the produce from the late harvest would stretch all the way through winter.

      He caught himself smiling at the thought. In the old days, it would have been a matter of survival to have enough food stored. Nowadays, it was more a matter of keeping the boss happy. But that was still important. He would certainly do what he could to pull his weight. After all, it was thanks to his job as the maître d’ at Kirkby’s Michelin-starred restaurant, The Scottish Thistle, that he could keep his beloved farm going. Agricultural businesses as small as his family’s were no longer profitable enough as a single source of income.

      Another stroke of luck that had helped him with his business was that his father had transitioned to organic farming years before the trend caught on. Upon opening her fine dining establishment in Kirkby a few years ago, Isla Fraser had been looking for local growers who could guarantee top quality. One thing led to the next, and before he had time to doubt his decision, Michael had handed in his notice at the world-famous hotel in London where he had worked for the past decade and joined the staff of her restaurant. While some of his pals back in the city had shaken their heads in disbelief, it had only taken Michael a matter of weeks to realise how fortuitous the decision had been: moving back to Kirkby had allowed him to look after his parents, whose health had deteriorated more than they had ever let on during his brief visits.

      For these past years, he had been a farmer by day and a maître d’-cum-sommelier by night. He didn’t mind the long hours because they allowed him to live exactly where and how he wanted. That the restaurant bought the bulk of his produce and paid fair prices for it was the icing on the cake.

      After one last probing look over the lettuce he would harvest later, he took a last big gulp of his rapidly cooling coffee and headed back into the house. He had just opened his back door when he spotted an unfamiliar car crawling along the dirt road towards the MacAlpine farm. Curious, he stopped and watched as a woman with long blonde hair got out of the car, followed by an equally blonde little girl.

      His heart skipped a beat.

      For what seemed like an eternity but in reality couldn’t have been more than a minute or two, he stood stock still on his kitchen doorstep, staring at the neighbour’s yard and the pair who had alighted from the car. Adley was back, and with a child!

      

      Michael and Adley had been inseparable since they were toddlers. They were only a few months apart in age and had taken all the important steps of childhood together: they went to nursery together, then primary and later secondary school. There was hardly a memory of the first fourteen years of his life that did not include her. She had been his best friend, and later the first girl he had ever kissed. But shortly after, she had emigrated to New Zealand with her family, and just like that, they had never seen or heard from each other again. For a teenager, and especially a teenager before social media or smartphones were common currency, the distance was insurmountable. But deep down he doubted the situation would have been that different had they been a few years older. New Zealand was just too far away.

      I wonder what it’s like? Michael had always dreamt of travelling there one day to surprise her. But that dream had never materialised. From time to time, old Graham had talked a bit about his grandchildren, but it seemed like he didn’t know too much himself or he surely would have told Michael. Graham had been a grumpy fellow, but in his own way he had been a kind soul, and Michael had always got on well with him. The same was true of the other neighbours, the Richards, and together they had kept Graham’s farm going when the old man’s once robust health had declined rapidly. A few months later, he was gone. During this time, Graham had never once shared his plans for his home after his death, and Michael had never quite plucked up the courage to ask. But Adley showing up here now had caught him by surprise.

      Come to think of it though, it made perfect sense that a family member would come over from New Zealand to settle the estate and oversee the sale of the cattle and property, because that’s what it would come down to, surely? He rolled his eyes as he caught himself getting carried away in speculation. Shaking off all these thoughts, he finally stepped inside and loaded his cup into the dishwasher. Then he stood tall and took a deep breath, his mind made up: the potatoes could wait. First, he would walk over to the neighbours’ place and get to the bottom of Adley MacAlpine’s return.
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