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    She’s a professional photographer – but is she ready to expose her heart?




    Adorable but scatterbrained newspaper photographer Daisy Irvine becomes the key to the survival of The Hailesbank Herald when her boss drops dead right in front of her. And while big egos and petty jealousies hinder the struggle to save the paper, Daisy starts another campaign – to win back her ex, Jack Hedderwick.




    Ben Gillies, returning after a long absence, sees childhood friend Daisy in a whole new light. He’d like to win her love, but discovers that she’s a whole lot better at taking photographs than making decisions, particularly when she’s blinded by the past.




    When tragedy strikes Daisy’s family, loyalty drives her home. But it’s time to grow up and Daisy must choose between independence and love.
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    Note: Hailesbank and the Heartlands




    The small market town of Hailesbank is born of my imagination, as are the surrounding villages of Forgie and Stoneyford and the Council housing estate known as Summerfield, which together form The Heartlands. I have placed the area, in my mind, to the east of Scotland’s capital city, Edinburgh.




    The first mention of The Heartlands was made by Agrippus Centorius in AD77, not long after the Romans began their surge north in the hopes of conquering this savage land. ‘This is a place of great beauty,’ wrote Agrippus, ‘and its wildness has clutched my heart.’ He makes several mentions thereafter of The Heartlands. There are still signs of Roman occupation in Hailesbank, which has great transport links to the south (and England) and the north, especially to Edinburgh, and its proximity to the sea and the (real) coastal town of Musselburgh made it a great place to settle. The Georgians and Victorians began to develop the small village, its clean air and glorious views, rich farming hinterland, and great transport proving highly attractive.




    The River Hailes  flows through the town. There is a Hailes Castle in East Lothian (it has not yet featured in my novels!), but it sits on the Tyne.




    Hailesbank has a Town Hall, a High Street, from which a number of ancient small lanes, or vennels, run down to the river, which once was the lifeblood of the town.




    In my novels, characters populate the shops, cafes, and pubs in Hailesbank and the pretty adjoining village of Forgie, with Summerfield inhabitants providing another layer of social interaction.




    You can meet other inhabitants of the town and area in

Face the Wind and Fly



    and

Loving Susie



    – with more titles to follow!


  




  

    


    


    


    


    


    


    PART 1


  




  

    Chapter One




    Outside the offices of The Hailesbank Herald, a late frost edged the cobbles with a white rime that glinted and sparkled in the thin early morning light. Daisy Irvine retrieved her camera kit from the boot of her antiquated mud-splattered Suzuki and fumbled for her office key in the depths of her bulky fleece. Being the youngest ever chief photographer at the local newspaper was an achievement she was really proud of, but early-morning call-outs were a definite downside to the job.




    She shoved the door open with her shoulder and the heat in the office slapped into her with a force that felt almost physical. She peeled off her jacket, swung her bags onto her desk, and registered that the editor was already in and flouting the law as usual by smoking a cigarette. She was just working out how to frame her request for a pay rise when she heard a strange moan.




    She looked up and saw Angus MacMorrow fall, straight as a newly felled tree, onto the shabby threadbare carpet of his smoke-filled lair.




    Damn and blast.




    The pound signs in her mind popped and evaporated like soap bubbles in the pale February sun. She was sympathetic, but she wasn’t unduly alarmed. The old reprobate had collapsed before. Everyone knew his health was dodgy. Only a year ago he’d had a heart attack and spent a week in hospital recovering. Serve him right, the old bugger, for being overweight and seriously unfit.




    She marched across the main office to Big Angus’s door. Despite his recent health scare, he’d refused to stop smoking, cursed the government for banning the practice in the workplace, and ranted at length to anyone who would listen about the temerity of having his human rights curtailed by small-minded, meddling politicians.




    Daisy studied the slumped body. In the heat of the office, she felt as though her cheeks were on fire, yet all the colour had drained from Angus’s face. The folds of flesh that sagged from his chin in flabby jowls looked flaccid and waxy. Dammit, he didn’t look good. She stooped over him, prised his still burning cigarette from one hand, and stubbed it out in the ashtray he insisted on keeping on his desk. There were already three stubs there and it was still only six thirty. In his other hand he was clutching a sheet of paper. She wiggled it free and stuffed it in her pocket, then set about loosening his tie and collar and rolling his bulk – with great difficulty – round a teetering pile of back copies of the newspaper into the recovery position. His timing was bad. It had been ages since she’d had more than a cost of living increase and she was feeling the pinch.




    Still thinking about the negative balance in her bank account, Daisy sighed. Her plea would probably have to wait a week or two now. Absently, she pushed up the rough tweed of Angus’s jacket and felt for his pulse. Nothing.




    She shifted her fingers and tried again.




    No movement, not even a tiny flutter.




    She must be missing something. Focusing her attention more sharply, she tried for a third time. She redoubled her efforts. A sense of alarm stirred somewhere near her stomach, which only a few minutes ago had been craving a bacon sandwich.




    Still nothing. Rocking back on her heels, she studied the inert form closely, her misty grey eyes widening. She’d seen dead bodies before in the line of duty, but this was the first time she’d been the person to find one. And the fact that the body was her boss, the much satirised, belligerent, annoying, lazy, old-school, cynical, hard-bitten, highly experienced – bizarrely lovable – editor of The Hailesbank Herald, made the whole thing much, much worse.




    Time to call an ambulance.




    Thirty miles away, Ben Gillies woke up in a small guest house on Lindisfarne to a fog so impenetrable that if he hadn’t known there was a castle not half a mile away, he could never have guessed at the fact.




    He pushed aside one chintzy floral curtain and peered out of the window. Pale grey light filtered through the wet glass but failed to catch the red highlights in his rich brown hair. The mist hung in heavy droplets on the bare branches of the tree outside his room. The garden looked dank and dreary, with patches of sad, limp detritus from last year’s growth begging to be cleared and a lawn that was clearly waterlogged. He could just about see the wall at the bottom of the sad expanse of green. He flicked the curtain back into place. Time to get moving.




    ‘So that’s it then?’ His mind went back again to the last scene he’d played out with Martina. No rows, just a kind of inexorable inevitability about the end of their four-year relationship.




    ‘I guess.’ She’d looked pinched and miserable, but there was no attempt at compromise, really nothing left between them. Her jumper hung off her in baggy folds, and her legs looked stick thin and delicate. For a second he felt protective, then he remembered that she didn’t want his protection.




    He’d picked up the last of his bags and stuffed it into the battered old car he’d bought for this journey.




    ‘Bye then. I’ll be in touch.’ He bent and kissed her forehead, a melting pot of a dozen conflicting emotions – sad, relieved, angry, empty, exasperated, and liberated.




    The idea of the walk – four days from Melrose to Lindisfarne – only came to him when he was already half way up the A1 on the way north to Hailesbank.




    ‘… the reverse of the route of the pilgrims when they fled with the body of St Cuthbert from Lindisfarne at the start of a two-hundred year journey,’ said the voice on the car radio. ‘This walk has everything. Hills, woods, rivers, moorland, and finally, a walk across the stretch of sand to the Holy Isle itself.’




    The programme had held his attention from the beginning. He used to love walking. He had all the time in the world, with no job, no commitments. What better way of marching into a new life than a long walk? Plenty of time to think – or not, as he pleased.




    On impulse, he swung off the main road and into Morpeth. There he added to his life’s clutter by purchasing stout walking boots, socks, a backpack, waterproofs, a vacuum flask, and a pair of walking poles. He made a few phone calls to arrange accommodation and baggage pick up and headed for Melrose.




    Nefertiti, ensconced in the front seat beside him, turned heads at every stop along the way. Ben grinned to himself and thoughts of Martina were edged out of his mind by memories of the day he’d bought the life-size clothes mannequin. He’d walked past a dress shop in Camden Town when it was closing down and the dummy had been mere pennies. He couldn’t resist the joke, even though he’d had to carry her along four streets and across a park to the flat he shared at the time with three other blokes. She’d been stark naked, her body a dull biscuit colour, a small bash disfiguring her right hip. She was remarkable for her lack of nipples and – mercifully – of pubic hair, though she sported a fetching black bob above a face that was oddly sweet.




    Nefertiti had caused a storm with his flat mates, who battled him endlessly for custody. They dressed her, undressed her, decorated her with police hats or underwear they’d begged, borrowed, or stolen from girlfriends, dates, or sisters. Finally she’d become more or less inseparable from a scarlet negligée and she’d stood in his window, gazing unquestioningly out on the world and causing, from time to time, great amusement to passers by.




    Martina had seen the joke, at first. But in time poor Nef became one of the causes for friction and was relegated to a cupboard. On the road, she wasn’t too much of a problem, but in towns he’d found that he had to cover her completely with a sheet to avoid unwelcome attention. In Melrose, leaving the car in the care of the guest house where he spent the first night, he took the usual precautions then, leaving even this responsibility behind, set off on his own personal pilgrimage.




    The four days since then had been the most uplifting, most liberating, most carefree of his life. He’d been blessed with great weather – cold and frosty but clear as a bell. Underfoot, the trail had been springy but passable. Day after day he plodded forward, feeling his lack of fitness at first, then through the tiredness finding new motivation and a sense of achievement. He’d seen buzzards and rooks, peewits and pheasants and even, one day, sitting perfectly still on a rock as day drew to a close, had watched a badger lumbering out of its set in search of food. The sharp edges of Martina’s face had begun to blur and fade and the tightness round his heart had loosened. In front of him, like the miles to Lindisfarne, his future lay uncertain but exciting, a path that promised adventure, twists and turns, with long vistas and not a few challenges.




    But now the mist had drifted in. Ben dropped the curtain and turned back into the room. His pilgrimage was over, Nefertiti was waiting for him, loyal and uncomplaining under her protective sheet in his rust-heap back in Melrose, and his parents were expecting him in Hailesbank.




    Who knew what the future held? Who cared? Ben turned towards the shower, rubbed his hand over the gingery stubble on his chin, and grinned. He felt very relaxed. And there was something exciting about uncertainty.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Daisy Irvine, dreaming of thumps and bumps, falling timber and toppling editors, woke with tears wet on her cheeks and an empty space in her heart. She wished, more fervently than she had wished over a long year of wishing, that Jack Hedderwick was still by her side.




    Angus MacMorrow’s death had shaken her more than she cared to admit. So he’d shouted at her and cursed her (he yelled and swore at everybody) but he’d also been her mentor and guide since the day she’d joined The Hailesbank Herald, young and green and very unsure of herself. She ventured a pyjama-clad arm out into the cold of her cottage bedroom, pulled a tissue from the box by her bed, and blew her nose noisily. She thought she’d held it together well when Jack left, but maybe she’d just shoved the pain deep down inside her as she’d sleepwalked through the last year. Anyway, it seemed that Big Angus’s demise had brought all her insecurities to the fore because in the three days since he’d had that final fatal heart attack, she’d thought of little else but Jack.




    Pain sliced through her and came to a juddering halt in her heart. She took a deep breath, but still felt the unavoidable constriction, like a tourniquet tightening. It had been a year now and she still hadn’t got over the shock and anguish the break-up had caused.




    An image of Jack’s familiar features rose in her mind, as real as if he was standing in front of her. He had a sweet, baby face, with clear blue eyes and soft fair hair that curled in wisps round his ears. Jack the lad, with his lean frame and hips so sexy she still felt weak thinking about them –




    Beside Daisy’s head, her alarm trilled loudly.




    ‘No-o-o-o.’




    She jumped, unprepared, and fumbled for the off button. It was too early. She wasn’t ready to face another day without Jack. The duvet, ice blue and feather-light, billowed above her as she pulled it over her head, then settled around her, snug and warm. Just ten minutes, she allowed herself. Then she’d shower and dress. Just ten minutes to remember all the wonderful things Jack had done for her.




    Precisely five seconds later the tumbling electronic notes of her mobile phone repeated insistently from her bag across the room.




    ‘Bother,’ said Daisy crossly as she threw back the cover and padded across the room in bare feet, reluctantly obedient to the phone’s command. ‘Hello?’




    ‘Daisy? We’ve just had a call from a punter. A lorry’s overturned south of Eyemouth and its load’s escaped.’ Sharon Eddy, the Herald’s chief reporter, sounded hideously cheerful for the time of day.




    ‘Escaped?’ It seemed an odd word to use.




    ‘Pigs. Big fat porkers. Bacon sarnies to you and me. They’re having a hell of a time catching them apparently. See you there soon as? Could make a great picture.’




    ‘OK,’ Daisy said resignedly, although she was already turning over the pictorial possibilities in her mind. Escaped pigs sounded like fun and anyway, life went on, with or without Jack, just as the paper had to go on without Angus MacMorrow.




    Shivering, she flicked on her one-bar electric heater and started to clamber blearily into her jeans. The shower would have to wait.




    Four days later, Daisy pulled on her black trouser suit, the one she kept for posh jobs and funerals. It came to her that today really was the end of an era. Angus MacMorrow was dead and this morning he would be buried.




    She flopped down on the edge of her bed to wriggle into her tights. They felt just that – tight. She had to get a grip on her weight or she’d never win Jack back, that much she knew. Since he’d left she’d overeaten constantly by way of compensation, though it only made her more miserable. On the mantelpiece above the fireplace opposite the end of the bed, assorted cuddly toys were ranged. They surveyed her reproachfully.




    ‘I know, I know,’ she sighed. A battered teddy bear looked back at her, one eye lower than the other, but said nothing. ‘I’ll start next week. But today’s the big man’s funeral so I can’t really be expected to think about lettuce, can I?’




    Her gaze moved along the line to Minty, the now grubby polar bear her mother had bought for her sixth birthday, too rich with smells and stains and memories to consider cleaning him. She could remember the day perfectly. The parcel lay by her place at the breakfast table, enticingly mysterious with its crisp, crinkly silver wrapping paper and ice-blue ribbons. She’d been excited. It was a special day and if she was good maybe Daddy wouldn’t shout at her. Mummy helped her to unwrap the parcel. The knots were too tight for her small fingers and she couldn’t wait to see inside. As soon as a corner of the silvery paper was open, she put in her little hand and felt soft fur and gave a squeal of anticipation. The fur was silky and comforting. She pulled out the toy and fell instantly in love with the round, snuggly bear with its soppily contented expression. She cradled it close to her skinny chest and thought the day was going to be as perfect as she’d dreamed it would be.




    Then her father said, ‘I do wish you wouldn’t buy her these wretched animals, Janet. She’s much too old for that nonsense,’ and she put it down, slowly, her lips trembling just the tiniest bit. Why did Daddy always manage to spoil things? Later, she found it when she went to bed, snuggled against her pillow, under the blanket. Mummy must have hidden it there for her. She kissed it one hundred times to make up for having abandoned it all day.




    She couldn’t remember what her father’s gift had been. Some educational book or other, long since abandoned, she imagined, designed to fashion her into something she wasn’t while Minty the bear lived on in her heart and on her mantelpiece.




    ‘He’s really gone, Minty,’ she breathed softly to her captive audience while thinking of Angus MacMorrow. ‘Definitely deceased.’




    She’d never managed to rid herself of the habit of talking to her menagerie. The companionship of her furry animals had always been important to her. When her father had shouted at her, she would run to them for comfort, picking one at random and hugging it close fiercely. Her animals didn’t think she was spineless. They didn’t tell her to ‘buck up and get on with it’ or bawl at her when she failed to get a good grade. When her mother, as soft and ineffectual as a waterlogged sponge, failed to comfort her, it was to her animals that she’d reveal her insecurities, trust her innermost thoughts and share her anger.




    ‘Why?’ she addressed her menagerie in a tone of deep despair, inviting their views on life in general. When there was no response, she gave a small sniff and put her hand in her pocket to find the comforting presence of Tiny Ted – TT – the smallest of the bears and her constant companion.




    ‘They’re not real, Daisy,’ a voice came from her bedroom door, but gently.




    Daisy took a last look at the sheep, the lion, the bears, and the rest of the tattered toys and raised a sceptical eyebrow before swinging round and saying indignantly to the tall figure lounging against her door-post, ‘I know that, Lizzie.’




    Lizzie Little, lazy-limbed and heavy-lidded, possessed a languorous beauty that she was quite unaware of (which was an important part of her attractiveness). In the cottage that Daisy had shared with her since Jack had left her homeless, Lizzie had the largest room, where she surrounded herself with rich velvets, sumptuous silks, soft woollens in every colour and hue imaginable, the tools of her trade. They lay draped over chairs, hung from tailors’ dummies, swathed round the curtain poles, stacked in shimmering layers, skimmed across the radiators, formed pillows and covers on the bed.




    Lizzie sat on the bed next to Daisy and wound her long legs into a lotus position. Still in thick brushed cotton pyjamas in a glorious deep purple and a luxurious Carmen red velour wrap, she put her arms around Daisy’s shoulders and asked tenderly, ‘You OK?’




    Daisy nodded, tears coming unanticipated to her eyes. She’d thought she was OK until Lizzie’s sympathy caught her out. She pulled a tissue from out of her sleeve and blew her nose loudly.




    ‘’Course. It’s only a funeral. I’ve done loads before.’




    ‘But not Angus’s. Not a friend’s.’




    Had Angus MacMorrow been her friend? Daisy considered the word. She’d always thought of Angus simply as her boss. When she’d gone to the Herald, he’d been the scariest person on the planet. The huge mass of him, bulging and straining above his trousers, the barking intolerance of bad spelling or the misuse of apostrophes, the constant urging to ‘Use your brain girl, if you have one,’ had been overwhelming. At first she’d thought he was just like her father – ordering, criticising, vetting her every move so that she couldn’t talk, think, or breathe for herself. But soon she’d seen his humour and his kindness and had come to understand that his carping was driven by a passion for high standards, that Angus would defend his staff to the death, while at the same time shouting at them for their failure to get a story before The East Stoneyford Echo.




    Fourteen years old. Another birthday – and, for the first time in her life, a gift from her father that she actually liked. A gift that was to change her life.




    ‘Here.’ Her father shoved a bag at her. His hands were big and clumsy, strong but lacking in any kind of finesse. They were hands designed to catch a struggling criminal and handcuff him, but never to touch skin and thrill to its human warmth. She could still see the hairs on the fingers, darkly sprouting and could almost smell the rough maleness of him.




    ‘For me?’




    He looked around the kitchen before saying sarcastically, ‘Is there someone else in here who has a birthday? I don’t see anyone, do you, Janet?’




    The bag read ‘Tibbett’s – for all your photographic needs’. She could see the blue and red lettering as clearly now as she had then. Inside, there was a box.




    ‘SLR,’ Daisy read, curiously.




    ‘Single Lens Reflex,’ her father filled in before turning back to his newspaper. It was the end, apparently, of his interest.




    Why a camera? Daisy had never shown the slightest interest in photography. She fingered the box tentatively, turning it round to view the image of the contents. Was this yet another attempt by her father to direct her life? Daisy pushed the box away at the thought. She didn’t want it. She couldn’t bear to have him looking over her shoulder, criticising every picture she took.




    ‘Thanks,’ she said dully, expecting him to demand that she open it. He’d pull out the instruction book himself, take charge, force her to sit and watch while he read through the notes, worked out what to do.




    ‘There’s a couple of films to start you off.’




    He got up and patted her on the head, then turned and left the room.




    She sat staring at her mother. Janet, her eyes grey and wide and so like her daughter’s, stared back silently, her small mouth hanging slack. Daisy didn’t know who was the more surprised.




    Had Eric Irvine been bizarrely struck by prescience? Uncharacteristically infused with insight? Or had he simply been passing Tibbett’s and been drawn by a sale sign? Daisy never knew the answer. A week or two after that birthday, she’d finally opened the camera box and lifted out the gleaming black and chrome apparatus inside. From the second she’d touched it, she knew that this was her destiny. She found freedom behind the camera. She cherished the feel of it in her hands, trusty and true. It did her bidding, responded as she demanded, produced results that she could control and that she felt proud of.




    Three years later, when she decided on photography as a vocation, she inevitably incurred her father’s disapproval – ‘Really Daisy, you’ll never make any money’. When her mother had diffidently pointed out that it was he who had started her passion for photography in the first place, it silenced him on the matter for long enough to allow her to enrol in college.




    Her confidence battered by constant criticism, she discovered (to her astonishment), that people thought her photographs were good – people like Angus MacMorrow who had, in his own inimitable way, encouraged her and helped her to realise her potential. Now he was dead and she had to take pictures at his funeral.




    A friend? A better one than she’d ever understood.




    ‘I’ll be fine. Thanks Lizzie. Just another job,’ Daisy said, moving out of Lizzie’s kind embrace and reaching for her camera bag. Never let your feelings come between you and an assignment. Angus’s words. Be professional at all times. Thanks Angus, she smiled palely at the ghost of the big man, I will be.




    She checked her appearance in the mirror – black trouser suit, safety pin at the waist to give her another inch of slack, touch of smoky shadow at her eyes to enhance her best feature – and turned to leave. The funeral was in less than an hour and all Hailesbank would be there. Her job was to capture it on camera. The Herald had to give its editor a resounding send-off and her role in that was crucial.




    ‘Bye, Dais,’ Lizzie unwound her legs and stood to give Daisy a hug. ‘I’ll be there for you.’




    Daisy noted the anxiety in the hooded hazel eyes and was touched.




    ‘Thanks, sweetie. I’ll be fine,’ she said, and held Lizzie close for a second before heading for her battered Suzuki. Thank heaven for friends, she thought as she climbed in. And teddy bears.




    She fingered Tiny Ted in her pocket for a second, drew a breath, and turned on the ignition.




    Just another job.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The church at Hailesbank was huge. Although the town was relatively small – at least, the old, largely eighteenth-century, heart of the town – its parish church was disproportionately large. A group of monks, finding the loop of the river a convivial place to live and to worship their Lord, had founded a monastery on this site in the twelfth century. This had once been a magnificent complex of buildings, whose crowning glory was the massive, high-vaulted church. Then it had been sacked and ransacked, rebuilt again, desecrated, the stones carried away for other local building projects, the roof stripped of its protective and valuable lead until, by the middle of the twentieth century, all that remained was the nave, a couple of Victorian windows, and the satisfyingly worn stone-flagged floor.




    The efforts of Lady Astoria Fleming (who lent her name) and Mrs Doris Worthington-Hitchcock (who gave copious quantities of her deceased husband’s hard-earned cash), led to the restoration and opening up of the plundered apse in the 1970s, putting St Andrew’s into the guide books as a tourist attraction and putting Hailesbank back on the map.




    Daisy set herself up half way between the gateway into the church’s grounds and the large, heavy wooden door into the building. As mourners wound their way through the churchyard, they all had to pass this spot, where the light filtering through the massive old sycamores lent a pleasingly dappled effect to her compositions. She knew what the arrangements inside the church would be. Angus’s wife and family would sit in the front couple of rows. He’d habitually spent such long hours at the paper that Daisy had almost forgotten he had a family. Local bigwigs, bechained and beribboned, would claim the row just behind them. Daisy dutifully caught them on camera as they went into the church, looking suitably serious and sad.




    There was the self-important Provost Archie Porter and his fat little wife Doris, her bunions squashed painfully into a pair of drab courts in honour of the occasion.




    Here came a bevy of councillors of all political hues.




    There was bald Jimmy Johnston, president of the local Rotary Club and implacable political enemy of Provost Porter, hanging back to avoid sitting near him.




    Sir Cosmo Fleming arrived, pushing his mother, Lady Fleming, in her wheelchair. She was still very much in command of all her faculties, though, even in her eighties.




    Cosmo gave Daisy a rueful grin as he passed her. ‘Didn’t predict this, did I?’ he said.




    The cuffs of his tweed jacket were frayed. Daisy thought that what he needed wasn’t a trip to the little alteration shop on the High Street, but a woman – and she wasn’t thinking of his mother. Cosmo was a mildly eccentric bachelor, but he was also the largest landowner in the district, which allowed him the luxury of pursuing his hobby, astrology. He penned the weekly horoscopes for the Herald in return for not very much. It was an activity to which his mother, Presbyterian to the core, was implacably opposed.




    ‘Hold it there … thanks,’ said Daisy, flashing off a few shots of the Flemings. She liked Cosmo, even if he always smelled of dog and the state of his car was unspeakable, full of doggie hairs and slaver and possibly worse. ‘No one could have predicted it.’




    ‘Get on with it, Cosmo, it’s bloody freezing out here,’ piped up a voice from the wheelchair. The bundle of blankets moved and a pair of faded brown eyes peered upwards impatiently from below a mauve felt hat that would not have been out of place in a fifties drama.




    Cosmo, unseen by his mother, rolled his own brown eyes to the skies before trundling off.




    The Herald’s staff were all there, that went without saying – her colleagues, so familiar and frequently so irritating. Daisy loved them and loathed them in almost equal degrees.




    The chief reporter, Sharon Eddy, was blonde, pretty, pert, and very bossy. ‘Dishy’ Dave Collins, the junior reporter, was unkempt as a pop icon, and fashionably cool. Murdoch Darling, feature writer, took the role of cynic supreme. And Ruby Spence, of course – ‘Ma’ Ruby – the receptionist, who had been at the paper for ever and knew absolutely everyone in town. Ma was the biggest gossip of all, the best source of information, nosier than any journalist.




    Poor Ruby, she looked devastated. For years they’d all fabricated stories of a long-lasting affair between her and Angus, fuelled by the long hours the two of them spent in the Herald’s offices. Daisy had thought it was all just a bit of fun, made up to amuse the staff and handed down through generations of reporters – but looking at Ruby’s ravaged face, the chins wobbling as the lip quivered, the bosom heaving, she wondered if there had been some truth in it after all.




    Then, among the throng of townspeople, there was someone else.




    Daisy probably wouldn’t have recognised Ben Gillies if he hadn’t been with his parents. It was years since she’d seen him. She’d been – what, sixteen? – when the Gillies family had moved down south. And although they’d moved back to Hailesbank a couple of years ago when Martin Gillies had retired, Ben had stayed in London.




    They’d been such friends, the Gillies and Irvine families. Her father, so often a bully in private, turned all charm when gentle Kath Gillies was around. She remembered splashing in the sea at St Andrews, bolting down the ‘shivery bite’ afterwards. At other times they picnicked in Perthshire. She and Ben had dammed the burn, up to their knees in freezing water. The sense of freedom generally only lasted so long before her father, noticing, would raise his voice. ‘Daisy, I thought I told you to stay on the bank? Take hold of her, Ben, and get her out here at once.’




    Had Ben obeyed her father’s orders? Probably. But he would have winked at her as he did so, sympathising. He’d been an ally, despite the three-year difference in their ages. That hadn’t seemed to matter when they were with their families, but at school it felt like a chasm. When the Gillies family moved to London, they’d simply lost touch.




    It must be Ben Gillies. Looking at him through the lens of her camera, Daisy was able to study him for a minute in private. She pressed the shutter. Yup, it was Ben all right, but not the Ben she remembered. Stockier – he’d filled out. He certainly wasn’t fat, he was more solid. Strong-looking. But he still had the same brownish red hair, the amazing golden amber eyes and the exact way of holding his head that she remembered. Now, though, he had stubbly hair on the chin, brownish red just like the head.




    She clicked again.




    ‘Diz?’ It was his old name for her. Daisy – Dizzy – Diz – on account of her general disorganisation.




    ‘Hi Ben.’ There was no more hiding. She lowered the camera and took his outstretched hand.




    ‘Sorry about your boss.’




    ‘Yeah. Me too. Thanks.’




    And then he was gone, along with his parents, to search for a seat in the rapidly filling church.




    Daisy didn’t see Ben again for a few days and she didn’t really think about him much, because when she got home that night and changed out of the trouser suit into something more comfortable, she pulled on the jeans she’d been wearing on the day Angus died and felt something crackle in the pocket.




    She had no recollection of taking the letter from Angus MacMorrow’s hand when he collapsed, so the paper held no meaning for her. She felt no sense of importance or impending doom and merely tossed it onto the kitchen table, intent on pouring a glass of wine and joining Lizzie to grab some support for her harrowed emotions.




    ‘Didn’t you lurve Provost Porter’s wife’s hat,’ said Lizzie, already into her second glass of red.




    Lizzie, who loved to mix vintage and casual, was wearing a floppy cotton tea dress in navy with a tiny white flower pattern, pulled over a long-sleeved white T-shirt and navy leggings. Her feet were encased in shaggy sheepskin boots. Daisy had long envied the ease with which Lizzie created a ‘look’. She felt boring in her jeans and chalk-blue baggy sweater. If she wore shaggy boots she’d look like a woolly sheep, not a trendy fashionista. Still, at least her jumper was comfy and hid the bulges.




    She grabbed the bottle and slurped a generous measure of wine into her glass, then made herself comfortable on the carver, curling round and pulling her knees up to her chin. ‘She should’ve bought one of yours,’ she giggled, remembering the absurd black construction the Lady Provost had been wearing. She took a couple of quick gulps of the wine and began to relax.




    ‘And what d’you think about Ma Ruby?’




    ‘She was devastated. She looked far more upset than old MacMorrow’s wife.’ They’d had countless animated discussions about the rumoured relationship between Ma and Big Angus around this table. Now there would be no more. Daisy felt the sadness at his death return and with it the doubts that had nagged her for the last week. Could she have saved him? If she’d given him the kiss of life maybe she could have revived him.




    ‘Well, I feel sorry for her.’ Today Lizzie seemed inclined to be charitable. ‘She can’t even talk about it to anyone, not like Angus’s wife.’ She picked up the paper Daisy had thrown on the table and unfolded it, idly skimmed the contents, then swung her legs of the chair and sat bolt upright. ‘Have you read this, Daisy?’




    Daisy shook her head. ‘What is it? It was in my pocket.’




    Lizzie passed it across the table and watched as Daisy read the few lines.




    ‘Oh. My. God.’ Daisy’s ash-gray eyes widened in shock and one hand flew up to her mouth. ‘Ohmigod, ohmigod.’




    She stuck her right hand automatically into her pocket and found Tiny Ted. Her fingers stroked the soft fur on his little head. The action, familiar since babyhood, brought a measure of comfort, but the colour was still gone from her cheeks as she blurted out, ‘This is what Angus was reading when he collapsed, Lizzie. I’ve just remembered. I stuck it in my pocket. I wasn’t even thinking about it, I was checking on him.’




    Her eyes, the colour of the haze over the sea on a winter’s day, were still the size of dustbin lids. The smoky eye shadow had blurred, leaving a faint bruise of colour. ‘But this is what did it. This is what killed him.’ 


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Dear Angus




    You will be only too aware of the falling circulation of The Hailesbank Herald. We have been watching this and the increasingly poor quality of the content over the past year with considerable concern.




    Naturally, at the Board of the Havering Group, we are all concerned for your health. However, we view the situation as untenable and unless the circulation and advertising figures are back to their previous levels by the summer, we fear we will be forced to close the offices in Hailesbank and merge the paper with The East Stoneyford Echo, with obvious consequences for yourself and your staff.




    We await with interest.




    Yours as ever




    Etc.




    ‘Angus had a heart attack because of this!’ Daisy was incandescent. ‘How could they? They bloody killed him, the bastards.’ She crumpled the paper in her hands and slammed her fist on the table.




    ‘He was in line for a heart attack anyway, Daisy, you know that,’ reasoned Lizzie.




    ‘Six months! My God, Lizzie, they’ve given us six months. It was up to Angus to save us, and now he’s bloody well dead!’ Anger was still her foremost emotion but it had swung like a pendulum from the owners of the paper to her recently deceased boss. He’d deserted them in their hour of need. Daisy’s mouth, always an indicator of her mood, was twisting and working convulsively. ‘Never mind my pay rise, I might be out of a job. What am I going to do?’ Her mouth came to rest in a small sideways twist but the worried expression in her eyes betrayed her concern.




    For all her creativity, Lizzie had a practical bent. Now she deployed the same talent that she used to invent an intricate cloth design, and started to take Daisy through a process of basic logic.




    ‘Right.’ She dumped her wine glass on the table and pushed it delicately to one side. ‘One, you are under threat of closure. Two, you have no editor. Three, you have six months before a decision will be made.’ She ticked off the points on her fingers. ‘Yes?’




    Daisy nodded, concentrating, still curling her mouth to one side anxiously.




    ‘Let’s address them one by one. What do you have to do to avoid closure?’




    ‘Erm … improve our circulation and advertising I guess.’




    ‘By …?’




    ‘Getting more readers … writing more interesting features. Hoping there’s some grim news to cover.’




    ‘Steady.’




    Daisy managed a rueful smile. ‘I know, we’re like vultures. But it’s true, people love a gruesome murder or a horrific plane crash.’




    ‘OK, so maybe you can’t fix that but you could talk to the others about how to improve the features?’




    Daisy thought glumly about how Murdoch Darling might take to being asked to write better features. An old hack, he’d been with the paper for ever and was nearing retirement. She could just imagine his caustic response to such a request. The words ‘off’ and ‘fuck’ would probably be involved, maybe in a different order.




    ‘Two, you need a new editor.’




    ‘Yeah, like they’ll give us one when the paper’s going to fold anyway.’




    ‘You never know. What’ll happen if they don’t? Can you carry on without one?’




    Daisy shrugged. ‘I guess Murdoch might do it. Or Sharon.’




    ‘Right, so they’ll start to pull everything together, yes?’




    The only thing Murdoch could pull together was a thousand words and he seemed to find that rather tedious these days. Sharon was different. She’d enjoy more power, no question, but could she inspire them all to save the newspaper? Job risk or not, Daisy was fairly certain that she was not the only one who’d not take kindly to a Sharon Eddy with power.




    ‘I don’t know,’ she said, her mouth slackening with doubt.




    ‘You’re not got to let this go without a fight, Daisy,’ Lizzie’s voice was encouraging, ‘Because three, you’ve got six months.’ She leaned back triumphantly. ‘And anything can happen in six months. Anything!’




    ‘I suppose.’ The slackness turned into another twist.




    Lizzie leaned forward again and took her hands. ‘It’s not going to happen, Daisy. You can save the paper.’




    Hope began a feeble flutter in Daisy’s chest, the tentative flap of a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. Lizzie was right. Somehow, they would do it. After all, Hailesbank without the Herald was unthinkable. The information she held in her hand was devastating – but not fatal. She, Daisy, would rally the troops, fight the fires, lead the battle to avenge Angus MacMorrow’s death. No way was that shower at The East Stoneyford Echo going to steal their paper.




    Her hand stole into her pocket, felt Tiny Ted’s soft fur soothe her fingertips, and hardened her resolve. Tomorrow. She’d start on it all tomorrow.




    Ben Gillies, not three miles away, accepted a second helping of marmalade sponge and custard from his mother and wondered what a spell at home might do to his waist.




    ‘Great turnout for MacMorrow,’ commented his father. Martin Gillies, a greyer, more weathered version of Ben, put his hand over his bowl to prevent a further dollop of carbohydrates landing on his own plate. He had fought – and won – the battle of death-by-cooking years ago, hence Kath’s eagerness to lavish this visible demonstration of her affection on her one and only son, so long absent in London.




    ‘Everyone knew Angus,’ said Kath, pouring extra marmalade sauce over Ben’s bowl, unheeding of his protestations.




    Martin grunted. ‘Not everyone loved him though.’




    ‘He was well respected.’




    ‘Like a Doberman is respected.’




    ‘Martin, it’s not like you to be so uncharitable,’ Kath said, her round face, still winsome despite the loss of youth, puckering in disapproval. ‘He wasn’t so bad, the bark was a lot worse than the bite. I do believe he was an old softie under that gruff exterior.’




    Martin Gillies grunted. ‘That’s what Ruby Spence thought, anyway.’




    ‘Martin!’ Kath’s voice was sharper this time, but she couldn’t repress a smile. ‘That was just gossip.’




    ‘Do I detect scandal?’ Ben, with the glimmerings of a memory of what life had been like living in a small rural town, laid down his spoon and wiped his mouth. He hadn’t visited Hailesbank since his parents had moved back up here and he’d spent the last few days reconnecting with his roots.




    ‘Well …’ Kath finished rinsing her hands at the kitchen sink, dried them carefully on the bright red towel (carefully chosen to match the feature wall), and sat back down at the table. Despite her protestations at her husband’s loose remarks, she was the real gossip queen of the family. She leaned forward across the table, with a conspiratorial air. Martin, his wine glass at the ready, leaned forward too. Ben, feeling his overfed stomach bulging against the waistband of his jeans, made up the tight little circle, three heads close together, as if someone might overhear and report them to the Stasi.




    ‘They did say …’




    He listened. Or at least, a part of his brain tuned in to the inconsequential talk. Another part, inevitably, drifted back to the funeral. More specifically, the part of his brain that was wired to women homed in on the photographer, Daisy Irvine.




    Diz. He hadn’t thought about her for years. She’d changed in many respects, but her eyes were the same – big, expressive, slightly startled – just like they used to be when her bully of a father had shouted at her over nothing. They were grey as rain clouds but much more desirable. The mouth was the same too. Curvy. Mobile. She had lips that trembled and quivered and that you longed to still with a kiss. When they curled into a smile, they transformed the eyes from shadowy to alive.




    Stop it Ben Gillies, he chided himself. What’s this about? You’re heartbroken, remember?




    Thoughts of Martina were fading as memories began to flood back. Daisy Irvine had been a skinny little thing. Sixteen years old and never been kissed. He grinned inwardly. Ben, you liar. Remember that time they ran for shelter to the bridge over the Hailes? They’d arrived laughing and giggling and already wet and he’d taken one look at her shivering body, slight and slim under her damp shirt, and he’d hauled her into his arms and started kissing the hell out of her. She’d responded too, until some old geezer had come along with a dog. The bloody creature had jumped up on them, barking and spoiling the moment. Ben could still remember the sense of frustration, and embarrassment, and almost relief that they didn’t have to draw back from whatever might have happened next.
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