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			Pippa has long felt like the odd one out in her family. Taking a job driving a mobile bakery van around Shetland’s villages gives her a sense of freedom and purpose, but also makes her realise how much she wants to belong.

			 

			Natalia has recently returned to Lerwick hoping to reconnect with an old flame. But she’s engulfed by loss and rejection when she hears that he’s moved on, and Natalia’s world is turned upside down.

			  

			Autumn is dedicated to her job in hospitality and relishes her role as general manager of Lerwick Manor’s new hotel. No guest request is too big or too small, but her own unrelentingly high standards could push Autumn to her limits.

			 

			Will the beauty of Shetland help these three women find the friendship, support and healing that they all need?
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			Wherever there is sunshine, shadow must fall.

			anon
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			Daa – grandfather
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			Chapter One

			Tuesday 1 February

			Dottie’s diary

			That peerie duck has walked mud throughout the tiled hallway! Housekeeping are overseeing the cleaning duties for the guests – scrubbing, mainly. Thankfully, my dusting duties are assigned purely to the Campbells’ private quarters. It’s lovely to hear laughter and chatter return to the old place, it reminds me of bygone days.

			Pippa

			I’m nervous standing here upon the cobbled yard in the low afternoon sunshine. That jittery expectation of fight or flight irks me as we await the big reveal for Lerwick Manor’s latest venture. I shouldn’t be nervous – after all, the Campbells seem to have enjoyed the Midas touch with their previous projects – but I am. For unlike the adjoining Lerwick Manor Allotment Association, which dates back aeons, or The Stables arts and crafts gallery, which has been a booming success since last autumn, and even their newly refurbished hotel, which occupies several floors of their stately home, this eagerly awaited project involves me. I’ll be at the helm, in the driving seat, so to speak! I have every faith in their vision, their ethos and business acumen, but something deep down inside is niggling away at me. And that unnerves me immensely.

			‘Pippa! Pippa! Has anyone seen her?’ calls Ned, craning his neck towards The Orangery, failing to see me hiding amongst the crowd of artists lining the gallery’s cobbled yard.

			At twenty-seven years of age, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I stand stock-still, peering over the artists’ shoulders at the monstrosity trundling through the stone archway. I can make out Levi’s frame through the tinted windscreen, as he proudly draws the vehicle to a halt centre stage, before killing the ignition.

			I can’t remember what I had in mind when the initial plans were explained to me, but this . . . this wasn’t it! When I volunteered for my new job, I thought I had realistic expectations of what was required of me. My big boss, Ned, is a stickler for a job well done and his wife, Jemima – my older cousin by just two years – is pretty savvy when it comes to creative ideas and ingenuity. But this is a sodding joke! I’ll be the laughing stock of Shetland, driving this bulky wagon between the rural communities. And what for? All in the name of . . . I peer at the swirly script decorating the nearest side panel: ‘The Artisan Bread Basket – straight from our ovens to your doorstep!’ Well, that figures. The bulbous curves of the metalwork, with its gleaming new paint job in beige and brown, make it looks like a crusty loaf on wheels. I must be short of a loaf or two to even contemplate switching from being head waitress in the gallery’s artisan coffee shop, to belittling myself by driving that thing around.

			‘There you are! What do you think, Pippa?’ asks Ned, an expression of delight plastered across his strongly defined features.

			I don’t answer. He tilts his head, awaiting an answer. Flecks of grey nestle attractively amongst the darker brown of his temples.

			He might have married into our family, but still I need to lie. I must lie. I can lie; I have before.

			‘It’s g-great!’ I stutter, sounding the least convincing of any moment of my entire life.

			‘Pleased?’ he continues, beckoning me forward from the huddled crowd.

			‘Y-yeah. Pleased.’ I’m not, which I think is clearly obvious. Or rather, it might be to Jemima, if she were present; despite our strained family ties, I suspect her female intuition would detect my disappointment instantly.

			Ned hastily strides to the driver’s door where Levi, the local taxi driver and dear friend of my cousin, hands over the keys and swiftly departs in the direction of the manor.

			‘This way, Pippa . . . come and have a look what’s inside. I think you’ll be impressed,’ says Ned, indicating for me to follow him to the rear of the vehicle.

			He unlocks the double doors while I stand waiting, like a petulant child refused sweets. My sulky words slip from my mouth before I put my brain into gear.

			‘Given the shape, I assume it was an ambulance?’

			‘It certainly was. We got her for a bargain price, removed the interior to create more space, and –’ Ned wrenches open the rear doors and pins them back to reveal the new interior – ‘now she’s fully functional, with storage racks, a serving counter and cupboard space!’

			My mouth falls open. I simply stare. Mute.

			Metal racks line both sides, from floor to ceiling. Sturdy wicker bread trays sit neatly upon each shelf, with a gleaming lip of metal securing each one in place – clearly to prevent mayhem whilst driving. A wooden counter, with many drawers and cupboards, is positioned behind the driver’s padded seat, completing the refurb. Metal hooks and carabiner clips hang from the ceiling struts, providing easy access and storage for paper bags, serving gloves and metal bread tongs.

			‘There’s even a tiny sink with running water,’ says Ned proudly, pointing at a set of taps protruding from the countertop. His words fill the growing silence but, sadly, only serve to highlight my lack of enthusiasm.

			‘Well. At least . . .’ I’m desperately trying to find something productive to say, as there’s no way I can stall any further. ‘I can’t wait to get started,’ I lie.

			‘Great! That’s the spirit, Pippa! We were thinking as soon as tomorrow morning . . . out and about, advertising and possibly taste-testing,’ says Ned, passing me the keys.

			‘Great,’ I repeat, but without Ned’s enthusiastic tone. I suspect that the assembled artists are expecting me to deliver a witty line of appreciation. I’m not impressed. Surely they’ve got things to do, to make or create, rather than wasting precious time watching this tragedy unfold?

			The conversion job was entrusted to the MacDonald lads, a local trio of brothers on whom everyone relies when a favour is needed. I’m grateful that they’ve removed the blue lights from the roof, the trolley ramp and the colourful Battenberg stripes. They’ve done a decent job – but still, this simply isn’t me.

			Wouldn’t it have been lovely to drive a custom-built bread van of which I could be proud? Instead I’m presented with a second-hand ambulance, resurrected from retirement, in which I presume some folk may have died and others could possibly have been born.

			‘It’s come all the way from the mainland,’ says Ned knowingly.

			I wish Jemima was showing me around instead. I could be honest, say what I truly think. She’ll understand my disappointment, or possibly remember the root cause. Being the youngest of three girl cousins, I rarely got anything new. Callie and Jemima were both careful with their clothes, their childhood toys and belongings; our parents thought they were being thrifty passing on bin liners bulging with outgrown clothes. Being the youngest, guess who always had the final wear? And now I’m lumbered with this cast-off from an NHS ambulance depot. Ned’s expecting me to show delight, so just like with those pre-owned clothes of yesteryear, I’ll fake a smile and dream of alternatives. I could ask Jemima if Aileen still wants the job. At the time, I was miffed when she eagerly volunteered, but now I think Aileen is more capable of making a success of this new venture than I am. I’ll happily give her a chance at promotion from being a waitress in the artisan coffee shop – I know she hates wiping tables as much as I do. If she wants to prove her true worth, she could start tomorrow. Label that as ‘personal development’ in the next round of appraisals – mine, not hers.

			‘Where’s Jemima?’ I ask.

			‘She’ll be along in a while. She’s settling new guests into their rooms,’ Ned says, his dark eyes twinkling as his gaze roves about the vehicle’s reconditioned interior.

			I’m stuck. Lumbered with this monstrosity until I speak to Jemima.

			Autumn

			‘Dottie, please. You frighten me when you gallop down the staircase at such a pace. What’ll happen if you fall and injure yourself?’ I enter the reception area of the newly converted Lerwick Manor Hotel to find the spritely octogenarian dashing through the hallway clutching her favourite feather duster.

			‘I’ve run down that grand staircase more times than you’ve eaten haggis, Autumn. My days of light dusting are over when I can’t choose my own gear speed,’ she says, her watery blue gaze intent upon mine. She wafts past me, heading for the rear kitchens. ‘Don’t you forget, Ned said I could do as much or as little cleaning as I please round here, now we’re open.’

			‘I haven’t forgotten, Dottie.’ Though I don’t know what I’ll say to Jemima or Ned if she breaks a hip – it doesn’t bear thinking about. I’ve only been here a week, and I thought she’d heed my warning after daily reminders, but no, I suppose old habits die hard. I’m aware that Dottie knows this manor house like the back of her hand, but the ground floor plus the next two floors have all been refurbished to accommodate paying guests. So there are definitely more bodies, obstacles and trip hazards lining these once-silent corridors. I can do without an emergency occurring on what’s supposed to be a quiet midweek opening.

			A collection of suitcases and holdalls are lined up on the hallway’s classical black-and-white tiled floor. I’m hoping each is clearly labelled, ensuring swift delivery to the assigned suite; there isn’t anything nicer than entering your suite to find your luggage awaits you. There are plenty of staff on hand, prepped and ready to assist, eager to iron out any unexpected niggles; nothing’s ever perfect until it is up and running, despite the Campbells’ meticulous planning.

			The shuttle bus from Sumburgh Airport delivered our first group of guests, travel-weary and hungry, some ten minutes ago. Jemima quickly ushered them through to the library for a warm buffet lunch and a brief introduction, while I prepare the necessary paperwork. I don’t suppose this will happen every time but I understand her attention to detail; it provides me with some breathing space, ensuring their luggage is delivered correctly.

			I’m excited that today has actually arrived. After much anticipation and effort I’m fully prepared, but slightly nervous in case things don’t go as smoothly as planned. But that’s all part and parcel of a front of house role in a top-class establishment – you need to think on your feet and be able to pull a rabbit out of a hat, when necessary. My current position is an amalgamation of roles; the Campbells are calling me the General Manager, on account of my responsibilities and daily duties, but I also have shifts on reception. I’m certain my role will change as the establishment develops over time.

			Amongst the rows of luggage, two in particular grab my attention. A couple of identical hessian duffel bags, standard army issue in khaki, complete with drawstring and metal eyelets. The second pile, a set of seven designer cases, decreasing in size, accessorised with bulging buckles and straps, in a taupe colour. It’s a silly game, but old habits linger from my previous employment working in hospitality on cruise liners. I’m yet to meet any of our residents but their luggage speaks volumes about their personality. The cruise ship’s gangway would still be in place and we’d be waging daft bets on who’s who and what’s what – a bit of fun that made arrivals day less monotonous for the staff.

			‘Autumn, are the keys ready?’ asks Levi, entering from the rear kitchen door, through which Dottie had disappeared just minutes ago. He’s full of energy, his blond hair sticking up at his crown.

			‘Perfect timing. I was just assigning their suites.’ I indicate my prepared booking sheet and gesture towards the wall-mounted key cupboard. ‘Is Ned happy with his new bread van?’

			‘Mmmm, he is. I’m not so sure it’s to Pippa’s liking.’ He joins me at the reception desk. ‘Knowing Pippa, there’s bound to be a drama before too long.’

			I can’t comment; I know her by sight from the local area but we’re yet to be fully acquainted. I believe she has the room opposite mine in the refurbished servants’ quarters up on the fourth floor, which partially extend above the Campbells’ private quarters below. Every night this last week, I’ve climbed the old wooden staircase at an ungodly hour to fall into bed, ready for an early start in the morning – much like I did on board ship, when I hunkered down in my tiny cabin.

			It takes me a matter of minutes to attach a suite label to each guest’s luggage before Levi swiftly collects suitcases and carries them up the grand staircase. He might be moonlighting from his main taxi job to help out for today – filling in for the lack of applications for the advertised bellboy/waiter role – but Jemima assures me Levi’s a legend. There’s nothing more rewarding than being surrounded by willing, pleasant staff who take pride in doing their job well. That’s one of the things I’ll miss about the cruise liners; nothing was too much trouble if it pleased our guests. Be it a special request for an anniversary meal, or arranging excursion trips ahead of disembarking at a port, or locating a member of staff who could serenade a proposal, perform a magic trick or walk an elderly guest to their seat. But a long career spent at sea has left me hankering for roots on land since my fortieth birthday. And, dare I confess, a smaller, more homely establishment to organise instead of being responsible for an entire deck of cabins. The long working hours and lengthy absence from family takes its toll in the end, regardless of how organised and dedicated you are.

			I linger at the reception desk and admire the swathes of Black Watch tartan and elaborate tapestries which decorate the high ceiling, encircling the impressive crystal chandelier which plunges into the vast hallway. Generations of family portraits watch the proceedings from their gilt-edged frames, high above our heads. I wonder what they’d make of the Campbell family being confined to the third-floor landing as their private residence?

			The Lerwick Manor Hotel may be a newly refurbished establishment but the standards are incredibly high, the facilities plush, and the family history provides an ambience to die for. I’m impressed. My two-piece uniform of dark navy is teamed with a silver satin blouse, which wasn’t of my choosing, but it looks rather fetching against my mature complexion and auburn hair. The staff radio hanging from my slender belt feels bulky as I walk, but I’ll get used to it. I’d much prefer to rely on my mobile, which remains in my pocket throughout my shift.

			‘Does Levi need a hand taking the luggage up?’ asks Mungo, appearing from nowhere and gesturing towards the many suitcases. He strokes his greying beard as he crosses the hallway. I’ve sussed that he’s Dottie’s companion but I know from growing up in Lerwick that he lives at the end of her road.

			‘I’m sure he’d appreciate it – and if he doesn’t, I certainly do. Thank you, Mungo. The hessian holdalls are for the Whalsay Suite on the first floor.’ Each suite has a geographical name based on the local area. I pass him the assigned key before he bundles the luggage up the grand staircase.

			It’s a pity there’s no lift facility yet, but guests are informed prior to booking; luckily, that isn’t a concern for our current crop. Of the twelve available bedrooms, just eight have been refurbished to accommodate paying guests, with all mod cons and stylish en-suite bathrooms. The Campbells have created many new ventures in recent months: The Stables gallery, The Orangery, and now, a plush hotel. Being locals, my family can’t believe how a manor house can lie dormant for decades, with hardly anyone seen about the premises, only to become a thriving estate brought to life with guests and gallery customers in a matter of six months. I keep telling them, that’s what happens when the right two people get it together in life and work as a duo; anything is possible. My sister reckons the Campbells ­weren’t even dating this time last year, which I find hard to believe.

			‘The large set of cases is for which suite?’ asks Levi, returning from his first delivery.

			I quickly check my booking list. ‘The Unst Suite on the first floor. Though I believe the occupant didn’t arrive on the shuttle bus. She’s gone sightseeing in Lerwick and will be checking in later tonight.’

			Levi collects the largest two cases before saying, ‘Can you send Mungo up with the lighter ones? I’ll return for the heavier suitcases.’

			‘Sure. I appreciate your consideration, Levi,’ I say, attempting to fix a stray strand of hair which has escaped from my low bun.

			‘The old bugger’s as fit as a fiddle, but he needs to pace himself.’

			‘Aye, the same goes for Dottie.’

			‘You’ve more hope of curbing Mungo’s antics than hers,’ chides Levi, with a chuckle, before grabbing two taupe cases and ascending the staircase.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Pippa

			‘Hello, Pippa, come on up. Ned said you wanted a word,’ says Jemima, leaning over the banister of the third-floor landing and viewing my ascent. Her dark flowing locks fall forward, enveloping her olive skin. We’re first cousins, our mothers were sisters, though you wouldn’t know it. I take after the Quinn family in appearance: the Scandinavian blonde colouring with piercing blue eyes. Sometimes it would be nice to be as unique as our Jemima, but that’s thanks to her father’s side.

			‘Please. A quiet word,’ I say, not wanting to chat in the stairwell for fear that Ned might overhear and assume I’m being ungrateful.

			‘Sure. We’ll use the office as Ned’s just gone out to visit a tenant farmer.’

			I climb the remainder of the grand staircase under the watchful gaze of Ned’s descendants, honoured within decorative gilt frames, before reaching the only modern landing in the manor, complete with its row of skylights, leading to a minimalistic office. Jemima waits patiently in the open doorway; I know she’s sussing me out as I draw closer. She probably senses what I’m about to say before I explain. We might be blood relatives but there’s a world of difference between us since her recent good fortune in meeting, marrying and moving up in the world, becoming joint owner of this place. Not that I’m jealous: I’m certainly not. But name any single woman you know who wouldn’t give her right arm for her dreams to come true in literally two seasons? Exactly. I don’t know anyone who’d say ‘no, thanks’ to the good fortune that’s been bestowed upon my cousin.

			Having embarked on a sabbatical, spent mostly on Granddad’s allotment, Jemima quit her role at the local tourist office, before suggesting and setting up The Stables gallery, providing me with much-needed employment and an escape route from a boring admin job, proving that blood is thicker than water. I’m grateful to her, especially as we haven’t always been the closest of relations. Waitressing in The Orangery, reporting to Isla as my boss, I confess I was jealous of her dedication and talent for baking. I definitely became lazier and slapdash when I realised I couldn’t compete with Isla’s skillset. I don’t blame her for reporting back to Jemima and Ned, I’d have done the same in her shoes. Five months on, they encouraged my interest in their new mobile delivery venture. Though now, having seen the actual vehicle, I’m not too sure.

			Jemima gestures for me to enter the office and I settle at the meeting table. I rarely come up here, but I know Isla attends daily meetings to report on The Orangery’s previous day’s sales.

			My cousin settles opposite me, her elbows resting on the white table, an expectant look in her eye.

			‘I don’t want the delivery role for the Bread Basket,’ I say. I feel incredibly guilty, but there’s no point beating around the bush. She might be my boss, but I should be able to say what I want to family. ‘I’m sorry for wasting your time.’

			‘O . . . K . . .’ Jemima slides her elbows from the table and sits back. ‘And you didn’t think to mention this to Ned while he was giving you a tour of the vehicle a matter of thirty minutes ago?’

			I shake my head, biting my lower lip. I wasn’t expecting her to be happy at my announcement, but she seems shocked.

			‘So the account he relayed to me of a smiling, excited Pippa wasn’t actually the truth?’

			I shake my head again. ‘Remember when you were little and all you wanted for Christmas was a lovely big doll’s house filled with lots of tiny furniture and pretty objects?’

			‘Yeah, I had one like that when I was about eight. I loved it.’

			‘I remember it well, I wanted one just like it . . . but I received a skateboard instead!’

			Jemima grimaces, as I knew she would.

			I swiftly continue, ‘I didn’t ask for a skateboard, but it’s what I was given, as it was the popular craze at the time. That was a definite “smile and be grateful” moment on Christmas morning.’

			‘You loved that skateboard – you were forever doing tricks and stunts. And if I remember correctly, didn’t my mum give you my doll’s house years later?’

			‘She did; that’s precisely why my parents wouldn’t buy me an identical one. Am I always to receive second best in this world, then grin and bear it, regardless of what I want or how hard I try?’

			She averts her gaze, before giving a hefty sigh.

			I wait for her to speak; I’m not about to trip over my own apology by making whimsical excuses purely to satisfy my cousin.

			‘Pippa, Ned is hoping to hit the road with this new venture tomorrow. He isn’t going to be impressed to learn that he’s . . . we’ve . . . forked out for a conversion job, only to find we have no driver.’

			‘I had an image of actually enjoying what I do each day. No more wiping tables, fetching coffee or clearing dirty trays, but taking sole responsibility for the enterprise,’ I say. I want to add, it’s amazing how your enthusiasm dies when reality doesn’t live up to expectations, but I don’t.

			Jemima doesn’t look best pleased.

			I change tack. ‘Look, I wasn’t expecting anything state of the art – or even posh – but I never imagined I’d be a laughing stock by the end of day one in a converted ambulance. I’d prefer to be wiping tables and making umpteen lattes than driving that thing.’

			‘Oh, Pippa!’ grumbles Jemima, her eyes pleading with me.

			‘Ask Aileen,’ I urge. ‘She’ll be up for the job at the drop of a hat. She wanted it initially, before you awarded it to me. There’ll be no chance of her refusing the opportunity, if you pitch it right.’

			‘If I pitch it right?’ Jemima’s furrowed brow returns.

			‘You know . . . explain that there was an issue with my driving licence . . . or that I failed my written assessment for the health and safety certificate . . .’ I pause.

			She’s listening intently and doesn’t appear amused by my solution. ‘So the long and the short of it is that you want to bail out because you’re embarrassed by the second-hand vehicle we’ve purchased, yet you’ll freely volunteer Aileen as your replacement without speaking to her.’

			‘It makes sense,’ I mutter, feeling less confident now.

			‘No, Pippa. What would make sense is that you honour the task you were assigned after you volunteered. That you step up to the plate with the venture you said you wanted. You said, and I quote here, “I want to be on the open road, being my own boss.” You were excited at the prospect of spreading the word about the gallery and making deliveries to the smaller villages and the isolated communities. Or is that something that I’ve made up?’

			‘Err, not quite. I doubt I said “the open road”.’

			‘OK. I might be ad-libbing slightly, but words to that effect?’

			I nod gingerly, feeling bad for voicing the truth. She’s not a happy bunny. Ned will be even less amused when he hears.

			‘And I suppose I’m the one who’s to deliver this news flash to Ned upon his return, am I?’

			‘Err yeah, you’re the other half of the management team.’

			Jemima’s jaw drops. That last phrase came out slightly wrong. I give a fleeting shrug, not trusting myself to speak for fear of annoying her further.

			‘Can I ask what you are choosing to do instead?’

			It’s my turn to frown. Surely that’s obvious.

			‘I’ll continue to waitress in The Orangery and work alongside Isla.’

			Jemima purses her lips. ‘And if I were to say we’ve already lined up a replacement with immediate effect, given that you were to begin preparing “your project” for trading.’

			‘Oh.’ The realisation dawns; I hadn’t thought of that. ‘Can’t she replace Aileen instead? I’ll happily train her up in the role, if it helps.’

			‘If it helps?’ Jemima shakes her head – in disbelief, I think. She has a habit of repeating phrases when a quick-fix solution fails to spring to mind.

			‘Sorry, just trying to be honest. Surely a happy workforce makes for a productive team!’

			Jemima offers me an exasperated look; she clearly thinks I’m a waste of space.

			Natalia

			I didn’t think I’d be this anxious at the thought of seeing him again, after months of silence. No doubt he’ll portray his usual cool exterior, while my senses are spinning into orbit, but I’m used to that. Ned’s a man of few words, but deep down he cares immensely. I’ve always suspected his mannerisms were moulded by upbringing, family duty and a deep sense of tradition. Thankfully, I know the other side of his nature: his tenderness towards me, his gentle encouragement on each visit, and our intimate pillow talk. I sense this is the right time for us; as long as I don’t mess up like last September. I’m trying to steer clear of calling this my ‘last chance saloon’, but the notion certainly fits.

			I’ve made every effort to ensure my arrival is a complete surprise. Ned hates surprises; I think they keep life interesting. I refused the shuttle bus from the airport, opting for a taxi ride into Lerwick and a few hours to browse the quaint shops. I’ve enjoyed a manicure, a fresh pedicure and a very nice afternoon tea overlooking the busy harbour.

			My blonde hair is discreetly swept up beneath a woollen peaked cap, which will hide my face, if needed, and my bulky winter coat and large designer sunglasses complete my disguise. I’ve no fear of bumping into Ned. It’s early evening, so there’s only one place he’ll be: in his third-floor office, shouldering his daily worries as lord of the manor. It’s the locals who might rumble me – the Dotties of this world.

			I’m taken aback by the refurbishment of the manor’s hallway, which includes a stylish reception area situated to the right of the grand entrance. The elegant wooden counter encircles the entrance to what was once a disused parlour in which Ned housed his old estate accounts and dusty box files, but which now appears to be a fully functioning rear office.

			‘Your luggage has been delivered to your suite, Ms Muir,’ says the receptionist – or Autumn, as her name badge declares – who’s being extremely efficient with the paperwork and my keys. ‘If I could ask for a quick signature here, here and here.’ She indicates each place marked with tiny crosses. I oblige with a squiggle; I doubt room service will be checking my signature against each order, come the morning.

			The past few months have been taken up with non-stop modelling assignments for high-end cosmetics or beauty products. I realise that others outside the industry think the work is easy money, labelling it as ‘pose and pout’, but having jetted here, there and everywhere to please the agency bosses and photographers alike, I’m exhausted; which is why this little excursion comes as a welcome break. I may not have reached the heady heights of the catwalk queens but my face, hands and flowing locks have featured in many glossy magazines. I’ve yet to sign my latest contract with the modelling agency; I’m unsure if another three-year commitment is where my heart truly lies. Who knows? Ned might surprise me with a suggestion that will encourage me to put down roots sooner than I imagined.

			Nobody interrupts or appears during the check-in process. I knew arriving at this hour would reduce the chances of bumping into anyone before reaching my room. Society believes it embraces a modern lifestyle 24/7, with the time of day no longer dictating people’s activities, but they’re so wrong; certain parameters still exist. Most hotel guests check in early, making the most of their first night, either in the bar or restaurant, which means corridors and staircases are free from guests, staff or a watchful proprietor. There’s usually a hive of activity in kitchens or dining rooms, with no one paying attention to the final check-in of the day: the solo traveller.

			The Unst Suite is unchanged in many ways from my previous visits, apart from the new name. This large airy room was never the bedroom of my choice, but usually the one which Dottie assigned me after her cleaning duties. She knew perfectly well that I adored the larger bedroom, two doors along, on this floor. His mother’s old room, I believe, though now renamed the Sumburgh Suite. A stunning room with the same prospect, overlooking the manor’s grounds and stables, but being the corner room of the building, the layout provides a true suite comprised of a dressing room and connecting boudoir, complete with a four-poster bed suggesting an extravagance which this, the Unst Suite, despite being luxurious, simply can’t emulate. The decoration is to a high spec, the mocha and beige colour scheme tranquil, while the solid traditional furniture is tastefully arranged. A quick glance around the facilities confirms I’ll be comfortable during my stay. How could I not be? In all honesty, I’ll probably be switching rooms by the morning – either enjoying the four-poster boudoir or, better still, Ned’s private quarters on the third floor. Fingers crossed, I’ll be here for longer than my planned two weeks.

			As the door softly clicks shut, I breathe calmly for what seems like the first time today. I stride to the huge window, whipping the lacy voile aside to view the manor’s grounds below. In the dusky light, it looks gorgeous, as always. A vast cobbled courtyard with mellow light spilling from the open doorways, the sweeping gravel driveway, decorated with ornate gates and an expanse of luscious greenery on either side. I assume the galleries’ artists have finished for the day . . . and now to have established stylish accommodation too – business must be looking up for Ned Campbell.

			How many times have I enjoyed this view and dreamt of my future happiness? It seems so long since last September. I acted like a fool, back then, dropping in unannounced for the allotment’s annual festival. I didn’t even stay for a night or two, as I’d planned. Instead, I handled things badly, then lost my head, dashing off into the night. I shot back to that tiny B&B, disgruntled as hell, and flew back to Edinburgh the very next day. Hardly a successful trip! We hadn’t seen each other for near on nine months, but it wouldn’t have taken much to rekindle the fires between us; it never does.

			This time, I’ll play it cool; show Ned how much I’ve grown in recent months, and plant the little seeds regarding our future together.

			 

			I traipse back and forth between the bedroom and en-suite, filling each glass shelf with my delicate tiny bottles, toiletries and make-up. I’ve purposely packed many of the gifts which Ned has bought me over the years – whether it be an expensive cream, discreet earrings or a designer necklace – each will pose as a little reminder of days gone by. My intention is to settle in this evening, recover and freshen up from my travels, before popping upstairs for a nightcap. Boy, will he be surprised. It’s taken more courage than I care to admit for me to book a room, take a flight and arrive here to see if we can reconnect. I need to be brutally honest with Ned and ask him how he feels. Scarier still, tell him how I feel. The years are ticking by, neither of us is getting any younger, and I want to settle down together and create solid plans for our future. I’ve enjoyed a longer stint than most in modelling, but everything must come to an end at some point.

			I’m as anxious as I am excited. This stay is going to mark the beginning of the rest of my life. I hope.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Wednesday 2 February

			Autumn

			The cobbled courtyard is a hive of activity, with early customers sauntering leisurely from stable to stable enjoying the sights and sounds offered by the various artists. The Artisan Bread Basket van is parked in the centre; it looks out of place, but I suppose it’s free advertising.

			‘Morning, Nessie, how are you?’ I ask, tentatively entering the forge to be greeted with a wall of heat and the sound of rhythmical hammering. The blacksmith immediately stands tall, stretching out her shoulders from her bent position at the far end, hammer silenced, and removes her protective goggles.

			‘Hello, Autumn, how’s it going?’

			Her shock of pink hair makes me smile; it was vibrant blue only last week. I was never the hair-dyeing teenager that my girlfriends morphed into. They opted for a range of grungy, daring and outlandish makeovers, ensuring I looked a complete oddball hanging around with them, until they reverted to my more conventional style in later years.

			‘Very well, thanks. I thought I’d drop by to say hi, as I’ve been dashing about in recent days,’ I say, making my way to her end of the forge. ‘No . . .?’ I gesture towards the empty workbench that belongs to her companion Isaac, the glass blower.

			‘Not yet, he’s out and about quoting for a commission piece,’ says Nessie, putting down her tools.

			‘I hear you pair are getting along very nicely,’ I say, giving her a smile.

			‘We are. Boy, news certainly travels fast – you’ve only been here a week,’ says Nessie, a deep blush spreading across her cheeks. ‘Are you enjoying it so far?’

			‘I am. Hospitality is what I know – although it’s a bit of a switch from the cruise liners.’ I note her change of subject and assume it’s early days for their relationship. I’m pleased for them, so respect her privacy.

			‘Exciting to be part of a new venture, isn’t it?’ she says, with enthusiasm. ‘It reminds me of our first days here in the gallery. I thought I’d have gone under by now, but hey ho, I’m still here, pounding the metal.’

			‘Exactly. Amazing how popular it’s become with the tourists and locals alike,’ I say, glancing at her display of wrought-iron products. Immediately, I spy the layer of gritty dust on the display cabinet. I imagine this place is difficult to keep clean.

			I’ve always been ridiculously organised since childhood. My dolls were always sitting up straight, lined up alongside teddy bears and other cuddly toys. I love a crease-free duvet, squarely aligned to the frilly valance, topping a hidden flat sheet displaying hospital corners. I’m a perfectionist: be it fluff on the carpet, a stray hair on your collar, or a nick out of a china tea cup – I’ll spot it a mile off. Some folk are people persons, and some people are goal setters. Me, I’m a perfectionist, through and through; if a job’s worth doing, it’s worth getting every detail right. In the hospitality industry, every detail counts and is noticed by others. I’ve learnt that from years on the cruise liners – though that can bring issues of its own, if I allow it. I don’t search for imperfections; they wave at me from across a crowded room, making their presence known.

			‘And to think it was only a matter of a few months ago that I attended your masterclass workshop – my sister is still using the toasting fork I made.’ I was on annual leave at the time, but I don’t mention my sickness leave which immediately followed it, nor my resignation from the cruise liners shortly afterwards. Not that I’m embarrassed; switching careers will help me to find a work–life balance, allowing me to spend more time with my family, whilst living in staff quarters will give me a level of independence.

			‘Is she?’ Nessie gives a hearty laugh. ‘You’ll have to come across on a day off and make her a poker to go alongside it.’

			I join in with her laughter, which slowly fades as I remember the accident which occurred.

			‘Did the lady’s burnt hand heal?’

			‘Who, Mavis? Yeah, it took a while, given the depth of the burns, but she’s fine now. She regularly drops by, asking when I’m organising another course. Between you and me, I keep putting her off for fear of it happening again.’ Nessie gives a shudder at the memory.

			‘That’s good to hear, but yeah, I’m with you. I’d be scared to death – though I loved trying my hand at a new craft.’

			‘You’re welcome to drop by any time for a cuppa and a chat, Autumn.’

			‘Thank you. I’d best get back before I’m missed – the kitchens are still serving the last of the breakfasts.’ I give her a fleeting wave and make for the door, before adding, ‘Who’d have thought I’d be back as an employee rather than an eager craft person?’

			Nessie swiftly returns to her work, bent double, goggles in place, creating another fabulous piece while I traipse back towards the main entrance via the stone archway.

			In the coming weeks, if I’m not consumed by long hours at the hotel, I might try a new hobby in an attempt to broaden my horizons – enjoy a new experience, meet like-minded people.

			Which goes some way to explaining why I work in the hospitality industry; I simply wish to delight guests by providing the highest standard of care and attention while they are with us. It might seem lowly to some, namely my family and friends, who insist that I am at the beck and call of strangers. Worse still, I often find myself working for little more than the minimum wage, but money has never been my thing. Whereas true satisfaction is. I’ll happily create a delicious basket of fruit for room service, organise a special table for two, or tend to the cut flowers for a requested buttonhole. Seeing the delight in someone’s face when their loved one is surprised by the tiniest of details during a stay means the world to me. That one moment lives on in their memories, long after they’ve left our establishment. Autumn Halcrow, General Manager, is always at your service. A first-in-and-last-clocking-out kind of gal who is willing and very able to roll her sleeves up and attend to any job. Whether it’s unblocking a sink unit, serving afternoon tea, or checking in an entire coach party with missing luggage – I’m your person.

			The Campbells have entrusted me with their general manager/receptionist role – which I see as being a pivotal role in their new hotel. And that, my family frequently tells me, is my downfall. The whopping big clanger in my personality; I wish to please others before I please myself. I’ve heard the same comments, time and time again, from every generation of my clan. This time, it’ll be different. I’m not going to allow this job to take over my life. I promise to make time for myself and have a personal life away from work. I will delegate tasks to the appropriate staff members, ensuring our standards are higher than expected and delivered more swiftly than our guests could ever have imagined. This time, I’ll manage my own time as expertly as I manage the front of house duties. I can’t allow my striving for perfection to be my Achilles heel. I know full well that, over time, it’ll slowly undermine my happiness and achievements – just as it did, that very first time way back in sixth form, when I crashed and burnt under my self-imposed pressure. Broadening my friendship group, staying close to my family ties and taking time for myself will enable me to have a life outside my work.

			This is a new start.

			Pippa

			‘Jump up and I’ll show you what’s what,’ says Levi, climbing into the passenger seat. He’s trying to be helpful but unwittingly playing into Ned and Jemima’s hands by doing so.

			I reluctantly settle into the driver’s seat – not a place I wish to be, but he’s not to know that. I’m surprised that Jemima hasn’t worked her magic by now and relayed our conversation to both Ned and Aileen. I’ll go with the flow for now, then act surprised when I’m pulled aside by Ned.

			‘So, you’ve got the norms on the fascia but the MacDonald guys have removed and covered many of the obsolete switches and buttons when stripping it out for the conversion. These blank panels are nothing to be concerned about, OK?’ says Levi, eagerly pointing to the moulded dashboard.

			I nod, purely for effect, but I’m not really interested; he’ll be performing this demo again, tomorrow morning, with Aileen.

			He rapidly continues, ‘Though, between you and me – and Ned’s not to know this – the guys did say they’d forgotten to disconnect this switch here.’ Levi’s finger hovers over a metal flick switch. ‘The next time the vehicle returns to their workshop for maintenance and servicing, they’ll remove it then. So best keep schtum for now.’

			‘What’s it for?’ I ask, intrigued that the MacDonald trio have slipped up on a task; very unusual for them. Be it heavy lifting, a day’s hard graft, or the installation of a sculpture or two, the locals always call on the brothers to fulfil the brief and deliver the goods – but obviously not, this time.

			I stare at the tiny switch.

			Levi eyes me cautiously.

			‘Come on, man, spill the beans,’ I urge, sensing its importance.

			He wavers before answering. ‘You know the front grille . . .’

			I nod, but I don’t. I didn’t bother looking at every feature on this ridiculous vehicle.

			‘They forgot to remove the emergency light which sits behind it. They each thought the other had disconnected the wiring, so it got ticked off on their ‘To-do’ list, and they only realised later . . . but no worries, it’s a simple task. They didn’t want to keep Ned waiting for her, and delay the big reveal he’d been planning for you.’

			I’m shocked that people expected me to become giddy with excitement on viewing this vehicle. They couldn’t have been more wrong.

			‘It’s a her?’ I mutter, unsure if I’m feigning interest enough.

			‘Yeah, don’t you think?’

			I screw up my face in answer.

			‘You’re the odd one out then – even the MacDonald guys call her “her” . And they’ve put hours into bringing her up to scratch, to meet Ned’s requirements.’

			I fall silent. I’ve no come-back on this subject. It’s a converted ambulance which fails to live up to my expectations.

			A wave of guilt floods my veins. I hate to disappoint folk, but I want to be happy doing what I do for eight hours a day. I need to be my own person and not the Pippa who simply puts up and shuts up, goes with the flow and accepts the cast-offs of life. Trouble is, I’ve done it for so long, I appear blasé about most things but, deep down, it matters . . . it truly matters to me that others start seeing my worth. Most families unwittingly label their members: the clever one, the musical one, the sporty one, the quiet one, the talented one – or in my case, the proverbial black sheep of the family. There was never anything I did that my cousins hadn’t done first, be it schooling, driving tests, passing exams or choosing careers. I’ve always been trailing in their wake, dragging up the rear. I’ve made plenty of silly mistakes, trying to fight the labels and trying to cover up how I feel, not wanting to step out of line compared to my two cousins. But no longer. I’m me, and others shouldn’t assume they know me based purely on reputation or family stories. People need to start asking why I do the things I do.

			‘Anyway, strap yourself in and we’ll take her for a spin.’ Levi twists about, grappling with his seat belt, dragging it around his frame and securing it.

			‘No, thanks, I’m fine. Honest,’ I protest, reaching for the door handle to escape. It’s one thing to waste five minutes of his time running through a dashboard console, but I can’t feign interest any longer.

			‘Seriously. She runs like a dream machine. It’s best you have a go now, rather than wait for Ned to show you the ropes. As well-mannered and pleasant as the guy is, he’ll expect you to handle her like a pro on the first outing. Whereas me, taxiing around day and night, I’m aware how nerve-racking a test drive can be. Come on, you can stall her as many times as you like; I won’t criticise your errors.’

			‘I wouldn’t wish to take up your time,’ I say.

			Levi looks at me with the expectant expression of a puppy eager to please.

			‘I’m sure you’ve better things to be doing on your day off,’ I continue, before quickly adding, ‘I’ll be better without a co-pilot witnessing my reversing, thanks.’

			None of my excuses wash with Levi; he remains steadfastly determined to force me on to the road. Unless I want to utterly embarrass myself by explaining my misdemeanour and change of heart, I have no choice but to turn the ignition over.

			I sigh heavily, stalling for time.

			The green-painted door of the manor’s side entrance opens and Jemima appears, crossing the cobbled courtyard heading for The Orangery. Maybe she’s going over to chat with Aileen about the sudden change of plans. She glances in my direction and our eyes meet. In a heartbeat, without word or gesture, I can see her disappointment in me. Ned wanted me out on the road today, offering tasty samples to eager customers. She’d better not think I’m scared of driving this contraption. I’m not. I’ve simply changed my mind.

			Jemima continues to stare as she reaches the door to The Orangery, heaving it open.

			She thinks I’m chicken. Cousin or no cousin, boss or no boss, I’ll show her, though I’m still rejecting the role. My hand drops from the steering wheel and I turn the ignition key in a defiant manner. When I say I’ve changed my mind, it is purely that and nothing more. I’ll show her and Ned; I’m not yellow-bellied. I’ll test drive this pile of junk, if I choose to. And it doesn’t mean I’ll be driving it tomorrow.

			The ignition fires. A robust rumble fills the air as the engine roars into life and The Orangery door shuts behind Jemima’s slender figure. She’ll have heard it, even if she has other more important things to discuss. When she exits the café, this vehicle won’t be here. That’ll be enough to convince her that I’ve thought this through, I mean what I say.

			‘Atta girl! That’s the attitude!’ says Levi, who I’ve forgotten is seated beside me. ‘Where’s it to be?’

			‘Along the driveway and back,’ I quickly say, reaching over my shoulder and feeling for my seat belt.

			Levi pulls a quizzical face.

			‘I, err . . . I won’t be needing any longer. I just need to prove I can move this baby.’

			‘Fair do, though you’ll probably need to practise parking and such like if you’re going to hit the open road alone. A quick look under the bonnet to locate the screenwash bottle, oil dipstick – and maybe a practice run for changing a tyre?’ suggests Levi.

			I shake my head, before adjusting the interior mirror.

			There’s not a hope in hell Levi’s instructions will ever be needed, as this is the one and only time my backside will be leaving an imprint on this driver’s seat.

			From tomorrow, she’s Aileen’s concern.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Natalia

			It didn’t take long to unpack my suitcases last night. It’ll be time wasted if I need to swiftly repack this morning, though I’ll hardly complain at the prospect of moving into Ned’s private quarters. Last night, I had every intention of showering, changing and reapplying my make-up before heading to the third floor for a late-night surprise visit, but the weariness of travelling took over and I must have fallen asleep.

			Now, with the morning sunshine illuminating the curtains, I lie back and take delight in the joys ahead. I’m glad I fell asleep; today’s meeting will be exhilarating now I’m refreshed and perky, more like the woman he knows. Rushing such a meeting could end in disaster; I need him to recall memories of our nights spent together, the laughter we’ve shared and, most importantly, see if I can arouse a realisation that he doesn’t wish to see me leave his side.

			Staying in this suite isn’t too shabby, but the thought of gracing the manor house as Ned’s private guest will be quite something. I’d never abuse his goodwill but surely the staff will wish to please his special guest. Ned doesn’t flaunt his status, but he has always spoilt me with the luxuries of life, which he knows I adore. Chilled champagne on the terrace, the little gifts of jewellery left on my pillow – and even, on one occasion, when he employed a local chef to indulge us with a glorious meal in the sumptuous dining room. Not something Dottie approved of; she was overly frosty and obsessed, as ever, with his every move.

			It’s one thing to have a legal guardian when you’re growing up, but surely Ned has outgrown her self-imposed role. No adult man needs someone like Dottie. She’s not going to be happy when she spies me. Oh well, I’m not going to let that worry me. I know how I feel about Ned; always have, always will.

			I have no intention of holding back, this time. We can venture out on those coastline hikes and wildlife expeditions he always talks about. It’ll be idyllic, with his two dogs pounding at our heels, a picnic basket, and plenty of time to reconnect with each other. I might even attempt to get him on horseback – now that will be fun.

			During this stay, if Ned invites me to accompany him on his work around the estate and visit the tenant farmers, I’ll jump at the chance; he was always eager to introduce me, but I avoided estate business. I should have found my own niche in which to flourish and broaden my interests alongside his daily routine. Much like he’s doing now, though it must be killing him to shoulder the responsibility of the new hotel venture single-handed. I’ll show willing and make a conscious effort to embrace his lifestyle, take an interest in those around him – even Dottie, if I must.

			I leap from beneath the covers and raid the printed literature lying on the dressing table, searching for the room service menu as I’m famished, before darting back to the bed. I’ll enjoy a leisurely breakfast, then shower and dress, biding my time before I climb to the third floor and visit Ned. I can imagine his expression when he sees me standing in the doorway. I won’t make a fuss, I’ll allow him to take in my presence and get over the shock before I speak, otherwise he’ll be deaf to my explanations. A bubble of excitement lifts within me at the very thought.

			It feels like only yesterday that I was last here. I’d chosen to wear that slinky little two-piece number in pastel silk – it cost me a small fortune. Ned couldn’t keep his gaze from drifting downwards from my eyes . . . to my chin . . . to my décolletage. I wasn’t brazen enough to make a move, though his invite to partake in a brandy should have been my cue. I won’t be making the same mistake today.

			Typical Ned, everyone else was enjoying the annual allotment festival and he was holed up in his office, consumed by paperwork.

			That was before she knocked on the door and entered without being invited: such a frumpy little girl, muttering something about pumpkins.

			I remember smiling politely as she bumbled her way through an introduction; hadn’t I even extended my hand to formally introduce myself? I can’t quite recall, but I do remember her ‘rabbit caught in the headlights’ expression, which blindsided me for a moment. And Ned, the manner in which Ned spoke to her, his gentle tone encouraging her to continue with her stuttering compliment when I’d have dismissed her instantly. He could have explained that he was otherwise engaged at present, it really wasn’t a convenient moment, allowing us to return to the private chat we’d been enjoying before her unwelcome interruption. But that’s Ned; it’s in his breeding.

			Weren’t we talking about our Christmas plans? I’m sure we were, though we never returned to the subject once she’d scurried from his office.

			‘Hardly your type,’ I’d muttered, in a nonchalant tone, my attempt to dispel the green-eyed monster failing miserably. Ned hadn’t answered at first, merely inclined his head, but that twitch of the eyebrows had said more than it was supposed to.

			‘She’s actually a lovely woman. She’s very creative, has an acumen for business and works like a Trojan.’

			‘On second thoughts . . . definitely your type,’ I scoffed. I’ll never forget his expression as he whipped about to face me; his expression said it all. An instant reaction, like a knight in shining armour; every inch of his being was on guard to defend her.

			I’d ruined my chances with those remarks, but I’ve learnt my lesson.

			 

			The sharp rap on the door to the suite sounds within thirty minutes – a little longer than I was expecting, but I suppose everyone is new to their roles. I answer the door with a bright smile, having freshened up, and welcome the young woman carrying the large wooden tray laden with a silver cloche and a coffee pot.

			‘Good morning, madam, your breakfast,’ she says, as I step aside and hold the door wide. She busies herself depositing the breakfast tray on the small dining table and laying out my cutlery and napkin. There’s hardly a passing heartbeat before she offers me the padded wallet to sign on the dotted line. ‘Will there be anything else?’

			‘No. Thank you.’ I scrawl my initials, before adding, ‘Can I ask, is Ned Campbell usually about in the mornings?’

			‘Yes, though Mrs Campbell is usually the first point of call at this time of day.’

			Strike me down! That can’t possibly be right! I must have misheard her.

			‘Sorry?’ I murmur, slowly returning her pen and wallet.

			‘Mr Campbell is present, but it’s Mrs Campbell who oversees the manor’s guests,’ replies the young woman, her ponytailed hair gently swinging as she speaks. ‘If you need a word about your suite, simply call reception and Autumn will make the necessary arrangements.’

			My heart plummets to my stomach. It’s on the tip of my tongue to quiz her further, but that wouldn’t be correct or polite.

			‘That won’t be necessary,’ I say, turning away to stare at a table laden with food, for which I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.

			Pippa

			‘Take her up a gear, Pippa. That squealing noise is the engine calling on you to take action,’ encourages Levi, a look of concern etched across his kind features.

			I grab the gear lever and take her up a notch. My movement is clunky, forcing the lever into place and causing the vehicle to judder, but I manage the gear change eventually. Levi visibly relaxes as I complete the action.

			‘The engine purrs when she’s happy, listen.’ He cocks his head, as if the vehicle were alive and breathing. I humour him by smiling. Seriously, what planet does he think I’ve fallen from? No woman I know can get excited by the sound of an engine – not unless she’s trying to appease a guy.

			The open road is before us. I had every intention of halting at the entrance gate to Lerwick Manor, having navigated the driveway without disaster, but after my ungainly attempt at reversing in the courtyard, witnessed by half a dozen artists, I thought I’d better disappear off site. It’ll prove to Ned and Jemima that I have given it a shot but am still sticking to my guns by refusing this new role.

			‘Have you a name for her?’ asks Levi, settling back into his seat.

			It’s now my turn to pull a quizzical face.

			‘Come on, she needs a name.’

			‘You’re telling me your taxi has a name?’

			‘Yep. She’s Gloria. I talk to her all the time when we’re out working alone.’

			‘Are you feeling alright?’ I ask, unsure if Levi is usually this chatty or open. He’s always pleasant and polite when he comes into The Orangery for coffee with Mungo, but I hardly know him, other than as the local taxi driver. I trust him because Jemima thinks so highly of him; he’s like the brother she never had. I believe they only met through Granddad’s allotment plot, less than a year ago.

			‘My Gloria is honoured to deliver folk home after a good night out.’

			‘It’s a bread van, Levi. Hardly the be-all and end-all of someone’s day.’

			‘You never know. If you can’t cook or eat, and this baby turns up at the end of your street, it can make all the difference between a rumbling belly or a satisfying ploughman’s.’

			‘Huh! I think not.’

			‘What’s it to be?’

			‘I’m not naming a sodding ex-ambulance,’ I retort.

			‘OK, then I will. How do you like Rowena?’

			I grimace.

			‘Edwina?’

			My foot presses hard on the accelerator at the irksome thought.

			‘No. What then?’

			‘Rolly, and I believe it’s a he!’ Who knows where that came from? 

			‘Rolly? Sorry, but you’re going to have to explain that one.’

			‘Beige paintwork, bulbous curves, and delivers fresh bread rolls, so Rolly,’ I quip, quickly adding, ‘unless you can think of another bread-related name which is male.’ Not that I’m keeping this wagon for any longer than is necessary after this brief road trip, but Levi doesn’t need to know.

			A lengthy silence fills the cab.

			‘Take the next right,’ instructs Levi, admiring the passing scenery as we meander along the lane.

			‘I’m not on a sodding driving test, you know?’

			‘I know. But you need to feel confident about hills, tight turns – and maybe an emergency stop?’

			‘Hardly! If you bang the dashboard, I swear to God I’ll bundle you out and make you walk back to the manor.’

			‘Fair enough. If I were you—’

			‘But you’re not me, Levi. I’m me, and I’m happy doing what I’m doing.’

			Levi shrugs.

			What is it with the folk at the gallery – actually, more specifically, the folk from the allotments? They always feel the need to tell you what you should be doing, when you didn’t invite their opinion in the first place. Not that I ever ask for anyone’s opinion. But still, they give it so freely.

			‘Is there a radio?’ I ask, attempting to fill our awkward silence.

			‘No. But no doubt you’ll sing to yourself between stops.’

			‘I won’t.’

			‘What . . . never?’

			‘Never!’

			‘Phuh!’

			‘What?’

			‘Sorry, but I fail to believe you don’t sing to yourself whilst driving.’

			‘Do you?’

			‘Yeah, all the time. I’ve performed many imaginary concerts at the Hydro, the Royal Concert Hall, even the Edinburgh Corn Exchange, if the mood takes me whilst I’m on the road.’

			I’m not sure whether to believe him; not that I know him too well. But when you’ve grown up in Lerwick, the taxi drivers are familiar faces, renowned in the local community, even if it’s only on nodding terms.

			‘Get away with you, everyone does it!’

			‘I can assure you they don’t.’

			‘Why not?’ he asks.

			‘I can’t sing.’

			‘Everyone can sing.’

			I shake my head. This argument is futile; I’m not about to prove another point this morning.

			‘They might not be able to sing tunefully, but what does it matter? I bet you can sing just as well as the next person.’

			‘OK, let’s define it as “not to a pleasant level”.’

			‘Ah, well that’s different. Though on your own, who cares?’

			‘Me. I care.’

			Levi offers me a fleeting glance. ‘Well, you shouldn’t. If no one can hear, you should just let rip and enjoy your own company instead of being . . .’ He stops talking, falters and abruptly stares out of the side window.

			‘Being what?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Levi?’

			He turns to stare at my profile as I refocus on the road ahead.

			‘No offence meant, but you’re hardly easy-going, are you? You can be a bit uptight at times, and not singing to yourself purely confirms it. Now me . . . well, I find myself utterly ridiculous several times a day, yet I can sing to my heart’s content between taxiing customers, and still laugh at my antics for the best part of the day. I’m chilled, but you’re . . .’
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