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			About the Author
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			Hello all,

			My name is Jo Thomas. First, a little bit about me. I worked for many years as a reporter and producer, for BBC Wales Radio 5, before moving on to Radio 2’s The Steve Wright Show. I wrote my debut novel, The Oyster Catcher, in 2014 and it was a runaway bestseller in ebook, winning the 2014 RNA Joan Hessayon Award and the 2014 Festival of Romance Best Ebook Award. My novels since then include The Olive Branch, Late Summer in the Vineyard, The Honey Farm on the Hill, Sunset over the Cherry Orchard and A Winter Beneath the Stars.

			If you’ve read my other books, you know you’re in for a story about food and love, with a splash of sun, a dollop of fun stirred in and a cast of characters I hope you’ll fall in love with. If you’re new to my world, you’re very welcome. I hope you’re here to stay!

			I was once at one of my favourite restaurants in Puglia, Southern Italy, where I wrote my second book The Olive Branch. The owner brought around a bottle of limoncello, a wonderful Italian lemon liqueur, at the end of the meal with glasses for us all. As he pulled up a chair, he asked what kind of books I wrote. He didn’t speak any English and I didn’t speak much Italian, but I explained that my books were about food and love, because I have always felt that the two are intertwined. He told me that for him, life was all about the food that he and his family grew on the land, cooked in the kitchen and served on the table. He held out his arm to the olive grove surrounding us, gestured to the forno in the kitchen, where the burning wood was glowing orange and merrily pumping smoke out of the chimney, and slapped his hand down on the scrubbed wooden table, la tavola. ‘For the ones we love,’ he told me as he held his hand to his chest over his heart. And this is exactly the kind of book I like to write: about the food we grow to cook and put on the table for the ones we love. So, pull up a chair at my table.

			You can find out more about me and my books and follow my latest adventures at my website www.jothomasauthor.com, on Facebook www.facebook.com/JoThomasAuthor or on Twitter @jo_thomas01. Do get in touch, I’d love to hear from you.

			Love Jo x

		

	
		
			Praise

			Readers love Jo Thomas’s feel-good fiction:

			‘Irresistibly romantic and utterly gorgeous’ Miranda Dickinson

			‘Magically romantic . . . a book that wraps its arms around you and pulls you in’ Milly Johnson

			‘Warm, funny, romantic with a terrific sense of place. I loved it!’ Katie Fforde

			‘Perfect escapism’ Marie Claire

			‘All the joy of a hot summer holiday without the hassle of having to wear sun cream!’ Jill Mansell

			‘Romantic and funny, this is a great addition to any bookshelf’ Sun

			‘A sunny, romantic, escapist read’ Woman & Home

			‘What a gorgeous book! Reading it felt like the best kind of holiday!’ Lucy Diamond

			‘Romantic, fun and full of heart, reading a Jo Thomas novel feels like being on holiday without even leaving the house’ A J Pearce

			‘Warm and witty . . . Well worth a read’ Carole Matthews

			‘An utterly charming read full of rustic romance and adventure’ Woman

			‘Jo’s trademark warmth and wit sing from the page’ Cathy Bramley

			‘Perfect for those who dream of a new life in the sun’ My Weekly

			‘Sun, good food and romance, what more could you want?’ Heat

			‘A warm summer breeze of a story that’s full of atmosphere and romance’ S Magazine

			‘Perfect summer read’ Liz Fenwick

		

	
		
			By Jo Thomas

			The Oyster Catcher

			The Olive Branch

			Late Summer in the Vineyard

			The Honey Farm on the Hill

			Sunset over the Cherry Orchard

			A Winter Beneath the Stars

			My Lemon Grove Summer

			Digital Novellas

			The Chestnut Tree

			The Red Sky at Night

			Notes from the Northern Lights

		

	
		
			About the Book

			Do you need to find out where you’ve come from before you can know what the future holds?

			Ruby’s singing career is on the verge of hitting the big time when her voice breaks. Fearing her career is over, she signs up for a retreat in Tenerife to recover.

			But an unexpected call from a stranger on a remote Scottish island takes her on a short trip to sort out some family business. It’s time to go and see the grandfather she’s never met.

			City girl Ruby knows she will be happy to leave the windswept beaches behind as quickly as she can, especially as a years-old family rift means she knows she won’t be welcome at Teach Mhor.

			But as she arrives at the big house overlooking the bay, she finds things are not as straightforward as she might have thought.

			There’s an unexpected guest in the house and he’s not planning on going anywhere any time soon . . .

		

	
		
			To Ali Shone, a music teacher like no other.
For inspiring me with your work with the stroke choir and dementia suffers and for being so much more than a music teacher. For all the help and support you gave by being there, helping and healing with song.

			And to Anita Burgh, for telling me I could write in the first place and for her love of gin! Thank Annie for setting me on this path.

		

	
		
			Hello all!

			Welcome back, or if you’re new to my books, welcome!

			Now then, who doesn’t love a gin and tonic? Come six o’clock I love the sound of the ice as it hits the glass and swirls in the bowl; the fresh smell of lemon as it’s sliced and dropped in; the gin measured out and the fizz of the tonic topping up the glass. And then, that first sip at the end of a long day, as dinner cooks on the stove, bringing relaxing joy.

			I’ve always loved a gin and tonic, as did my Mum before me, but it hasn’t always been as fashionable as it is now. But wow, hasn’t gin had a rise in popularity over the past few years? And the explosion of small batch gin distilleries has been incredible, as has the rise in gin bars and extensive gin menus in pubs and restaurants. Gin is most definitely on the menu all over the country at the moment and if you’re anything like me, I’ve often been overwhelmed by the choice.

			But I have taken my research for this book very seriously! I had a fabulous time visiting Sibling Gin in Cheltenham with Katie Fforde. The story of these four sibling’s entrepreneurial spirit is inspiring in itself. But I also learnt about the process of gin making, the dried spices and botanicals added to make their delicious gin. What I have come to understand is how the taste of gin can tell the story of its origins. It has a story to tell. It’s fascinating. So when you’re next trying to decide which gin to drink, think about where you want to be – by the sea, in the mountains, or in the sun on a Mediterranean island – and let the gin take you there!

			I have been so inspired by the distilleries creating their own spirits, telling the story of their terroir, particularly those from the islands, and telling their story of island life through it.

			I have also been inspired by how memories can be unlocked by music and stored in our hearts. I hope you enjoy the story of Winter Island and the island’s song. Life is for living in the here and now, creating memories along the way. Enjoy it, with a gin in your hand at the end of a long day, and take time to count your blessings. I know I will be!

			Love

			Jo

			x
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			He who sings frightens away his ills.

			Miguel de Cervantes

		

	
		
			Prologue

			‘Breathe,’ I tell myself firmly. ‘Breathe from your butt!’ I clench my buttocks and drag the air in through my nose, then let it out long and slow from my mouth, not allowing even a flicker of nerves in. ‘Just breathe!’ In. And out. In. And out. Phuuuffffffffff! My buttocks lift, followed by my hips and then my diaphragm. ‘Breathe from your butt!’ I repeat, and count, pressing each finger into my thumb, chasing off doubt and jitters, taking control. I focus my mind on the counting and not on any last-minute nerves that might be trying to creep in. This is what I’ve learnt to do. I begin to smile: this is it! Finally! I’ve waited for today for a long time and I want to drink in every bit of this performance and remember it.

			I can still taste the honey and lemon from the hot drink on my tongue. I look over at Jess, my best friend and band manager. She’s way more nervous than me. Jess writes new songs, which we mix into the set with covers in my country/blues/jazzy singing style. I turn to look briefly at the rest of the band and flash them a reassuring smile. There’s Moira on drums, looking relaxed as ever, dragging her hands through her short spiky hair. Gwilym on keyboards, nervously running his fingers over the keys and then staring up lovingly at the oblivious Moira, waiting to take his lead from her. Ali on double bass, as tall and impressive as her instrument, with a really high quiff, making her look even more imposing, which is why men are always terrified of her and she can’t understand why no one ever wants to ask her out. She plays bass guitar too.

			Our two backing singers are Lulu and Pixie Rose, who doubles up on trumpet and saxophone. We don’t hang out with them so much. They turn up when they’re needed and do their job. And they do it really well. Both want their own careers, of course, but this goes some way to getting a foot in the door. And then of course there’s Jess herself, in a smart black trouser suit, on lead guitar and sometimes the mandolin, holding us all together like a shepherd with her flock. She’s incredible. She gives me a nod, and the briefest of winks.

			We all know how important this gig is. It could change everything, for all of us. I know how much they’re depending on me to do the very best I can. I look up. Today I need to knock this performance right out of the park. We’ve been preparing for this day since we first came together as a band and talked about our dreams of going all the way. For Jess and me, that was right back when we met at an open mic night nearly twenty years ago. We hit it off straight away and started writing songs and performing, adding to the band since then. Obviously we’ve all done our own stuff too, to make money. I do solo singing in a piano bar, and Jess creates samples for an online music company; but we’ve kept the band going, adding to the family, growing all the time. It’s been a long journey, but hopefully tonight is when we’ll all get there together.

			And then of course there’s Joe, sitting out in the audience, probably as nervous as the rest of us, maybe more so. There’s a lot resting on this for him too. Gorgeous, smart, funny Joe, who has been my biggest supporter from the day I met him at a televised battle of the bands competition. His band crashed out in the early rounds and Jess and I went on to win that day, before getting knocked out prior to the show going on air. Joe gave up playing guitar after that; it was just a hobby, he said. Him and some mates from work had entered for a laugh, hoping to be the latest Take That, ‘one for the mums’. None of them could actually sing or dance, but they looked gorgeous. He abandoned the idea of instant fame and instead told me exactly how he could help take my career to the top with his marketing ideas. It took years for me to finally give in to his requests for a date. But his persistence paid off and we’ve been together for coming up to four years now.

			I breathe deeply and count on my fingers again. I feel excited, like it’s Christmas morning and there’s a stack of presents under the tree to be unwrapped, waiting to see people’s faces when they see what you’ve bought them. In Joe’s case, one present in particular. The ring that has been sitting in its box for nearly a year now. The one I’ve promised to put on when everything is sorted. When the deal here is done. When I’ve got my recording contract. As soon as I can move on to the next chapter in my life, I’ll be ready to set a date.

			After nearly four years together, life was finally starting to come together for me and Joe. After tonight, life will be sorted. It’s our time. And he wants it for me as much as I do. He’s supported me through all the times when I’ve sung to a handful of people, when shows have been cancelled, and when they’ve been packed out and we’ve floated home on a high. He’s always had faith in me, even when I’ve been tempted to give up. He has kept me going, believing in myself and that this day would come. He’s been happy standing in the wings, so to speak, and I want him to enjoy this as much as me. I know he will. He’s out there now, in the audience. He’ll have the champagne ready and on ice. He’s even invited his family along.

			Joe loves to make a big deal of things. He’ll be telling everyone how great I am, and organising photo opportunities for any groupies. He thinks I’m going to be the next big female voice. I hate thinking about things like that. I like to just do the best I can. Joe takes control of all the publicity, and I’m happy to let him, even if I do find his enthusiasm for me a little embarrassing at times. I’m not the big name he tells people I am, not yet. But as he works in PR, he knows how to put on a splash, and if it makes a great marketing opportunity too, well why not? He tells me we have to create the buzz and the crowds will follow. Which is why tonight is so important to us both. This gig – a night of singers and bands performing their favourite Christmas songs the week before Christmas, with an A&R manager here to see us, here in this theatre in our home city – feels just perfect. Perfect for finally putting down some roots. And I know Joe feels it too. He wants me to succeed, he tells me all the time.

			The smell of the dry ice sets my adrenalin racing as I breathe in . . . and out, focusing on the finish line, like a long-distance runner. I’ve spent years putting in the hours, the training and the small events. This is my race today, and I’m going to do it with everything I’ve trained for. I’m going to sing my heart out. My buttocks clench and release in time with my breathing as the smoke curls around my ankles. I’m totally focused on the job I’ve got to do here. There’s an A&R person in that audience with a contract ready for signing, and a producer at a record company already interested in us. This is it. Our time: the band’s; mine and Jess’s, mine and Joe’s. Finally. And I’m ready.

			I look at Jess on lead guitar. She holds my gaze, steady and reassuring, telling me she won’t let me fall, and I return it. We’re there for each other. We know each other so well; we understand exactly how the other works and how to support them. Then she nods and turns to Moira, who stops fiddling with her spiky hair and lifts her sticks, suddenly very focused as she waits for Jess to give the signal. Jess does one last check around the band. All eyes are on her. I clench my buttocks as tightly as I can beneath my Spandex pants. She nods to Moira, and the band fall into step behind her as she clicks her sticks together. One, two, three . . .

			The music starts; the curtain rises. I follow it with my eyes, and the bright lights suddenly shut out all other sights and sounds. I focus really hard on the finish line, right at the back of the auditorium. Somewhere out in that audience is the person who is going to change our lives forever, finally giving us the break we’ve been working towards all these years: slaving away in cafés and bars, scraping together the money for rent and singing lessons whilst holding on to the dream of finally signing a recording contract. Rushing from shifts to rehearsals with the band and sacrificing everything else for paid gigs. It’s Joe who’s helped me hang on to that dream. Finally the record industry are interested in us. All those years of working and promoting the band has paid off. This is it.

			The intro builds to a crescendo. I lift my head, drop my shoulders and relax my buttocks, ready to let my voice do the work. I smile as I slip into my comfort zone. This is what I do. This is what I’ve always been able to do. And now it’s time to make it my everything. Briefly, a light flashes, from a camera or phone, and suddenly, without warning, my brain flicks up an image of my dad, the blue lights, the hospital sign. Not now! I can’t think about that now! I shove it as hard as I can from my mind and clench my buttocks really tight, blowing out a big breath, letting the bluesy, jazzy sound wash over me.

			Fully focused again, I go to slip into the first note. But though my mouth widens, nothing comes out. No sound. I falter. I dig deeper, and then recoil when something in my throat pops and all that comes out is a croak. I’m suddenly gripped with fear, tight fingers around my throat strangling me. I turn to Jess, who looks at me wide-eyed. She doesn’t need to say what she’s thinking. I’m thinking it too! What the hell is going on? Where’s my voice gone?!

			As the band plays on, I slowly step back into the smoke, into the shadows of backstage, silent, hot tears rolling down my cheeks, my moment in the spotlight gone, disappointment hanging heavy in the air.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘Rest!’ the doctor orders the next morning in her surgery. ‘Your voice needs rest.’

			And then what? I scribble furiously on the pad in front of me, making an indentation on the page with my question mark. I look frantically between Joe and the doctor. The smell of cleaning fluids in the shiny consulting room turns my stomach. I hate doctors’ surgeries, just like I hate hospitals. Too many bad memories. The smell brings it all back.

			‘Like I say, try not to talk too much. No singing.’

			‘No s—’ My voice cracks again and cuts me off mid word. No singing? I scribble.

			‘None. Not for a couple of weeks. And then we’ll see,’ says the doctor, her Christmas earrings swinging cheerfully.

			See what? I write. She doesn’t reply, but looks up from the page straight at me.

			When will I sing again? I write quickly. Is it nodules?

			‘When will her voice come back? How long?’ Joe says rather more abruptly than I would have liked, but I know he’s as anxious as me. He reaches over and places his hand on mine, squeezing it tightly, reassuring. Taking control of the situation as my whole life feels like it’s about to spiral out of control.

			‘Vocal lesions – nodules – are fairly common,’ the doctor says, looking between us. ‘But it doesn’t appear to be that. There are no obvious signs.’

			‘Then what?’ Joe demands.

			She takes a deep breath. ‘Vocal cord stress can come about if you’ve overused your voice or been under stress yourself.’

			I frown and go to answer; she holds up a hand to stop me and points to the pencil and paper.

			‘Try not to speak too much. Drink plenty of water, get lots of sleep; relax, maybe do some yoga and then some voice therapy. Don’t strain your voice by trying to cough to clear it. Your speaking voice should be fine after some rest.’

			‘And her singing voice?’ Joe frowns deeply. ‘This is her livelihood. She’s on the verge of making it big, y’know.’

			The doctor smiles and nods patiently. ‘Your singing voice?’ She looks at me and then shakes her head slightly. ‘I can’t say, sorry. It may come back, or . . .’ She lifts her shoulders, knowing how painful her words are. ‘Only time will tell.’

			‘You don’t know?!’ Joe lets go of my hand and runs his fingers through his hair, showing his widow’s peak. ‘But this is everything! This could be disastrous!’

			I feel myself sliding deeper and deeper into a dark hole.

			‘Like I say, only time will tell,’ she repeats.

			Time is the one thing I don’t have. We have gigs booked all over Christmas and New Year. And an A&R person who needs to see what we can do!

			‘Get some rest,’ she tells me, letting me know our ten-minute slot is up. ‘Enjoy your Christmas and try to relax.’

			Easy enough for her to say, I think, standing and feeling dazed. Joe doesn’t thank the doctor, but marches out. I’d like to apologise for him. He’s not usually rude; in fact he’s the opposite, quite the charmer usually. All the band love Joe. He’s funny, and even flirtatious. But I can’t explain all that on this little notepad he’s bought me from the newsagent’s, and so instead I nod my thanks and she smiles a tired smile, like she’s seen it all before.

			‘Try not to worry,’ she says as I leave the room. But worrying is exactly what I’m doing. My whole life is in the balance here. Mine and the band’s, mine and Joe’s. We had it all planned. A quiet Christmas Day to celebrate our engagement, fitted in around gigs, and then a party once the busy Christmas and New Year party season is out of the way, when there’s nothing else going on. Make a big splash and tell the world.

			I walk out of the surgery, tinsel and cheap baubles hanging from every available space and on a tree outside, blowing in the damp, grey December day. I look down at my phone, thoughts crashing through my mind. Get some rest, she said. Enjoy your Christmas.

			‘I’ll message Jess,’ says Joe, who’s standing in the entrance with his coat collar turned up. He pulls out his phone, once again taking control, while I stand there numbly listening to the Christmas tunes on the radio in the waiting room and staring at the soggy tinsel on the tree. There is a draught every time someone comes in or leaves and the double doors whoosh open and close. Despite the heater blowing warm air from above, it’s freezing and I’m shivering. I’m not sure if it’s shock or cold.

			We had a stack of gigs lined up over Christmas that Jess is now going to have to cancel – unless she can find a stand-in singer. And I can’t even bring myself to ask about the A&R woman.

			I look down at my phone, but can’t think who I should text apart from Jess, and Joe is already doing that. She’ll tell the band. I just feel I’ve let them all down.

			‘It’ll be fine.’ Joe turns to me and takes hold of my shoulders. I look up at him and just wish I felt as convinced as he sounds. ‘Look, the doctor’s right,’ he says firmly. ‘You need to rest your voice. Do exactly as she says. Jess’ll keep things going with the band.’ He looks back down at his phone. ‘I’ll talk to Lulu about taking your place while you’re away. Here, let me grab her number.’

			He takes my phone and scrolls through my contacts. I feel a bubble of panic rise up in me, like I’m trying to hold on to everything I’ve worked for. I don’t want someone else stepping into my shoes.

			He looks up. ‘She’s just keeping your seat warm,’ he says, as if reading my mind. He knows me so well. ‘We’ll keep it low profile,’ he adds, ever the PR consultant.

			A message pings through on his phone. ‘Jess thinks the band can still hold on to the gigs,’ he says. He attempts a smile. ‘I think she’s right to carry on. The band can’t let people down this close to Christmas by cancelling gigs at the last minute.’

			I go to argue that I might be fine in a couple of days. ‘I could . . .’ I croak.

			‘Shh . . .’ He pulls me close and silences me. ‘Remember what the doctor said.’ He nods down to the notepad in my hand. I’m already beginning to resent it. It stands between me and everything I have known nearly all my life: singing. I pull back.

			I could mime, with backing tracks, I write.

			‘It’s a thought,’ Joe says. ‘But if the A&R woman comes back, she’d know.’ He shakes his head. ‘We need your voice to come back. The doctor said to rest. Take Christmas off. The band will be fine. I’ll make sure of it.’ He smiles and kisses me. ‘I’ll keep an eye on everything until your voice is back,’ he adds, with only the merest glimmer of panic on his face.

			I look at him. Handsome Joe. I love that he’s as invested in my career as I am.

			‘And then, when you’re well . . . let’s hope there’s still a shot at that recording contract.’ His disappointment is creeping in. He lifts my chin with his finger. ‘Then maybe we can start celebrating being us. We could still get engaged y’know, if you want. We don’t have to wait.’

			But I want to wait. I want us to have a contract, to feel we have some sort of solid foundation to build the rest of our lives on. I shake my head and I know he understands.

			‘I agree. It will be wonderful to get the recording contract and then really celebrate. So, okay, get yourself booked somewhere nice. Maybe go and stay with your mother . . . or perhaps that’s not such a good idea.’ He smiles. ‘You need to get away, somewhere you can rest. Away from the band so you’re not feeling you’ve got to go back before you’re ready. I’ve told you I’ll keep an eye on things here.’ He kisses me again. ‘It’ll be fine, Rubes. You’re destined for great things. This is just a little hiccup. We’ll get engaged next year. You’ll be right back on form.’

			But will it really be fine? I slowly let go of his hands and we walk in separate directions to our parked vehicles. Joe’s right. I can’t just sit in the flat doing nothing; it would drive me mad. I could go and stay with my mother in Spain like he suggested. At least I think that’s where she still is. My mother likes to live in the moment and goes to visit friends old and new with amazing frequency. It’s always been the same. She’s never liked staying put for long.

			I push the key into the lock of the van door – yes, I still have a vehicle that needs you to actually put the key in to unlock it – then climb up and sit in the driver’s seat. The damp drizzle gathers on the windscreen, almost obliterating the view. I look down at my phone. At least it would be hot and sunny if I went to visit my mum. But on the other hand, it wouldn’t really be a rest. Mum doesn’t do resting. She loves to socialise. It would be back-to-back drinks parties and introducing me to new friends. Really not restful at all.

			My fingers hover over the keyboard, but instead of texting my mum, I find myself googling warm and relaxing getaways . . . and avoid the word Christmas! In no time at all, I’ve found it. A three-week winter special, a vocal retreat with yoga in Tenerife. Sun, silence, relaxation. Just what the doctor ordered, I think. When I see the price, though, I gasp. It would use up all the savings I’ve put aside for the engagement party. But if I don’t get my voice back to where it was, then none of the rest of the stuff will happen anyway.

			I chew my lip. I need this, I think, then quickly, before I have a chance to change my mind, I enter my personal information and card details and press send. I watch as the circle whizzes round, processing my credit card, and then, finally, the screen tells me that my transaction is complete. Phew! I breathe a sigh of relief. Thankfully I don’t have many Christmas presents to buy: just Joe, something to send to my mum, usually a bottle of something, and then Jess and the rest of the band. I’ll get them all something really lovely from Tenerife, I decide, and text Jess to tell her my plans.

			When an email confirmation comes in from the vocal retreat, I can actually feel my spirits lifting. I imagine the warmth of the sun on my face, the sea air opening my chest as I join in the early-morning stretches. This is exactly what I need to escape a Christmas at home, where I’d be trapped with a pile of selection boxes and the whole of The Bodyguard and Killing Eve to catch up on, stressing about not being able to perform.

			I turn the key in the ignition and the radio comes on. It’s the soon-to-be Christmas number one, this year’s X Factor winner. I quickly switch the radio off. It’s not that I don’t wish them all the luck in the world. I do. And they’ll need a lot of luck. But it’s about hard work too. And somehow that song reminds me of everything I’ve just missed out on, how my luck has run out on me. I open my mouth and try and let out a note, just to see if my voice really has gone and isn’t simply playing tricks on me . . . Nothing. Yup, it’s gone. Let’s hope it’s just on a little winter break and the Tenerife retreat is all it needs to bring it back to life.

			I text Joe and Jess and tell them my plan.

			Go! Jess replies. Go and relax. You never relax any more!

			She could be right. I don’t have time to relax, what with juggling two part-time jobs, my evening gigs with the band and my solo night at the piano bar. I text both my bosses and tell them I’m away. Neither is happy, to say the least.

			Do it! Joe insists. Doctor’s orders!

			You have to, types Jess. For the band’s sake as well as yours!

			She’s right. This isn’t just about me. I blew last night for all of us. I need to put this right. Tenerife, here I come!

			I send a sad-face emoji to the band group chat and tell them I’ll be back soon, then scroll through all their messages hoping I’m okay and sending their love. Even Moira tells me that they’re missing me already, and to get well soon and get back to where I belong on the stage with them, part of the family, which is way too mushy for her and makes me smile in a teary way.

			As I go to put my phone on the seat next to me and start the van, the screen comes to life with another message. It’s going to be either Joe or Jess, I think. I could leave it until I get home. On the other hand, it could be the voice retreat, wanting to confirm my arrival times. I feel a little spring of excitement in my tummy. Maybe this could all be fine after all.

			I pick the phone up and read the message, then reread it just to check I’ve got it right. What on earth . . . ?!

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Forty-eight hours later, I’m about as far away from an expensive vocal retreat in sunny Tenerife as I could get. The wind is throwing itself at the sides of the boat and I’m swaying around as though I’m in a tub on the ocean . . . Oh, wait! I am in a tub on the ocean and have been for an hour and forty minutes, having flown in to Glasgow airport from Bristol first thing this morning. I came as soon as I could. The sooner I get this sorted out, the better. According to the skipper, Gordan, we still have another half an hour to go, although it could be longer with the weather like this. We’ve already been delayed leaving, and at this rate, it’ll be dark by the time I arrive. A wave slaps itself against the side of the boat and I clutch my sick bag even tighter, hoping, really hoping, I won’t have to use it.

			‘Would you like some tea or cake? There’s some shortbread, made on the island,’ says the red-haired, pale-faced young woman clutching the back of the seat where I’m sitting, on my own. No one else is making this trip today, and looking out of the window at the dark sky and sea, I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t be if I didn’t have to. I try to shake my head, but any movement is tricky at the moment. She smiles, almost gratefully, I think. ‘Give me a shout if you do,’ she says, and moves slowly away, bending her knees, moving with the sway of the boat and back to the galley behind the serving hatch.

			I look back out of the window as we dip and roll and wonder what on earth I’m doing here. I try and text Joe to let him know I’m on the ferry, but my message won’t send. I know he’ll be worried. He’s been texting me since I left this morning. He’s as baffled as I am about why I’m here.

			I think back to the telephone conversation I had as I was about to leave the doctor’s surgery yesterday. I’d had a message through my Facebook page asking me to ring a number. At first I thought it was a scam, but there was something in the message that rang true. They’d used my full surname for starters, and said they needed to speak to me urgently about Hector Macquarrie. That’s my father’s father’s name. I dialled the number carefully, wondering what it was all about. I don’t use my full surname, and I’ve certainly never had any contact with any of the Macquarries. I don’t know anything about them, other than that my father came from an island in Scotland.

			The phone was answered by a man with a strong yet soft Scottish accent. ‘Gillies Solicitors. Fraser Gillies speaking.’

			‘Um, my name is Ruby Mac,’ I croaked. So much for saving my voice! ‘I’m not sure if it’s you who sent the message, but I don’t think you’ve got the right person.’

			‘Ah,’ he said, and paused. ‘Ruby Macquarrie?’

			‘Well, I don’t use—’

			‘Your father was Campbell Macquarrie?’

			‘Yes,’ I said cautiously.

			‘And your grandfather is Hector Macquarrie?’

			‘Well, I . . .’ I hesitated. ‘Um, I suppose.’

			‘Is that a yes?’ he said, sounding out every letter in the yes, making it a much longer word than it actually was, the S sitting on the end of his tongue.

			‘Um, yes,’ I said. It’s true, I suppose, even if I’ve never met him.

			‘Good. I need you to visit your grandfather’s home on the Isle of Geamhradh – Winter Island. Your grandfather is in hospital. He’s been unwell for some time and this recent fall is a worry.’

			I felt like I was in a parallel universe. I don’t have a grandfather. Never have. It was always just me, Dad and Mum, even though they were separated.

			‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said as politely as I could, ‘but I’ve never met—’

			‘As I say, your grandfather is unwell; dementia is a cruel thing. And as his next of kin and only relative,’ he said slowly and deliberately, ‘you’ll want to be involved in any plans we make now to get him the care he needs, which may not necessarily be in his own home.’

			‘I see,’ I said, letting the information sink in. How bizarre, I thought, that someone you’ve never met can be in charge of your future care, just because they’re your next of kin. I hoped he wasn’t going to ask me to pay for it. I don’t have any money! ‘I’m sure whatever you plan will be fine.’

			‘There is a nursing home,’ he continued in a slow, almost rhythmic voice, ‘where there’s a room with a view. Recently vacated, sadly. But of course the house would have to be sold to finance it.’

			So he wasn’t asking me for money. I heaved a sigh of relief and then felt bad. But really, I don’t have any. ‘Well, that sounds perfect,’ I said, and then, ‘Thank you,’ because I felt I should.

			‘So if you could come to the island and meet with me . . .’

			‘Well I’m just on my way to Tenerife, as it happens. Could we—’

			‘Excellent. Then you’ll be able to fly here first and discuss the matter, and go on from here.’

			‘Oh, well . . .’ My voice had started to thin out, and was barely audible now.

			‘I’ll make all the arrangements this end. I’ll let Teach Mhor, the big house, know you’re coming. There’ll be a room for you there. And you have my number. Ring me when you arrive and we’ll arrange to meet at my office.’

			‘No . . . er . . . wait . . .’ but my voice was a whisper, having clearly used up any energy built up overnight in the reserve tanks. Rest was what the doctor had ordered, and it seemed she was right.

			‘Let me know the moment you arrive,’ he said again, then he bid me a cheery goodbye and hung up. And that was it. Somehow, I had agreed to go to a remote island off the west coast of Scotland on my way to Tenerife! Had I not been so shocked by the loss of my voice and the sudden change to my immediate life plans, I might have been able to take control of the situation. I’m not used to not being in control. I like to have a plan and stick to it. But he’d caught me at a low moment, off guard. So now I have to visit this solicitor and sign whatever paperwork needs signing to agree to this care plan before I can be on my way.

			Needless to say, Joe was not happy about it.

			‘What? You don’t even know this man! I’ll ring the solicitor and get him to send over any paperwork,’ he said when I saw him that night.

			I shook my head. I’d booked the flight for the next morning. And the ferry. It was just something I had to do, and then I could move on.

			‘Well just make sure you don’t do any talking or singing. Definitely no singing!’ Joe instructed, then kissed me and got ready to leave.

			‘Not staying?’ I croaked.

			‘I said I’d meet Lulu, check she was happy with the song list.’ He stopped as he put on his coat. ‘You don’t mind, do you? I mean, if you do, it’s no problem, I won’t go. I’ll stay here with you.’

			I shook my head. Of course he should go. This was my career he was saving here.

			He leant in and kissed me. ‘Text me as soon as you’re on your way to Tenerife. Then we’ll have an idea of how long it will be until you’re back in the band. And in the meantime, don’t worry. We’ll keep things ticking over here.’

			‘Thank you,’ I croaked.

			‘Now get to bed, rest,’ he said, and kissed me again, and I couldn’t help but feel very sorry for myself, standing in my soft cotton pyjamas covered in musical notes and symbols that matched the little tattoo on the outside edge of my hand of a treble clef, reminding me of the thing I live for: music. Joe gets that. He knows that I live and breathe music. He guided me to bed, tucked me in, and even made me a hot lemon and honey drink before leaving, insisting I text him often and didn’t use my voice! I sent the band a picture of my steaming cup of hot lemon and promised I’d be back very soon.

			And now I’m here, dipping and swaying as the ferry smacks into the waves, replaying the telephone conversation with Fraser Gillies in my head and wondering how Joe’s meet-up with Lulu went. Finally the ferry bobs into the harbour. The young woman reappears from behind the serving hatch, pulls on a woolly hat and a big coat and goes out on deck, presumably to help the passengers – i.e. me – disembark.

			I stand slowly and look out of the window. We’re here. But where is here? The middle of nowhere out at sea, by the looks of it. And why am I here? What exactly does Fraser Gillies want from me? I just need to find out and then get out. I have a vocal retreat in Tenerife to get to!

			‘It was a rough one, wasn’t it? You okay there, missus?’ asks a young crew member as I grip the handles by the exit, keen to be off the boat. I don’t bother to correct the ‘missus’.

			‘You’ll get your land legs back in no time,’ says the red-haired woman, standing in the doorway, holding her face to the wind. She looks out at the little harbour and the hills in the distance and starts to smile. ‘You here for a holiday?’ she asks.

			‘A holiday? No,’ I croak, then shake my head. Why would anyone put themselves through that and call it a holiday? I think to myself, my stomach churning like a washing machine. ‘I’m just here . . .’ I trail off, because really I have no idea why I’m here, other than a message from a solicitor asking me to come as a matter of urgency. ‘Just a bit of business,’ I whisper with a smile, hoping that makes sense. The young woman’s head tilts as if I’ve just said a buzz word, sparking her interest. But fortunately the boat bounces and lurches and it’s all hands to the deck and my bit of business is forgotten.

			I thank the young crew member, Gordan the skipper and the red-haired woman as they finish docking and come to tell me it’s fine to go ashore now. I stand looking out at the relentless rain.

			‘You’re lucky we ran it.’ Gordan grins and slings his arm around the young woman. ‘Even Isla here found the going tough, and she’s never without her sea legs.’

			‘It’ll be better next time.’ She attempts a smile. ‘One thing about this island, you can have four different seasons in a day!’ Her freckled face lights up.

			‘Oh, there won’t be a next time,’ I croak, ignoring the notepad and pencil I’m supposed to be using; there is no way I’m letting go of the handrail to fish them out of my bag as I’m about to cross from sea to dry land. I say dry land; the puddles forming there are as wet as the sea. ‘The only time I’ll be travelling back this way is off the island. Do they do a flight, by any chance?’ I ask hopefully in my scratchy voice, putting my hand to the scarf around my throat, the rain already soaking through it.

			Gordan shakes his head, his arm still slung around his red-headed partner, who is getting a little colour back in her cheeks now.

			‘Sorry, this is the only way in and out, unless you have access to a helicopter, that is. Like I say, you’re lucky we ran. It’s pretty bad out there. This time of year, you never know. It could be a couple of days before we run again if the weather stays bad.’

			‘What?!’ I rasp. ‘But I have to leave again really soon!’ My voice sounds like it belongs to a stranger, like I’ve been in some kind of Freaky Friday body swap, making me feel as though I don’t even recognise myself.

			‘We’ll run again as soon as the weather allows,’ he smiles. ‘In the meantime, enjoy yourself.’

			I pull my phone out and go to ring Fraser Gillies, but I can’t get a signal.

			‘Mast has probably been damaged in the wind,’ says Gordan. ‘It can happen.’

			No phone signal! Not only can I not get hold of Fraser Gillies, but how on earth am I going to tell Joe I’m safe and sound . . . well, that I’m on the island at least? It’s dark now. I think I’ll go straight to the house where I’m staying and message them both first thing in the morning. With any luck, the mast will have been fixed.

			‘Could you point me in the direction of a taxi?’ I ask the woman, Isla, as she stands by the door at the top of the gangplank.

			The corners of her mouth turn down. ‘No real taxis, so to speak. You could try at the pub. Someone there might be happy to give you a lift. Where are you heading?’

			‘Um . . . not sure. Teach something?’ I think about the note on my phone.

			She laughs and raises an eyebrow. ‘Could it be Teach Mhor?’

			Ah, I realise, so that’s how you say the name of the house: Tack More. Not Teach as in teacher and Hoor.

			‘Yes, that’s it,’ I say.

			‘Stop at the pub. They’ll point you in the right direction. It’s not far. You can’t really get lost around here. ’ She puts out a hand to steady me as I step shakily out of the door, desperate for dry land and fresh air. The young crew member puts out another helping hand.

			‘Just watch out for the—’

			As I step out, dragging my case on wheels behind me, I am immediately hit by a blast of wind, rain and salty seawater. It feels like a slap in the face from a cold, wet fish.

			‘The weather!’ Isla shouts over the howling gale.

			‘Okay!’ I try and smile and give her a thumbs-up, pulling up the collar of my coat as I make my way down the gangplank onto dry land. I step straight into a dirty great puddle of water and wish I’d worn something more practical than smart, sensible court shoes. They’re my only pair. But I’m here for a formal meeting, after all. I thought smart would be appropriate. I didn’t expect to be helping Noah build his ark.

			I head towards the Portakabin that must be the way out, and the lights in the distance that hopefully mark the pub. The water from both the sky and the waves that intermittently hit the harbour wall and splash over it leaks and seeps into my shoes, slowly filling them. I’m wet and very, very miserable. The sooner I’m out of this place, the better. I can feel Isla’s inquisitive eyes following me as I squelch my way miserably down the harbour towards the pub. I put my head down as I walk, and water pours from the top of it like an overflowing gutter.

			Eventually I arrive at the front door of the pub, and my spirits lift ever so slightly from their position lying prostrate on the floor. I just need to get to the house, introduce myself to the carer or whoever, get the paperwork signed and pray that the ferry is running tomorrow so I can get on my way to Tenerife. There is no way I want to be here any longer than I need to be, no matter how friendly Gordan and Isla were. I’m not here to enjoy myself. It’s not like this place, Winter Island, has ever been part of my life, and thankfully, it never will be. I shiver as I look around at the dark, bleak island – or maybe it’s a shudder.

			I push the pub door open, letting in the cold, damp air. There are a few drinkers at the bar. They all turn to look at me.

			I go to pull out my notepad from my handbag and it dissolves in my hand, soaked through. Oh sod it! I’ll be resting my voice as soon as I get to Tenerife, I think.

			‘Excuse me, I’m looking for a taxi,’ I say huskily.

			‘Where do ya need taking?’ asks the man behind the bar.

			I rack my brains to try and remember what Isla said. ‘Tack Hoor?’ I say tentatively and thinking I’ve got it wrong. They all look at me, and then the short woman behind the bar laughs.

			‘You’re looking for the big hoose, are ya?’ she says.

			‘Um, yes. Hector Macquarrie’s house,’ I look down at my phone, which is now dimming and threatening to run out of battery.

			‘It’s no’ far,’ she says. ‘You visiting?’ Clearly she’s hoping that I’ll tell her exactly who I am and what I’m doing here. But frankly, I have barely an idea myself. ‘Not seen you here before,’ she presses.

			‘No,’ I reply, and don’t elaborate. ‘Um, a taxi?’

			‘Sorry. But it’s no’ far. Just out of the pub, past the shop and café and then the school. After that, it’s just a wee way and you’ll come to a track on the right. Take that towards the bay and you’ll find it. You can’t get lost. You’ll always end up where you started. A bit like life!’ She smiles. ‘Let us know if you need anything else. They are expecting you, are they?’

			‘Oh yes, they’re expecting me.’ I try and smile.

			‘Well, there’s plenty of room there,’ she says with a twinkle in her eye.

			They’re definitely expecting me, I tell myself; I was asked to come as soon as possible. But if that’s the case, why did no one bother to meet me off the ferry? I’m starting to feel a bit put out, though that could just be because I’m cold, tired and very wet . . . and hungry too, now that the seasickness has passed.

			Let’s hope the woman here is right and there’s a warm bedroom and a meal waiting for me when I arrive. Fraser Gillies obviously knows I’ve come a long way. Yes, they’ll definitely be expecting me.

			I stand looking up at the old wooden door. It’s dark, and it’s still pouring with rain. I can barely make out the outline of the house, other than the fact that it is indeed big.

			I look at the worn door handle and wonder whether I should feel some sense of connection with the place. This is where my father was born and grew up, after all. But I don’t feel anything. This island was never part of my history. It wasn’t somewhere my dad talked about either. I realise that I do feel nervous, however. I take a big breath, from the buttocks, and look for a door knocker. I can’t see one. I spot a long metal pole and take hold of it with my wet, cold hands, pulling it hard, twice. A bell rings out in the depths of the house.

			I am chilled to the bone now. Rain like razor blades is pounding down on me as I wait and wait. There’s no reply. I stamp my freezing, painful feet and then pull on the handle again. Still no reply. I have no idea what to do. I have nowhere else to go right now. No other option. I press down on the big metal latch and it clicks, letting me know that the door is unlocked. Well, at least this way I’m going to be out of the pouring rain and the cold, I think. I give the door a little push, then a harder shove, and it opens.

			‘Hello?’ I call out huskily. ‘Hello?’ My throat feels tight and dry. They’re expecting me, I remind myself. I’ve been asked to come. I push the heavy door wide and step inside.

			I can’t see a thing in the pitch dark. I pat my hand around and eventually find a light switch and turn it on with a clunk. A dim overhead light comes on in the big hallway. My eyes are immediately drawn up the sweeping dark-wood staircase in front of me. The front door shuts behind me with a bang, making me jump. No wonder no one could hear me. This place is huge! There are spaces on the faded wallpaper above the wood panelling in the wide hall suggesting that pictures might have hung there once. On the floor are threadbare rugs with the remnants of patterns that were probably once bright and vibrant. The blackened fireplace is empty and cold – it might even be colder in here than outside. A single bauble hangs from a stag’s antler, suggesting Christmas was once celebrated here, but clearly not now.
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