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Chapter One









When life gives you lemons… keep calm and head to Scotland.

Well, I’m sure the original author of that quote never expected that variation, but it was certainly apt in my case. It wasn’t an abundance of sour citrus fruits, though, but rather a flood of sewage water that threatened the mundane peacefulness of my life...

“It’s totally gone, luv. Rusted right through. You’re goin’ to need a whole new system,” said the plumber as he sat back on his heels, wiped his hands on a dirty rag, and eyed the twisted network of old pipes with relish (no doubt thinking of what the “whole new system” was going to put in his pocket). “Reckon I could squeeze you in before my next job, but you’re goin’ to have to close for a week.”

“A week?” I stared at him in horror. “You want me to shut the tearoom for a week?”

The plumber shrugged. “No other way. Not unless you want your customers smellin’ everything I bring up.”

I shuddered. It had been bad enough the last few days when I’d had to explain to irate customers that there was no working toilet available—not something you want to announce to big tour groups and families with young children after you’ve been plying them with multiple cups of tea! 

And people might rave about how much they loved the period features and quaint atmosphere of the converted Tudor inn that housed my tearoom, but somehow they drew the line at experiencing authentic fifteenth-century plumbing. I knew the Little Stables Tearoom had already copped some negative reviews online because of this; its reputation would sink completely if things got worse.

“All right,” I sighed. “Just… can you please do it as fast as you can?”

“Sure, luv. I’ll have it done for you in a jiffy,” he said cheerfully.

Which—as anyone who has had experience of British tradesmen knows—probably meant that he would only drink seventeen cups of tea a day, have twelve cigarette breaks, and knock off at three thirty instead of three.

Still, I didn’t have much choice, and after I showed the plumber out the front door and readjusted the CLOSED sign, I went into the kitchen to break the news. Two women looked up expectantly as I stepped inside the door: Dora my tearoom chef, a stocky, grey-haired matron with a wonderful knack for creating gorgeous baked treats and a brisk manner that belied her kindly heart… and Cassie my best friend and partner-in-waitressing, whose sensual resemblance to an artist’s muse belied her own brilliant talent with the paintbrush. While they could not have been more different, at that moment they were both wearing identical expectant expressions on their faces. 

“Well?” said Cassie. “What did the plumber say?”

I relayed the bad news, bracing myself for their dismay. After all, both Dora and Cassie had worked as hard as I had over the past year to make the tearoom a success, and I knew they’d both be appalled at the prospect of being forced to close for business. To my surprise, though, Cassie beamed and exclaimed: 

“Actually, that’s brilliant! You can come with me!”

I looked at her blankly. “Come where?”

“To Scotland, of course,” said Cassie. “I’m heading off this weekend, remember? I’m teaching that painting workshop at Aberglinn Castle in the Highlands.”

“Oh… yeah, that’s right,” I said, wondering how I could have forgotten when I’d had to make changes to the menu and seating arrangements to ensure that we could manage while Cassie was away. 

“My contract comes with room and board,” Cassie continued excitedly. “And apparently there are twin beds in my room, so you can stay with me. I’m sure they won’t mind. It’ll be perfect: you can just lounge around and relax, or go and explore the castle grounds while I’m teaching the workshop. The castle’s been converted into a posh hotel, you know, and it’s up in the Scottish Highlands. The countryside is spectacular. You could try fly fishing or go hiking—”

“Cassie, I can’t go gallivanting off to Scotland while work is being done on my tearoom!”

“Why not? It’s not like you’re going to be holding the spanner for the plumber, are you?” Cassie said. “You can’t do anything while this place is closed, so you might as well take advantage of the situation. And you’re well overdue for a holiday.”

“Cassie’s right, dear,” Dora chimed in. “You’ve been working so hard; it’s high time you took a break.”

“It’s not a break that I need, it’s a new plumbing system,” I muttered. “Besides, you’ve both been putting in long hours too—”

“Not like you,” said Cassie. “You’ve been working like a madwoman, especially in the past few weeks. It’s not healthy, Gemma! Do you realise you haven’t taken any time off since the tearoom opened nearly eighteen months ago? And don’t mention that trip to Vienna,” she added, giving me a mock glower. “Spending most of your time investigating a murder doesn’t count as a proper holiday.”

“It’s not like I haven’t tried to take a holiday,” I said irritably. “But every time I’ve organised something, it’s ended up being cancelled because Devlin—” I broke off. 

There was an awkward silence. Then Cassie took a breath and said, in a determinedly cheerful voice, “Well, let me tell you, that’s one of the perks of being a single girl. No more worrying about the stupid workaholic boyfriend. No more contorting your life to match another person’s schedule. You just suit yourself.” She grabbed my arm. “Come on, Gemma—it’ll be our own ‘girls’ trip’! We’ll have a brilliant time.”

I shook my head, but inside I could feel myself beginning to waver. It was true that I had been working like a maniac in recent months. But I had desperately needed to keep busy—to distract myself and take my mind off a certain Detective Inspector Devlin O’Connor who had turned my world upside down when he suggested that we “take a break” from our relationship. 

Okay, so Devlin had nearly lost his job and his chance at an all-important promotion because of my meddling—er—I mean, attempts to help in an investigation, so perhaps it had been understandable. And he had been right that we needed to sort out the various thorny issues between us, including my tendency to get personally involved in other people’s troubles, and his tendency to dedicate every waking hour to his job. It was ironic, really, because the reason we clashed so often was because we both tended to put strangers’ needs before our own, albeit in different ways. 

Still, I had always thought that we’d work through those “thorny issues” together, and I was shocked and hurt when Devlin had suggested some time and space apart to help us find some answers. Not that I showed him how shocked and hurt I was, of course. Oh no—growing up in a repressed upper-middle class household had provided me with the perfect training for the classic British “stiff upper lip”, and I had made sure to maintain a cool, nonchalant façade ever since. It was exhausting, though, and I knew that Cassie could see the strain. One thing about having a best friend who had known you since primary school was that they could see right through you.

“Well, okay, maybe I could do with a break,” I conceded. “But I could just stay in Oxford so that I’m nearby, in case there’s a problem with the renovations and—”

“No, no, you must come to Scotland with me,” insisted Cassie. “There’s a reason the plumbing packed up right now. It’s like it’s meant to be!”

I stopped and looked at her, surprised by her vehemence. “Why are you so keen for me to go to Scotland?”

Cassie blinked. “I… well, like I said, I’ve already got this place sorted so it’s the perfect arrangement—”

“Yes, but… you sounded like there’s a specific reason you need me to go.”

“Well, of course there’s a reason—the reason is because you need a holiday!”

I narrowed my eyes at her. The thing about childhood best friends is that it works both ways. “No, there’s something else—something you’re not telling me, Cassandra Jenkins.”

She gave an exaggerated shrug. “What do you mean? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just think it’s a fantastic opportunity and you should seize it. Not just to have a break but also to… to do some research!”

“Research?” I said, momentarily distracted.

“Yes, you could see it as a sort of… er… business development trip. You know, a chance to check out the baking in the Scottish Highlands, maybe pick up a few tips and ideas from local tearooms and bakeries.” She snapped her fingers. “In fact, now that I think about it, I seem to remember that Aberglinn Castle offers a special afternoon tea to its guests. Wouldn’t you love to try that, see how they do things?”

“Well…” It was true that I loved sampling and comparing offerings from other establishments. Part of it was professional curiosity and part of it was that I just loved the ritual of English afternoon tea: the beautiful fine bone china, the fragrant tea leaves steeped just long enough to produce the perfect cup, the delicious, freshly baked buns and tarts, and the warm, buttery scones… I would have loved to see the Scottish interpretation of this classic tradition, and Cassie was painting a very tempting picture; a “work” reason for the trip certainly made it seem more acceptable to abandon my tearoom and go. 

“Well, I for one would love to sample some traditional Scottish baking,” declared Dora, smacking her lips. “They do all these scrumptious cakes and desserts. I love clootie dumplings, with all the flavours from the dried fruits and treacle and cinnamon… mmm… and that lovely, moist, rich Dundee cake… oh, and cranachan, of course. You’d think it’s just like a trifle but it’s so much nicer! Maybe it’s the Scottish raspberries or maybe it’s the whisky,” she chuckled. “And of course, nothing beats their famous shortbread It’s one of those things that seems so simple—only three ingredients!—but it’s so tricky to get perfectly right.”

“I think your shortbread is delicious, Dora,” said Cassie loyally.

Dora waved a hand. “Oh, it’s not bad, I suppose. I’ve got a good recipe. But I’m sure it can’t compare to proper shortbread made in Scotland. Plus, there’s nothing like learning from a local baker.” She turned to me and nodded emphatically. “I’ll be sending you with some homework, Gemma. You can use some of your time to take notes for me.”

“I haven’t said I’m going yet,” I protested.

“Aww, come on!” said Cassie impatiently. “Look, if you don’t get away—I mean, completely away—you’ll never have a real break from things. You know how it is: if you stay in Oxford, you’ll just end up getting sucked back into stuff. You’ll be doing emails, admin, accounting, and you won’t be able to help yourself coming out to Meadowford-on-Smythe to check on the progress in the tearoom…” She paused, then added with a sly look: “And you’ll be roped into your mother’s latest crazy schemes.”

Oh God. She was right. The thought of being at a loose end for a week, with no way of escaping my mother’s bossing and interference, was more than enough to sway me. 

“What about Muesli?” I asked, glancing across at my little tabby cat who had—once again—sneaked into the tearoom kitchen despite our best efforts and was now happily curled up on one of the chairs by the table. 

“She can stay with your parents, can’t she?” said Cassie.

“I think they were planning to go away this weekend. Mother said something about being invited to stay with friends in the Cotswolds.”

“I would offer to look after Muesli, except that I think I’ll use this chance to visit my sister in Bournemouth,” said Dora apologetically. “I was planning to go next month, but since I won’t be needed here, I might as well go now.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure the Old Biddies will be happy to have Muesli. It’s only for a few days. We can close the tearoom this Thursday, walk across the village to drop Muesli off at Mabel’s house, and then you can fly up to Inverness with me on Friday morning,” said Cassie. She looked at me eagerly. “So that’s all sorted and all you need to do is think about what you’re going to pack!” 

Her excitement was infectious, and in spite of myself I felt a flutter of anticipation. Suddenly, the thought of getting away from the tearoom, Oxford, the stresses of everyday life—of having a complete change of scene—was incredibly appealing. 

“All right,” I said, smiling at my best friend. “Scotland, here we come!”
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Chapter Two









I turned the key in the lock and stepped back, looking up at the building in front of me. In the late-afternoon light, the half-timber framing, whitewashed walls, and thatched roofing of my tearoom looked more picturesque than ever, and when I turned to look down the village high street, the quaint stone cottages and distant view of the Cotswolds hills reminded me yet again why hundreds of thousands of tourists flocked here to visit every year. 

I felt a twinge at the thought of leaving all this cosy familiarity. Was I doing the right thing? Other than a few instances when I had been forced to temporarily suspend business (including the time an American tourist was murdered with one of my own scones!), I had never closed the tearoom completely and gone away like this. The Little Stables had filled my whole life, ever since opening it over a year earlier, and now I felt a sudden panic that, when I returned, everything I had achieved might not be here anymore. 

“Don’t be silly,” I muttered to myself. “It’s not as if you’re leaving forever. You’re only going away for a few days.”

“Gemma? What are you doing, standing there talking to yourself?”

I turned guiltily and hurried over to join Cassie, who was waiting next to our bicycles. 

“Nothing… just doing a last check,” I said. I threw a final glance over my shoulder at the tearoom, then turned determinedly away. 

“Meorrw!” came a little voice, and I glanced down to see Muesli peeking at me through the bars of her cat carrier, which had been placed beside my bike. Her green eyes were wide and excited, and she sniffed the air with anticipation. Obviously, her feline senses had picked up that something was different—this wasn’t the usual trip home after work.

“It’s all right, Muesli, you’re not missing out. You’re going on your own adventure with the Old Biddies,” I said as I picked up the carrier and placed it in the front basket of my bicycle.

“Yeah, and let’s hope it doesn’t involve any mystery, mayhem, or murder,” said Cassie, rolling her eyes. 

I grinned. The “Old Biddies” was our affectionate nickname for the geriatric foursome who were probably Oxfordshire’s most notorious senior citizens. Mabel Cooke, Glenda Bailey, Florence Doyle, and Ethel Webb had a talent for meddling matched only by their passion for playing detective, and they topped it all with an uncanny ability to insert themselves into any murder investigation that caught their fancy. 

“They seem to be going through a relatively quiet spell recently, though,” I reminded Cassie. 

In fact, there had barely been a single suspicious figure, mysterious footprint, or “sinister overheard conversation” reported to the local police in the last few weeks. 

I gave a hopeful smile. “Maybe they’ll keep out of trouble while we’re gone. I mean, they should be busy enough with their usual bingo games and gossip sessions at the village post office.”

“Don’t you believe it,” said Cassie darkly. “I’ll bet when we get to Mabel’s place, we’ll find them gathered in the sitting room, poring over some clue from an imaginary dead body.”

As it turned out, Cassie was wrong. When we arrived at Mabel’s cottage on the other side of the village, we did find the four little old ladies assembled in the sitting room. But rather than dissecting a gory murder, they were engaged in that most innocent of English pastimes: having afternoon tea. And with them, to my surprise, were my parents: Professor Philip Rose and Mrs Evelyn Rose. 

“Mother!” I cried as Cassie and I were led in. “I didn’t realise you and Dad were coming over?”

“Volume, darling!” said my mother, giving me a scandalised look. “Remember, a lady never raises her voice above a well-modulated murmur.” 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. My mother was the living, walking embodiment of a Victorian etiquette manual. Still, I couldn’t help a twinge of envy and admiration for the way she managed to look so composed and elegant, perched on the sofa sipping tea, her hair perfectly coiffed and her starched-linen dress without a single crease or wrinkle. The weather had been unseasonably warm this summer, and Cassie and I were a hot and sweaty sight just from wheeling our bicycles across the village. 

My father gave me a gentle smile over his spectacles. “Mrs Cooke kindly invited us to tea, and your mother and I thought it would be a lovely opportunity to see you before you left for Scotland. You’re departing early tomorrow morning, I believe?” 

“Yes, we’re flying up to Inverness and then taking a connecting train to Fort William,” Cassie answered him. “I suppose we’ll then try to find a bus that will drop us near the castle. Otherwise, it’ll have to be a taxi, which will probably cost an arm and a leg,” she added ruefully. 

“Never fear,” said Mabel, coming back into the room with a fresh pot of tea and Muesli trotting at her heels. My tabby cat seemed to have immediately accepted her new temporary home and was now happily exploring the sitting room. 

“The castle might be sending a car to meet guests at the airport tomorrow morning,” continued Mabel as she set the teapot down on the table. “I’ll speak to my cousin Graeme and suggest that the driver pick you girls up as well.”

Which probably means they’ll be ordered point blank to take us, I thought, smiling at the mental image of hapless guests watching in bewilderment as Cassie and I were loaded in next to them. With her stentorian voice and bossy manner, Mabel had little trouble getting most people to do her bidding. Still, I was confused as to how her influence had extended all the way to Scotland in this case. 

Leaning over to Cassie, I hissed, “What’s Mabel’s cousin got to do with anything?” 

She turned to look at me. “Oh, didn’t I tell you? Sorry, I must have forgotten. It was through Mabel that I got this job. Her cousin’s one of the gardeners at the Aberglinn Castle Hotel, and he mentioned that the management was interested in providing more activities for the guests. So Mabel rang them up and told them that they should offer a painting workshop—you know, ‘take home your own watercolour of the Highlands’, that kind of thing—and she nominated me to run it.” Cassie chuckled. “She even told them what they should pay me and insisted that room and board be included. I don’t think they knew what had hit them.”

“You need to haggle hard with the Scots,” said Mabel firmly. “I know there are jokes about the Scottish being stingy but that’s just an ignorant stereotype. The truth is, Scottish people are frugal and careful with their finances—which is no bad thing—and they have a healthy respect for those who demand value for money too. As my grandfather used to say: mony a mickle maks a muckle—it’s an old Scottish proverb which means ‘if you look after the pennies then the pounds will look after themselves’.”

I turned to her. “Your family is Scottish, Mabel?”

She nodded. “Ooh yes. My maiden name was Duncan. Of course, my grandparents moved to England soon after getting married, and my family have lived down south ever since. But I still have relatives all over Inverness-shire—like my cousin, Graeme. That’s his wife’s recipe for the whisky fruit cake we’re having,” she added, nodding at the fruit cake sitting in pride of place beside the tea tray. “Sit down and I’ll cut you girls each a slice.”

Cassie and I dutifully obeyed, and a few minutes later I was placing a piece of the rich, moist cake in my mouth. Mmm… I closed my eyes for a second. Even for someone used to being surrounded by delicious baking, this cake was heavenly: dense and sweet, with the wonderful flavours of dried fruit, mixed spices, orange zest, and almonds overlaid by the heady fumes from the whisky. 

“This is delicious—” I started to say with my mouth full, then paused and hastily swallowed as I saw my mother’s disapproving eye on me. “If this is an example of Scottish baking, I can’t wait to sample more!” 

Florence beamed at me. “Oh, I’m glad you like it, dear. I was the one who baked the cake today, although I did use Mabel’s recipe.” Plump and homely, Florence loved her food and spent most of her time worrying that others weren’t eating enough. So she was delighted now to see us tucking into her baking. 

“It’s very simple to make,” she continued eagerly. “You just mix the dried fruit with the zest and juice of an orange and a lemon in a pan, then heat it together with Scotch whisky, butter, and brown sugar. Then you cool the mixture and combine it with the flour, flaked almonds, spices, and baking powder.”

“And eggs,” Ethel piped up. “Don’t forget the eggs, Florence.”

“Yes, that’s right. It takes quite a lot of eggs. Then you bake it in a cake tin for two hours and it’s ready to serve.”

“Is this what they call a Dundee cake?” asked Cassie, forking another piece into her mouth. “That’s the famous Scottish fruit cake, isn’t it?”

“Oh no, this isn’t quite the authentic recipe,” Ethel said quickly.

As the shyest of the Old Biddies, Ethel was usually the quietest, but being an ex-librarian meant that old habits were hard to ignore, and she rushed now to provide the right information, just as she used to when I was a little girl. “There are so many varieties calling themselves ‘Dundee cake’ nowadays, but the original recipe didn’t have glacé cherries or whisky or even mixed spice. Aside from the flour, butter, sugar, eggs, and baking powder, it only contained a touch of salt, some raisins or sultanas, a bit of orange zest, some almonds, and—most important of all—Seville orange marmalade.”

“Marmalade?”

Ethel nodded. “Yes, and not just any marmalade. A proper Dundee cake is made with marmalade from Seville oranges. It’s what gives it that subtle bittersweet flavour. I read a book by a food historian once and he speculated that the Dundee cake was actually created for Mary, Queen of Scots who hated the traditional style of fruit cakes. So the royal cook made her a special one with just almonds, raisins, and Seville oranges, which were being imported to Dundee by Spanish merchants at the time.”

“Well, authentic or not, I think Graeme’s recipe is a nice variation,” declared Mabel. “And adding the whisky helps the cake keep for longer.”

Glenda gave a girlish giggle, sounding more eighteen than eighty. “Most things are better with a bit of Scotch added,” she tittered. 

“I quite agree,” said my father with a wink. 

I gave him a startled look. My father was a semi-retired professor at Oxford University and a classic “absent-minded academic” who spent most of his time with his nose buried in his textbooks. I’d rarely seen him show a playful side and certainly never thought I’d catch him winking!

“I never knew you liked whisky, Dad,” I said. To my knowledge, my parents only drank wine and strictly in moderation. 

He darted a look at my mother, then gave me a conspiratorial smile. “Oh, I’ve been to a few whisky bars in my ‘wild youth’, and I’m still very partial to a nice single malt once in a while. The University has a Whisky Society which holds regular events, you know, and one of their patrons, Professor Tom Wallace, is a good friend of mine. We sometimes meet for a drink. In fact, I was just speaking to Tom last week—he’d heard about a whisky investment opportunity and was keen to tell me all about it.”

“Whisky investment?” I looked at him. “What’s that?”

“Ah… you see, in recent years, whisky has become a collectable luxury asset—much like antiques or art or watches—and it is now being mooted as an additional option for those who want to diversify their investment portfolios.”

“You mean, like buying bottles of whisky and waiting for them to go up in value?” asked Cassie.

“Yes, although investing in casks is more common. Unlike wine, whisky doesn’t age once it is bottled, you see,” my father explained. “So there is more growth in purchasing casks of new-make whisky, which increases in value as it matures. The idea is that you make a profit when it is finally bottled and released to the market—and those profits can be significant! According to Tom, the price of rare Scotch whiskies has risen over five hundred percent in the last decade.”

“Wow. Are you thinking of investing, Dad?” I asked.

“Certainly not,” said my mother before my father could answer. “I told your father that we shall adhere to the tried-and-true traditional methods for our investment plans.”

“And quite right too,” said Mabel with an emphatic nod. “These newfangled ideas sound like a lot of nonsense to me. Investing in whisky? Whoever heard of such a thing? Whisky is for drinking. Or cooking with.” She turned briskly to me and said with a change of tone: “Speaking of nonsense, Gemma, what’s this we’ve been hearing about your love life?”

I leaned back nervously as I suddenly found all four Old Biddies peering intently at me. “Wh-what do you mean?”

“Well, your mother was just telling us that you and your young man are broken.”

“We’re not ‘broken’—we’re ‘on a break’,” I said in exasperated tones. 

“On a break? You mean, on holiday? Is Devlin going to Scotland with you as well? Oh, I do hope you get a photograph of him wearing a kilt,” said Glenda, giggling like a teenage girl talking about her latest celebrity crush. As usual, she was dressed more like a teenager too, with her skinny legs encased in rainbow-coloured leggings and bright blue shadow on her eyelids. “Men look so handsome in kilts,” she continued with a sigh. “I once had a dalliance with a Scottish laird—did I ever tell you? He only ever wore kilts, which was not very sensible, really, when you consider the Scottish weather, but it did come in very handy when he was feeling fruity and wanted to quickly—”

“Er, no, no, not that kind of break,” I cut in hastily, trying in vain to push the image of Glenda and her Scottish laird out of my mind. I took a deep breath and addressed the four wrinkled faces around me. “We’re ‘on a break’ from our relationship. It means we’re spending some time away from each other to… to think about things.”

“What do you need to think about?” asked Florence, looking puzzled.

“Well, I…” I stammered, flushing as I realised that everyone in the room was looking at me. “Just… you know… whether we can work through our issues.”

“Bah!” Mabel waved a contemptuous hand. “Young people these days… you have no staying power, just like your hair. In my time, we didn’t jump ship as soon as things got trying. Take my Henry, for example. When we first got married, he was remarkably flatulent. It was quite off-putting, I can tell you, especially in the bedroom. But I persevered with high-fibre meals and probiotic supplements, and he is now the model of mellifluent digestion.”

I groaned internally. I might have known that we’d get round to Mabel’s favourite topic of “the bowels” at some point. “Er… well, our situation is a bit different—” I started to say. 

“Nonsense. Most men need more fibre in their diet,” said Mabel. “Constipation leads to all sorts of problems, you know, and makes you feel exhausted and irritable. I’m sure if you just give your young man a spoonful of psyllium husk with his breakfast—”

“Devlin doesn’t need more fibre in his diet! I’m sure he goes regul—I mean—” I broke off, horrified. AAAGHH! How on earth had I ended up discussing my (possibly ex) boyfriend’s bowel movements with the Old Biddies and my parents? I took a deep breath. “Look, we’re just taking a bit of time apart, okay?”

Obviously feeling sorry for me, Cassie spoke up. “Um… anyway, I think we should probably head off soon. We still need to pack.”

“Ooh yes, that reminds me—I’ve purchased some things for your trip, darling,” said my mother, turning to rummage in a glossy gift bag next to her feet. She pulled out two spray cans, two clumps of green netting, and what looked incongruously like two giant tubes of lipstick.

“Here you are,” she said, handing me and Cassie a clump of netting each.

“What’s this?” I asked, frowning down at my hands.

“It’s a midge net, darling! For you to wear over your head whenever you’re outdoors in Scotland.” She demonstrated by taking my clump and shaking it out to reveal a crumpled tube made of fine mesh, which she attempted to slip over my head.

“I’m not wearing that!” I cried, leaning away from her. “I’ll look like a complete plonker!”

“Oh, but you must, darling,” said my mother. “I read an article which said that the Highlands are plagued by midges! And July and August are the worst times for them. Apparently, they can devour any exposed parts of your body, and they’ve been known to reduce grown men to tears.”

“I’m sure that’s an exaggeration, Mother,” I said impatiently. “It can’t be that bad, otherwise nobody would ever go to Scotland.”

“Midges can get quite unpleasant,” my father spoke up in his gentle voice. 

“Yes, they can attack in swarms and cause lots of itchy bites,” agreed Mabel, nodding emphatically.

“Maybe we can get away with just using these?” said Cassie hopefully, holding up one of the cannisters. I saw that they were cans of midge repellent spray.

“Oh yes, I bought those for you as extra protection,” said my mother distractedly, her attention on the two giant tubes of lipstick now. She picked them up and thrust them at us. “But these are the most important things of all. Make sure you keep these with you at all times, wherever you go. Remember, a lady is always poised and prepared.”

Cassie uncapped her lipstick, looked at the lurid pink colour, and blanched. I gave an impatient sigh. I knew my mother adhered fervently to the 1950’s attitude that a woman should always look her best at all times, but this seemed to be taking it to extremes.

“Mother, you’re not suggesting that we scare midges away with the hideous colour, are you?” I asked sarcastically.

“Oh no, darling, that isn’t for the midges. It’s a ‘Lost Lips Swipe ‘n’ Glow’.”

“A what?” I caught the look my mother gave me. “I mean, pardon?”

“It’s a dual-purpose lipstick and flare gun,” my mother explained. 

Cassie and I gaped at her. 

“You see, you twist it this way to pop out the lipstick part—hmm, it is rather a bright colour, isn’t it?—and you twist it the other way to activate the flare. Apparently, it can shoot out quite a distance and be seen from miles away.”

“Mother, why on earth would we need a flare gun?” I asked, exasperated.

“Well, people are always getting lost in the mountains, aren’t they? Helen Green told me that the Scottish Mountain Rescue had to search for hundreds of people last year!” My mother indicated the giant lipstick in my hand. “This would direct them to your exact location—and you’d be able to touch up your make-up before they arrived too. Isn’t that marvellous?”

I sighed. Suddenly, I couldn’t get to Scotland fast enough.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Three









I took a deep breath as I stepped off the mobile stairway leading down from the plane onto the airfield tarmac at Inverness Airport. The sky rose high above us, framed by wisps of cloud and washed clean by recent rain, and the air was fresh, with a crispness that was somehow different to the mellow country air of the Cotswolds. 

I laughed to myself. I was only at the airport, and already I was waxing lyrical about the Scottish Highlands! Still, there was something wonderfully uplifting about the wide-open expanses around me, the sense of space stretching to the horizon, and the view of the misty mountains in the distance. For the first time in a long time, I felt a sense of peace. I wasn’t worrying about my tearoom or family or Devlin or anything else from “real life”… I was just enjoying this moment and revelling in the feeling of pleasant anticipation that filled me.

And Cassie seemed even more ebullient. As we navigated through the airport terminal and out into the Arrivals hall, I could hear her singing a happy tune. In fact, she had been chattering non-stop the whole flight and now seemed to be brimming with repressed excitement.

My best friend paused as she felt my eyes on her and turned to look at me. “What?”

“Cass, what are you not telling me?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?”

“You just seem to be so… so happy! Like the way someone is when they’re hiding some exciting secret.” I gave her a suspicious look. “Are you planning some kind of surprise?”

“What? I… no… I don’t know what you’re talking about! Look, I’m just happy that we’re here, okay? It’s been ages since we’ve done anything together—I mean anything fun. It’ll be nice to spend time with each other and not talk about the tearoom for once.”

I felt a stab of guilt. “Sorry. I’ve been an awful friend lately, haven’t I?”

“You know I didn’t mean it like that. But it’s true that we haven’t had much time to have a laugh together, like we used to in our student days. So I’m just really looking forward to that, okay?”

I held up my hands, palms out. “Okay, okay, I’ll drop it now. And I promise not to mention anything to do with the tearoom while we’re in Scotland.”

“Well, I give you permission to check out the local baking for work purposes. In fact, I might even join you in some hands-on—or rather, mouth-on—research,” said Cassie, grinning. Then she turned and looked around. “Do you think Mabel managed to wangle a lift for us?”

We scanned the area. Despite handling more than a million passengers a year, Inverness Airport was small by modern standards, with a single low-slung building that housed both the Arrivals and Departures areas. There was a homely, intimate feel to the place—nothing like the big, sleek, but often impersonal international airports that I frequented when I worked as a high-flying executive before giving it all up to open my tearoom.

“I can’t see anyone holding a sign with ‘Aberglinn Castle Hotel’, you?” said Cassie, squinting. “Listen, you stay here and keep looking. I’m going to pop over to the café and see if they might be hanging around there.”

Left on my own, I turned to check the crowds of people milling around me again. Then I froze as a group of backpackers parted and a young man standing behind them turned into view. Dark hair, brilliant blue eyes, strong, handsome profile…

The breath caught in my throat. No, surely he can’t be here—?

The next moment, the man stepped out from behind the group and, as the light fell fully on his features, I let out the breath I had been holding. The resemblance was strong, but this man was definitely a stranger. His eyes met mine and I began to look away, embarrassed to be caught staring. To my surprise, though, his face brightened and he hurried towards me.

“Are you Cassie Jenkins, by any chance?” he asked. 

He had a rich baritone, with the kind of Scottish burr that romantic novelists raved about. In fact, with his good looks, tall, athletic figure, and sexy accent, the man was a Highland romantic hero come to life. The only thing missing was a kilt and sporran, although I noticed that he was dressed in a distinctive outfit that somehow combined rugged outdoor wear with traditional sartorial elegance: a jacket and waistcoat in a subtle tweed pattern, combined with wool breeches and checked shirt, and accessorised with a forest-green tie and mud-flecked gaiters over leather boots. 

I realised that I was staring again and hastily dropped my gaze. “Um, no… but I’m Cassie’s friend,” I said. “Are you from Aberglinn Castle?”

He flashed me a smile. “Yes, my name’s Ewan—Ewan Campbell. I was supposed to collect a couple of guests, actually, but they’ve cancelled at the very last minute. Still, I suppose it was good that I was here, as I got a message saying that you girls were arriving and I should pick you up as well, if there was room.”

Good old Mabel, I thought. “That would be brilliant if you could give us a lift,” I said warmly. “Let me just find Cassie. She’ll be delighted to see you.”

To my surprise, though, Cassie looked less than pleased when she was introduced to Ewan. She treated him with a reserve bordering on hostility as he helped us with our bags and led us out to a weathered Land Rover.

“Is it a long drive to the castle?” I asked, feeling the need to make some polite conversation to make up for Cassie’s stony silence. I had climbed into the front seat beside Ewan and watched now as he expertly manoeuvred the Land Rover out of the airport car park and onto the main road.

“A couple of hours,” said Ewan with a shrug. “It’s not too bad.”

“I suppose if you’re doing the route often, it’ll be very familiar—”

“Actually, I don’t usually pick up guests,” said Ewan, then he added with a grin and a sideways look at me: “—although I’m glad I did today.”

I felt my cheeks warming. Was he flirting with me?

“So how come you’re here then?” said Cassie from the back seat. I glanced over my shoulder uncomfortably. My best friend had been uncharacteristically quiet on the drive so far, and now her question sounded so sharp as to be almost rude.

Ewan, however, seemed unfazed and answered equably, “Well, we’re a bit short-staffed at the moment, so I’m just helping out.”

“So what do you do?” I asked in a friendly tone, trying to make up for Cassie’s asperity.

“I’m the ghillie.”

“The what?” 

“The ghillie. It’s a sort of gamekeeper-cum-hunting guide-cum-land manager… and a million other things these days,” said Ewan with a dry laugh. “The word comes from Gaelic, and it means ‘manservant’ or ‘attendant’. Ghillies were basically the personal menservants of the Highland chiefs in the old days. They knew the best places to fish, the best ways to stalk deer, the character of the local rivers, the seasonal weather conditions… and in recent decades, they’ve also helped to manage the game on the estates, monitor the wildlife populations, maintain the woodlands and forests. Nowadays, they even get involved in things like sustainable eco-tourism.”

“Bloody hell,” I said, impressed. “You do all that? 

Ewan gave a slightly embarrassed laugh. “Well, to be honest, I spend most of my time taking guests and visitors on wildlife walks and ‘ghillie experiences’, like letting them try their hand at fly fishing or stalking deer with a camera. Oh, we still get proper shooting parties now and then, especially in deer rutting season in the autumn, but Aberglinn isn’t really much of a hunting estate anymore. Its income mainly comes from the hotel now, and most of the guests are just tourists—you know, honeymooners, retired couples, families, Americans tracing their Scottish ancestry…” He indicated his clothes ruefully. “So in spite of wearing the traditional ‘ghillie suit’, you could say that I don’t do much real ghillie work anymore, at least in the traditional sense.” 

He paused, then—perhaps feeling that he might have sounded too negative—added hastily, “Not that I’m complaining. It’s great to see people learn about Highland country pursuits and give them the chance to experience it.” He glanced sideways at me again. “Maybe I’ll get the chance to show you some of these experiences during your stay?”

“Oh, I’m not a proper guest at the hotel,” I said quickly.

“You’re still welcome to tag along on any of my ‘ghillie experiences’,” said Ewan with a warm smile. “In fact, I could take you out when my shift is over and give you a private lesson in fly fishing or—”

“Gemma’s going to be too busy to have time for that,” Cassie cut in. She scowled at the back of Ewan’s head, then turned to me and said, “You’re going to be tied up researching Scottish baking, remember?”

“Well, not all the time,” I protested. 

“I’m sure Ewan wouldn’t want to distract you from your professional obligations,” said Cassie primly.

I glanced at her. What was wrong with her? Why was she speaking like that?

“Your ‘professional obligations’? Are you a baker?” said Ewan, throwing me a curious look.

I laughed. “God, no. I mean, I’ve tried but I’m not very good… no, Cassie’s referring to my work. I run a tearoom back in the Cotswolds, you see, and thankfully I have a lovely baking chef who produces all sorts of delicious treats for our menu. But Dora did ask me to pick up some tips from local bakers here in the Highlands if I can.” I hesitated. “Do you think one of the chefs in the castle kitchen would be willing to chat to me and let me watch them work?”

“I’m sure they would. They’re a nice bunch in the kitchen. We don’t have any of that ‘temperamental chefs’ rubbish. In fact, Morag—that’s the head cook and our main pastry chef—she’d probably love to be interviewed. Once you get her talking, you won’t be able to shut her up,” said Ewan, chuckling affectionately. “And Mairi and Rhona are really nice too. They’re the sous-chefs and you won’t find anyone who works harder than them at the castle. But they’ve always got time for you, no matter how busy they are. Then there’s Izzy. She’s the new girl—she helps to serve in the dining room, along with Jenny. They’re a great laugh, especially if you get them down to the pub. Silly daft cows, the pair of ’em, but good company, you know? Anyway, yeah, I’m sure they’d be more than happy to show you some traditional Scottish baking.” He paused, then said in a different voice: “But you probably need to check with Aileen first.”

“Who’s Aileen?”

“She’s the castle manager.” 

I waited for Ewan to say more, and when he didn’t, I looked at him curiously. After his loquaciousness in describing the other castle staff, his sudden reticence about its most senior member was slightly odd. 

As if sensing my scrutiny, Ewan cleared his throat and said, looking at Cassie through the rear-view mirror: “You’ll likely have dealt with Aileen when you were organising your gig?”

“Yeah, I spoke to her when I was sorting out the details of my workshop. She seemed very brisk and efficient,” said Cassie.

“Aye. She runs the castle very well,” said Ewan in a neutral voice. Then he pointed ahead, changing the subject. “You see those mountains? That’s the start of the Grampians. They’re the largest mountain range in the Highlands—they occupy nearly half of the land area of Scotland, in fact.”

I leaned forwards to peer through the windscreen. “Isn’t Ben Nevis a part of the range?”

Ewan grinned at me. “You remember your school geography, eh? Yes, Ben Nevis—Britain’s highest mountain—is part of the Grampians, and that’s the one most people know. But there are several other peaks that are worthy too, which many tourists never appreciate… like Ben Macdui in the Cairngorms, which has some of the best climbing in the area… and Braeriach, if you really want an epic hike… and Ben Lomond, which is a great place to get fantastic views of Loch Lomond—” He broke off and gave me a slightly sheepish look. “Sorry, I get a bit carried away.”

“Oh no, it’s all really interesting,” I assured him. “They all seem to be called ‘Ben Something’—is that like another name for a mountain?”

“Aye, Gaelic has a lot of different names for features in the landscape. ‘Ben’ comes from ‘Beinn’, which is sort of a generic name for hills, especially the big ones.”

I smiled to myself as I glanced at the towering peaks in the distance. I would’ve hardly called them ‘hills’! 

“Aberglinn Castle is situated in a glen at the foot of the mountains,” Ewan continued. “It’s a spectacular spot, if I do say so myself. Nothing around but the mountains and open moorlands, deer and gorse and thistle—”

“D’you know, I’ve never seen a thistle in real life?” I said. “I’ve seen loads of pictures of them, of course, and drawings on logos and stuff, but I’ve never seen the actual plant.”

“You’re not likely to mistake it, especially if you step on it,” said Ewan with a wry smile. “There are few things as painful as a thistle thorn. That’s the reason Scotland wasn’t conquered by the Vikings, did you know?”

I gave a laugh. “No, I’ve never heard that.”

“According to legend, the Norse army tried to invade Scotland in the thirteenth century and arrived in their ships under the cover of night. Their plan was to ambush the sleeping Scots, and so they took their shoes off to be as quiet as possible… but then one of them stepped barefoot on a spiky thistle and his scream of pain woke the Scottish warriors, who then rose up and vanquished the invaders.” Ewan grinned at me. “Good story, eh?”

“And is that why the thistle is Scotland’s national flower?” I asked,

“Aye, we love the idea of this plant which produces a beautiful flower but is also so tough that it can survive in the harshest of climates, and if anyone tries to cut it, they get a handful of painful barbs! There’s even a motto that goes with it: Nemo me impune lacessit—which is Latin for ‘No one provokes me with impunity’. Some say that’s a perfect description of the fiery Scots’ temperament.” Ewan chuckled. “Don’t expect to harm a Scotsman or his clan, without being punished in return. The motto was added to the arms of the King of Scotland, you know, in the seventeenth century, and it’s still part of the Royal Arms today.”

“It’s a really ‘cool’ motto,” I said appreciatively. “It makes you feel all proud and fired up, in a way.”

“Yes, I suppose it does. Personally, I think a lot of it is marketing by the Scottish Tourist Board more than anything else,” he said with a cynical smile. “I mean, we’re not all running around like crazy clan warriors anymore, demanding loyalty and vengeance. Us modern Scots are a lot more laid-back now.”

The time on the drive seemed to pass very quickly, and I had to admit that this was largely because of the pleasure of Ewan’s company. By the time we pulled up to the front of the estate, the handsome ghillie and I were talking and laughing like old friends. Cassie, though, didn’t seem to share in our camaraderie. She remained mutinously silent in the back seat, despite my best efforts to draw her into the conversation. As we approached the main driveway, however, she seemed to rouse herself at last and looked out of the window with interest.

“Wow, it’s gorgeous…” she murmured.

I had to agree as I gazed through the windscreen at the driveway, which led in between two carved stone pillars that flanked the main gate. The winding driveway made its way through beautifully landscaped grounds, backed on one side by a small loch, its waters sparkling in the afternoon sun, and on the other side by mature woodland which stretched up into the foothills of the Grampians. The brilliant yellow of gorse glowed from the undergrowth as we drove past, interspersed with the tall spires of wild foxgloves and pink willowherb swaying in the breeze. 

“Summer is probably one of the nicest times to be in the Highlands,” said Ewan enthusiastically as he steered around a bend in the drive. “You can—”

He broke off with an exclamation as another car came shooting round the bend from the opposite direction.

“Look out!” Cassie screamed. “It’s going to hit us!”
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