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Mistakes We Make

Jenny Harper

Sometimes you have to dig deep to discover what you really need.

Marketing events manager Molly Keir doesn’t realise how much she still cares for her ex until she meets him with another woman. Her answer is to seize the chance of a glittering job in London – even though this will mean leaving behind her aging father and pregnant best friend Lexie Gordon.

Adam Blair is in the wrong job. Pressured by his father to join the family law firm, the stress of work helped break his marriage. Now Molly is moving to London, and he knows he needs to move on – but events soon overtake his best intentions.

A year ago, Caitlyn Murray quit her well-paid job to avoid becoming a whistleblower. Now she is stuck at home with her overworked mother and four needy step-siblings. Tempted by the offer of a good wage, she returns to her old firm – where her nightmare comes back to haunt her.

Molly and Adam seem to have gone too far to recover the love they once had, and when Caitlyn finds the courage to speak out, she brings all their worlds tumbling down.
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Note on 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 hope 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 and 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. 

JH

PART ONE


Chapter One

––––––––

Molly Keir always claimed that her success as an events manager was down to her passion for detail. Keeping control left little time for contemplation, and that suited Molly just fine – it was easier than thinking about the mistakes she’d made in her personal life.

Much easier.

In the middle of the Scottish Highlands, her mobile phone clamped to one ear, a large notebook open  on her lap, a pen in one hand and her black-rimmed  reading glasses perched on her nose, she was  oblivious to the glories of the afternoon sunlight on the hills on either side of the car. Instead of connecting with the world around her, she was doing what she did best – organising a universe of her own construction.

‘I’ll do my best on the peonies, Miss di Constanza,’ she said brightly, ‘but the florist is telling me that peonies are out of season now and ... No, I understand. I’m sure we can source them from somewhere, but they will have to be imported and I know you like to support local suppliers ... Yes, yes, of course.’

She turned to Lexie Gordon, who was driving, wrinkled her nose expressively, then carried on without missing a beat.

‘It’s all under control, Miss di Constanza, I promise you. Yes, I will be away this weekend, but I have my phone with me, and you can always reach me. Everything is in place, you have my personal guarantee. ... Thank you. ... Yes, indeed. Goodbye. Yes, goodbye.’

‘She seems quite demanding,’ said Lexie, glancing across at her.

Molly shrugged. ‘She’s a prestigious client. Her lingerie collection is big business and this is the second launch she’s done at Fleming House. It’s a great name to have on our credentials so I can’t afford to offend her. Lexie! Stop!’

‘What the—?’ Lexie stamped on the brake and they stopped a few inches from the rear of the campervan they’d been tailing.

The traffic heading west had been quite light. They’d just threaded their way through a small hamlet where the biggest building was a café that catered for passing tour buses. All around them were rolling hills, heather and bracken – but now they’d run slap bang into a long queue of traffic.

‘Phew. That was close. You OK?’ Molly asked.

Lexie laid a hand on her swollen belly. ‘Fine.’

‘What’s causing the hold up?’

‘I think there are roadworks somewhere.’ Lexie craned her neck. ‘I can see some lights ahead. We’ll be through in a minute.’

Molly’s phone rang again. She glanced at the screen and groaned. ‘It’s Jonquil Prosser.’

‘Bridezilla?’

‘Worse. Her mother.’

She switched into professional mode. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Prosser, what can I do for you today?’

‘Patience of a saint,’ Lexie hissed, slipping the car into gear and inching forward as the traffic began to move.

Ahead, a large sign announced Road Closed. Local Access Only. Diversion.

‘Damn, it’s sending us left,’ Lexie said as Molly stopped talking abruptly.

‘Is that bad? I’ve lost the signal,’ she said, jabbing at her phone.

‘It’s a long diversion,’ Lexie said, swinging on to a minor road with the rest of the traffic.

‘You all right with driving? I know you hate it but I’ve got some more calls to make.’

‘You’re meant to be on a weekend off, Moll.’

‘I know, I know! I just need to ... Still no signal.’ She opened her notebook again. ‘Peonies,’ she muttered, scribbling an addition. ‘Thrones—’

‘Thrones?’ Lexie said, slowing to a crawl to take a bend. Behind her, someone tooted impatiently. 

‘That’s what Jonquil Prosser was on about, before I lost her. Apparently, Ellen and Rob want thrones in the ballroom.’

Lexie snorted. ‘Jonquil wants thrones, more like. Where are you going to get them?’

Molly added to her list. ‘I’ll have to hire them in. I bet one of the theatres in Edinburgh will have some in store somewhere. Bother, there’s still no signal.’

‘Your phone’s trying to tell you something,’ Lexie said, laughing. ‘Come on, put it away. This is a holiday.’

‘You’re right. I can’t do anything at the moment anyway; it looks as though we’re in a dead area. I’ll have to get hold of Logan at some point though. He’s not answering his phone. I swear he sees my number and presses decline. Hey,’ her face lit up, ‘maybe I should get you to call him. You two have always got on well.’

She indicated left to signal the impatient car to overtake. It shot past in a blur of silver. 

‘Asshole. How far ahead does he think he can get? Anyway, what would I be calling Logan about?’

‘I dunno. Some painting you want him to buy, maybe?’

Lexie snorted. ‘Forget it, Moll, it isn’t going to work. Just keep trying. He’s probably busy.’

‘He’s always busy. I don’t know how Adrienne stands it. Those boys must wonder who the strange man is when he actually does show up for supper.’

‘Well, you can call him from the hotel.’

‘Still not telling me where we’re going?’ 

True to form, Molly had been reluctant when Lexie had announced she was taking her away for a weekend. ‘I’ve got so much to do. Where were you thinking of, anyway?’

‘Secret. And if you don’t come, you’ll never know. Come on, my treat. Patrick’s in Madrid this weekend to sign the lease on his new art gallery, and it’ll probably be our last chance for a girlie weekend before baby arrives.’

It was true. Once the Mulgrew-Gordon baby was here, their lives would be very different.

Lexie let another car pass, then glanced at Molly and grinned. ‘You can call Logan from Loch Melfort.’

‘Loch Melfort! You’re joking.’

Lexie looked smug. ‘I know you love it.’

Loch Melfort ... A glorious autumn day on the west coast of Scotland. The sun baking their arms and sneaking between the hairs on their heads to scorch their scalps. A pair of golden eagles soaring in the endless skies above, her man beside her and the bliss of new love requited. His hands cupping her face and his kiss, gentle at first, then unrestrained. She could remember how that kiss had ended up – naughty and naked and very, very nice on a bed of scratchy heather under the open skies.

She hadn’t been back there in an age. It was beautiful – but it was his special place. Could she stand being there without him? 

Molly sank back on her seat and closed her eyes. So much had happened in the past three years. It had started with the gradual degeneration of her marriage, which had led to her brief, passionate affair with Lexie’s brother Jamie, and had ended – tragically – with Jamie’s death in a car accident. She’d given up her fast-moving career in marketing and beaten a retreat to Fleming House, where she’d hidden away and paid penance by working herself half to death for a fraction of her old salary.

Lexie had been through bad times too, but she had grabbed hold of all the difficult things in her life, shaken them to destruction and moved on. Whereas Molly – what had she done? Merely allowed herself to get stuck in a rut. It had to stop – and maybe this weekend away would be the perfect time to take stock.

‘You may be a bit crazy, Lexie Gordon,’ she said, yawning, ‘but I think you have something of the genius in you.’

And as Lexie settled into a steady crawl through the spectacular scenery, Molly did something rare. She nodded off to sleep.

Adam Blair wasn’t quite sure when or how he’d agreed to come away with Sunita Ghosh for what she called ‘special together time’, but here he was in the car, half way to the west Highlands. He had only been dating Sunita for four months, and even that had been something of a surprise.

It was six o’clock already, they’d just passed Dalmally, and now they were sitting at a red light in the middle of nowhere. Ahead, he could see a large notice saying Local Access Only, and a large Diversion sign pointing left.

‘I’m tempted to risk it,’ he said, glancing at his companion. 

‘Best not,’ she said passively.

‘If the locals can get through, why can’t we?’

‘Maybe it’s closed further along.’

‘Then how can anyone get to Oban, for heaven’s sake?’

‘They wouldn’t put a sign there if it wasn’t necessary,’ Sunita pointed out reasonably. 

They passed through the lights and reached the point of no return. Adam swung the wheel to the left with considerable reluctance. 

‘I know this road. This is going to add fifty miles. We’ll be late for dinner.’

‘Chill, Adam. It’s our holiday.’

They were heading to the Loch Melfort Hotel, south of Oban, which was the only reason Adam had agreed to come. His parents used to bring him here when he was a child. They all used to come together, his family, Uncle Geordie, Auntie Jean and his cousin, Hugh. He’d brought his wife here on their first anniversary.

God, she’d loved it. He’d known she would; she was drawn to the outdoors, just as he was. She loved climbing the Scottish mountains – and not just to please him. She was like a mountain goat, lean and lithe, her long legs taking the steep slopes with easy agility.

He pursed his lips, thinking that he should not have accepted Sunita’s invitation. It was too early in their relationship to spend a weekend together – but when she’d mentioned Loch Melfort, he’d wavered. It had been too tempting. Something deep in his psyche had yearned for the familiar beauty of the place.

A thought struck him and he glanced across at her again.

‘Why did you pick this hotel, Sunita?’

Sunita’s long black hair always seemed to shine, but in the low rays of the evening sun it had a particular gloss, almost purple, like a raven’s wing. She turned her face towards him, her coal black eyes radiating innocence. 

‘They were offering a great deal.’

She looked away again, her lips curved into a quiet smile.

Adam’s suspicions crystallised. He must have mentioned the hotel at some time, and Sunita had turned the information into a lure. She was a clever, clever woman.

It wasn’t that he was reluctant, he told himself, not really. Sunita was beautiful, smart and pleasant company. He lifted one hand off the steering wheel and scratched the top of his head. His thick brown hair stood up in protest. 

It was a relationship with definite promise. Her cooking was sublime, she was a goddess in bed, they had a great deal in common. Well, some things in common. They both liked cinema and – he searched his mind – curry.

‘I’ll call and tell them we might be late. I’m sure there’ll be lots of people with the same problem.’ Sunita leaned forward and retrieved her handbag from the footwell. Neat brown fingers tapped in a number, the burgundy-painted nails immaculate. How did she keep them like that? So sleek.

‘You might not get a signal,’ he warned. ‘It’s really poor in this area.’

Maddeningly, she was already talking. ‘It’s fine,’ she said, slipping her phone back into her bag, ‘other guests have been caught in the traffic too. There’s not a problem.’

Adam focused his mind on the hotel. Forget the diversion, forget Sunita’s astonishing competence. In less than an hour he’d be slouching comfortably on one of the luxurious sofas, holding a large glass of fine wine. A weekend in a beautiful retreat like the Loch Melfort Hotel was exactly what he needed – why had he been so resistant to the idea? 

‘This is where we turn right.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Slow down, Adam, this is where we turn right.’

He saw the junction up ahead and eased off the accelerator.

‘You’ve been in a dream.’

‘Have I?’ He came to a halt behind the short queue of cars waiting to pull on to the main road north, reached across for her hand and squeezed her fingers. ‘Sorry. We should be there in less than half an hour.’

‘Good. I’m getting hungry. I can’t wait to try this fantastic food you’ve told me about. You?’

‘Definitely.’ 

Adam smiled at her. It was going to be all right. She was a pleasant companion. And he owed her some time.

Molly, sitting on the padded window seat in the lounge at the Loch Melfort Hotel, lifted her glass up to the light. Through the liquid, the view was ruby-tinted and glorious. The field that rolled down to the loch was home to half a dozen stocky Highland cattle with heavy fringes and jaunty horns, for all the world like Viking invaders. One lifted his head and seemed to stare right at her, placid but immoveable.

She laughed. ‘That beast’s got the right idea. Look the world in the eye and don’t let anything shake you. Cheers, mate.’ She raised the glass to the hairy animal, who stared back imperturbably.

The loch stretched to the horizon, blue as the sky, its stillness turning it into a mirror. Molly grinned. ‘I feel like being a bit bonkers tonight. I’ve escaped! I’m free! For a whole weekend!’ She took a deep draught from her glass and felt the wine course down, its effect as calming as the scenery. ‘You were so right to drag me away, Lex. This is bliss.’

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ A waitress had arrived, unnoticed, beside them. ‘I’m Kenna. Are you eating with us tonight?’ 

‘You bet,’ Lexie said, reaching for the heavy leather bound menus Kenna was holding. ‘I haven’t been able to think of anything else for the last hour and a half.’

‘We were hoping we wouldn’t be too late,’ Molly said. ‘There was a diversion. The road between Dalmally and Oban is blocked for some reason.’

‘They’re doing major roadworks. I’m really sorry.’ Kenna smiled apologetically, as though the fault was all hers. ‘It’s been going on for weeks. Everyone’s hopping mad – they always seem to start them at the height of the tourist season. Don’t worry about it – we’re still expecting guests; loads of people have been delayed. Kitchen’s all organised. I’ll leave you with these. Give me a shout when you’re ready.’

‘Thanks.’

Molly rummaged in her handbag and extracted her glasses. ‘Yum, this looks amazing. Scallops, black pudding, gravadlax, sole paupiettes. Wow. I didn’t realise how ravenous I was till I started reading!’

Lexie whispered, ‘Molly.’

‘Mmm? What do you think about beef?’

‘Molly.’

Molly looked up at the note of urgency. ‘What?’

Lexie’s face had turned an odd shade, and her brown eyes had a panicky look about them. She was staring over Molly’s shoulder at the doorway.

Molly shoved her glasses onto the top of her head and swung round. A woman was walking into the room. She was Asian – Indian, perhaps? – and classically beautiful. Her hair fell in thick, shiny tresses halfway down her back, her eyes were dark as treacle and dramatically outlined in black. She was wearing scarlet. Afterwards, that was what Molly remembered most – the stunning silky dress, hugging a perfect figure.

For now, the dress and the woman faded improbably into the background because there was a man behind her. Not just any man – Adam Blair.

Molly’s husband.


Chapter Two

––––––––

Molly leapt up; the menu dropped from her fingers onto the table and sent her wine flying. Half of the contents landed in Lexie’s lap, half on the carpet.

‘Moll!’ Lexie shrieked, staring as the blood-red liquid spread across her vintage cotton dress.

Kenna grabbed a cloth from the bar. ‘I’ll deal with this, don’t worry, there’s no real damage—’

Molly was oblivious to it all. She only had eyes for Adam, whose attention had been attracted by the commotion and who was now staring in her direction with his mouth wide open.

‘Jeez, Moll!’ Lexie hissed.

‘It’s Adam!’

‘That’s what I was trying to tell you.’

‘He’s seen us!’

‘Well, that’s hardly surprising, is it?’

Kenna said, ‘If you’d like to change and give me your dress, I think I can get the stain out.’ Lexie didn’t move. ‘If we deal with it quickly?’

Molly said, ‘We’ve got to go.’

‘Go? Go where?’

‘We’ll have to go home. We can’t stay here.’

‘Don’t be silly, Moll. Let’s be mature about this. Anyway, we were here first.’

‘Who is she? I didn’t know he was seeing anyone. He never said anything about seeing anyone.’

‘Ask him. He’s coming over.’

‘Shit!’ 

Molly whirled round and made for the only other door, while behind her, Lexie hovered uncertainly, hampered by her pregnancy. She made it up to their bedroom a minute after Molly. 

‘We’ve got to get out of here.’ Her friend had begun yanking at her dress frantically.

‘Come on, Moll. It doesn’t matter, does it? I mean, we don’t have to see them or anything.’

‘See them?’ The dress finally yielded to Molly’s tugging and flew up over her head. She seized a pair of jeans off the bed and hauled them on. ‘In a place like this? Of course we’d see them, there’s nowhere to go except the gardens, or out for a walk.’

‘There’s Oban – it’s only a few miles up the road. And from there we can take the big ferry to Mull, or the little one to Kerrera. Or we could go the other way and explore Inveraray.’

‘Then come back here for dinner? Sit a few tables from them? Or even next to them? I couldn’t bear it. And what about breakfast?’

‘What’s really eating you, Moll? It’s hardly the first time you’ve met Adam since you split.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘It’s her, isn’t it? The woman?’

Molly zipped up her jeans and rammed her feet into a pair of trainers.

‘Come on, Lexie. It’s a long drive home, we’ve got to get going.’

Lexie flopped down on the other bed. ‘I’m not moving.’

Molly’s head appeared above the neck of a coral sweater. She pulled her long blonde hair free and flicked it back with her hands. 

‘I can’t stay here.’

‘Let’s talk about it.’

‘No. Sorry. I know you’ve gone to a lot of trouble, but I mean it. I’m not staying here. If you won’t drive me, I’ll call a taxi.’

Lexie sighed. ‘Can’t the two of you behave in a civilised manner? It’s been two years, Molly, surely he’s entitled to a new relationship – or a dirty weekend, if that’s what it is?’ She frowned. ‘You’re not jealous, are you? I mean, to be fair, you did leave him because you were having an affair.’

Molly was stuffing clothes into a case. She swung round, a pair of trainers in her hands. She stared at Lexie. ‘I can’t believe you said that, Alexa Gordon. I was in love. With your brother.’

There was a moment of heavy silence before Lexie crumpled. ‘Sorry, Moll.’

‘No.’ Molly crossed the room and sat down beside Lexie. ‘I’m the one who’s sorry.’

Grief bursts its shackles without warning. Every time they thought they’d come to terms with what had happened, it reared up at them from another angle. Jamie Gordon’s tragic death had nearly destroyed Lexie, her parents, Molly – and its shadow still lay across them. 

Lexie, her voice small, said, ‘I’ll pack.’

Molly nodded. ‘I appreciate it.’

They were unnaturally subdued as Molly, driving, turned the car north. ‘We can find a hotel in Oban, it’ll save us driving all the way home tonight. Anyway, I’m ravenous; we’ll need to eat.’

‘Fine.’

‘OK?’

‘Sure. Good thinking.’

‘It doesn’t have to ruin the whole weekend.’

‘No.’

‘We’re going to have a great time.’

‘Yes.’

Two miles up the road, a car flashed its lights at them.

‘What’s up with him?’

‘Maybe there’s a speed trap ahead.’

‘A speed trap? It’s impossible to do more than fifty on this road.’

Another car flashed as they rounded a bend and ran into yet another queue of traffic.

Molly braked sharply. ‘At least we know why they were warning us. I wonder what’s causing it.’

Minutes ticked by. The traffic didn’t move. Ahead, two or three cars performed U-turns and headed south. Lexie opened her door. ‘I’ll ask the car in front if they know.’

While Lexie got out, Molly picked apart her emotions. Lexie was right, there was no reason for her to react so strongly to Adam’s appearance. Their relationship wasn’t exactly cordial, but they’d learned to be polite. It had taken her a long time to get over Jamie Gordon’s death, but as the memories of the laughter and passion she’d shared with Lexie’s brother gradually faded, it had begun to dawn on her that she was in no great hurry to legalise the separation from Adam. 

Lexie opened the door and poked her head in. ‘Apparently it’s a convoy of wind turbines. They are massive and very, very slow. There were warnings, he says.’ 

‘So we can get through to Oban?’

‘Probably, if we wait long enough, but they’re going at five miles an hour and they’re too wide for anything to pass on this road – southbound traffic has been pulled off further up. So it could be a few hours before we get there.’

‘Sheesh. What are we going to do?’

Lexie slid in and slammed the door. ‘We can do a U-ey and head for Inveraray. We’ll find somewhere there.’

‘OK.’

An evening mist was rolling in from the sea, engulfing the road. Molly shivered. ‘Wish I’d put my jacket on.’

‘I’ll ramp up the heating.’

Lexie fiddled with a control and a fan blew in some warmth. ‘There’s been nothing coming north for the last ten minutes,’ she observed. ‘People must know about that convoy.’ 

They neared the turn-off to the hotel.

‘We could—’

‘No.’

Molly drove on in silence. A few miles south of the hotel they rounded another bend.

‘What the—?’ 

They jerked forward, wrenched against the seat belts, and slammed backwards into their seats as they narrowly avoided hitting the last car in another queue of traffic. Molly’s head hit the headrest with some force.

‘Ouch!’

‘You all right?’ Lexie sounded breathless.

‘I think so. I’ll probably have a bruise right across my body in the morning. Are you? Oh my God, Lexie, the baby!’

‘Kicking like crazy. I guess she’s OK.’

There was no sign of movement at all. Up ahead,  several drivers had left their cars and were walking  forward, presumably to find out what was going on.

Molly switched off the engine. ‘Let’s see what’s happening.’

A broad-built man with red hair was wandering towards them. ‘Do you know what the problem is?’ Lexie called.

He headed their way. ‘It’s bad news. There’s been a nasty accident. Apparently a lorry has dropped a load of caustic acid. One of the drums trapped someone. And one has burst on the road.’

‘Acid? Oh my God—’ Lexie clamped a hand across her mouth and turned away. 

Molly was pale. ‘Someone’s trapped?’

‘Yup. And the worst thing is, they’re not going to be able to get the fire engines or ambulances down from Oban because of the—’

‘—wind turbines—’

‘—and no-one’s going to be able to move until they hose down the road. The caustic acid will eat rubber. You wouldn’t be able to drive more than a mile or two before the tyres go.’

‘What about the poor man—?’

‘They’ve called for a helicopter. It’ll have to come from Glasgow. But I think they’ll have to send some trained firefighters with some equipment up as well. They might send a second helicopter so that they can free him, but to clear the road they’ll need a fire engine with a water tank and hoses. I don’t know if they have any in Inveraray, or Dumbarton. They might have to come from Glasgow. It could take a long time.’

Lexie looked grey. ‘We’re cut off.’

‘Looks like it.’

‘We have to go back to the hotel.’

Molly swallowed hard. 

‘We’d be several hours getting to Oban and heaven knows when we’ll be able to move on south. If we get back to the hotel before others begin to think about it, we might just be able to get our room back. We can have supper sent up. We can have breakfast there too, if you want, then we can set off home tomorrow.’

‘I’m not sure—’

‘It’s not a suggestion, Molly. It’s what we’re going to do. I’m shattered after the drive here, I’m starving, the baby’s starving, and if we don’t go right now, we could end up sleeping in the car.’

Molly pursed her lips but gave in as gracefully as she could. ‘You’re right. I’m being selfish. Let’s go.’


Chapter Three

––––––––

Molly seldom slept well. She’d never told Lexie this, although Adam knew, of course – it’s hard to hide such things from someone you live with.

When she first met Adam, she’d never even thought about sleep – you don’t when you’re eighteen. And you certainly don’t when all you want to do is have sex, sex and more sex till you can’t help sleeping like a god because you’re satisfied through and through. That was what it was like thirteen years ago, when she’d first started at uni. 

She’d been with a crowd of girls at the bar – not that she knew any of them. They’d all met for the first time that day, so they were sizing each other up. Was the sporty-looking one really good at sports? Was the one with the pebble glasses a brainiac or was that stereotyping? How did that girl with the bob get her hair to look so sleek? And who would be friends with whom come the end of term, or even come next week?

Then the boys arrived and there’d been a change in atmosphere – still a lot of girly chat, but covert glances too, some not so furtive. One girl honed in on a well-muscled guy with a light dusting of facial hair who turned out to be gay, though she didn’t discover that for two whole years. Another disappeared after an hour with a preppy-looking youth in a pristine Ralph Lauren polo shirt and pink chinos, setting a pattern that was to be repeated over and again for four years while she worked her way through students and staff. 

Molly had arrived at uni the survivor of some short, intense experimental relationships, from her first kiss at the back of a cowshed in Switzerland on a school trip to her first tentative shag with a physics geek with spots and thick glasses, but a great sense of humour. 

She turned restlessly. What she remembered most of all was the throbbing sexual hunger she’d felt the first time she’d clapped eyes on Adam Blair, that first night in the students’ bar. 

‘Who’s that?’

The girl next to her had shrugged. ‘The skinny guy? How would I know?’

He wasn’t skinny. He was lean. His limbs were long, his fingers astonishingly elegant. She examined the way they curled into the handle as he picked up his pint, marvelled at the square line of his jaw and the way the craggy broodiness of his face was transformed when he laughed. No, he was not skinny, though there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. She could almost see the muscles under the T-shirt, narrowing to the waist, all the power in the honed upper body, while the denim-clad thighs were compact and firm. Everything about him was exactly as it should be. 

‘Fancy him?’ The girl was laughing. ‘I’ll fetch him over if you like.’

‘No, stop! Don’t!’

Her face reddened as the girl called out and waved a glass towards him in a wild gesture of invitation.

Across the room the youth’s gaze locked with hers for one ecstatic moment – then some girl in skintight jeans and a slinky top appeared at his side, and awkwardness turned to an anguish so acute that she longed for the embarrassment again.

I don’t care, she told herself, he’s just one guy among hundreds. And she made herself carry on chatting to the girls as if nothing had changed.

When she looked again, he had gone, and her disappointment was so sharp she was forced to acknowledge it.

‘Hi. Can I get you a drink?’

The touch on her shoulder was feather light. She whirled round, her insides detonating. Ka-boom! That had been it. Love at first sight.

Molly was getting stiff. She could feel the tension in her shoulder muscles and rolled onto her side to try to get more comfortable. In the other bed, Lexie was snuffling softly, like a spaniel contentedly chasing rabbits in its dreams. 

She reached for her iPod and fumbled for the in-ear headphones. Under the covers, she located the right track of her audio book and set the timer to thirty minutes. If she was still awake, she’d set it again when it turned the player off. And again, if necessary, until sleep finally came. 

Adam Blair. Sexy as hell and with a sense of humour so dry you could set light to it. She’d thought she’d be with him for ever. So how had it all gone so badly wrong?

A couple of hours later and three rooms away, the subject of Molly’s reminiscences was alert and restless. Adam slipped soundlessly out of bed and padded across the carpet to the window. He eased one heavy curtain away from the glass so that he could steal a look at the morning world. 

Inside his chest, his heart seemed to swell. This was what he had come for!

He inched the curtain back further, slipped between the fabric and the glass and pressed himself against the cold pane, his hands spread above his head, his nose almost touching the window, as if he might absorb the beauty of the scene through every cell.

Already the early sun was glancing off the water. Across the vivid emerald expanse of grass, the loch was a wash of blue framed by the glinting grey of the rocks by the foreshore. 

He could feel his breathing deepen. He’d become conditioned to city living. Day after day, he was hemmed in by Edinburgh’s grand Georgian buildings. Day after day his eardrums were assaulted by the ceaseless noise of traffic. Day after day he was forced to thread his way through the crowds on the pavements or force a path for his bike between cars on his way to work or home. 

He closed his eyes. He hadn’t realised how much he’d come to loathe it. 

Outside a curlew mewed as it flew across the loch and he opened his eyes again. The siren call of this vastness was too much for him. He had to get out into the fresh air, the wide spaces, the hills. He forgot about the curtain and whirled around in his eagerness so that a bright shaft of light fell across Sunita’s slumbering form. 

She stirred, threw a hand across her eyes and moaned softly. ‘What are you doing?’ 

He dropped the curtain back into place. ‘Shhh. It’s all right.’

‘What time is it? Come back to bed.’

He surveyed her curled body, so soft and desirable. There was no denying her beauty, and for a brief moment he was tempted to climb back into bed and wind himself around her. But he could have Sunita in his bed any time, while the opportunity for a climb was rare.

‘Shhh,’ he whispered. ‘Go back to sleep, it’s still early. I’m going for a walk.’

She raised her arm, the silky brown of her skin stark against the white cotton cover. He slid briefly into her embrace, nuzzled the softness of her neck with his lips, then extricated himself gently. She was already almost asleep again.

‘Back for breakfast?’

‘I promise.’

She turned on her side and, almost at once, her breathing deepened.


Chapter Four

––––––––

Adam missed his way, scrambled up a scree slope and strode across a large patch of heather before he found the path again. He didn’t care. His walking boots felt like forgotten friends. For a moment guilt nipped his conscience. This was Sunita’s weekend. Maybe he shouldn’t have slipped away.

Despite this thought, he didn’t stop climbing. At the top of the next ridge he halted, panting. A few years ago he would not have been out of breath. 

Far below, he could see the Loch Melfort Hotel, the early morning sun just starting to pick out its white walls. Sunita would still be asleep. 

Molly had never been like that.

He pulled a bottle of water out of his backpack and drank.

Correction. Years of stress had made Molly restless, and her wakefulness was contagious. She used to listen to the radio, or stories, to help her relax. Did she still do that? 

Adam’s jaw tightened. Seeing Molly like that last night ... he’d been shaken. He hadn’t seen her for months, then to come across her so unexpectedly ...

She’d looked tired. There were dark circles in the skin below her eyes that had never been there before. And she’d been so shocked to see him that she’d run off.

That hurt.

Adam shoved the bottle into his backpack, straightened and turned up the hill again. No point in going back now, not when he was so near the summit. Sunita would understand.

He attacked the next few hundred feet with ferocious energy, trying not to think about Sunita, or Molly, or even Lexie Gordon, for heaven’s sake – the link between those two was what had started all the damage in the first place. Besides, he had other worries. The unexpected phone call from his aunt a few days ago to be exact. He’d been working late – what was new? – when she’d called the office. 

‘Adam? Is that you?’

‘Yes, hello?’ he’d said uncertainly, trying to place the voice. 

‘It’s Jean. Auntie Jean.’

‘Oh, hi!’ He’d pulled himself together. ‘How good to hear from you. How are you?’

‘Sorry to phone ... You know how difficult—’

She’d stumbled to a halt.

Adam had stepped in smoothly. ‘I know. You don’t need to explain. So?’

He’d swung his chair round and stared out of the window. It was August and the Edinburgh Festival was at its height, but he couldn’t see any of the fun from here. His cramped office in Blair King – the law firm started fifty years ago by his grandfather, Duncan Blair, and taken on by Adam’s father, James – faced out into a narrow lane at the back of the building. It was an uninspiring view. All he could see was the grubby white-tiled wall of the tiny car park. He could have demanded one of the prime rooms upstairs, but Adam hated pulling rank.

‘Are you all right?’ he’d prompted, realising she’d gone quiet. ‘Or—’ he’d had a premonition, ‘—is it Uncle Geordie?’

‘He’s dying, Adam. That’s what I’m calling about.’

Adam gulped and closed his eyes. He hadn’t seen his uncle for three years, and then only at his cousin Hugh’s funeral – and what a difficult, stilted encounter that had been, with his father and his uncle not speaking and only an unwelcome sense of family duty driving his father there at all.

‘I’m so sorry to hear it,’ he’d said, swinging his chair back to his desk and picking up a paperclip. ‘What’s—?’ He stopped abruptly. What was the best way to put such a delicate question? Has he had an accident? What’s he got? Is it imminent? Can anything be done? Everything seemed tactless.

A vivid picture of Geordie Blair flashed into his head. Bluff, humorous, warm-hearted, a kind of country version of his father, but physically stronger – the result of a lifetime of heaving hay bales around and hauling calves into the world instead of sitting behind a desk pushing a pen. 

‘You wouldn’t recognise him, Adam,’ Jean said, as if guessing his thoughts. ‘He’s just a husk. There’s nothing left of him.’

Her voice had shaken slightly for the first time. Jean Blair had always been a strong woman; it didn’t take much imagination to guess at the distress she must be feeling.

Adam fiddled with the paperclip, turning it round and round between his fingers. This was difficult. His father hadn’t exactly forbidden him to visit George at Forgie End Farm, but he’d felt bound to take his father’s side in the dispute that had opened a chasm between the two brothers. As a child, he’d adored the farm. Jean’s voice had brought the rich reek of it flooding back – the unmistakable warm smell of cowpats, of hay and meadow flowers, of baking and woodsmoke. He was unprepared for the profound sense of nostalgia. He clenched his fist so hard that the paperclip bit into his palm.

‘I’m so sorry.’ What a bloody useless remark. ‘Can I visit him? Where is he?’

‘He’s at home now. He’s been in and out of hospital for the last eight weeks, but he refuses to go to a hospice. We’re preparing for the worst with the help of a Macmillan nurse.’

‘Macmillan? Isn’t that cancer?’

The word had slipped out and it lay like a stone between them. Adam cursed inwardly. Couldn’t he have been more tactful?

‘He was diagnosed with bowel and stomach cancer three months ago. There’s nothing they can do. If he’d discovered it earlier—’ Her voice shook again, an almost imperceptible tremor, then it had gone and the strong Jean came back. ‘I won’t bore you with the details. It’s all come as a bit of a shock. We haven’t had much time to prepare ourselves.’

‘I can imagine.’ Adam hesitated. ‘Do you need some legal help, Jean? I’d be very happy to make sure the paperwork is all in order. A will, for example—’

He’d felt better offering practical help. He was a lawyer: taking care of people’s estates was what he did.

‘Adam, we moved our business from Blair King when – when Geordie and your father had their row.’

She’d said it gently, but Adam had still cringed. The Great Family Rift. Two decades of bitterness and animosity.

‘Of course. I imagine it’s all taken care of. So what can I—?’

‘He’d like to see you. He really wants to talk to your father, of course, but he sees this as a preliminary.’

‘Right.’

‘He’ll be gone soon, Adam. He has a million regrets and he wants to set them to rest. And he doesn’t want your father to have it all on his conscience after he’s died, with no opportunity to put things right.’

‘That’s a generous thought.’

‘Will you come out to the farm?’

Adam had dropped the paperclip onto the desk and stared unseeingly at it. His father had made his views clear hundreds of times. I’ll never see the bastard again. He’d kept it up for years, with only two exceptions – the first at Adam and Molly’s wedding, at Adam’s insistence, and then at his nephew’s funeral as a result of Jean’s pleading. Even then, he’d not said a word to Geordie. Not one word. James Blair was made of steel.

‘I’ll come,’ he’d said quietly, ‘but I can’t promise that I can persuade Dad.’ 

Predictably, it was Lexie who bounced out of bed first.

‘Great move, coming back here,’ she announced with horrible cheerfulness as she dragged back the curtains and sunshine flooded in.

Molly groaned and rolled away. The earpieces were still wedged in place. She pulled them out and slipped the iPod under her pillow, but kept her eyes firmly closed.

‘Just look at that view! Fancy a cuppa? Or shall I order breakfast? What do you feel like?’

Lack of sleep dragged at Molly. ‘Go for a walk, Lex,’ she mumbled. ‘Do some painting. Whatever. Come back in an hour.’

Lexie laughed. ‘You’re grumpy.’

Molly pulled the pillow over her head and curled up tightly. If she didn’t sleep a little longer, she’d be useless all day.

Soon there was silence. The sunshine bathed her in its warmth and gently toasted her until she fell asleep again.

An hour later, she lingered by the huge picture window as Lexie finished dabbing at the red wine stain on her eau-de-nil dress and hung it up to dry. Outside, a few wispy clouds scudded across an otherwise perfect sky. There was no mirror loch this morning; a light breeze was whipping the water into ripples that weren’t quite white horses. In the distance, half a dozen dinghies scudded across the blue expanse. The conjunction of rock and grass and sharply-angled mountains was spectacular. 

On impulse, she called out, ‘Shall we stay tonight? I’d like to stay.’

‘You sure?’ Lexie emerged from the bathroom. Her hair was an inch or two longer than she normally wore it, and her face a little less angular. 

Molly, studying her friend, thought that pregnancy suited her. It took the edge off her restless energy, replacing it with a kind of contentment. After Jamie’s death and all they’d been through, it was a welcome sight. She crossed the room and hugged her.

‘How’s baby Mulgrew-Gordon?’ 

‘Active.’

Lexie reached for Molly’s hand and placed it on the bulge. 

‘She kicked me!’ Molly was shocked to feel the stirring of a response to the movement somewhere deep in her own belly.

Lexie laughed and settled her hands on the bump. ‘She’s going to have Patrick’s dynamism. What are you thinking about breakfast?’

‘We’ll go down, have the full spread.’

‘Really?’ Lexie didn’t say, What about Adam? but the unspoken question was there all the same.

‘Really. Let’s go.’

They picked their way down the stairs, Lexie clutching the handrail to protect against trips, Molly braced for the encounter in a buttocks-clenched, lips-pursed, face-of-plaster kind of way because, although she’d made up her mind to do this, there was a cost.

She was prepared to feel hostile. She was braced for insecurity, and jealousy, and guilt. What she wasn’t prepared for was feeling sympathy for the woman Adam had brought with him.

They saw her at once, sitting all alone at a table in a corner of the dining room, turning a mobile phone fretfully round and round in one hand. She was an exotic bird, gloriously clad in emerald silk, but a dejected one.

‘Are you on your own?’ Molly said, surprising herself by stopping by her table en route to the window.

The woman looked up. ‘Adam is already out on the hills.’

Memories flooded back in force. In their first year together Molly and Adam had joined a hill-walking club. Ben Lomond had been her first easy ascent. Ben More, Mull’s scenic island peak, her second. Her third had been Ben Nevis, granddaddy of them all. The recollection scythed through her – Adam in his tatty trousers and red jacket, secretly carrying champagne in a backpack all the way to the top to toast her ascent of Britain’s biggest mountain. 

When had the romantic gestures stopped?

‘I didn’t think he would be up so early this morning. He was putting his boots on at six o’clock!’ The woman’s lips (painted pink, the colour of the rhododendrons on the driveway) were curved into a rueful smile. ‘I asked him, I said, “Adam, what are you doing? Come back to bed,” but  he said, “Shhh, sleep, my beauty, I shall walk.” And then he was gone.’

Where had Adam found this striking woman? She was improbably perfect, an airbrushed film star. Her face was oval, her cheekbones high and prominent. Her skin was the colour of pale caramel, and flawless. She had outlined her eyes in black kohl again, and her eyelashes were mascaraed to perfection. 

And there was nothing in any of this that made her right for Adam, Molly thought with a surge of belligerence.

‘I’m Sunita, by the way.’ The vision held out her hand. Molly spotted a large diamond – right hand, not left – and perfect claret-painted nails. ‘And you’re Molly.’ Sunita’s smile was brilliant, her dark eyes unreadable, but not hostile. ‘Adam talks of you often.’

Does he? Does he really? Molly was shaken by the idea that Adam might discuss her with this woman. It seemed unlikely because he had never been much of a talker – but then, what did she know of Adam now?

‘Won’t you sit? Please?’

Graceful hands fluttered at empty chairs and Molly’s curiosity overtook her hostility. She pulled out a chair and sat.

Sunita turned to Lexie, who had settled herself and her bump in the chair with the best view. ‘And you’re Alexa Gordon. I’m so pleased to meet you. Adam is such an admirer of your work. He has some large paintings – but then, you know that, of course.’

Molly wondered, Is it because she is with Adam that I don’t want to like her? 

‘What brings you here?’ Lexie asked.

‘Truthfully? I organised it as a surprise. Adam needed time off. He’s such a workaholic. I mean, really, he never stops. You must have found that too, Molly?’ 

Molly blinked. She doesn’t know him well. If she knew him, she would not have brought him here. Not if she wanted his company. 

‘I like your top,’ she blurted out, and was instantly annoyed at the inanity.

‘This old thing?’ Sunita squinted down at it. ‘I only brought it because I know Adam adores me in emerald. You know how he is, Molly. He just loves to pay compliments all the time.’

Molly was thrown. She didn’t recognise an Adam who tossed compliments around. Or did she?

She foraged in her memory banks for whispered admiration. ‘I love your hair.’ ‘You smell delicious.’ ‘You look beautiful in that.’ Had he once said such things and she’d just forgotten? Had there been a particular point at which he’d stopped? 
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