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Praise for Jenny Colgan




‘This is the perfect book to curl up with … the mouthwatering descriptions of baked goods will make it hard to stave off the Christmas pounds’
Express


‘A good-hearted and humorous slice of Cornish life’
Sunday Mirror


‘If you like your Yuletide tales with real characters and plenty of fun, this is the one for you’
Heat


‘A cracker … the one must-read this festive season’
Sun


‘Fast-paced, funny, poignant and well observed’
Daily Mail


‘Sweeter than a bag of jelly beans … had us eating up every page’
Cosmopolitan


‘As fresh and invigorating as a breath of sea air’
S Magazine
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‘A perfect beach read’
Good Housekeeping


‘A quirky tale of love, work and the meaning of life’
Company


‘A smart, witty love story’
Observer


‘Full of laugh-out-loud observations … utterly unputdownable’
Woman


‘A chick-lit writer with a difference … never scared to try something different, Colgan always pulls it off’
Image


‘A Colgan novel is like listening to your best pal, souped up on vino, spilling the latest gossip – entertaining, dramatic and frequently hilarious’
Daily Record


‘An entertaining read’
Sunday Express


‘Part-chick lit, part-food porn … this is full on fun for foodies’
Bella
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‘Beware the snow dancers. They are beautiful, and pale, and oh they can dance; and you will think they are going to carry you away. They arrive with the tinkling of bells, and swirl and swish and you will run out to dance with them, and they will surround you, and beckon, ‘Come with us, child – you can dance for ever more.’


And many is the lost child who chased and ran, as the flakes swirled and laughed and moved on, leaving them frozen by the shore, craving their distant bells for ever, as they heard stories of ice mountains and deep ice kings.


And sometimes the child is entirely engulfed; is taken and lost by the snow dancing and never seen again. And perhaps they are happy dancing in the frozen ballroom of the Deep King. But perhaps they are not. So. Best not to risk it, la.’
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Chapter One


In winter, the mornings are very dark on Mure, the tiny island high up off the coast of the north of Scotland, halfway to Iceland (or, it occasionally feels like, to the North Pole when the west winds blow in).


Beautiful; cosy, stark and astonishingly clear when the clouds lift – but the nights last a long, long time.


Dogs of course don’t really care that much about whether it’s dark or not. They just roughly know when it’s time to get up and start working on their very heavy schedule of ‘snuffling’, ‘hoping for a morsel’ and ‘mmm, stink!’


I wouldn’t tell you that it’s absolutely obligatory to have a dog if you live on Mure, but I can’t see any good reason why you wouldn’t, and nor would any of the island dwellers. It’s safe, there are few cars – and those there are don’t travel very quickly along the pitted farm tracks.


There are exciting moors to run across and coves and beaches to swim in, and lots and lots of sticks, and seals to wuff at, and sheep poo to roll in, and lots of other dogs to play with, and cosy fires to flop in front of when you have finished gambolling, and barely anyone uses a lead and you’re allowed in the pub. Mure is paradise for dogs.


Many people agree with the dogs’ assessment of things.


The farm dogs sleep in the barn, with the gentle heat of the cows blowing over their flanks, and warm hay beneath them. On the MacKenzies’ farm – which is up a small hill off the southernmost tip of the island, just along from the high street, with its pink and yellow and red shops, brightly painted to counteract the low winter skies and bring cheer in the darker months – they snooze there, contented, sheep dancing in dreams that make their paws twitch.


All except Bramble, oldest and most beloved of the sheepdogs. He’s been retired for years, but nobody begrudges him his spot: as close to the wood-burning stove in the old farmhouse kitchen as a dog can technically be without actually being on fire. He snuffles and snores a great deal and tends to like to be up and about early, which Flora, who lives there, thinks is ridiculous: seeing as he is an old dog and sleeps twenty hours a day, then surely some of those hours should be between five and seven in the morning?


Although, to be fair, Flora is up early too as she needs to get to work, down in the Seaside Kitchen on the main street. It’s an extremely short commute.


Along the high street, the gift shops are yellow and peppermint green, the chemist is a faded blue, the beauty salon a brand-new fuchsia nobody likes and the fishmonger is a pale orange. Then there is the old, peeling, black-and-white Harbour’s Rest, the hotel which acts as a bar and rites-of-passage point: weddings, funerals, birthday parties, anniversaries. It is somewhat carelessly presided over by Inge-Britt, an Icelandic girl, who doesn’t have a dog as she likes a lie-in in the morning, even as her pint glasses are growing sticky on the unwiped tables.


And two doors down from there, in palest pink, is the Seaside Kitchen. Flora came back to the island a year or so ago, to work on a lawyering job. She had been raised on Mure and left for the bright lights of London, many years before. She had thought she would never return. She’d dreaded doing so.


But in the way that life will often throw things at you that you will never expect, the job didn’t entirely pan out and instead, she fell back in love with the land of her forebears, as well as the lawyer who had brought her back there, Joel Binder.


Joel. Well. He’s a difficult one. Flora loves him regardless (and possibly a tiny bit because) of this. Flora is, let us say, very much up for a challenge.


So she pushes herself out of bed, because she knows if she doesn’t get up first, her father will, and she can’t bear the thought of his old, arthritic feet crossing the freezing flagstones of the kitchen before she has a chance to fuel up the stove and put the kettle on to boil. He can get up when he hears the whistle.


She pulls the tangle of hair out of her face. She is unusual to look at, Flora, although not for the islands: generations of intermingling blood between Celts and the Vikings means that she has the palest skin imaginable, white as the foam on the waves; hair that is not blonde, not brown, but almost colourless; pale eyes that change with the weather from blue to green to grey.


In London she faded into the background. Here she is a part of the wild foaming sea; the pale cliffs; the white seabirds and seals. She looks like part of the landscape.


Sleepy old Bramble is all bounce at this time of day, huge tail knocking off anything left on low chairs, as Flora embraces his warm hairy tummy, gets the kitchen started and hauls herself off to the shower. Joel isn’t here right now: he’s in New York, coming back for Christmas, and for certain reasons, Flora is not displeased about this, in the dark, quiet early hours of this morning.


They bounce down the street together, Flora and Bramble, Flora full of what she needs Isla and Iona, the two pretty young island girls who work in the café with her, to do that day: cakes, pies, pasties – and hand out fruitcake as fast as they can. She started making whole fruitcakes back at the beginning of November, as a good Christmas cake needs time to mature, then selling them by the slice. And she took the risk of making one every day, unsure – particularly as the ingredients were expensive and hard to source on the island – as to whether this would pay off, or if they’d be left with dozens of unwanted fruitcakes in January.


Anyway, since the beginning of December (which was only the week before now) they had absolutely gone like the clappers. Some people were having a piece every day, and Flora was thinking of putting a quota system in place, just for the sake of their arteries. Even with the cost of the ingredients – all of which were absolutely top class – and the famous Seaside Kitchen discount card (a necessity so she could raise prices for tourists and summer visitors – the only thing that could keep them running through the winter without penalising the much lower-paid workers who lived there all year round) – it was still a very good money-spinner, and she would keep making a new one every day which would still give them three weeks’ marinating time.


Bramble would get as far as the door of the Seaside Kitchen and no further, even though he tried his damnedest. He knew the score. Flora led a very tight ship as far as cleanliness was concerned. Inge-Britt would have let him in at Harbour’s Rest to snuffle around the tables for old peanuts, but she wasn’t awake yet.


So Bramble trotted patiently, every day, off on his rounds.


Mrs MacPherson was clucking up the high street with Brandy, her highland terrier, as she always did, first thing. She’d told Flora after seventy you never slept and Flora had tried to smile sympathetically while wondering exactly how much Mrs MacPherson would sleep if given half a chance. On Mondays, when the café was shut, Flora didn’t get out of bed until lunchtime, and if Joel was there, she’d try and get him to take the day off too and, well, that tended to lead to other things …


… but she wasn’t going to think about that now.


Bramble said good morning to Brandy by politely sniffing the other dog’s bottom, then carried on his way to the newsagent, where Iain, who ran it, would hand him the previous day’s papers. That day’s papers didn’t arrive until the first morning ferry at 8 a.m., which didn’t bother Flora’s father at all. He took a paper every day but maintained they were all rubbish, so it hardly mattered when the news arrived.


Iain’s dog, Rickson, lay down in the back of the shop. He growled lazily. He’d spent too many years going on paper rounds with other dogs who barked at him and protecting Iain from wee lads who wanted to shoplift penny sweets and so he was, frankly, just a bit grumpy. As was Iain, to be fair. They made a good couple.


Bramble gave Rickson his customary wide berth, as Iain patted him on the head and handed over the Highland Times. Then he trotted confidently back up the high street, passing Pickle, Mrs McCrorie’s horribly over-spoiled Jack Russell, who only ate roast chicken, Mrs McCrorie liked to announce to everyone, much to the horror of the village. Dogs on Mure were working dogs on the whole; they existed as part of the farms and homesteads. It was still in living memory for many islanders when chicken was a rare luxury for the locals: you were far more likely to eat seal (as many still did), and fish was the staple diet day to day.


Bramble didn’t stop past the harbour, where Grey, the pale-eyed northern huge bugger of indeterminate origin – a stray who had somehow wound up on Mure from a Russian fishing boat (legend suggested he was a shaved wolf) and had hung around the docks until the fishermen had adopted him and now gave him the scraps even the birds didn’t want – looked up from his ceaseless scanning of the horizon; he huffed back down again as he saw it was only Bramble, nails clacking on the ancient cobbles, his head held high with the newspaper in it, proud of his daily duties.


Nor did Bramble head up towards the Endless Beach, which started on the northern end of the high street, just in front of the old manse currently inhabited by Saif Hassan, one of the island’s two doctors (the other being more or less useless), a refugee from Syria, and his two little boys, Ash and Ibrahim.


Saif was aware that Christmas was incoming – one could hardly avoid it, between the television adverts and the incomprehensible non-stop onslaught of missives from the school regarding tea towels and calendars and something called a pantomime which even repeated googling had given him absolutely no insight into.


But the boys were in a state of excited frenzy about it all, and given they had had a two-year separation, he wanted to give them a wonderful Christmas, just as soon as he had figured out what that was meant to consist of exactly.


Further up the beach, if Bramble had not been quite so lazy, he may also have encountered Milou, with his owner, Lorna MacLeod, out for a blow before school, even as there was only the merest hint of pink on the horizon this late in the year. Lorna stayed well away from the old-manse end. Her year-long crush on Saif was useless because he was still in love with his wife, even though he had no idea where she was – trapped somewhere on the winds of war, or dead, or worse. Nobody knew.


She looked back on that year with huge nostalgia now. Once upon a time, before the boys had returned even, he would meet her here on the beach, where he was usually to be found before the working day, waiting for the ferry to come in; waiting for news of his family.


And she would be walking Milou, and they had fallen in to talking, and become friends – real friends – and both had looked forward to those early mornings, sometimes windy or sharp with cold, sometimes so beautiful you could see a million miles across the world and the sky was a vast canopy above them that went on for ever; days so pure and glorious that it was impossible to believe, in the splashing of the tide and the peeling of the gulls, that anything bad could ever happen out there, beyond the wide island horizon.


Anyway. Before, when they were friends, she had made the ghastly error of revealing her hand – and that had not gone well. Not at all.


So Lorna stayed away from Saif’s end of the beach now. And anyway, he was busy, raising the two boys who came to her school and who were slowly, very gradually beginning to fit in with their fellow playmates, shedding their tentative accents and nervous dispositions – Ash at least.


The half-starved little souls who had arrived, petrified, without a word of English in the cold springtime were now transformed. Good, decent Mure food, much of it from the MacKenzie farm, had filled them out; Ib had grown two inches and looked more like his father every day. So. That was good, she supposed. That was how she had to think about it. Good things were happening. Just not, she thought a little gloomily, to her.


The water was too cold even for Milou this morning, which was very rare, and Lorna turned up the hood of her parka and turned back to the harbour. There was no busier time at the school than Christmas. She had a lot to get organised.
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Bramble padded across the adjoining road that led to the Rock, Colton Roger’s grand project, which at the moment was in a state of some neglect, certainly not helped by Bramble cocking a leg and taking a long pee all over the cornerstone.


Colton was a brash American who had arrived on Mure determined to coat it in wind farms and turn it into a profitable proposition, but had ended up rather falling for the place just as it was, and building his life there.


Colton’s dogs were ludicrous: purebred huskies, made for show rather than bounding across snowy wastes, which meant they were inbred, blue-eyed and quite alarmingly stupid, not that it really mattered as they weren’t called upon to do anything more strenuous than stand outside his gravelled drive gates like large white statues, and to be more or less in the vicinity when Colton needed to tell people how much he’d paid for them.


That had been before Colton had got sick. He had a nasty cancer, and was being nursed by his husband, Flora’s brother Fintan.


The house staff paid attention to the dogs; Fintan had no thoughts for anyone other than Colton. So far, Colton’s unofficial prescription of palliative care consisted of as much morphine as he could source – which as a billionaire was quite a lot – and as much fine whisky as he could drink – again, quite a lot – which meant he was pretty sleepy a lot of the time. Fintan had more or less given up work to care for him, but actually there wasn’t much to do; there were nurses for the tricky stuff so Fintan just had be there when Colton stirred, to try not to be more than a hand’s grasp away.


It was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do in his life.


Bramble marched steadily onwards, back up the hill towards the farmhouse, loftily ignoring Bran and Lowith, two of the younger sheepdogs who were allowed to joyously bounce around on the hillsides all day but absolutely did not have in-front-of-the-fire privilege. When little Agot, Flora’s niece, had been very small, she’d never had to be warned to stay back from the fire: Bramble would simply nudge her out of the way without preamble. As a result, tiny Agot had learned to cuddle in under Bramble’s warm fur, like a huge slightly smelly blanket. Although she was four now, she hadn’t ever got over the habit, and Bramble hadn’t ever minded.


Bramble loped up the muddy track, the winter frost crackling across the fields, the puddles solid and the air so shockingly clean it caught in your throat, and nudged open the old farmhouse door and padded across the old worn flagstones, paper still in mouth. Eck, Flora’s dad, was at the kettle and turned round slowly – cold mornings these days meant he felt like an old engine; it seemed to take him for ever to get moving. Bramble lifted his head up obligingly so Eck could take the paper from his jaws, and the toaster popped up at exactly the right moment with some of Mrs Laird’s wonderful bread, just in time to be spread with the glorious butter Fintan made on the farm and a quick sit-down with tea by the fireplace – one slice for Eck; one slice for Bramble, who chomped it up efficiently as they sat in peaceful early morning contemplation together, and another day on Mure began.
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Chapter Two


Even though only the first early birds were coming through the door looking for good coffee and a slice of mincemeat tart, Flora found herself to be exhausted. The tiredness she’d started to feel was completely unlike anything she’d ever experienced before: every night she fell asleep in seconds.


Oh God. How was she going to tell Joel?


It wasn’t that she thought he didn’t love her. Even though he found it hard to say the words, she knew he did. And that – even when he was working on Colton’s projects overseas – all he wanted to do was come home to her.


But the last year had been hard. She’d finally found out about Joel’s very difficult childhood in and out of foster care, and understood more about why he needed extremely careful handling. He had never known a home, there had been domestic violence and he’d been fostered around a number of placements until he’d won a scholarship to boarding school aged twelve.


Clever, handsome and ruthless, he had done extremely well in corporate law and all the perks that came with it – the girls, the watches, the hotels. The idea of settling down on a small island with a pale local girl would never have occurred to him in a million years. Flora was still surprised that he had. She couldn’t see what Joel could see, because she’d been born and raised there. But for Joel, the longer he’d spent on Mure, the more he’d warmed to it. He’d come to see the value in a world that followed seasons, not a stock market ticker; the patterns of the farming calendar rather than CNN. He had found something there, and in Flora, that he’d never had before in his life: peace of mind. Domestic trappings – and there was little more domestic than Flora’s old farmhouse kitchen, her troupe of brothers marching in and out at all hours, her father dozing by the fire, dogs everywhere – had started to appeal to him, even as he kept his cottage at the Rock.


Joel found it fascinating: Flora didn’t even realise for a second what she had – what he’d never ever had – in a loving home. At first it had scared him beyond all sense. All his life he had run so fast, trying to leave his childhood behind him, thinking that if he was on a private jet or wearing an expensive suit, he would be safe.


The island made him feel safe; Flora made him feel safe. It had taken a nervous breakdown trying to handle Colton’s affairs in the middle of Manhattan that had finally made him realise it. But he was dreadful about articulating it to Flora.


So Flora had been patient. Very patient. She couldn’t help it; she had adored him since she’d interviewed at the firm six years ago.


Except. Now something had happened which, on balance, she should have predicted. Birth control bought over the internet (when you grow up somewhere with a population of about a thousand, secret internet shopping came as a boon on a par with electricity) plus as healthy a sex life as you can imagine when the nights are long, the fires at the Rock are very cosy and the person you’re with has been someone you’ve adored for years who suddenly appears to want to have lots and lots of sex with you …


You can see how it happened. But jings, the timing, Flora knew, absolutely could not be worse. Could not be a bigger spanner in the works.


Of course she’d dreamed of having his baby – one day! And ‘one day’ was absolutely ages away! Years and years and years.


After they’d bought a house and decorated it and chosen things together … Okay, she couldn’t imagine a universe in which Joel would actually look at wallpaper patterns, so scrap that. Right. Well. Maybe they’d just buy a lovely house together – there weren’t a lot of houses for sale on Mure, for sure. There weren’t a lot of houses full stop. But they’d find something lovely; she had dreams of one of those gorgeous contemporary eco homes they did on Grand Designs, all glass and wooden beams, even though, if she was honest with herself, she was more of a lots-of-tatty-cushions-and-old-worn-blankets-and-lots-of-books-and-mugs-of-tea person than a minimalist.


Anyway. Those were the dreams she’d had. That’s as far as they’d got. Cushions and south-facing windows. And if she was that far ahead, Joel was probably miles behind her. Miles. She sighed. He was barely recovered from the summer. It was an awful thing to land on him, a dreadful thing to do, and she truly hadn’t meant it, not at all. It was his fault if anything, grabbing her every time he walked through the door …


So at least working in the shop and him being away gave her a bit of breathing space as she worked up how best to tell him.


This trip he was on was the first piece of proper work he’d taken for ages – he was selling off companies for Colton, who was attempting to divest his money and spread it among various charities without alerting anyone – and she was incredibly worried about him.


Fortunately, instead of checking into a hotel, he was staying at his therapist’s apartment. His therapist, Mark, had known him as a boy – had been his child psychiatrist – and they maintained an active friendship with a lot of counselling thrown in. Mark, who was childless, had confessed to Flora before that the greatest regret of his life was not taking the clever, terrified boy into his home and adopting him when he was little, and so he had spent his life trying to make it up to him. He and his wife, Marsha, were the kindest people Flora had ever known, and if anyone could keep an eye on her boy while she wasn’t there, they could.


It occurred to her that she might talk to them before she talked to Joel. They could definitely help.


On the other hand, it felt wrong to ask them for professional advice, and there was a limit to how much Mark could discuss. Plus it felt really wrong to tell other people before she told the father of the baby.


A baby! Even with all the worry, she couldn’t quite get her head round the entire thing. I mean, it was incredibly inconvenient. And she was terrified of telling Joel. And she couldn’t afford it, and she didn’t have enough time and the farmhouse could hardly handle a baby which would crawl over Bramble and straight into the fire …


She stroked her stomach thoughtfully. Even so. A baby!
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Chapter Three


It was bitter outside, and Flora smiled at her customers’ faces as the door banged open in the wind, letting in gusts of frosty air, their expressions shocked by the harshness of the wind outside.


‘There’s snow on it,’ warned the old ladies, who always warned about snow even though they very rarely got any for long. There would be snow on the air, but the wind seldom let up for long enough for it to actually stay on the ground. Snow on Mure was a living, dancing thing; a whirlwind that ran through on its way to the mountains and deep-filled glens of the highlands.


When she was a very little girl, Flora remembered, her mother had found her dancing out there one night and had told her the story about the spirits in snow that stole children away, and she’d remarked that she was half snow child already – quite blue – and that children of the sea shouldn’t mix with children of the snow, and so had taken her back indoors and warmed her up with creamy hot chocolate, and then Fintan had woken up and complained vociferously about who was getting hot chocolate, so he had had some too before they were sent back to bed each with a hot water bottle, a whacking great kiss and a cuddle from their mother, who smelled of chocolate and flour and everything safe.


The snow coming, Flora knew, was not the reason she was thinking about her mother that morning, even as she used her strong pale arms to stir the thick fruitcake mixture, Isla and Iona making a tidy production line of scones and sandwiches for the morning crowd. She glanced around. There was Mrs Johanssen, obviously on her way to bother Saif. She liked to have a weekly appointment, more or less just to discuss herself and her ailments, which were, for a woman of seventy-eight, quite extraordinarily minor. She was in fact a medical miracle and as strong as an ox, having done heavy manual labour while eating lots of fish and turnips for the previous seventy-seven years.


It was entirely to Saif’s credit that, despite his heavy workload, he treated her as seriously as he treated anyone else. At the Seaside Kitchen, Mrs Johanssen would ask for a plain scone, and check four times with them that it didn’t have raisins in it as that played havoc with her digestion.


The knitting group was also in. They didn’t spend much money and were mostly using her fuel to keep warm rather than their own, but Flora couldn’t begrudge them: they helped with the overspill from original Fair Isle knitters from the south so the beautiful, intricate garments could still be labelled as locally made, and they shared a pot of tea and a couple of scones and sat next to the radiator to help warm up their arthritic hands, bent into twisted twigs by years of contorting needles. The rhythm of the clicking was a nice accompaniment to the work, along with the ever-present hum of BBC Radio nan Gàidheal, which played all day.


A few spots of snow tossed and played outside, and Arthur, who made the beautiful earthenware cups and plates for the café, as well as being a loyal customer, stood outside looking mournful. He lifted his head.


‘No,’ said Flora.


‘I’m just saying … ’


‘I read your petition,’ said Flora. ‘If I start letting dogs in the café, where will it end? Lions? Buffalo?’


‘There’s just not that many buffalo on Mure.’


‘What about all the people who are allergic to dogs? What if they get hair in my scones?’


‘I’m just … ’ Arthur narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re in a cranky mood this morning.’


‘I am not. I’m just slightly weary having to explain the dogs ban nine hundred and forty-nine times a day.’


‘Just because you don’t like dogs.’


‘Arthur! What kind of bugger doesn’t like dogs? I have a dog. I just don’t like pawprints in the flour!’


From outside, Ruffalo, a vast oversized beagle/terrier cross who had absolutely no idea how big he was, crooned a low howl.


‘If you didn’t pamper him, he wouldn’t be upset by a bit of sleet,’ said Flora.


‘It’s hard to look at an upset puppy,’ said Arthur thoughtfully.


‘He weighs more than a small car!’ said Flora. ‘I don’t force you to come in.’


‘When you make those cheese scones you do,’ said Arthur, and Flora nodded her head complacently.


The door opened again, letting in a huge draught. Flora smiled; it was Charlie and Jan, who ran the Outward Adventures courses on the island, sometimes for corporations to make money, and sometimes for disadvantaged youngsters – Joel helped out with the latter from time to time.


‘Teàrlach!’ she called; most people used the Gaelic form of Charlie’s name.


‘You are not taking your mites out on a day like this.’ She started pouring Charlie’s tea the way he liked it. He stamped his feet and blew on his fingers, then wiggled them, revelling in the warmth. Jan didn’t, looking around at the Seaside Kitchen as she always did, as if she considered heating a terrible wanton extravagance and Flora’s life one of unparalleled ease and leisure.


‘Och no,’ said Charlie, accepting the tea gratefully. Jan watched the interaction beadily. She didn’t trust Flora, who had kissed Charlie for about ten seconds once while she (Jan) and Charlie weren’t even dating. The fact that they had subsequently gone on and got married hadn’t dissipated the tension quite as much as Flora had hoped.


‘Um, would you like a tea, Jan?’ offered Flora meekly.


‘I’m working,’ said Jan, as if Flora had offered her a double vodka Bru.


Charlie handed over his cash and Jan looked at that too, as if scandalised Flora would actually take money just because she ran a business.


‘No,’ Charlie went on, happily oblivious to the undercurrents as always. He was a blissfully uncomplicated man. ‘No, it’s corporate this week. A firm of accountants from Swindon.’


Flora peered outside. Despite it being 10 a.m., it was still pretty murky out there. She saw a group of unhappy-looking men and women in unflatteringly large waterproofs, blown sideways by the wind, and couldn’t help but smile. They were doing worse than Ruffalo.


‘Tell me they’re paying thousands of pounds for the privilege,’ she said.


‘They are indeed,’ said Charlie gravely. ‘And they have Loch Errin to kayak across before lunch.’


Flora beamed. ‘Oh God, they’re going to hate it. Have they even kayaked before?’


‘Nope.’


‘It must be a force four. Are you taking tea out to them?’


‘Nope.’


‘Oh Teàrlach, it’s not like you to be cruel.’


‘I’m not being cruel. Look at them.’


In a huddle, the Swindon accountants were chatting ferociously to one another.


‘See? They’re debating whether to mutiny, whether to just leave and how much they hate us. They really, really hate us.’


Flora nodded. ‘I’m not surprised.’


‘Well, that’s how it works,’ said Jan. ‘Team-building. They’re bonded in their hatred for us.’


Flora blinked.


‘I never knew how that worked before. It makes a lot of sense now you say it like that. But the boys get sausage rolls!’


Charlie shrugged.


‘The boys get anything we can give them … But yes, order me up fifteen of your plainest sandwiches for later. Use yesterday’s bread if you like.’


‘I will not!’ said Flora, scandalised.


‘ … and charge top dollar please.’


‘Well, that’s not strictly necessary,’ said Jan.


‘No, do it, yarta,’ said Charlie. And the localised term of endearment – ‘my darling’ – fell out of his mouth before he could stop it, and Jan glared at him and Flora squirmed a little as she took back his tea mug (he had his own, hanging up on a rack at the back) and waved them on their way.
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By lunchtime it wasn’t looking much better outside, and it was obviously going to be a slow day inside, at least until 3 p.m., which was the precise moment everyone working up and down the high street in Mure decided that they needed a piece of Christmas cake. Flora feared withdrawal symptoms come January. Plus the fishing fleet came in at 4 p.m. and they needed mountains of tea and toast and to be shepherded into the furthest corner so they wouldn’t stink up everybody else.


Flora decided to slip out and take lunch to Fintan, who would be on vigil up at Colton’s place. In the summer, they’d spent a lot of time down on the beach, and everyone had managed to pop in.


Now, as Colton weakened, fewer people were able to casually drop by, even as Colton was withdrawing into himself. It was a time for family now. Just for them.


She packed some Cumbrae pinwheel and bacon roll with a cranberry jelly she’d been experimenting with, and headed out to her father’s mucky old Land Rover.


As soon as she pushed the door, she understood why everyone had come in that day looking so shell-shocked: the weather had deteriorated since the morning and now the wind caught you by the throat the moment you opened the door. It blew right through you, and Flora shivered inside the down jacket that was a necessity of life on Mure, pulling her scarf up over her nose and mouth. Tiny bits of snow mixed with rain threw themselves against the side of her head and she jammed down her pompom hat, but her hands were still freezing by the time she got to the car ten metres away, parking not really being a problem this time of year.


It took for ever for the rusty old heating to start up, though it barely mattered as the wind whistled through the tarpaulin at the back, and Flora set off.
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Chapter Four


Colton’s mansion was quite something. It had been an old rectory at one stage, remodelled and extended to turn it into – well, a home fit for a billionaire, Flora supposed, as she went up the immaculate gravel drive, past the grumpy peacocks – who must be freezing, surely – the security gates opening to an unseen voice when she gave her name.


The snow in the air was thicker here as they were on higher ground; the house perched on the edge of a cliff which looked down over water to the north – seemingly endless, all the way to the pole – save for one field of wildly spinning windfarms, zipping around today like futuristic whirligigs. All of the waves were cresting white. It would be a long and miserable slog for the fishermen today, even the ones born to the sea.
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