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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 “Forever In Your Arms”!

      

      Love, Charlotte
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        * * *

      

      Forever In Your Arms

      

      Love finds you when you least expect it.

      

      Grieving her beloved father, Colleen Murray leaves Boston to explore his birthplace and heritage in the Scottish Highlands. Initially blind to the quaint village charm of Kirkby and the rugged beauty of her surroundings, Colleen’s world is turned upside down when she crosses paths with Alex Fraser, the attractive but rather guarded owner of the local bed & breakfast, »The Cosy Thistle«.

      As a fellow horse enthusiast and single father to an amazing boy, Alex is everything Colleen didn’t know she was looking for. Happiness seems within reach when shadows from Alex’s past emerge, threatening to unravel their budding romance. Will Colleen’s journey to her roots lead her to everlasting love, or will unforeseen perils tear them apart?

      

      Forever In Your Arms is the first novel in the Highland Happiness series. Dive into a story of love defying all odds, set against the majestic backdrop of Scotland’s enchanting landscapes.
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      Was jetlag a thing with dogs too, Colleen wondered as she gazed wearily out of the bus window. To her right, shaggy little cows were grazing in a wet meadow; to her left, Loch Ness stretched out gloomily, and above it all, heavy grey clouds bore down leadenly, releasing their steady stream of rain. The whole sullen landscape seemed to stretch forever. In fact, it looked so surreal to Colleen that she would have taken an appearance by the legendary Nessie from the dark waters in her stride right now. For once, Tito, the white Jack Russell terrier in her lap, lay perfectly still. Apparently, he was about as exhausted as she was after their endlessly long journey. Unlike her, though, he had gotten plenty of sleep along the way. She hadn’t, which might explain why she felt so confused and almost dazed. She tried to calculate how many hours she had been awake at this point. How long ago had she left home and uprooted her life? Yesterday afternoon local time, with another glorious Indian summer in full swing and temperatures reaching pleasant late-summer highs, she had locked the door to her parents’ house in Boston, driven to the airport and boarded a red-eye flight to Europe just after ten at night. Less than seven hours later, they had touched ground in Edinburgh and “the country for which God invented the rain”. That’s what her mother used to call Scotland. Needless to say, she was not a fan of the homeland of her recently deceased ex-husband.

      Colleen swallowed hard, the plain metal urn in her oversized shoulder bag weighing her down as much as if she had to carry around an actual millstone. She took a peek to make sure the urn was still where she had put it, safely packed in bubble wrap and plenty of paper. It was bewildering to lug her own father’s ashes around in her carry-on, but Daddy’s last wish had been to be laid to rest in the soil of the place where he had been born. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, looking around to make sure nobody had seen her vulnerable moment. But the bus was half empty, and no one was paying attention to her anyway.

      Back at the airport, she had first taken a shuttle to the station in the city centre and boarded a train to Inverness. For three and a half hours, she had travelled the land whose austere beauty had dominated her father’s thoughts in the last weeks of his life. Thanks to the stories he had told her, she had always been convinced that she would love Scotland as much as he did. Now, looking out into the persistent rain and the depressing grey, seeing nothing that looked even remotely charming, she wasn’t so sure. OK, bad weather always affected one’s mood no matter where you were – even back home in Massachusetts – but there was more to it these days: She had never felt as lost as she did right now, as if she was removed from everything around her. Even Inverness, the “vibrant hub of the Highlands” as her guidebook had dubbed the town, seemed small and closed off to her. She and Tito had spent a good while standing around and waiting for the bus that would take them to Kirkby. Though only twenty miles further north, the last leg of her trip was supposed to take another hour. Come to think of it, she had always imagined the end of the world to look about like this.

      The driver stopped for the umpteenth time to let two giggling teenage girls get off. Before the door closed again, an old man stepped on. The intense smell of wet dog and sheep hit her hard; it didn’t take much detective work to guess that he was a shepherd. Tito’s muzzle twitched, and he quickly opened his eyes to check out the new passenger. Well, it seemed like her father’s city dog was starting to adapt to country life: Tito had never known such exciting smells! As for herself, Colleen had bigger concerns, though for the moment, these were not most pressing on her mind. Right now, all she wanted was to be done traveling, get into a bed and sleep for twelve hours straight, maybe longer. There would be plenty of time to deal with everything else tomorrow. She looked at the clock in front. According to the bus schedule, they were supposed to arrive in Kirkby fifteen minutes from now, and from the only bus stop in town she had been told it would take her only five minutes to walk to The Cosy Thistle, the resort that would be their home for the next weeks or months. What a strange name for a hotel, she thought. “Cosy Thistle” was an obvious contradiction … There must be some Scottish humour at play that she just wasn’t getting. Maybe she would ask. And as long as The Cosy Thistle had a cosy bed for her, she couldn’t really care less.
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        * * *

      

      “It sucks that I didn’t get a proper cast!” Aidan sighed and glared with obvious disappointment at his bandaged left arm, which was held stable by a sling.

      Alex didn’t respond, limiting himself to a grim shake of the head, and concentrated instead on the heavy traffic. This was the Highland version of rush hour. He had spent the better part of the afternoon with his son in A&E in Inverness – entirely his ex’s fault, of course! It had taken six weeks and two strongly worded emails for Zoe to finally acknowledge her child’s twelfth birthday and send a gift. And what a gift it was! Alex had had a hunch that this would end poorly as soon as he saw the large, long box a courier driver had delivered this morning. Aidan had been beyond thrilled when he tore the paper off to find a Snakeboard inside. Immediately, the crushing disappointment that his mother had forgotten his birthday was forgiven. Mum was an actress and therefore “insanely busy”, as her card said.

      Alex, for his part, felt like strangling Zoe. He was the one who looked after their son. He managed their everyday life and made sure Aidan had everything he needed and wanted. He comforted the boy when Zoe cancelled the already sporadic video calls they got on the schedule. And now he had spent several hours at the hospital getting Aidan patched up because of course his son had immediately tried out this death-trap on wheels and had, unsurprisingly, taken a spectacular tumble on the rain-soaked cobblestones within minutes. His forehead had required five stitches which would leave a scar. Fortunately, his arm was only sprained and not broken. Now that the initial shock had worn off, the injury was apparently not spectacular enough for his son. What annoyed Alex most about the whole episode was that he now had to spend hours listening to Aidan raving about his mum sending the coolest presents. Zoe should be grateful that there was an ocean and several time zones between them; otherwise he might just pay her a visit and let her have it. Instead, he decided to give her a piece of his mind later via email.

      For now, he would focus on driving and on his arm-long to-do list. With the summer season over, his resort hotel had been quiet for the past few weeks. There would be the occasional hiker in late October, most of whom didn’t stay long. Nevertheless, he had plenty to do. Especially since Kristy and Hailey had both called in sick this morning. He suspected that their surprise flu was not so much caused by an aggressive virus but by today’s big Highland dance workshop on the Isle of Skye they had been so excited about for days. His two cousins worked for him, as did Aunt Alice, and his father Marlin helped out when needed. The Cosy Thistle was a true family business – with all the upsides and downsides the setup entailed.

      “What’s for dinner tonight?” Aidan interrupted his thoughts. Finally, a topic other than his infallible mother and his new injuries.

      “I don’t know,” Alex grumbled. Getting groceries had been on the list for today before said list had been derailed by their trip to A&E. “Maybe Isla can whip something up for us.”

      “Da, no!” Aidan howled. “Please no smoked moss today!”

      Isla was Alex’s sister, owner and chef of the Michelin-starred restaurant The Scottish Thistle in Kirkby who had built a great reputation among British foodies with her regional and seasonal dishes.

      “Let’s just see what we have at home,” Alex replied with a shrug and turned from the coastal highway onto the road leading inland to their hometown. A few moments later, the mighty Loch Ness was a mere dark speck in the rear-view mirror before it vanished from view entirely. Ahead of them, the narrow, winding road led through woods and over increasingly hilly terrain.

      Many people found the Scottish Highlands brittle and barren – especially when the weather was as crappy as today – but Alex loved the region to which he had returned a few years ago after spending more than a decade abroad. The ink on his high school exams hardly dry, he had left the Highlands to study international hotel management in the Netherlands and after graduating moved to the US. New York City was an amazing place for a young professional in his early 20s who worked at some of the coolest hotels in town. Still, at some point he was no longer able to ignore the nagging inner voice requesting more nature, a slower pace and simpler people. So, eight years ago he had returned to Scotland with his then four-year-old son. He wanted Aidan to grow up as free and untroubled as he had. Zoe had not even pretended to mind and immediately signed the permission for him to take his American-born son out of the country.

      And why should she have objected? She had already moved to Vancouver a good two years earlier when she was cast to play the lead in a new sitcom. Apparently, a husband and a child couldn’t compete with that, he thought, still resentful of her decision and even more so of the hurt that crept up again. It wasn’t about Zoe herself – he hadn’t missed her for a long time – but about how anyone could be so self-centred. That’s something he would never be able to understand! Zoe had given up their relationship and her child to play a role in a completely irrelevant TV show. A successful one, though.

      Just let it go, Alex reminded himself. These destructive thoughts would only make his mood spiral down further. After a long bend, Kirkby’s old church tower came into view, and a little while later, the entire village lay before him. His heart warmed at the thought of his hometown, just like every time he came back. A small but steady stream of tourists loved Kirkby for its quaint, rural charm that made it seem as if time stood still. Unlike many other communities, the residents of Kirkby had managed to avoid committing any architectural sins; all of the nearly six hundred locals lived either in historic buildings that were usually well over a hundred years old or in the few new houses built in a style that slotted in nicely with the old ones.

      For decades, the residents of Kirkby had moved away to Inverness, Edinburgh or elsewhere in the world. There were no investors for a sleepy Highland village, which had no shining future prospects and was shrinking by the year. However, some thirty years ago, things suddenly began to turn around. In the 1990s, his father Marlin had started to invest considerable time and money into Kirkby, increasing the locals’ quality of life and attracting visitors, first from other parts of the country and then from all over the world.

      Marlin had founded the resort as a bed & breakfast with his wife Bonnie. They had converted ten run-down, long abandoned smallholders’ cottages on the grounds of Harriswood House, their family’s no longer farmed estate, into cute holiday homes. Since Alex had taken over eight years ago, the initially unpretentious accommodation had turned into a luxury eco-lodge and an insider tip for “conscious travellers”, as Marlin mockingly called his guests.

      He wouldn’t engage with his da’s sarcasm, though; he was happy with the pivot that allowed him to see his values at work. He shared the sustainability-focused approach with his sister Isla. When she had opened her restaurant three years ago, a new group of guests had joined the mindful nature lovers who frequented his resort: foodies. Alex could not imagine a more interesting mix.

      He parked his car in front of the old manor house he shared with Aidan and his father. The large building also housed the reception, breakfast room and library for the guests. “Sit tight,” he instructed his son, jumped out of the car, grabbed a big umbrella from the boot and opened the passenger door. “You’re not supposed to get the bandages wet, remember?” he leaned into his son while he tousled his unruly red hair. With his arm around Aidan’s slender shoulders, they walked together through the pouring rain to the front door.

      “Who’s that?” called Aidan as they approached the steps.

      Crouched on the top step under the canopy was a sleeping young woman with a suitcase, a large tote bag and a small dog. “Shoot,” Alex blurted out. With all that had been going on today, he had totally forgotten about the American who had rented a cottage a week ago, for an unspecified period of time. Of course she had to arrive on the day when his cousins played hooky! And where were Aunt Alice or his father? “I can’t believe this!” he exclaimed angrily. The dog startled and began to yelp loudly, waking the woman who opened her eyes and looked around in confusion. “I’m so very sorry, Ms ...” Alex began until the look in the saddest green eyes he had ever seen silenced him.
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        * * *

      

      Colleen’s heart raced as Tito’s barking startled her awake. For a moment, she felt disoriented and had no idea where she was; then she remembered: After more than fourteen hours in the air and on the road, she had finally arrived in Kirkby, only to find the doors of the hotel locked. What a nightmare, especially in the cold and rain! A little down the road, she had seen lights coming from a building that looked like a restaurant, but she just couldn’t hold herself upright for another minute. Completely exhausted, soaked to the bones and crying in frustration, she had huddled down on the front steps of this big old house that apparently housed the hotel reception. Weird as it may seem, she must have fallen asleep. Now she was staring into two pairs of blue eyes scrutinising her. They belonged to a red-haired boy who was grinning widely and a man, obviously the father, who looked vaguely familiar.

      “Shush, Tito,” she reprimanded the dog, releasing him from her grip. He shook and made a beeline for the young boy, who immediately held out his right hand for the dog to sniff.

      “Again, I’m terribly, terribly sorry,” the man repeated, sounding downright crestfallen. “You must be Ms Murray, right?” He reached out to help her up.

      “Sure am,” she murmured and slowly got to her feet. She felt so exhausted that the brain fog took forever to clear. She probably looked a hot mess too! Hastily, she smoothed down her drenched coat and pushed a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. Though no fault of her own, presenting herself in such a bedraggled state to a stranger felt absolutely mortifying. She cleared her throat sheepishly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on your doorstep. Pretty embarrassing …” She gestured down at her crumpled appearance. “Still, nice to meet you. I’m Colleen Murray.”

      The red-haired man shook his head. “Come on in, you’ll catch your death out here.” Without introducing himself, he stepped to the door and unlocked it.

      What kind of welcome was that? This guy had some nerve! As if it had been her choice to wait in the cold for him to return and show her to the room she had booked. And paid a lot of money for too. “I had hoped that by now, I would be in a warm bed and fast asleep for at least twelve hours,” she replied tartly, sounding snappier than intended.

      The man muttered something that sounded like “I’m an idiot!” and rubbed his angular, unshaven chin with one hand. Interestingly enough, his full reddish beard made him look not unkempt but daring. “We did no’ get off to the best start,” he now said, smiling at her. “Let me apologise once more for not picking you up and leaving you literally out in the rain, Ms Murray. That should not have happened. My son had an accident at lunchtime, and we are just on our way back from the hospital.” He pointed at the boy who was awkwardly taking off his jacket, not an easy feat with one arm in a sling. Tito stood by his side and did not take his eyes off him. “In the rush, I forgot to let anybody from my team know we were expecting a guest today,” he continued. “May I take your wet coat and offer you some tea? I promise you’ll be in your warm bed in no time.”

      “Your team?” the boy repeated and giggled. “You mean Aunt Alice or Grandda?” His father nodded. “They’re at the horse auction with Uncle Rupert, aren’t they?”

      “That’s right,” he replied grumpily, rolling his eyes. Then he turned back to Colleen: “As I said, there’s no excuse for such unprofessional behaviour, but I promise we’ll make it up to you.”

      

      Half an hour later, things were looking up for Colleen. She sat in a wing-back chair with her feet on a stool, snuggled up in a warm blanket, in front of a flickering fire. A cup of tea with a generous shot of whisky rested next to her on a side table, while a few pieces of delicious-smelling shortbread lay temptingly on a small plate. The hotel owner had eventually introduced himself as Alexander Fraser. Then he had installed her in front of the fireplace and had taken off with her suitcase to make sure her cottage was ready. She took a sip of tea, which tasted delicious and warmed her from the inside, all the while trying to make her tired brain work because she was absolutely certain that she had met this man before. If she could only remember when and where! Not in Scotland, that much was clear, because this was her first ever trip to Europe.

      “I’m Aidan, by the way.” The boy had come into the cosy library with Tito in tow. “I gave your dog some water and treats, but I think he wants more food.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, Aidan, thanks. His name is Tito, and I can guarantee you that he is always hungry. But he didn’t eat much on our trip. I’ll feed him later in the cottage.”

      “I could give him something,” Aidan offered eagerly. “We always have dog food around, Ms Murray.”

      “Please! Call me Colleen,” she replied with a smile. “And if you don’t mind giving him food, that would be great! He gets a half cup for dinner. Do you have a dog too?”

      “Not right now.” The boy sighed and his shoulders slumped slightly. “Grandda takes in rescues from time to time. He trains them and then he finds them a new home. I’m never allowed to keep them though.” He pouted.

      “Maybe you’ll get one soon?”

      “I don’t think so. I really wanted one for my birthday, but all I got were stupid books and a board game. Not even a new game for my PlayStation.”

      Colleen struggled to suppress a grin. Aidan was quite the little actor; he looked so desperate as if he had to carry all the misery of this world on his slender shoulders. “I’m sure your parents just want what’s best for you.”

      “Pfft,” he snorted. “Da certainly doesn’t. I mean, books! Isn’t it enough that I have to read all the time at school? But Mum sent me a Snakeboard today, so that’s cool. But now that I’ve fallen off, I’m sure Da won’t let me ride it for a while.”

      “I’m sorry about that. Does it hurt?” she inquired.

      “Nah, I’m fine.” He shrugged. “I thought the arm was broken, but it’s just sprained. A cast would have been cool – something for my friends at school to sign.”

      “Well, I’d say not breaking your arm on your birthday is better. Happy birthday, by the way.” She took another sip of tea and smiled at him. “Maybe your dog is already on the way. The day is not over yet.” She winked.

      “Oh. But it’s not my birthday today, that was 10 September.”

      “Ah ... I thought ... because you said you got your skateboard from your mum today.” Colleen felt uncomfortable. Had she said something wrong?

      “Snakeboard,” Aidan corrected. “Mum couldn’t send it earlier. She’s an actress and very busy.”

      “I … I see.” Colleen stammered. A mother who took over six weeks to send her child a gift? That was most certainly strange, to say the least. But of course it was none of her business.

      “Mum lives in Vancouver,” Aidan added as if that explained the delay. “We all used to live in New York, but I don’t remember much of that. I was born there, so I’m American!” he added proudly. “You’re American too, aren’t you?”

      Colleen nodded automatically. The moment the boy said New York, the penny had dropped. Some ten years ago, she had worked at her mother’s wedding planning agency. The very first time she was in charge of a reception at a New York City hotel, her main contact had been the hotel’s event manager, a handsome red-haired young Brit who seemed quite put off by her anxiety. To make matters worse, when the wedding was finally over, she had had celebrated with two quick glasses of wine and promptly hit on him. She remembered her embarrassment as he remained professional throughout it all; that man had to be Alexander Fraser! She suddenly felt hot and cold thinking of her clumsy attempts at flirting and the effusive thank-you note she had sent a few days later, to which he had replied very briefly via email. And she couldn’t help but read a certain condescension between the lines, at least to her mind. Shortly after that, she had called it quits. Planning other people’s weddings had never been her passion, and the embarrassing events had felt like further proof that she should do something else. Her mother had not been happy with her decision, but she never was anyway, so what was new there?

      “Can I take Tito to the kitchen then?” Aidan’s voice brought her back into the present.

      “Sure,” she murmured and sank even deeper into the armchair. Was there a chance he remembered her? She closed her eyes and wished the soft cushions would swallow her. Now there was an idea! Unfortunately also highly unlikely to turn into reality. She wasn’t getting out of this one so easily. Her only hope was that Alex’s memory was not as good as hers ...

      “What brings you to Kirkby, anyway? Not a wedding, surely?”

      Colleen flinched in shock; she hadn’t heard him come back. And there went her only hope too; he must have remembered their initial encounter all these years back too. Definitely not her lucky day.

      “No,” she replied curtly. “Not a wedding. Rather the opposite.” Involuntarily, she fumbled for her large bag, which sat on the floor next to the armchair.

      “A divorce?” Alex frowned, apparently unsure about the direction this conversation was taking. Instead of an answer, she shook her head wanly, and he changed the topic. “Your cottage is ready. I turned on the fireplace, but that’s more decorative than anything. If you’re cold, just turn up the underfloor heating. Breakfast is usually served between seven and ten, but since you’re our only guest right now, we’ll be happy to accommodate you.” He looked at her expectantly.

      “I’m here for a funeral.”

      “Oh.” This clearly took him by surprise. “May I ask who passed away? I don’t think I heard anything.”

      Colleen lifted her bag and pulled out the well-wrapped urn. “My dad. Gavin Murray. He was born here in Kirkby but left for America almost seventy years ago.” She could hear her voice quaver and felt tears springing to her eyes. How embarrassing! She looked away.

      “Hey, it’s all right.” He came a few steps closer, put a hand to her cheek to comfort her and brushed away a tear with his thumb.

      The small gesture did it. Clinging to the urn as if her life depended on it, she sobbed and sobbed until he moved closer and put an arm around her shoulder. The physical contact felt so good! Only now did she realise how much she had needed a big hug. No one had taken her in their arms to comfort her after Daddy’s death. No one had been there for her. She was all alone in the world.

      Maybe she would have reacted differently if she had been well rested, more self-confident and aloof. But she was none of these things. And she couldn’t push down the strain of these agonising, painful months any longer. So she allowed Alexander Fraser to pull her closer towards him, stroke her back and let her cry until she almost fell asleep from exhaustion.

      

      Colleen had no idea where she was, and it took a while before her brain produced anything that remotely resembled a clear thought. She was in a bed whose linen gave off a faint whiff of lavender; sunlight streamed into the room through the light curtains. But she couldn’t for the life of her remember how she had made it into this heavenly comfortable bed.

      Tito! She bolted upright. She had completely forgotten the dog, and now he was nowhere to be seen. Until her father’s last moments, Tito had slept in his beloved master’s bed. Since it had been just the two of them, he curled up at her feet and usually woke her early in the morning. Colleen flipped the covers back and got out of bed. She realised that her suitcase stood untouched next to the light wooden wardrobe, and she was still wearing the long-sleeved shirt she had worn yesterday as well as her socks. Only her jeans were off. That was really strange ... She opened the curtains and found herself overlooking a lush meadow with sheep grazing in the distance. The sky was clear and bright blue as if yesterday’s dull, depressing grey and endless rain had been nothing but a bad dream. Colleen stepped away from the window to take a closer look at her room. It wasn’t particularly large but airy and welcoming, thanks to the understated furnishings and the subdued colour scheme. The old floorboards and ceiling beams fit in well with the modern wood wardrobe and the large bed. A cosy armchair stood by the window, upholstered in a soft, light grey checked fabric, which matched the bed sheets. The only true splash of colour was a red blanket spread across the foot of the bed. The blanket in question revealed a small dent, which she assumed was where Tito had slept. But where was he now?

      Colleen opened the bedroom door and entered a beautiful living space with a fireplace faced by two armchairs, a small kitchenette and a table with four chairs in a bay window. On the table sat her father’s urn, rather unceremoniously next to a teapot on a teapot warmer, a plate of biscuits and a brief note:

      

      
        
        Good morning! I hope you slept well. Tito decided to come along to the main house to have breakfast when I brought the tea. Please do come join us if you are hungry or need anything else. Warmly, Alex.

      

      

      

      Lost in thought, Colleen poured herself a cup of tea and nibbled on a piece of shortbread. It was the same she had been treated to last night, and slowly her memories of the past evening returned, including her meltdown. She had clung to Alex’s chest, shaken by desperate crying fits! What must he think of her? And how had she got from the library in Harriswood House to her cottage? She had no memory of walking over at all. Did that mean she had fallen asleep and he had carried her over and put her to bed? If that was the case, she could never face him again! This was the most awful vulnerability hangover she had ever had.

      Unfortunately, vanishing into thin air was not an option. The tea and shortbread were admittedly delicious but, as she hadn’t had dinner last night, she would soon need something more substantial. In fact, she was already ravenous. A weird sensation because she had hardly had more than a few small bites here and there since her father had passed away three weeks ago. But now her stomach was growling. What time was it anyway? She dug her phone out of her bag and glanced at the display. One in the afternoon! She couldn’t remember when she had fallen asleep last night, but it must have been around eight, perhaps even earlier. That meant she had slept for something like seventeen hours. Unbelievable! And the last time she had eaten had been yesterday morning in Edinburgh – a cheese sandwich at the station. She opened the fridge, which was empty, of course. Getting groceries would be her first order of the day. Was this town even big enough to have a supermarket? Oh well, she would figure it out. Much to her surprise, she felt more confident today than the day before that she would master the challenges ahead. But first things first: she needed a long, hot shower and some breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve done some digging. Jack will check the church register and swing by later, and Heather will give her father-in-law a call. She thinks he might have known this Gavin Murray.” Marlin Fraser dropped into one of Alex’s office chairs.

      “Thanks, Da.”

      “And tha’s all you know about her?” his father enquired with uncharacteristic curiosity. Marlin usually showed little interest in the hotel guests, and with Americans especially, he was reserved and kept his distance.

      “Just about sums it up. She has her father’s ashes in her handbag and is planning to stick around for a while. She has booked the cottage for two months, with the option to extend.” Alex sighed. When the booking request had come in, he had been surprised about the length of the stay but had not given it any further thought. Long-term stays were rare but not rare enough to raise a red flag. Two years ago, they had hosted a banker who had spent more than five months in Kirkby to recover from burnout. Supposedly, he had written a novel during his stay too. But ever since Alex had identified his new guest as the wedding planner who had been such a pain in the neck in New York all those years ago, the alarm bells had not stopped ringing. He remembered her a little too well, overwhelmed as she had been by the bridezilla and her ever-changing plans for the happiest day of her life. Certainly not ideal conditions for a junior wedding planner. When the event was over, she had practically inhaled two glasses of wine and then made some advances. Which he had rejected, of course. Firstly because hooking up with her would have been unprofessional, and secondly because he was giving women a wide berth at the time. Zoe had just left him and Aidan to go to Vancouver.

      Nothing had changed about the second part since. Women simply caused too much trouble, and he had managed very successfully to stay away from any type of romantic involvement in recent years. Still, he had to admit that it hadn’t been an entirely unpleasant surprise when he recognised her. Even back in New York, he couldn’t help but feel for her. She was doing a job she wasn’t cut out for, but her slightly awkward charm had not left him cold. Who knew what would have happened if he hadn’t still been licking his wounds at the time? Which was just one more reason to keep his distance now.

      “Did the lass say why she was here?” continued Marlin.

      “No.” He shrugged.

      “You’re no’ very forthcoming today either.”

      “Because I don’t know anything else. I guess we will just have to wait and see.” Alex focused on his father. “Why are you so interested in her anyway?”

      A faint smile appeared on Marlin’s face, and Alex could have sworn he had caught his father off guard. “I’m no’ particularly interested in her,” Marlin deflected. “But you have to admit it’s a pretty romantic story.”

      “Romantic?”

      “The orphaned lassie travels to her da’s birthplace with his ashes, presumably to bury them here. I’d certainly call that romantic.”

      “If that’s what you consider romantic, I begin to understand why you never remarried after Ma died,” Alex commented dryly.

      “Look who’s talking!” Marlin raised a brow but did not elaborate. And of course Alex knew perfectly well what his father meant.

      “Unlike you, I find the idea of travelling halfway around the world with your urn in my carry-on rather grisly ...” Alex shook his head, hoping that this would put an end to any further talk of romance. In this respect, he was ready to concede he was a chip off the old block.

      “Dinnae worry, I am planning to find my final resting place right here when the time comes.” Marlin smiled.

      “In which case, I can only hope that you will take your last breath here too,” Alex replied with a grin.

      “What kind of talk is that?” a woman’s voice interrupted their banter. “Let’s hope none of us will take their last breath anytime soon, neither here nor anywhere else.”

      “We’ll do our best to stay alive, Aunt Alice,” Alex said. “Speaking of which, have you seen any sign of life from our new guest?”

      “No’ yet. Maybe we better go check on her.” Alice sounded a little concerned. The wife of Marlin’s younger brother Rupert, she was the heart and soul of The Cosy Thistle who looked after the guests’ well-being and often that of the three male Frasers at Harriswood House too.

      “Well, she was breathing two hours ago,” reported Alex, who had gone to the cottage in the late morning at the urging of Alice and Aidan to check on Colleen and had returned with her dog. “I guess she’s just exhausted. The long trip, the jet lag ...”

      “... the dead father in the urn,” Marlin added.

      “Oh, the poor bairn.” Alice frowned. “How old do yous think she is? Heather and Jack, the minister, reckon that Gavin Murray must have been in his eighties.”

      “She’s turning thirty-three in a fortnight.”

      “Oh, you do know something else about her!” interjected Marlin.

      “I made a copy of her passport, as I am required to do for every guest.”

      “Well, it sounds like Gavin started a family rather late in life. I cannae wait to hear the whole story,” Alice said happily. “Should we have lunch? I made shepherd’s pie; it keeps well in the oven. Colleen will surely be hungry too when she wakes up. And Jack will definitely want a helping later. And we could ask Collum, too?”

      “You know that freeloader isnae welcome in my house!” Marlin exclaimed, glaring at his sister-in-law.

      “Seriously, Marlin. He’s our mayor, and he could check the town database for information about Gavin Murray. I wonder if there’s any family of his left around here,” Alice replied, unimpressed. She found Marlin’s aversion to the new young mayor rather silly.

      “Jack’s already checking the church register, tha’s enough.” Marlin growled.

      “Aye, but I’m sure Collum can figure it out a lot faster since he had all the civil records from the last two hundred years digitised ...” Alice grinned widely. “Admit it, you cannae wait to find out more.”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Marlin replied. “Besides, Jack said he would bring Betty Murray along. She might be related to Gavin. And tha’s the end of that.”

      Whatever Colleen’s plans were for her stay at Kirkby, they would not remain a secret for long. Alex felt a little sorry for the young woman who had cried so heartbreakingly in his arms last night. She had no idea what she was getting herself into here! He wished her a few more hours of relaxing sleep before she would have to face all these inquisitive villagers who would scrutinise each and every one of her steps. He called for Aidan and together they joined his father and aunt in the kitchen for lunch.
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      It really was incredibly beautiful here, Colleen noted with delight as she left her cottage freshly showered and dressed in jeans and her favourite soft pink jumper. The front door of her cottage was surrounded by two rose bushes that still carried a few fragrant yellow blossoms even this late in October. A well-maintained gravel path led across a meadow to the main walkway towards the stately manor, Harriswood House. The other cottages were spread out across the premises like defiant little fortresses, each adorned with its own blooming rosebushes outside the door. Between the cottages, sheep grazed on the still rain-soaked, rich green meadows. The quaint scene was framed by the hills of the Highlands, and a small pond glistened in the distance. Above it all stretched a clear, blue sky. Everything that had seemed so gloomy and oppressive yesterday now looked lovely. Downright magical, even. A smile spread across Colleen’s face and she took a few deep breaths. The air smelled earthy, of herbs and roses; it was as fresh as she had ever experienced. She almost felt a little dizzy, but that was more likely due to her empty stomach. There was no way around it, she needed to get food right now, even if it meant facing Alexander Fraser again, embarrassing scene from last night be damned.

      Freshly determined, she set out across the crunching pebbles towards the main house. This morning, the heavy oak door was not locked, but when she entered, she could not see anyone in the reception area. There was also no bell to alert anyone to the fact she was here. From further back, though, she could hear muffled voices. Colleen cleared her throat in an attempt to draw attention to herself, but nobody responded to the admittedly small sound. Well, not quite nobody, because a few moments later, she heard claws clacking against the stone floor. Tito came dashing around the corner and greeted her with enthusiastic barks. She bent down to scratch the terrier’s ears, but he had already turned around and was running back to where he had come from.

      Colleen decided to follow him and soon found herself in the doorway to a spacious kitchen. A vast wooden table dominated one half of the room; it was currently occupied by Alex, his son Aidan and two people she had not yet met. Tito jumped back onto the bench next to Aidan, his twitching little nose dangerously close to the boy’s plate while everyone else’s attention was focused on Colleen.

      “Hello. I ... uh ... well, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but ...,” she started awkwardly.

      “You’re no’ interrupting,” a resolute-looking blonde woman in her fifties replied as she swiftly got up to meet her with a warm smile and outstretched arms. “You must be Colleen, and starving I assume,” she surmised. A moment later, Colleen found herself in a motherly embrace. Not that she had much experience with motherly affection; but it definitely felt good. “I’m Alice,” the woman introduced herself and guided Colleen to a chair next to an older man.

      “Hello,” she murmured shyly and a little overwhelmed by the welcome she had just received. Could people only do extremes in this place?

      “Hello, Colleen,” Alex greeted her. “I hope you slept well?”

      She nodded and her eyes widened, half amazed, half shocked, at the sight of the well-filled plate Alice placed in front of her. She poured water from a carafe into her glass. Whatever was on her plate smelled tempting but looked forbidden.

      “I’m Marlin,” the older man to her left now introduced himself and smiled kindly at her. “I’m Alex’s da and Aidan’s grandda. Alice here is my sister-in-law, married to my brother. And this in front of you is her world-famous shepherd’s pie. Tuck in!”

      “Thank you,” she said and cleared her throat. “Thank you very much. That’s very nice of you, but ...” She hesitated and looked perplexed at the casserole dish in front of her. She had no idea what exactly was in a shepherd’s pie, and anyway, she much preferred to eat dishes in which you could clearly tell everything apart, like grilled chicken breast with salad or pasta.

      “You’re no’ vegetarian, are you? Or … vegan?” Aidan exclaimed, the judgment palpable in his young voice.

      “No, but ...” Don’t make a fuss, she scolded herself in her mind.

      “Dinnae worry, hen, if you dinnae want shepherd’s pie, I’m more than happy to make you a sandwich or whip up a quick omelette. But why no’ give it a try first? It’s all fresh, with minced lamb and mashed tatties.”

      Alice looked at her encouragingly, while the male Frasers eyed her sceptically. Colleen felt like she was walking on very thin ice; one wrong move and they would all turn against her. It almost felt like a dare, a rite of passage, even. If she ate this strange casserole, she would be welcome; if not, things could be a little trickier. She closed her eyes for a split second. It couldn’t be that bad, could it? But lamb? Hadn’t she just admired all those cute sheep out in the meadows on her way over? Tito interrupted her thoughts with a shrill bark, and Colleen pulled herself together. She had to try it, be as it might! These lovely people deserved to be treated as kindly as they were treating her. Daddy had only ever shaken his head at her eating habits and commented dryly that she would have to drop that nonsense if she ever went to the motherland of porridge and haggis. She bravely loaded some of the pie onto her fork and popped it into her mouth. The mince was juicy and aromatic, the mash fluffy and velvety, the crust nice and crunchy. It was ... “Absolutely divine!”

      Colleen’s euphoric exclamation surprised herself more than her hosts. She was convinced that she had never eaten anything this delicious in her entire life!

      “Pretty much,” Aidan grinned and held up his own plate to get a second helping from his great-aunt.

      “Told you so, world-famous, this shepherd’s pie,” Marlin remarked, winking happily at Colleen.

      Alex kept quiet, but for once she refused to go down the rabbit hole of overthinking it. Fully focused on her lunch, she polished off the large helping in record time and happily accepted seconds.

      “No, thank you,” she waved Alice off as she went to fill her plate a third time. “As delicious as it is, I’m so full I couldn’t eat another bite. Thank you so much; you and your pie have made my day.”

      “Well, if tha’s all it takes, you’ve come to the right place,” Alice replied, laughing heartily. “But now that you are rested and restored, perhaps you’d tell us a little about yourself and what brought you here?”

      “Um ...” Colleen was caught off guard.

      “I told yous that Colleen was here because of her father,” Alex intervened, shooting his aunt a warning look.

      “But that cannae be the whole story, can it?” Alice insisted, then put a hand on Colleen’s arm. “My condolences, hen. I’m so very sorry for your loss. This cannae be an easy time for you,” she said empathically. “We took the liberty of talking to the town’s minister this morning. His name is Jack McTavish and he was hoping to stop by later. That way you can discuss with him what to do about a ceremony. Maybe he can find someone who knew your da. Do you still have family here in the village?”

      “I don’t think so. Daddy was an only child, or rather the only surviving sibling,” Colleen clarified. “His father died when he was sixteen, his mother a year later, and that’s when he emigrated to the US. He never mentioned any other relatives.” She had never considered the possibility of distant cousins in Scotland, but she liked the idea! It would feel good to belong with someone again. At this point, she felt so uprooted that even the improbable notion of some unknown cousin twice removed offered some comfort.

      “If your family lived here, they would’ve left a trace,” Alice said softly and looked at her in a way that made Colleen wonder if the older woman could read her mind. “There are quite a few Murrays in and around Kirkby. Most have no’ been here long enough to be your da’s folks, but Jack will ask Betty Murray.”

      “Alice, don’t you think we should leave Colleen alone and not set the entire village on an ancestry treasure hunt?” interjected Alex. “Colleen must think we are prying.”

      She looked at him in surprise. Granted, the situation was a little strange but ...

      “We are no’ exactly prying, it’s called care and concern!” Marlin expressed exactly what Colleen was feeling.

      Before she could agree with him, Tito jumped off the bench once more and raced out of the kitchen, barking wildly, only to return moments later with two new arrivals in tow.

      “Speak of the devil,” Marlin said and stood to greet the visitors. “Betty, always a pleasure to see you,” he addressed a stately older lady and gallantly helped her out of her heavy plaid cape.

      Seeing him standing there among others, Colleen noticed just how short Marlin was. Maybe 5’7’’. What was that in metrics… 1.7 metres. How could this wiry, skinny man be Alex’s father? He must have a foot on his dad! But clearly, they did have something in common: Marlin may not have a single hair left on his scalp, but he was sporting a wild beard that was mostly grey but still showed clear traces of its original red. He had also passed on his prominent nose to his son. His eyes, however, sparkled a light greyish blue.

      “So you are the daughter of our prodigal son Gavin,” Betty stated, focusing her keen eyes on Colleen.

      “Did you know him?” Colleen replied, feeling her heartbeat grow faster. Was this woman possibly a relative of hers? She didn’t want to be rude, so she stood up as she took in the woman with whom she shared a surname. She had imagined this “Betty” as some sweet little old woman, but nothing could be further from the truth. Instead, this impressive lady stood tall and erect; she looked downright majestic.

      “I’m afraid no’, hen,” Betty replied almost apologetically. She took a seat and gestured for Colleen to sit back down as well. “But we’ll dig a little deeper in the church archives and I’m sure we’ll find something.”

      “Personally, I’m thrilled that we have this opportunity to meet Gavin’s bairn,” added the second visitor, a man similar to Marlin in age and height, but of a very different build. He looked like a whisky barrel on legs. “Jack McTavish,” he introduced himself with a warm smile that easily reached as far as his sparkling golden-brown eyes.

      “You’re Minister McTavish?” Though she had never met an old-world village priest, Colleen had imagined a more formal, less everyday character.

      “Call me Jack, please. We’re no’ big on formalities here in Kirkby, and as Gavin Murray’s daughter, you’re one of us anyway.”

      Colleen swallowed hard, her eyes filling with tears. Not again! She reached for her water and tried to push her emotions back down. “That’s so kind of you,” she said softly after taking a few big gulps from the glass.

      “Oh, come on! We are thrilled to have you!” Jack waved it off. “Have you thought about what type of ceremony you want to have for your da? Any specific ideas? And do you have a timeline?”

      Colleen shook her head. Her grand plan had had exactly one step: go to Kirkby. Everything that lay ahead now was unchartered territory. She had barely taken a moment to think since her father’s passing three weeks ago. There was so much to organise and take care of! She had completely underestimated the amount of bureaucratic red tape involved. Daddy had handled and prepared much in advance, leaving detailed instructions about what needed to be done. The other partners in his law firm had provided much-needed support, but there was still a lot she had to handle herself. Daddy had been very ill for a long time. Right after receiving his diagnosis, which had not exactly left much room for hope, he had gone through his personal affairs with Colleen. While he was still in reasonably good shape, he had given away possessions to friends and colleagues and even purged and donated plenty of his household items and belongings. He had done such a diligent job that Colleen sometimes wondered if he was trying to leave this world without a trace. In truth, she knew he simply did not want to burden her any more than necessary. Painful as it had been, the purging process had turned into a wonderful experience for father and daughter as they spent weeks and months going through mementoes and all the bits and pieces that make up a full life.

      Apart from a few books, his watch and silver cufflinks, Colleen had kept only photo albums – and, of course, Daddy’s beloved terrier, Tito. Nothing else meant anything to her, belongings never really had.

      She carried her dad in her heart, and that’s where he would always be. She was grateful she had been spared having to sift through all his personal belongings after he was gone. Still, there was plenty to do, and she had hardly had time to stop and think during these past weeks. The cremation had been a particularly challenging ordeal for her, and then there had been the large memorial service in Boston attended by his friends and colleagues. His ex-wife Gloria had been conspicuously absent. That her mother wouldn’t even come to support her only child in her grief was more than hurtful. On the other hand, seeing her mother play the grieving widow might have been even worse. No, things were better the way they were. A few of her old friends had come, some of whom she hadn’t seen in a decade or longer, to support her. But besides appreciating their kindness, she felt no connection to them now. It was as if, with her dad gone, her own roots in Boston had withered and died too. She had felt like a stranger in the city she had called home for thirty-two years, that she had loved and missed when she was anyplace else. Now she felt she no longer belonged.

      “Here you go, hen.”

      Colleen startled as Betty pressed a starched white handkerchief into her hand. She hadn’t even noticed she was crying again. Grateful and embarrassed, she dabbed away her tears with the lightly lavender-scented fabric. “I’m sorry, I have a hard time focusing right now,” she sniffled softly.

      “It’s all right,” Jack said jovially. “This must be a very difficult time for you. We can take all the time you need. Shall we start talking about the service now?”

      Colleen nodded even though she was not sure she had the strength. But what had to be done had to be done.

      “Um,” Aidan cut in. “Can I take Tito out for a walk before I do my homework?”

      Colleen looked at the gangly red-haired boy, who shot her a pleading look from those alert blue eyes of his. “Sure thing.” She tried a smile and cleared her throat. “Tito would definitely love to be outside with you. He needs a lot more action and fun than he’s had these past months.”

      “Great!” Aidan jumped up enthusiastically and was out of the kitchen in a flash, Tito fast on his heels.

      “But don’t forget that you still have to do your homework,” Alex called after his son. The only reply he got was the front door banging shut.

      “Looks like those two have hit it off straightaway,” Alice said with a smile. “I’ve always said you should let wee Aidan have a dog,” she turned to Alex.

      He just raised his hands defensively, shook his head and stood up. “Do you still need me? Because if you don’t, I’ll go and take care of some paperwork. Colleen, if there’s anything I can do for you, you’ll find me in my office, next to the library. But you’re in more than capable hands, so I’m sure you’ll be just fine.” He gave her a quick nod and left the kitchen.

      Now she probably was overthinking, but Colleen couldn’t escape the hunch that the sudden, rushed departure of Fraser both large and small had something to do with her and her tears. Her embarrassment reached a new peak as she thought back to her meltdown last night. No wonder the two of them wanted to be as far away as possible when the floodgates opened again.

      “I can assure you we will do whatever we can to help you through this difficult time,” Jack asserted through the mouthful of shepherd’s pie he was currently digging into with great relish. He swallowed and continued more clearly, “Why dinnae you tell us a bit about Gavin while Betty and I are finishing lunch? Then we can discuss the logistics of the ceremony.”

      “And dinnae you worry about crying, hen,” Alice said softly. “It’s never easy to lose a loved one. We’ve all been there, and grief is nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Colleen gulped, unsure how to begin, but then decided to just tell what she knew chronologically: “I know my dad was born here in Kirkby eighty-six years ago, the only surviving child of his parents. He didn’t tell me all that much about his childhood and youth, mostly that he was happy here. But times were hard, with the war and all. Then, when his parents died within a year of each other, he left for America. There, he worked for a few years and took night classes at a local college and finally got a scholarship that allowed him to go to law school. In his mid-forties, he opened his own law firm in Boston and became quite successful. He never really talked about his private life at the time. I assume he didn’t have much of one, working so hard and all. But I got the impression there was a woman he loved dearly. For some reason, they couldn’t be together, though. Later, when he was in his fifties, he met my mother, who was only twenty-one at the time. They got married and had me.”

      Colleen paused and took a sip of water. “Daddy always said I was the best thing that ever happened to him.” Tears started to run down her cheeks again. “Anyway, it certainly wasn’t my mother. I can hardly remember a time when they didn’t argue. And eight years ago, she ... um ... they finally got divorced.”

      Telling these strangers that her mother had left when she met another man, much younger than Daddy but just as wealthy, felt too personal. Not because she cared whether they judged Gloria, but because she didn’t want them to feel sorry for her father and herself. Colleen took another deep breath and continued: “When Daddy was diagnosed with stage-four cancer two years ago and it was clear that it would only be a matter of time, I moved back in to take care of him. And his wish was to be buried here in Kirkby. That’s the story,” she concluded.

      Jack, Marlin and Betty had lapped up every word. As had Alice, who had been pottering about and now returned to the table with a pot of tea and five cups. She took away the empty plates and replaced them with a small bowl of the delicious shortbread Colleen had already had twice. “So who fancies a cuppa?” she asked the group, not even waiting for an answer before serving her strong brew.

      “So you dinnae expect many relatives or friends to come over for the funeral? That means we dinnae have to put it off for long, do we?” Jack finally asked.

      “No, his friends and colleagues were all at the memorial service in Boston. No one is planning to come over.”

      “No’ even your mother?” Betty inquired with raised eyebrows.

      Colleen snorted. “If pigs fly! No, definitely no chance of my mother coming. They didn’t speak after the divorce.”

      “Be that as it may, you are her daughter, and she may want to support you as you are going through this,” Alice suggested with a slight frown before sitting back down.

      Colleen shrugged. “Emotional support is not her strong suit. I’m on my own. Which means we can do the funeral anytime that works for you, Minister McTavish, uh, Jack.”

      “Just give me a few days. How about Saturday? There’ll be more people then as most are off work.”

      “What people?” asked Colleen, confused. “Nobody here knows us.” She watched in confusion as Marlin, Jack, Betty and Alice exchanged knowing, maybe even a little pitying, glances.

      “Saturday sounds good, let’s do it,” Marlin said decisively.

      “Why dinnae you come and see me at the rectory tomorrow, Colleen? We can go over the details, and I can show you the family grave. You’ll want your da to be buried alongside his parents and siblings I assume?” Jack looked at her with a warm smile.

      “I guess ...” She swallowed hard. Frankly, she hadn’t even thought about this part, and Daddy hadn’t left more specific wishes about his final resting place either. “I think he would like that. And I would too.”

      “Splendid. Tha’s settled then. I’ll see you tomorrow, and now I’m afraid I have to go. I’m expected at the McKenzies’ to discuss the baptism of their youngest bairn. But I’ll look into finding any relatives of yours and your father tonight.” Jack stood up and put a comforting hand on Colleen’s shoulder. “Dinnae you worry, Colleen, we are all here to support you.” Then he turned to Alice. “Thank you so much for the wonderful lunch. Marlin, I’ll be seeing you tonight?” The stern Fraser patriarch, who had not contributed much to the conversation, gave a brief nod.

      “Have you had a chance to explore our village yet?” Betty wanted to know from Colleen when Jack had left.

      “No, not yet. But I thought I could look around this afternoon.”

      “I’d be happy to keep you company if you like,” the older lady offered. “Whether or no’ we’re related, I would love to make you feel at home here.” She smiled mischievously, which took years off her stern face.

      “That would be great,” Colleen said and meant it. How grateful she was to these kind people she had only just met! Just maybe she was not quite so alone in the world after all?
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