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The Lost Woman


Gilly Stewart


How much do you know about your family?


Feisty, hard-working Catherine McDonald knows what’s best for everyone and tries to make it happen. To keep her aristocratic family’s heads above water, she’s turned their Scottish Highland home, Annat House, into a hotel, but she’s struggling to establish her business. And things don’t improve when a woman goes missing in the nearby mountains and the hotel becomes the setting for a media circus. Successful businessman Haydn Eddlington-Smith has had enough of fitting in with other people’s wishes. He’s moved to the Highlands so he can do exactly what he wants. So why does he find himself spending so much time with his interfering neighbour Catherine? When the present is so complicated, how do you let the past go? And what exactly has the missing woman to do with the McDonalds? The Lost Woman is the stunning new volume of intelligent women’s fiction from Gilly Stewart.
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Chapter One


The Lost Woman was a source of serious aggravation to Catherine McDonald. There had been no peace ever since She had put in her appearance – or should that be disappearance? First it was the police, then the journalists. Even the locals seemed to be obsessed. And it wasn’t the sort of publicity you wanted when you were on the verge of launching a major tourism venture.


Catherine watched grimly as yet another stranger walked up her private driveway. She swung open the massive front door before he had time to ring the bell.


‘I’ve got nothing to say,’ she said.


The man paused with one hand raised to knock. ‘Haven’t you?’ He was a tall man, forty-ish, with neatly cut mousey-brown hair and amusement in his eyes. ‘How fascinating. What is it about which you have nothing to say?’


Catherine glared. He was one of the clever-clever ones, was he? ‘About the Lost Woman, of course.’


‘Ah. Of course.’ He smiled down at her. ‘And the Lost Woman would be …?’


For the first time Catherine began to doubt her assumption. The man wore smart black trousers, a dark jersey, and a long dark woollen coat, not normal journalist attire.


‘I suppose there’s no point asking if you’re a journalist? They all deny it.’


‘It’s true, I would deny it. It’s not a profession I’m very fond of.’


Catherine sighed. She really didn’t have time for this. ‘OK, supposing you tell me what it is you do want?’


‘What I want now is to learn all about the Lost Woman. You’ve got me enthralled. Is she really lost? Is it an ancient myth or a modern tragedy? Do tell.’ He leant one shoulder against the door jamb, apparently settling in for a long conversation.


‘Everyone knows. That’s why they come here, isn’t it?’


‘It is?’


‘Look, the Lost Woman is some stupid woman who parked her car at the bottom of our track and went walking in the mountains.’ She gestured to the range which rose in peak beyond misty peak behind Annat House. ‘And she hasn’t been seen since.’


‘How interesting,’ he said. ‘And was this recently?’


‘Look, please stop pulling my leg. Everyone knows about the Lost Woman.’


The man gave this some thought. ‘I don’t think everyone can know, if I don’t. Although, to be fair, I have been out of the country for several weeks, perhaps that explains my ignorance.’


‘It was five weeks ago. Six this weekend. You can’t have heard no news for that long.’


‘You don’t think so?’ A frown marred his rather handsome face. ‘I’ve never been an avid reader of newspapers, and I find the sort of coverage one gets on television these days a trifle vulgar, don’t you? Perhaps that would explain my lamentable lapse.’


Catherine began to laugh. The man was mad, but amusing with it.


‘OK. So if you’re not here to ask about the Lost Woman, how can I help you?’ She recalled that in the old days strangers did come knocking on the door, in need of information or directions. ‘Are you lost?’


‘No, I don’t think so. I saw signs for Annat School a little way back, so I know roughly where I am.’


‘Ah, you’re looking for the school.’ Catherine was relieved to be getting answers at last. ‘It’s not far away. You need to go another couple of miles and you’ll see a large Victorian-gothic building on your right, can’t miss it. Distances are deceptive, aren’t they, on these winding roads? A lot of people turn back thinking they’ve gone too far.’


‘It’s a popular school, is it?’


‘I believe so. A healthy outdoor Scottish education is apparently quite the thing. We haven’t had much to do with it since my brothers left, but it was very well thought of then.’ Catherine thought briefly of the time when her mother had still been alive and they had been an almost happy family. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. ‘I suppose you have a child you’re considering sending there?’


‘I have a son, yes.’


‘Just the one? How old is he?’ Catherine felt obliged to add, ‘I’m not a great fan of boarding schools myself.’


‘Richie’s ten. Or is it eleven? I tend to forget.’


‘I believe they prefer to take them from eight. Most prep schools do. Didn’t they tell you that on the phone?’


‘I haven’t spoken to them on the phone.’


In Catherine’s opinion this man was rather too lackadaisical, and she was sure the head teacher would agree. ‘I don’t think they are very keen on people just dropping in,’ she said severely.


‘No, I can see that might be inconvenient.’ He smiled. ‘People can be so inconsiderate, can’t they? When all it would have taken is a mere phone call in advance …’


Catherine was beginning to feel she was losing control of this conversation, an unusual experience. ‘Is that it, then?’ she said, making an effort to get back on track. ‘If you do decide to take a look at the school it’s two miles further on. You’ll have no problem finding it.’ She moved as if to close the door.


‘Actually,’ said the man, leaning forward confidentially, ‘Actually, I was hoping to use your telephone.’


‘The phone?’


‘Yes. Did you know that mobiles don’t work out here? I need to call the AA.’


‘Of course I know that mobiles don’t work. This is the Highlands, you know.’


He nodded politely. ‘I should have realised.’


‘So your car has broken down?’ said Catherine slowly.


‘Yes. At least, it appears to have. The engine died and it’s certainly not starting when I turn the ignition. I’ve an inkling it might be the starter motor, or spark plugs, something like that. I don’t suppose you know about these things?’


‘Absolutely not,’ said Catherine, exasperated. ‘Look, come in. You can use the phone here.’ She stood back abruptly to allow him into the wood-panelled hall.


‘Perhaps I should introduce myself before I cross your threshold? Seems rather bad manners not to. Haydn Eddlington-Smith, at your service.’


Catherine gave a snort of laughter. She couldn’t help it. Nobody like this had appeared on her doorstep before. ‘I think it’s our phone that is at your service,’ she said crisply. ‘It’s on the table over there. I’ll leave you to it, shall I?’


She went back into the tiny room that was now her office, leaving the door ajar so she could keep an eye on him. He did, indeed, make a call to the AA. She also noted that he described the whereabouts of his car, a black BMW 7 Series, with great precision. He wasn’t lost at all.


‘Everything in order?’ she said, reappearing as soon as he replaced the receiver. ‘It’s a fairly quiet time of year, you shouldn’t have to wait too long for someone to reach you.’


‘The lady assured me it would be between thirty minutes and an hour.’


‘Ah.’ Haydn Eddlington-Smith might be odd and annoying, but the Highland custom of hospitality prevented her sending him back out on a winter’s afternoon. ‘Perhaps you would like a hot drink while you wait?’


‘I wouldn’t say no,’ he agreed.


Suppressing a sigh, she led him across the hall and down the stairs to the basement kitchen. With a bit of luck, Mhairi would be around and she could leave him in her assistant’s capable hands. The few moments in the office had reminded her of the mass of things she still had to do.


Unfortunately Mhairi wasn’t there. Instead, Catherine’s youngest brother Malcolm was sitting at the large wooden table, eating his way through a packet of chocolate biscuits. Pip, the Jack Russell, raised his head from the rug by the Aga to give a token bark.


‘Hi, Mal, this is, er …’ She couldn’t bring herself to repeat the name, even if she could had remembered it correctly.


‘Haydn Eddlington-Smith,’ said the visitor, stretching out a hand affably. ‘Spelt like the composer but pronounced hay-dun. Pleased to meet you.’


‘This is my brother Malcolm. And I’m Catherine, Catherine McDonald. Mal, this, er, gentleman’s car has broken down and he’s going to have a coffee while he waits.’ She put the kettle on and set about finding mugs and milk. She might as well make herself a drink at the same time. ‘You could offer those biscuits around,’ she said severely to her brother. ‘If you’ve quite finished.’


‘I haven’t, actually,’ he said cheerfully, ‘But always happy to share.’ He proffered the packet but Haydn declined. He took a seat on one of the mismatching chairs and gazed around the kitchen.


‘What a wonderful place you have.’


‘It’s not bad, is it?’ said Catherine. This was a topic she was happy to discuss. Since winning the battle with her father about launching her new business, she had overseen the redecoration of the house herself. She had been longing to do it for years, and once set loose, with money not too much of a problem, she had been unstoppable. Now it was almost finished and she loved it.


‘It’s a bloody sight nicer than it used to be,’ said Mal. ‘Pity we’re not going to get the benefit.’


‘There’s a perfectly good kitchen in the Lodge,’ said Catherine quickly, remembering all the difficulties still ahead. ‘Where you are supposed to be living now, if you remember.’


‘This is my home,’ protested Mal, through crumbs. ‘I like it here, you know?’ It seemed he really meant it. Unlike his older brothers, he hadn’t used university as a stepping stone to the outside world. He had come straight back after graduating, and seemed, for the moment, intent on staying.


‘Was your home. Now the Lodge is. Don’t you start, you’re getting as bad as Father. This house is now a business.’


Haydn listened to the conversation with interest. ‘I hate to appear curious,’ he said, ‘but what kind of business venture? I didn’t notice any bed and breakfast signs. In fact I was a little intimidated by the “Private” notice attached to your rather smart gates.’


‘Don’t pay any attention to that,’ advised Malcolm. ‘Nobody else does.’


‘Especially not journalists,’ said Catherine, who still harboured her suspicions. ‘I would have taken it down before now if it hadn’t been for this Lost Woman business.’


‘Yes, of course, the Lost Woman.’


‘Something very fishy about her if you ask me,’ said Malcolm conversationally. ‘They’ll probably find it’s a false insurance claim or something. The Woman is probably sunning herself on some foreign island as we speak.’


‘Last week you were sure she’d been murdered.’


‘But if she had been, where’s the body? They’ve had more sniffer dogs through these hills than at Heathrow Airport. And they didn’t find a thing, did they?’


‘Didn’t they?’ asked Haydn. ‘I grow more and more interested.’


‘You’re not another of those journalists, are you?’ asked Malcolm, paying him more attention. ‘Or just a thrill seeker? I’m surprised Catherine let you in if you are.’


‘I told you, his car’s broken down,’ said Catherine, quick to defend herself.


The visitor finished his drink and pushed his mug to one side. ‘Thank you so much for that. Now I suppose I should brave the elements and go and await my knight in shining armour.’


Catherine rose as well. She had meant to leave him in the kitchen with Malcolm, but somehow hadn’t got around to it. ‘And I had better get back to work,’ she said crisply.


‘Before I go,’ he said, his tone pleasant as ever. ‘I wonder if you can tell me how far it is to Annat Cottage?’


‘Annat Cottage?’ said Malcolm. ‘Why, it’s just round the corner. You could have walked there as quickly as walking up the track here.’


‘Why do you want Annat Cottage?’ said Catherine with a sense of foreboding.


‘Because I’m going to live there,’ said the man, taking a key from his pocket and waving it before them, as though they might need proof. ‘I’m the new owner, as of yesterday. I was fairly sure it wasn’t far away but as the phone isn’t connected it wouldn’t have been any use. Excellent news that it’s so close. We’ll be neighbours, won’t we?’


‘But,’ said Catherine. ‘But I was told the place had been bought by a Mr …’


‘Smith? Yes, that would be right. These double-barrelled names can be such a bother, can’t they? I tend only to use it on first meeting.’


Catherine noticed that almost thirty minutes had now passed since his phone call and hustled him back up the stairs and out of the door as quickly as she decently could. Then she returned to the kitchen.


‘Aa-agh.’


‘What?’ Malcolm looked up from a yoghurt.


‘That is our new neighbour.’


‘So he says. Seems pleasant enough. English though. He’ll probably just use it as a holiday home.’


Catherine’s mood brightened slightly. ‘I’ll have to find out. I hope so.’


‘Why?’


‘Because – because I was rude to him when he first arrived and then I laughed at him and then I only grudgingly offered him coffee. What kind of start is that to a neighbourly relationship?’


Malcolm snorted. ‘Sounds like Father couldn’t have done better himself. You’re more like him than you realise.’


This was not something Catherine wanted to hear




Chapter Two


‘You’re coming home tonight?’ said Catherine to her father. ‘Couldn’t you have let us know sooner?’


‘It didn’t occur to me. Arrange for someone to meet me at Pitlochry, please. I believe the train is due in at eight, but you had better check.’


‘I suppose Malcolm could come and get you, if he hasn’t anything else planned. If you’d phoned earlier, I could have asked Mhairi, or even Stewart. It’s really not very convenient. And now I’ll have to get your room in the Lodge ready. Honestly …’


‘I won’t be using the Lodge. I’ll have my usual room in the house. I know you’ve no guests at present so no need to pretend you have.’


‘But Father, you’ve got to start using the Lodge. I’ll have it very nice for you.’ Catherine changed her tone to coaxing. If she could get Malcolm and her father to sleep there tonight it would be quite a coup.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said her father. ‘And by the way, I haven’t eaten. Arrange some supper, will you? I do prefer home-cooking.’ He rang off.


Catherine scowled. She was determined not to let her father win this time. She had to get him out of the habit of thinking Annat House was his home. It was the East Lodge or nothing. On a sudden inspiration, she went and switched off the boiler and, with only a moment’s regret, the Aga too. She had let the oil tank run rather low, so why not conserve what she had left?


‘Malcolm!’ she shouted, wandering through the rooms. She found him eventually in the guests’ drawing room, lying full length on one of the sofas, without having removed his shoes.


‘This has got to stop.’ She grabbed the remote fractionally before he did and switched off the television. ‘Look at the mess you’ve made. Out!’ She brushed down the velvet cushions with fierce strokes. Malcolm moved reluctantly to a seated position. Pip jumped hastily off his chair and hurried to ingratiate himself with Catherine. She said to her brother, ‘And you know Pip’s not allowed in here.’


‘He comes in here with you.’


‘When I’m in here I’m doing something useful, like cleaning windows or hanging curtains. I’m not loafing around. And he’s never allowed on the furniture.’


‘Try telling him that.’


‘Father’s on his way home. You’ve to go and collect him from Pitlochry.’


‘Ah, no. I was going to wander down to the Foresters Arms and see if anyone fancied a game of pool. Why does he have to come home tonight?’ He frowned. ‘And why do I have to go and get him?’


‘Because you’re here,’ said Catherine. She ignored the first question. It was inconvenient to have their father turning up just now, but Annat was his home. ‘And until you find yourself a job you can make yourself useful.’


‘I think I’ll go and stay with John Hugo in Edinburgh.’


‘No you will not. You’ll just spend money you haven’t got. Now, when you bring Father back, take him straight to the Lodge. I’ll be there waiting.’


‘He won’t like it.’


‘That’s where his supper will be, and yours too. And, do you know, the heating in the house seems to be on the blink, so I really think you’d both prefer it down there.’ Catherine smiled encouragingly. This was as good a time as any to evict her family. She had to have everything sorted for a week on Friday, when the first clients of Exclusive Activity Holidays were due to arrive. Setting up this business had been her dream for years. She wasn’t going to let her father mess it up. After all, he had agreed to it – after a fashion.


Gordon McDonald was as irate as his children had anticipated at being delivered to the East Lodge.


‘You’re overstepping the mark here, Catherine, let me warn you.’


‘Father, you know how you hate the cold, and the house is freezing without the heating on.’


‘And why is there no heating on? Don’t think I can’t guess.’


Catherine looked shamefaced. ‘I have to admit it’s my fault. I forgot to order oil and we’ve run out. But I’ll get some in tomorrow, or the next day at the latest.’


‘I’m sure it will all be magically sorted before these precious guests of yours arrive,’ said her father, regarding her with displeasure from pale blue eyes.


Catherine glared back. ‘Father, you agreed to me, us, setting up this business. I’m going to make this house pay its way.’


‘Time will tell.’


Sometimes Catherine thought her father actually wanted her to fail. He definitely resented the idea of having strangers in Annat House being waited on hand and foot. If his daughter was going to have to wait on anyone, it should be him.


‘How long do you think you’ll be home?’ she asked, casually.


‘Trying to get rid of me already, are you?’


‘Of course not, Father. But I do need to plan meals.’


‘Not your problem. I presume if we do have to live in this hell-hole we can at least have Mrs McWhirter here to look after us?’


‘Mrs Mac is on holiday. I told her to take this week off. She’s been working like a star helping me get the house ready and she needed a break before the guests start arriving.’


‘I’ll have that girl Mhairi, then.’


‘Mhairi’s busy helping me; I’d really rather you didn’t impose on her. Malcolm is quite capable of preparing a meal if pushed, and I’m happy to do some cooking when I can. The two of you are just going to have to learn to fend for yourselves.’


Her father looked at her blankly over the top of his half-moon spectacles. The truth was, he was spoilt. First he had had his mother putting herself out to meet his every whim, then his long-suffering wife, then Catherine had taken on that role. If she hadn’t actually met every whim, she had done her best to make his life comfortable. Now she was too busy for that, because she was doing something she wanted to do. His life was going to change and he had better get used to it.


She decided, however, not to provoke him further just now. She turned to Malcolm, who had been leafing through The Scotsman. He said quickly, ‘Don’t look to me. I don’t even know how to work the dishwasher.’


‘About time you learnt,’ said Catherine. ‘I’ll see if I can spare five minutes to show you that and the washing machine in the morning.’


‘Can’t you send Mhairi down?’


‘And you think she would do it for you? No chance.’


‘No but she could show me.’ Malcolm’s expression brightened.


‘It’s about time you found yourself a job, my boy,’ said his father, transferring his dissatisfied gaze to his youngest son. ‘It’s a year since you finished that damned useless degree of yours and you haven’t earned a penny since.’


‘It’s more like six months than a year,’ said Malcolm resentfully. ‘And I have earned some money. I worked as a barman in the Foresters Arms the whole of the summer.’


‘Not a suitable career. And if you’re going to hang around at home, why don’t you help your sister? Plenty for you to do here.’


This was a sentiment that Catherine shared, but for once she held her tongue. Instead she said to her father, ‘I don’t think you said how long you would be home?’


He grunted. ‘A week at the most, then I’m off back to the States.’ Gordon worked in the oil industry. Since his move to an American-based company a couple of years ago he seemed to spend more and more time in the US. On the whole, Catherine thought this was a good thing. ‘I hope you have my office set up exactly as instructed? Two telephone lines, computer? Yes?’


‘Everything’s ready,’ said Catherine soothingly. ‘The old cart shed lent itself very well to the conversion.’


‘I still think it’s ridiculous, having to go outside every time I want to move from office to house. What happens if it’s raining or, worse, snowing?’


‘It’s only a couple of yards,’ said Catherine. ‘I don’t think you’ll get lost.’ She was rather pleased with the arrangement. It meant that her father would spend most of his time out of the Lodge, giving him less opportunity to argue with Malcolm.


When the meal was finished her father took himself off to smoke his after-dinner cigar in the sitting room but Malcolm remained in the kitchen. ‘I’ll show you how to use the dishwasher now, if you like?’ said Catherine, hopefully.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said, stacking the dishes for her to take from the table, but otherwise offering no help. ‘About the Lost Woman.’


‘Don’t you start.’


‘I’m not starting, I’m carrying on. You have to admit it’s a mystery.’ His expression was serious. ‘Why did she leave her car here? Why did she disappear?’


‘What I would like to know is why she didn’t choose to disappear somewhere else.’


‘It was a hire car, did you know that? Mhairi says it was rented under a false name, too, although I don’t see how she can know that. They still haven’t identified the woman.’


‘So bang goes your insurance theory,’ said Catherine. ‘If she was trying to claim life insurance money she’d want everyone to know who she was.’


‘And if she was committing secret suicide she wouldn’t want anyone to follow her, so why leave the car in such an obvious place? It doesn’t make sense.’


‘She had to leave the car somewhere … Anyway, I do not want to talk about this.’ Catherine was annoyed at finding herself drawn in to the discussion.


‘I think I’ll make some enquiries of my own,’ said Malcolm. ‘It’ll keep me out of the way while Father is home.’


‘Finding a job would keep you out of the way and be far more useful.’


Malcolm shrugged. With his too-long curly hair and pink cheeks he looked far younger than his twenty-two years. Catherine wondered when he would grow up. Of all of them, he seemed to have suffered most from their mother’s death eight years before. He had lost his sense of direction, and she sometimes worried he might never find it again. Perhaps taking an interest in the Lost Woman would be good for him, after all.




Chapter Three


The following morning, Catherine rose early to bake bread, using the Lodge kitchen as the Aga in Annat House was still switched off.


Her mum had baked bread regularly. She could turn her hand to anything, from fancy plaits and brioches to rye and seed bread. All effortless. All delicious. Catherine stuck to the more straightforward wholemeal, which she made only occasionally. Her reason for making it today was to take a loaf down to her new neighbour. That way she might erase that first embarrassing meeting from his mind.


She put on her Barbour jacket and took the path across the fields. It was still early and a mist drifted over the grey waters of the loch, obscuring the hills on the far side. She paused on the ridge to look back through the faint dawn light to her home, and smiled. Annat House rose three stories high, pale grey stone walls beneath the darker grey slate roof. It belonged completely in this bleak grey and green and brown landscape. From a distance, it seemed to huddle into the hills behind. The vast windows on the ground floor were testament to the lovely, light drawing room and dining room within. Upstairs were eight beautifully redecorated bedrooms, all now en-suite. And then on the top floor, the smaller attic rooms. It was going to be perfect for welcoming her select groups of guests.


She strode across the short winter grass until the cottage came into view. It was built of the same grey stone as Annat House and the East Lodge, and had presumably once belonged to the estate. It was a rather quaint building, with fancy woodwork around the porch and eaves, and windows that gave magnificent views over the loch. Haydn Eddlington-Smith must have paid a pretty penny for it. Properties like this were snatched up almost before they came on to the market these days.


She knocked loudly on the front door. After a moment or two it was opened by her new neighbour, wearing a rather luxurious knee-length dressing gown.


‘Miss McDonald!’ he said, eyebrows raised. ‘How nice. Do come in.’


‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ said Catherine, hoping she wasn’t going pink. She hadn’t expected to find him in a state of undress. ‘I just wanted to do the neighbourly thing, which I’m afraid I, er, rather failed to do yesterday, and drop by to say welcome. I’ve brought you a loaf of bread.’ She handed him the still-warm package.


‘My goodness! You don’t get neighbours like this in London. That’s exceptionally kind. Your own baking, possibly?’


She had wondered, yesterday, if he always spoke in this strange way. Clearly, he did.


‘Yes. It doesn’t take long when you’ve got into the routine.’ She didn’t want him to think she had baked especially for him.


‘Do come in. Tell you what, I’ll nip upstairs and dress while you put on the kettle.’


Catherine had been about to decline the invitation, but he was already ushering her through the sitting room to the kitchen at the rear. ‘It struck me after I had left you yesterday that I hadn’t made the most of your local knowledge. I want to pick your brains about one or two things. You won’t mind, will you?’


He left her before she could reply so Catherine shrugged and busied herself filling the brand new chrome kettle. Then she looked around surreptitiously. Haydn didn’t appear to have done much in the way of unpacking. There were two boxes on the floor, one of food and one of crockery. The furniture, as far as she could see, was identical to that used by the previous occupants, an Edinburgh couple who had used the place as a weekend retreat. He must have bought it with the house.


She leant against one of the kitchen counters and surveyed the weed-infested garden with disapproval. The Edinburgh couple had had no desire to spend any of their precious free time (or money) on it.


‘Are you interested in gardening?’ she asked as soon as her host reappeared dressed now in jeans and a black jersey. He hadn’t shaved.


He followed her gaze and grimaced. ‘No, I couldn’t say that was one of my talents.’


‘It needs attention. We have a very good gardener at Annat House who might be interested in doing some hours for you. Shall I tell him to pop by?’


‘Er … If you wish.’


‘Excellent. His name’s Stewart. He’s dour, but a hard worker.’


‘Ah … Right.’ Haydn made a pot of tea and cut some slices of the fresh bread. ‘I haven’t had breakfast yet. Perhaps you’ll join me?’


‘Just tea, black,’ said Catherine, although she was pleased to note that the bread smelt delicious. She was trying to lose weight. Again. You would have thought all that rushing around getting the house ready would have helped.


She followed Haydn through to the sitting room. ‘It must have been handy, buying the place ready furnished,’ she said, taking a seat on the polyester settee.


He grinned. ‘Pity the previous owners didn’t have better taste. But it was a snap decision, and this is convenient for now. I’ll refurnish at my leisure.’


‘Won’t you be bringing up your own things?’


‘I won’t.’


Catherine sighed. ‘So Malcolm was right, this is just a holiday home? I had hoped that we might get a permanent resident this time. You know, it’s not nearly so beneficial to the local economy …’ She had thought this through. Despite her own reservations about having Haydn Eddlington-Smith as a neighbour, she knew it was best for the area if he wasn’t just another summer visitor.


‘I’d hate you to labour under a misapprehension. It is indeed my intention to live here on a permanent basis.’


‘Oh,’ said Catherine, wishing she had kept her mouth shut. Yesterday’s experience should have taught her not to make assumptions about this man. ‘Ah. Good.’ So why he didn’t have furniture of his own to bring up? She wondered if he was recently divorced; that might account for it. How could she find out?


‘Will your wife be joining you?’


‘No, I don’t think so. I am not, presently, exactly sure of Esme’s whereabouts, but I am not expecting her to join me here.’


Catherine wondered if he was once again having a joke at her expense. ‘And is your son, who may or may not be ten, and who you may or may not send to Annat School, also missing?’


‘Now now. It was your idea that Richie might go to Annat School.’


‘You do have a son, I suppose?’


Haydn nodded, his expression more serious. ‘Of course I do. He’s at prep school just outside London. A very good prep school,’ he added, as though he expected Catherine to criticise him.


As if she would. ‘I hope you’ll be very happy here at Annat,’ she said.


‘So do I, so do I.’ He glanced out of the window and at that moment the sun rose above the eastern hills and lit up the waters with a pale golden light. ‘If the view is like that every day, I shall be very happy indeed.’


‘The view is never the same two days running, or even two hours, but it’s always wonderful.’ Catherine smiled at him. ‘I never tire of it.’


‘Have you lived here all your life?’


‘Yes. Born and bred at Annat, and my father before me and his before him. I’ve never lived anywhere else and never wanted to.’ Catherine loved this place. She loved not only the house but also the history, the fact that the McDonalds could trace their time here back to the fifteenth century. She had to make sure they could stay.


‘Didn’t you say you went away to boarding school?’


‘No, I said my brothers went away to boarding school. I, being a girl, could be satisfactorily educated in the local schools.’ She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice, even though she had never wanted to go away to school. Annoyed at revealing so much, she hurried on, ‘Actually, to be totally truthful, I did go away to university. I spent four years in Edinburgh, but as I came home most weekends it didn’t feel like living away.’


‘A waste, surely, of all the magnificent opportunities a university city like Edinburgh can offer?’


‘My mother wasn’t well,’ said Catherine shortly. ‘Now, what local information did you want me to provide?’


Haydn considered her thoughtfully for a moment, as though about to enquire further into her family, then he rubbed his chin with one hand and grinned. ‘Ah, yes, local information. As soon as I’ve shaved I thought I’d try the village shops. Or is it shop? Can you advise where one goes for food produce in the vicinity?’


Catherine relaxed. She loved promoting local businesses. She told him about the post office-cum-café and the small supermarket. ‘We support the local shops as much as possible; the last thing we want is for them to close down.’


‘And do they have local eggs? Salmon? Venison?’


‘In season you can get venison, pheasant, and grouse from some of the gamekeepers. I can give you their names. And you can get fresh eggs at a number of farms.’


‘That’s very kind. Perhaps you can put me on your list for bread?’


Catherine frowned, wondering if he was teasing. ‘I don’t sell my bread.’ His smile broadened and she added, ‘And before you ask, no, I’m not offering to supply it free.’


‘A shame, but never mind.’ When he smiled there was a gleam in his green eyes that was very attractive. ‘Which brings me to my next question. What is this business you are so secretively establishing at the big house?’


‘There’s nothing secretive about it.’ Catherine wondered why he had to introduce that mocking tone when he asked questions. For a moment, when he’d smiled, he had seemed so much nicer. ‘On the contrary, we’ve been advertising widely for the last few months. The signs will go up this week, now the Lost Woman fuss is dying down. What we’re doing is starting a centre for exclusive activity holidays. I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I’m confident I’ve discovered a niche in the market.’


He considered this for a moment. ‘I don’t like to contradict,’ he said, which was clearly a lie. ‘But aren’t there already hundreds of activity holidays on offer in Scotland, exclusive and otherwise?’


‘Mine will be different.’ Catherine spoke firmly, trying to rediscover the certainty she had felt when she first developed her ideas. Then they had seemed brilliant. The only difficulty had been persuading her father to agree. Whereas now … ‘Luxury lodgings, excellent cuisine, staying in the house of a well-known local Scottish family, with daily instruction in the subject of their choice. Our first two courses are An Introduction to Water Colours and Geology of the Central Highlands.’


Haydn grinned, his lip quirking up slightly higher on one side than the other. ‘Very active.’


‘Activities come in all forms. In the future we are offering courses in sailing, salmon fishing, and hill walking. And then there’s Traditional Scots Cookery and a botany course, and …’


‘Goodness, your talents are endless.’


‘The whole idea of the project,’ said Catherine, getting into her stride, ‘is to employ as many local people as possible. We don’t just want to bring our guests into the area, we want their visit to benefit the local population. I’ve found a cook who stays not too far away, the artist is a young man living at the head of the loch and struggling to make a name for himself. For the fishing …’


‘I get the idea,’ said Haydn hastily. ‘And very commendable it is too. I wish you the best of luck.’


Catherine once again felt those unwelcome doubts threaten to engulf her. ‘It’s going to succeed. It has to.’ Haydn nodded, watching her without comment, which made her feel unaccustomedly nervous.


She rose to her feet. She had stayed far longer than she had intended. Mhairi would be wondering what on earth had happened. ‘I’d better get back,’ she said. She gave him her best smile. ‘I hope you’ll be very happy here. Feel free to pop by any time, we’ll be glad to help in any way we can.’


‘Thank you. I’ll bear that in mind. My main priority just now is installing my computer.’


‘Ah,’ she said. He had asked enough questions, so why shouldn’t she? ‘And will you be working from home?’


He hesitated, as though caught out. ‘Well, not work per se.’


‘You don’t work?’ Catherine was puzzled, not to say disapproving.


He smiled. ‘I’m in the fortunate position of being retired.’


That made her frown all the more. Retired? At his age? That was ridiculous. He couldn’t spend all day playing on his computer. It wasn’t good for people not to work – look at Malcolm. She’d have to do see what she could do for this Haydn Eddlington-Smith. But not just now. She said her goodbyes and headed back to Annat House to begin her own day’s work.




Chapter Four


Mhairi Robertson was rinsing the breakfast dishes when her mother limped into the small kitchen.


‘You should be sitting down,’ said Mhairi, frowning over her shoulder. ‘You know you’re not meant to walk without your crutches.’


‘It’s so annoying.’ Her mother sighed. Being a nurse herself, she didn’t make a good patient. ‘I still can’t believe I was so stupid as to break an ankle falling down two steps.’


‘It happens,’ said Mhairi, drying her hands. ‘Right, I’m off. Try and rest, OK? Maybe Dad could do lunch for you?’


Her mother’s lips tightened but all she said was, ‘You have a good day.’ She looked tired, as though she was still in pain, which she probably was.


Mhairi wished her father would be more helpful, but she didn’t have time to worry about that now.


She wheeled her bike out of the lean-to shed and set off on the short journey from Kinlochannat village to Annat House. It was a lovely ride along the banks of the loch. She enjoyed it, would have enjoyed walking more, but that would take longer and time was precious. She had hardly touched the surface of the chores at home and there was always so much to do when she arrived at Annat House. She grinned suddenly. It was a good thing she wasn’t afraid of hard work.


She peddled as fast as she could against the wind. The leafless trees bowed before it and little white-crested waves scurried down the loch. She had been very lucky to get this job. Chances like this didn’t come up often around Kinlochannat. Her mother was full of encouragement, of course, and her father’s grunts at her bits of news could be taken as interest. Catherine really seemed to trust her, which was brilliant. It was only Catherine’s brother Malcolm who was a problem. Once upon a time he had been a friend of Mhairi’s, had attended the village school like any of the local children. Then he had departed for the world of boarding school, and now he was a stranger.


It was odd how often he seemed to be there when she least wanted him, watching over her shoulder, making her nervous. This morning he had appeared when she was having a coffee at the massive kitchen table, a sheaf of Catherine’s notes before her.


‘Catherine’s out, is she? While the cat’s away and all that. Make a coffee for me, too, will you?’


‘No, I won’t.’ Mhairi glared at him. She had decided to stand up for herself. ‘Make it yourself. I’m working.’


‘Oo-oo.’ He grinned at her in that annoying way he had. He was very good-looking, you couldn’t deny it, but his posh accent and sulky face made her wary. During her teenage years she had been hurt that he ignored her, but she was over that now.


He hooked out a chair with one leg and sat down. The grin was replaced by his more usual gloom. ‘Is my father about?’


‘Not as far as I know. Is he back?’


‘Yeah. Arrived last night. Hopefully he’s still down at the Lodge.’ He sighed and went to collect the four slices of bread that had been toasting on the Aga. ‘Thank goodness Catherine’s turned this thing back on.’


‘Why would she turn it off?’ said Mhairi, puzzled. She had wondered why the kitchen was so cold this morning.


‘Can’t you guess?’ said Malcolm with a faint sneer. After a while, when she didn’t respond, he said abruptly, ‘D’you think this holidays idea of Catherine’s is going to work?’


‘Aye, I do. And so does she.’ One of the things Mhairi admired about Catherine was her boundless confidence.


‘She’s willing to put in the hours, Catherine, I’ll give her that. But I don’t know how she’s going to make a profit. Taking people like you on the payroll before she’s even up and running won’t help.’


‘Catherine wants to do things properly,’ said Mhairi, defensively. ‘There’s been a lot to get ready. And I don’t see you offering to work for her.’


‘I will if she pays me. I’m not working for nothing.’


Mhairi shook her head and returned to the papers. Did he think she didn’t need money? Because she was living at home in that tiny house, wasn’t she worth paying? She could feel prickles at the back of her neck as her anger rose.


Malcolm McDonald thought she wasn’t good enough, did he? Well, she’d show him.


‘He’s retired,’ said Catherine as she, Malcolm, Mhairi, Stewart, and her father sat down for lunch in the Lodge kitchen. ‘How on earth can someone be retired at his age?’


‘Why didn’t you ask him?’ asked Malcolm, spooning down his soup as though he hadn’t eaten all day, which she knew from Mhairi was far from the truth.


‘I will, but I didn’t have time just then. I’d stayed far too long already.’


‘Who, may I ask, are we discussing?’ asked her father.


‘Our new neighbour, Haydn Smith. Didn’t I tell you he moved into Annat Cottage?’


‘Haydn Eddlington-Smith,’ said Malcolm. ‘Although one doesn’t like to use a double-barrelled name after first introductions, does one? He’s a bit odd if you ask me.’


His father ignored him. ‘Catherine, tell me more about our new neighbour.’


‘There’s not much to tell. He’s forty-ish, comes from London, says he intends to live here permanently. We’ll just have to wait and see.’


‘Decent class of person?’ asked her father.


‘I couldn’t possibly say.’


‘He spoke posh,’ said Malcolm helpfully.


His father sniffed. ‘I wonder if he plays bridge? Invite him for a drink one evening this week and I’ll look him over.’


‘I’ll see if I have time,’ said Catherine. She turned to Stewart, who, as usual, had said not a word during the entire meal. ‘By the way, Stu, I said you’d give him a hand sorting out his garden. Think you could call in and see him, get it arranged?’


‘Aye,’ said Stewart in his measured way. ‘I don’t see why not.’


‘Make sure you clear out all those thistles and docks, they’re an eyesore. And the old greenhouse will have to come down. I wonder if the pig sty is worth saving?’


‘You’ve enough on your plate, my girl,’ said her father. ‘You don’t need to start worrying about some newcomer as well as everyone else in this godforsaken place. And are we having anything more to eat or is soup your limit these days?’


‘There’s cheese and biscuits, and fruit,’ said Catherine, not rising to his bait.


‘I’ll get it,’ said Mhairi.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Gordon as he helped himself to a large piece of brie. ‘Ask that new chap round on Friday. Kerr and John Hugo are coming up. We can all look him over.’


‘Kerr and John Hugo?’ said Catherine in dismay. She was, of course, fond of her brothers, but still. ‘This Friday? When was it arranged? I really don’t have the time.


‘I invited them,’ said her father.


Catherine made a few token protests, but she knew it was in vain. Obviously, this visit was already a fait accompli. Her father must have arranged it a while ago; Kerr was a doctor and couldn’t get time off at short notice.


‘And we’ll need to move back into Annat House,’ said Gordon, looking pleased. ‘There isn’t enough room for us all here, is there?’


Catherine glared some more, but couldn’t deny it. Also her father had seen the oil lorry make a delivery that morning, so she couldn’t use that as an excuse, either. It looked like getting him to spend one night in the East Lodge had been a false dawn.


Later on, as she thought over her father’s announcement, she felt a shadow of foreboding unconnected to the inconvenience. Why on earth did her father want all his children together? He wasn’t normally keen on family gatherings.


Haydn didn’t make his trip to the village until after lunch. It was amazing how long it took to unpack and explore his tiny new domain. Prior to his arrival, he had only seen the cottage via a virtual tour on the internet, but he wasn’t disappointed. The rooms, although few, were reasonably sized.


He knew if he told any of his acquaintances that he had bought a two-bedroomed cottage in the Highlands of Scotland they would think he had gone completely mad. Everyone knew that a rather nice flat in Kensington should be complemented by a weekend house in the home counties. But he had sold the (massive, pretentious) weekend house as soon as he and Esme had separated. And now he no longer needed to be near London he could do exactly as he liked.


One of the best things was that no one here knew anything about him. That was such a relief.


He smiled as he admired the views and the silence. He kept pausing to look out of the window of whichever room he was in. From the front there were views of silvery-grey Loch Annat, but even from the kitchen the outlook was spectacular, up to the range of snow-topped mountains. And he couldn’t see another house, another person.


He drove his car, now cured of its mystery illness, into Kinlochannat village. On another day he would walk it, or, when he managed to get a bike, cycle. He wondered if it would be possible to persuade Richie to take up cycling.


Haydn found the small supermarket with no difficulty. He filled his basket with what he felt was a sufficient number of items to please the shop keeper, and then made his way to the counter.


‘Admirable place you’ve got here,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect such a wide selection of goods.’


‘Aye, we do no’ so badly,’ said the woman who was serving. She was about his own age, and, by the accent, local.


‘Perhaps I can introduce myself,’ said Haydn, proffering a hand. ‘Haydn Smith. I’ve just moved into Annat Cottage.’


The woman shook the hand gingerly. ‘Nancy,’ she said, but once she had her hand back she became more friendly. ‘Mr Smith, is it? We were wondering when you’d move in, like.’


‘I arrived yesterday.’


The woman nodded, examining him with open, friendly interest. ‘Aye, I’d have heard if you’d been here any longer.’


Haydn wasn’t surprised. ‘My neighbour, Miss McDonald, was kind enough to come by this morning with a welcoming loaf of bread.’


‘She’ll keep an eye on you, will Catherine.’ The woman grinned. ‘If you don’t watch yourself she’ll have you on half a dozen committees before you can blink. She’s what you might call the organising type.’


Haydn grinned back. It was nice to have his first impressions confirmed.


‘The McDonalds are one of the big local families, are they?’


‘They’re the local family,’ said the woman, looking offended. ‘Been at the big house as long as anyone can mind. You know that times have changed, don’t you, when they’ve had to move into the old East Lodge.’


‘You do?’


‘Aye. I don’t think Mr McDonald is that keen, nor the boys. John Hugo has had a few words to say, and although Malcolm’s more on the quiet side you can see it’s not what he wanted. I thought Miss McDonald would take it badly, like, but she just laughed when I offered my sympathies.’


‘She doesn’t mind, then?’


‘Seems not. But she’s always been one to go her own road. They say when she took the job at the village school her father wasn’t happy at all, but she never bothered.’


‘She’s a teacher, is she?’ Haydn was surprised.


‘Was. An’ a good one an’ all. Some of the bairns there today could do with her skelping their backsides. I mind her skelping my brother’s, aye, and mine too once or twice. She wasn’t one to go light on the girls, Miss McDonald. And it never did us no harm.’


‘I take it we’re not discussing Miss Catherine McDonald?’


‘No, of course not.’ Nancy looked at him as if he was stupid. ‘She was never meant for a teacher. Her dad had higher plans for her. Marrying Sir George Farquharson from over Erricht way, that would have suited him just fine, but Catherine was having none of it. She came home to nurse her mother and she’s stayed ever since. Mind, she’s a good girl, so she is.’


Haydn had hoped that the shop would prove a useful source of information, and he wasn’t disappointed. ‘And the other Miss McDonald …?’


‘That’s Miss Georgie McDonald, Catherine’s aunt. Her father’s older sister. She must be going on seventy now but she’s spry for all that. Lives in a cottage by the Black Wood.’


‘Fascinating. Now, how much is it I owe you …?’


Haydn felt he had learnt enough for one day. It seemed he had made a favourable impression on Nancy, for the shop door hadn’t quite closed when she turned to shout to her colleague in the back. ‘That was that Mr Smith, frae Annat Cottage. Bit of a nob, like, but he’s friendly enough.’


Haydn smiled to himself. Not a hint of the old gossip there. There was a good chance this move would turn out to be a success.


He really hoped Richie was going to feel the same.




Chapter Five


Once again Catherine opened the front door of Annat House before Haydn had knocked. This time it was because he had paused on the doorstep to turn and absorb the vista.


‘I never knew mountains could be blue,’ he said, looking out across the fields and the loch to the range beyond.


‘They’re not blue. They’re mauve and grey and crimson, peach and amber where the sun touches them, and so brilliantly white where there’s snow you wonder why the world isn’t always perfect.’


‘I see you’ve given this some thought.’


‘Yes, well, um, why don’t you come in?’ said Catherine, embarrassed now.


‘Thank you. It’s very kind of you to invite me.’


‘Yes. And don’t start thinking we’re always going to be entertaining in this style. This is The Very Last Time. Father insisted. Kerr and John Hugo are both home and the Lodge would be just too crowded.’


She took Haydn’s coat, the same dark, expensive-looking garment he had worn on his first appearance, and was relieved to see that he wore a shirt and tie beneath it. Father shouldn’t find anything to object to.
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