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Ailsa


Before


Eleven o’clock and the sky was still light. In Glasgow it would be dark by now, she thought.


She hadn’t wanted to come here, to this dead-end village in the Highlands, but here she was.


You could have run away again, a small voice reminded her.


No, I made a deal. Come here, stay clean. Go to art college in September.


She’d hated it at first. Folk looking at her as though she’d just dropped in from outer space. They were friendly enough, she had to admit that, especially the local boys, who’d fought for her attention from the outset.


She smiled, remembering the fun she’d had with that, playing them off one against the other. It was a game that had kept her sane at the beginning. Made her feel good about herself. She’d even tasted some of the wares on offer, and found a few to her liking.


Especially when they took place here in the heart of the woods.


She ran her eyes over the circle of carvings that stood sentinel among the trees, thinking again how beautiful they were. The birds fashioned from stripped pine, some in flight, others resting quietly on a branch. Her favourite was the owl sitting watching her from atop a tree trunk pedestal.


He was so real that she often found herself talking to him.


Then the woodland creatures . . . A roe deer, she could imagine taking off to bound away through the trees. A pair of majestic wolves nearby which might pursue it. Even imagining this didn’t worry her, because she had no doubt who would win that particular race.


Her eyes were now drawn to the centre of the circle and the father and mother of all the carvings . . . literally. The green woman of the woods, together with the green man.


Until it was explained to her that they were a symbol of rebirth, she’d had no idea what the green faces staring out of the leaves and twigs were. Initially, she’d found them rather spooky. Once she knew they represented the cycle of new growth that occurred with every spring, her attitude to them had changed.


She’d starting bringing her sketch pad here and, sitting on this tree trunk, she’d drawn all of the carvings, then added a few imaginary ones of her own.


It was here she’d first encountered him. In fact, it was he who’d explained the carvings to her.


She was startled from her reverie by a burst of music escaping from the distant village hall as someone opened the back exit. Raucous shouts followed from the guys who were hanging about on the steps, drinking and smoking.


She’d already run that particular gauntlet when she’d left the ceilidh, with plenty of offers to walk her home. All the way to her family’s cottage, Forrigan.


The familiar faces of Josh Huntly and his assorted mates had met her at the door. She’d already danced with Josh and a couple of the others, including the shy Finn Campbell, but hadn’t taken anyone up on their offer, knowing full well a walk wasn’t what they had in mind.


Been there. Done that. No longer interested.


She checked her phone, but the waited-for message hadn’t arrived . . . yet.


She took a deep breath of the night air, filled with the scent of pine. The June weather had been warm and dry. Even here, the normally boggy ground and its three amber peaty pools had partially dried out.


The rain will come, everyone said. Hopefully soon enough to prevent a fire in the pinewoods or the moor.


She tried to imagine such a fire . . . the crackling of the bone-dry heather, the whoosh as the pine needles flared up, the hot sweet smell of smouldering peat.


It should have frightened her, but it didn’t. Not until she thought of the green woman and man ablaze. The leaves and winding branches that made up their bodies a mass of fire. Like back when they’d burned women as witches. That was an image she didn’t like.


The crack of a twig underfoot caused her to turn in anticipation.


She rose to greet him, hearing his footsteps cross the needle-strewn forest floor, feeling a surge of desire.


Her smile, at first warm and welcoming, slowly shifted to something very different as she realized the footsteps were multiple, and none of them were likely to be his.










Greg


Now


Blood hit the mirror in a fine spray.


Cursing, he grabbed a towel and wiped his face, his hand and then the mirror.


So much blood for such a small cut.


He was examining the damage when a sleepy Joanne appeared beside him to kiss the wound.


‘There,’ she said. ‘All better.’ She laughed. ‘For a man who can cleanly butcher a deer, you seem a little careless with your own face.’


There was a smear of blood on her lips. He put his mouth on hers, tasting it. This is what it had been like since the moment they’d met in London. This gnawing hunger for her, which had never abated.


Taking her in his arms, he lifted her on to the surface. She laughed as he moved to position himself between her legs.


Later, when he was finally dressed, she asked if he might pick up a few things in the local shop for her.


He assumed an amused smile. ‘I’m out on the hill all day. You could take a walk down yourself?’


She didn’t look keen to do that. ‘Caroline doesn’t like me,’ she said with a wry smile.


‘I told you, it’s not personal. Besides, you don’t strike me as a big fearty.’


‘What’s a big fearty?’ she demanded.


‘Something you’re not.’ He kissed her firmly. ‘There are venison steaks in the fridge. I’ll cook them when I get back.’


He headed out to the Land Rover, releasing his two labs, Cal and Sasha, from their kennels to jump into the back.


In the glen below, where Blackrig nestled, the morning sun had burned off most of the mist, although faint spirals of it still rose from the surrounding pinewoods like spirits escaping the dawn.


Settled now in the Land Rover, he glanced in the rear-view mirror to find Joanne, still in a state of undress, observing his departure. He hooted the horn in response to her wave, and thought back to the moment they’d first met.










Greg


Then


Alighting from the Caledonian Sleeper in the early morning, he’d been greeted by a solid wall of heat and city smells.


It had been hot overnight in the single-berth cabin, so much so that he’d eventually lain naked in the bunk, rising early to wash and dress before his coffee and croissant had been delivered by a cheerful guard.


Gaining the platform had felt like stepping into an oven. He’d almost forgotten just how sweltering it could be down here during the summer months.


It wasn’t his first time in London, but the virus had prevented his annual visit to advertise the Blackrig Estate at the Highland Game event. Lockdown had hit the estate and its associated hunting and fishing visitors hard.


Now it was time to start it up again. So, as head ghillie on the small Highland estate, he was here to spread the word that visitors were welcome at Blackrig once more.


Walking towards the exit, he found himself dodging the swarms of people that filled the concourse, his brain still wired into the two-metre rule, or a coffin’s length apart. True, a few folk in the crowd were still wearing masks. As for the rest, it looked like the mass deaths had already been forgotten in the UK’s capital city.


Not so in his own neck of the woods, he thought. Not everyone in Blackrig was happy about opening up again to tourists. And there was a very good reason for that.


Greg shoved that thought to the back of his mind and concentrated on finding his way to the conference hotel. He would have preferred to stay in the open air, however muggy, but despite his earlier plan to walk to the venue, he found himself heading for the tube, since it was clear the crowded streets were no less busy than what he was likely to meet below ground. Plus he would get to his destination quicker.


Having seen very few people during the previous eighteen months, except when he’d ventured to the village shop or encountered locals out for a walk in the woods or the hills, he now found himself intrigued by the faces of the people sharing the carriage with him.


Especially the women.


Colin Aitken, his assistant ghillie, had warned him that would happen. ‘You’ve been sex-deprived for yonks. Make sure you find someone quick. You’ve got a lot of time to make up and you’re only there for a few days.’ He’d looked so wistful as he’d said it that Greg had almost offered to let Colin go to London in his place.


Now, seated between two brightly dressed attractive women, Greg was glad he hadn’t, although he wasn’t sure if he could deal with making the moves that might take him further than just chat with any woman he met at the event.


Walking the hills or lying in bed alone, he’d fantasized plenty about sex during lockdown, but fantasies were just that – fantasies – and not real life.


Reaching the hotel, he checked in and made his way up to his room, pleased to find it sufficiently air-conditioned to make him think he was back in Scotland. The event material had been delivered, along with a bottle of whisky to welcome him. Had it not been so early he would have poured himself a dram.


His mobile buzzed shortly after that, suggesting Colin had been tailing him.


‘You’re there?’


‘I am,’ Greg assured him.


‘What’s it like?’ Colin sounded eager.


‘It’s London. Hot and crowded.’


‘Women?’


‘Thousands if not millions of them,’ Greg told him.


‘Lucky bastard. Remember, they’ll all have been in lockdown too.’


‘Sadly, it’ll be mostly hunting and shooting men that I’ll be meeting with. All well up there?’


There was a moment’s hesitation before Colin said, ‘Caroline says there’s a rumour going round that we’re planning to open up the Party House again soon.’


It wasn’t a rumour. In fact, it was one of the reasons he was here. There was alternative accommodation for small weekend shooting parties on the estate, and he was planning to focus on that. Mostly because he wasn’t happy himself about the thought of the Party House being used.


‘They’ll have to do it sometime,’ he reminded Colin. ‘It makes a lot of money for the estate owners.’


‘There’ll be trouble if they do,’ Colin said darkly.


There was no answer to that, so Greg didn’t attempt one. ‘I’ll be back in a couple of days. Don’t mess up before then,’ he ordered.


Colin was young and keen, but he had his daft moments. Which was partly the reason he hadn’t sent him down here in his place.


Realizing how hungry he was, he decided it was time to check out the restaurant, plus take a look at the itinerary for the weekend.


That was when he first saw her.


She was sitting just inside, working on a laptop, a coffee alongside. She looked up at his approach, gave him a studied look, then smiled.


‘Greg Taylor, Blackrig Estate?’ She rose and held out her hand. ‘Joanne Addington, here to do a piece for The Field.’


Surprised she should know his name, he found himself saying, ‘Have we met before?’, thinking maybe at some drunken do, at a previous event.


‘Only on paper.’ She waved the list of contributors with their photos at him. ‘In this one you’re wearing a kilt.’ She looked him up and down.


‘Company policy, but only in the evening,’ he said, matching her smile.


She pulled her laptop towards her a little. ‘Join me, please. I don’t know anyone here, except you now.’


And that’s how it all began.










Greg


Later, he would question the way she seemed to have picked him from among all the other men who’d been there that weekend, just as he would question many things. But at that moment he was pleased to be the chosen one, because it didn’t matter who’d made the first move, since what followed had closely matched his own lockdown fantasies.


And those fantasies had brought her here to Beanach, his home on the estate. Something he hadn’t imagined possible. Yet on their last day in London, he’d found himself inviting her to Blackrig, now that lockdown was over. To his surprise, she’d immediately accepted.


‘I’d love to come, and soon. It sounds like a perfect place to write.’ She’d drawn him to her at that point, ‘and do the other things you’ve promised.’


And so, ten days later, he was picking her up off the Caledonian Sleeper at Inverness.


Watching her step onto the platform of the quiet station, he remembered his own reaction to the difference between their two worlds. She stood for a moment, as if doubting her decision to come here, before he called out her name. Then, catching sight of him, her face broke into a wide smile and, picking up her bag, she headed towards him.


He remembered thinking how little luggage she’d brought with her, and wondering if that was an indication of how long she planned to stay.


They loosely embraced rather than kissing, signifying perhaps the space that had grown between them during the previous ten days.


‘No kilt, I see,’ she quipped. ‘Although you do look like a gamekeeper.’


‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ he said, lifting her bag. ‘The Land Rover’s not far.’


Once on the open road, silence replaced the casual chit-chat they’d engaged in as they’d walked to the car park.


He was conscious now of the dwindling signs of settlement and the increasing emptiness as they headed west. He decided not to pester her by talking, but left her to gaze silently out of the window at the beautiful but daunting landscape.


Eventually she said, ‘This is amazing.’ She turned a stunned gaze on him. ‘I had no idea that it was so beautiful.’ She shook her head. ‘Of course, I’ve seen lots of photographs, but they don’t do the Highlands justice.’


He smiled his joy at that. ‘Wait until you see the view from Beanach.’


‘That’s your home. You told me Beanach was Gaelic for “blessing”.’


‘I’m impressed you remember that part of the evening,’ he said honestly.


She laid a hand on his thigh. ‘I remember all of it.’


After that he’d given her a running commentary on the hills, lochs, rivers and hamlets they’d driven through, which she seemed truly interested in. When they took the final turn-off towards Blackrig, he explained that the main road ended at the village. ‘There’s no other route in.’


He slowed as they reached the English–Gaelic sign for Blackrig. Laughingly, she attempted the Gaelic version, An Druim Dubh, with little success.


He corrected her. ‘You’ll have to learn to roll your Rs and ignore half the letters,’ he added with a smile.


As they passed the now-discarded road barriers sporting the words KEEP OUT, PANDEMIC and LOCKDOWN, he explained.


‘We had problems with campervans, and folk from south trying to outrun the virus,’ he said. ‘Hence the barriers, which were manned twenty-four seven.’


‘And did it work?’


‘Up to a point,’ he said.


Entering the village, he gave her the short, express tour. ‘On the left, the church and the village hall. On the right, the Blackrig Arms, our local hotel and pub, and the primary school. The older pupils have a bit further to travel, back the way we came. Plus the all-important village shop, which saved us during the pandemic when we couldn’t get to the supermarket in Inverness. I need to stop for milk,’ he added, drawing up outside the little shop, where a large chalked sign displayed the message: VISITORS TO BLACKRIG MUST WEAR A MASK AND SANITIZE HANDS BEFORE ENTRY


Joanne looked askance at it as she climbed out of the vehicle. ‘Maybe I should just wait outside?’


‘No, I need to introduce you to the village and this is the quickest way.’


He kissed her firmly on the mouth before putting her mask on. Then, squeezing some gel into his own hands, he massaged hers and led her inside.


He knew there was every chance that Caroline would be behind the Perspex screen, and he wasn’t wrong. She looked up on his entry and gave him a big smile, then she caught sight of the masked Joanne.


‘Joanne, this is a good friend of mine, Caroline, who runs the shop and helped to keep us fed and watered during the pandemic.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Caroline,’ Joanne muttered from behind her mask.


‘Joanne’ll be staying with me up at Beanach for a while.’ He smiled encouragingly at Joanne.


‘Really?’ Caroline took a moment to process this bit of news.


Greg could almost hear her brain working. So, he went south for the weekend and ten days later she arrives to stay with him.


‘Where have you come from?’ Caroline said, now giving her full attention to the incomer.


With a quick glance in Greg’s direction, Joanne answered, ‘London.’


Caroline shot Greg a look that told him clearly what she thought of that.


‘And how long are you here for?’


‘Not sure, yet.’ Joanne glanced at Greg again, who smiled in return, hoping that signified he was open to suggestion.


‘We heard rumours that the Party House was opening up. Is that true?’ Caroline said as he paid for the milk.


‘It’s not been confirmed,’ Greg told her.


‘Folk don’t want that place let. Not now. Not ever.’


Once outside, Joanne handed him her mask. ‘What’s the Party House and why are folk so mad about it?’


He didn’t want to tell her. Even having the words of explanation in his head filled him with dread, but she would hear about it eventually, and it was better coming from him.


‘Six people in the village died from the virus. Malcolm’s wife from the hotel, a teenage boy, two young children and two infants.’ He heard the catch in his voice. ‘We were in lockdown, socially distancing, even out on the hills and in the woods. We set up the barricades, did everything right, then the estate owners brought in a party of folk from London by helicopter to the Party House. They brought the new strain with them, which was affecting children badly, and it killed six people before it was contained. That’s why locals don’t want it to open up again.’


He felt her shock, and reached out to take her hand.


‘How awful,’ she said. ‘No wonder Caroline didn’t like me being here.’


They’d reached the Land Rover and he opened the door for her.


‘It’s not you personally,’ he said.


The truth was Caroline wouldn’t have liked any woman who came to visit him, but now wasn’t the time to mention that.


‘It’s just hard, after everything that’s happened, for Blackrig to open to visitors again.’


She stayed silent as he started up the engine and, drawing away from the shop, took the single-track road that would eventually lead them to Beanach.


He’d known things would be different here from London, and yet, he reminded himself, she had chosen to come. He had to assume that she wanted more of what they’d had together there.


It was time to see if he was right.


Having made his decision, he immediately left the track and entered the outskirts of the nearby woods, startling a roe deer which darted away through the undergrowth, its white tail bobbing ahead of them.


‘Where are we going?’ she shouted, gripping the door handle.


‘You’ll see,’ he said.


Coming to a halt, he got out, opened her door and, grabbing her hand, urged her to come with him.


‘Where?’ she said, sounding unsure whether to be alarmed.


He smiled reassuringly. ‘Come with me, please.’


The sun drifted down through the mix of pine, silver birch and rowan as he led her even deeper into the woods. The scent of rowan blossom and the murmur of feasting bees filled the air.


He’d told her what it would be like here, but now she could see and smell it for herself. The bustle of the city no longer existed. She was in a different world. His world. He saw her smile, and knew she was pleased by that.


Eventually they arrived at the place he’d described to her. The place he wanted her to see. The place where he wanted to make love to her.


The tall Caledonian pine was multi-branched, twisted and ancient. Scots pine trees were known to live for up to seven hundred years, he’d told her. This one, his favourite, would have stood here for at least five hundred. ‘Think what it would have seen.’


‘This is the tree you told me about?’ Joanne said, touching the lichen-covered trunk and looking upwards at the two thin strips of leather that hung from the lowest branch. She laughed. ‘Are they there for me?’


‘At your request, if you remember?’


‘I do.’ She smiled.


This wildness is what they remembered of each other. It was what they’d shared during those heady days in London. This was why she had come here, so that he might keep his promise.


Both naked now, he lightly touched her mouth with his, then slid slowly down, circling her breasts, pulling at her nipples, down to breathe softly against the springy hair until her body rose towards him. When she called out in pleasure, he pulled himself up beside her.


‘Okay?’ he said.


‘Better than okay.’


She reached up to catch hold of the leather strips and, leaning back against the trunk, urged him to continue.


This was the desire she’d revealed to him. To make love like this in a forest. Far away from London, from everyone. The lockdown fantasy that she’d replayed for him countless times.


As he took her hands in his own, she kissed him fully on the mouth.


‘That was worth coming here for,’ she said with a smile.


‘Your wish is my command.’


As they made their way back to the Land Rover the sound of a gunshot split the air.


Greg halted, trying to judge where it had come from, who might be shooting, and at what.


It was open season on stalking, but they had no shooting parties booked in, so it had to be Colin keeping numbers down, or possibly a local lad trying his hand at poaching.


Even as he considered which it might be, the injured deer appeared, crashing wildly towards them in its fear. Greg pulled Joanne into the shelter of a tree.


The shot had failed to kill, whoever had fired it, which meant the creature would wander round in pain until it was put out of its misery.


‘What will you do?’ Joanne said.


‘I’ll get you home, pick up the dogs, find it and kill it.’


When they reached the cottage, he ushered her inside.


‘Think you can manage until I get back?’


She’d looked around and smiled.


‘I’m sure I can,’ she assured him.










Joanne


Now


She waved goodbye as the Land Rover headed off, and heard him sound the horn in reply. Even after the vehicle disappeared from view, she continued to stand at the door, enjoying the sun on her face, thinking about being here and how she felt about that.


She realized that she felt safe. The safest she’d felt in some time. They’d talked about how they’d each coped with lockdown and it was clear that Greg’s story had been very different from her own.


Of course, she hadn’t been entirely truthful about her own experience. Instead, she’d painted a picture of being shut up alone in a city flat without a garden for months on end.


She’d stopped there, unwilling to say any more. At which point Greg had drawn her into his arms and told her she was safe here to do whatever she liked. Plus she would have him for company.


Although, you don’t really know him, she thought. And he definitely doesn’t know you. Or why you’re really here.


An image of their most recent coupling sprang to mind, and with it that recurring sense of excitement whenever he was around. Something she hadn’t foreseen.


But that, she thought, was par for the course. You met someone new. You slept with them, then you got to know them, and very quickly found out you didn’t want to be with them for anything other than sex. And maybe not even for that.


She came back inside and fetched her mobile. Checking her messages, she found three from Lucy, one from last night and two this morning. Lucy was obviously keen to know how things were ‘up there, in the wilds of Scotland’.


Joanne poured herself a cup of the freshly brewed coffee Greg had made, and sat down at the kitchen table to return Lucy’s call.


The mobile was answered almost immediately.


‘Good morning,’ Lucy said. ‘I thought you would never call me back. I assumed you must be off-grid.’


‘I’m not in the wilderness,’ Joanne said.


‘But you’re near it,’ Lucy said dramatically.


‘I’m a twenty-minute walk from the village.’


‘Which, let me guess, has three houses, a pub and a shop.’


‘A few more things than that.’ Joanne found herself standing up for Blackrig.


There was a pause as Lucy digested this, then her bright voice declared, ‘So, how is your gamekeeper?’


‘It’s called a ghillie,’ Joanne said. ‘He’s away to work and I’m here in his cottage, called Beanach, which means “blessing” in Gaelic.’


‘Listen to you,’ Lucy whooped. ‘Going all native on me.’


‘It’s pretty special up here,’ Joanne said. ‘Especially after the London version of the plague.’


‘So, I take it your ghillie isn’t a disappointment?’


‘He wasn’t a disappointment in London and now he’s on his home turf . . .’


Lucy groaned in what Joanne imagined was jealousy. ‘I wish you’d taken me to the Highland Game thingy. Maybe I would now be swanning around a Highland estate.’


Frivolities over, Joanne moved to more serious matters.


‘Is everything all right down there?’


‘Yes. No one has come looking for you, and if they did, I would say you were off on an assignment, but I wasn’t sure where.’


Joanne considered this for a moment. ‘Thank you, Lucy.’


‘No problem. Since I have no idea where you are, except that it’s somewhere in Scotland.’ She carried on. ‘So how long do you plan to stay?’


Joanne had no idea and said so. ‘It depends on what happens with Greg. He’s keen at the moment, but who knows how long that will last?’ She thought about what had happened yesterday and Caroline’s reaction to her. ‘Plus I think he’s got history with the woman who runs the village shop. She was throwing me daggers when we went in yesterday.’


‘Did he explain why?’


‘No.’ Joanne thought about telling Lucy the sad tale of the pandemic, but realized she might discover where exactly she was via that information, which wasn’t a good idea.


‘Who hasn’t got a history?’ Lucy said.


Joanne made a noise which signified her agreement.


‘Well, keep in touch, Lady Chatterley. And stay safe.’ Lucy’s voice broke a little at those final words, and Joanne knew exactly why.


‘You too,’ she said. ‘Sending hugs.’


She put down the phone, noting that her hands were trembling a little. The first call was always going to be the most difficult, and it had gone well. Or okay, at least.


With the whole day in front of her she decided she would shower, dress and then take a look round Beanach, both inside and out.


They said you could tell a lot about a person by the way they lived.


Greg had given her a quick tour the day before, so ‘she wouldn’t get lost’, he’d said with a smile. ‘It’s a Highland cottage, so I don’t think that will happen.’


There were two attic bedrooms, one his, the other he said he used as a study and for estate work.


She decided to take a proper look round the bedroom. Greg had said his late father had worked for the former laird, so this had been his family home. By the age and style of the furniture, it looked as though nothing had been changed since that time.


She glanced in the wardrobe at the neatly stored clothes, mostly work related, or casual. His kilt and accessories were hanging there, of course, but no dress suits. So it appeared Greg wasn’t into dressing up in anything other than his kilt on special occasions.


She felt a bit odd about checking out the contents of the oak tallboy but, bracing herself, did so. What she was worried about finding, she wasn’t sure, but the drawers contained just the usual socks, underwear and T-shirts.


In fact, it was all perfectly normal. Greg appeared clean, reasonably tidy, and didn’t have anything lying about which might indicate he was weird or a threat to her in any way.


The final place she checked was his bedside cabinet, where she found a small cloth pouch which held a gold ring that looked like a man’s marriage band.


Had Greg been married at one time? If so, he hadn’t mentioned it. She couldn’t blame him for that, since she hadn’t mentioned anything about any of her former relationships either.


So there was the first mystery which she couldn’t solve without revealing that she’d been rummaging through his things.


In that moment she thought of what Greg might discover were he to search her place. The thought troubled her so much, she chose not to enter his study, but took herself downstairs and outside.


What was she worried about? She had no reason to suspect Greg of having any other motive for inviting her here than what was plain to see.


She, on the other hand, did have an ulterior motive for accepting his invitation. She was the one with the secrets. Starting with her reaction to Greg’s story of the virus deaths in Blackrig, which she’d already been aware of, although, in fairness, her shock at his emotional retelling of the tale had been genuine enough.


She’d known about them because she’d read about it online, when checking out Blackrig, but the piece had entirely missed out the role the Party House had played in those deaths.


She’d been truthful when she’d told Greg she could write here. What she hadn’t told him was what she planned to write about.










Greg


Greg steeled himself before going in, knowing Caroline was liable to be even more obvious in her displeasure when she saw that he was alone. She was busy serving someone, so he went and picked up the items Joanne had mentioned she’d forgotten to pack and took them to the counter.


Caroline waited until her other customer, Mrs McVitie, had left before she turned her wrath on him.


‘You knew they had a team up at the Party House getting it ready?’


‘No,’ he said honestly. ‘I have nothing to do with letting or maintaining the place and I only see the visitors if they want to go shooting or stalking.’


‘This can’t happen. Have they no respect? It’s a death house to us. They broke the law by bringing folk there and killed six people. Four of them babies. Have you forgotten that?’


The look she’d shot him when she’d said ‘babies’ cut him to the quick, as she knew it would.


When he remained silent, she said, ‘There’s a meeting about it tonight in the village hall. You work for the bloody estate, so I’m assuming you’ll be there?’


Greg nodded. He would have to go. Colin too, if only to gauge the degree of mounting anger against their employers, Global Investment Holdings.


She seemed to soften a little at that, and gave him a smile to remind him that they had once been more than just this. Greg waited, imagining the next comment would be about Joanne, but it didn’t materialize, even as she bagged the obviously feminine items he’d come in to buy.


As he departed the shop, he wondered just how soon he would be told what Caroline thought about Joanne. Or alternatively, and much worse, when Caroline would decide to tell Joanne all about him.


That thought unnerved him the most.


Back in the Land Rover, he texted Joanne and told her he’d picked up what she’d wanted from the shop, so there was no need for a trip to the village. Then, checking the time, he headed for the Party House.


Cresting the hill, he could make out Beanach up to his right, and on the left the little track he’d driven down with Joanne. The tree he’d taken her to was very near the grounds of the so-called Party House, although the house’s original name was in fact Ard Choille, which meant ‘high wood’. And it was obvious why when it came into sight.


A pale silver wooden structure that blended perfectly into the surrounding mature birch trees. Built on three levels with a live birch at its centre, it resembled a big treehouse with encircling balconies from which to watch the sun rise and set. The front of the building looked down on open grass to a green-coloured lochan, known as An Lochan Uaine.


It was from its white sandy shore that he and everyone else in Blackrig had learned to swim. It had been their summer playground until the late Lord Main, who’d had Ard Choille designed and built, had died, and the new owners, Global Investment Holdings, had denied access to the house grounds and ruined the shoreline with a Scandi-type wooden sauna and a concrete plinth which housed an open-air hot tub.


One of the many indignities the new owners had imposed on the people of Blackrig.


Greg noted the surrounding grass had been cut and the area spruced up. It was obvious from the garden at least that the house was being made ready for visitors.


It was all very well for him to deny that he had any responsibility for letting the house, when it was probably his visit to London that had generated its occupation in the first place.


He turned at the sound of a vehicle, to find Colin’s jeep coming to join him.


‘So it’s true, then?’ Colin said on approach.


Greg nodded. ‘There was an email early this morning. A party of eight, apparently, from London. They’re bringing a caterer with them. Arriving off the Caledonian Sleeper early tomorrow, then hired cars are bringing them from Inverness.’


Something he hadn’t mentioned to Caroline, or Joanne for that matter.


‘It’s a mistake to do this so soon.’ Colin looked worried. ‘Folk won’t like it.’


‘What can we do?’ Greg said. ‘Lockdown’s over. It’s perfectly legal.’


‘And it makes Global Investment Holdings upwards of twenty grand,’ Colin said.


‘We need to be at that meeting tonight,’ Greg said. ‘Plus be up here first thing tomorrow to see what they want to do while they’re here.’










Greg


The village hall was the heart of the small community. Used for weddings, birthday and anniversary celebrations, for summer and Hogmanay ceilidhs, for school recitals and prize-givings.


It was a place for wakes too, but not for those six deaths, because it hadn’t been allowed. All the community could do was to line the road between the church and the nearby graveyard in the woods, masked and two metres apart, to watch the hearses go by. Four of them carrying tiny coffins.


Greg and Colin had taken their place at the back of the hall, choosing to stand, knowing the rows of seats would swiftly fill up. Room had been left at the front for the bereaved families, and it was clear by their faces how raw their loss still was.


As four members of the community council mounted the stage, including Malcolm, who was the current chair, there was a roar of disapproval from the crowd, silenced by a male voice who shouted, ‘Malcolm’s wife died too.’


Greg didn’t recognize the owner, but his protest worked. It wasn’t Malcolm or the other members of the committee they were after, but the owners of the estate.


‘We’re fucked,’ Colin whispered by his side.


The first person to speak from the floor was the mother of Tracey Scott, the youngest victim at only eight months old.


‘How is it that if a car had driven at speed through our village, killing our children, the driver would be charged? If a man had shot them all, he would go to prison. How can the estate owners not be charged for wilfully breaking lockdown and killing people?’


It was the question that had been asked multiple times, and never answered.


‘Because rich folk can do whatever the hell they like, whatever the consequences,’ someone shouted, after which he turned and glared at Greg and Colin.


‘Jesus,’ Colin whispered. ‘We’re dead men.’


Greg shushed him as Malcolm began to speak.


‘I have contacted Global Investment Holdings and explained about our concern at having visitors to the Party House so soon, giving our reasons. They assure me that they will not be seen in the village and will bring their own catering staff with them, so will be self-contained.’


‘Rubbish,’ someone shouted. ‘They’ll be meeting with those two at the back of the hall.’


All eyes turned to Greg and Colin.


‘We have no influence on what happens with the Party House,’ Greg said evenly.


‘But you were down in London not long ago advertising it,’ someone shouted.


Greg knew he couldn’t deny this, so there was no point in trying. Joanne’s presence at Beanach was clear evidence of his London visit.


‘I’ve worked on the Blackrig Estate most of my life, as my father did before me,’ he said. ‘If I leave, Global Investment Holdings will just bring in someone else, and they won’t be local. How will that help?’


‘He’s right,’ a voice shouted. ‘At least Greg’s one of us.’


The murmurs surrounding them now were more conciliatory. Colin threw him a look of thanks. ‘Maybe we won’t get lynched after all,’ he said with a weak smile.


‘Not tonight, anyway,’ Greg said, hoping that was true.


He’d spotted Caroline in the throng, but she hadn’t looked round until then. Now she nodded her approval and threw him a small appreciative smile.


The relative calm that followed his speech was sadly short-lived.


At that moment, the back door to the hall was flung open and a babble of angry voices entered, causing everyone to turn.


‘Here we go again,’ Colin muttered as six young men, led by Josh Huntley, marched into the room.


Greg took a deep breath. This, he realized, was much more serious than the mood of the crowd in the hall. Checking out Josh’s gang, he registered that every one of them had a close connection to the virus deaths, and all were as angry as their leader.


Josh’s voice was ice cold as he accused the owners of the estate of murdering his wee sister Jenny. ‘Those rich arseholes broke the law.’ Josh turned his gaze on Greg and Colin. ‘And they’re fucking going to pay for it.’


That brought everyone to their feet. Some shouting their agreement. Others, like Malcolm, trying to calm things down. Greg caught the quick glance a worried Malcolm threw him, indicating that they should slip out the front way before they became a target.


‘Come on,’ he gestured to Colin. ‘We can’t do any good here.’


Using the commotion as cover, they made their way along the back wall and slipped out of the front entrance, closing the door behind them.


‘Jesus,’ Colin said as they headed for their vehicles, the fracas in the hall still audible. ‘What the fuck do we do now?’


‘I’ll inform our bosses,’ Greg said.


‘There’s no way they’ll cancel.’ Colin shook his head. ‘They’re booked on tonight’s sleeper.’


Colin was right, but the estate owners had to be told how difficult the situation might be for the intending visitors, after tonight’s performance.


‘Was Harry there?’ Colin said.


Greg had checked for their local policeman, who lived ten miles away. ‘He wasn’t in the hall. Maybe just as well with Josh busy making threats.’


Driving back to Beanach, Greg suddenly remembered with pleasure that Joanne would be there waiting for him. Then he realized how late it was and, even worse, that he’d promised to cook for her tonight.


He would have to make it up to her in other ways, he decided.


Opening the door quietly, he found her seated at the kitchen table, back to him, working on her laptop, seemingly oblivious to his arrival. He stood for a moment, enjoying both the image and the scent of her.


He moved to stand behind her, slipping his hands down the front of her top. She gave a little moan as he found her nipples. Swiftly closing her laptop, she pushed it to one side and, turning, lay back across the table, welcoming him.


When it was complete, he drew her up and into his arms, and felt her breathing ease against him.


‘That was some homecoming,’ he whispered into her hair.


She laughed. ‘I agree.’


Later, as they ate the venison steaks he’d cooked, he told her about the meeting.


She looked concerned. ‘What do you think will happen now?’


He shook his head. ‘I honestly have no idea.’


He hadn’t mentioned the accusation thrown at him about his London trip, but by her expression she’d known her presence here would have been a factor.


‘It’s probably best if I don’t show my face in the village while I’m here. I don’t want to make things more awkward for you than they already are.’


He wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Was she planning to go, and soon? He found himself despondent at the thought.


‘What if I keep you captive?’ he said. ‘So that you’re always here, like tonight, waiting for me?’


She smiled. ‘Maybe it’s my turn to tie you up,’ she suggested.


That was something he wouldn’t mind, and he said so.










Greg


Looking out across the lawn at the Party House, he remembered the last time it had been occupied. The bright lights, the laughter, the loud music that had drowned out every true night sound of this magical place.


Back then, there had also been a full moon laying its rays over the green lochan and turning the beach to gold. Steam had been rising from the hot tub, he remembered, and naked bodies running about.


Including his own.


He allowed the memory of that night to take over. Felt himself high and drunk, running across the grass in pursuit of the naked body of Marion. Taking her into the trees.


The memory was so sharp, he could taste her again. Her and all the whisky and champagne he’d consumed that night. Earlier, to his shame, he’d played the gamekeeper for them, kilt and all, just as they’d demanded. Their toy.


Why?


He’d told himself it was to keep his job, and that was half true, but only half.


Perhaps it had been reckless abandon, like a soldier in the midst of war, but this time the enemy had been insidious and invisible as well as deadly.


And always the excuses for himself. Surely they wouldn’t have come here if they were ill with the strain that was even more deadly than the original, especially for children?


But they had come and they had been infectious.


And he had carried the virus from here into Blackrig. The killer they sought tonight in the village hall had most likely been him.


You don’t know that. You were never ill.


‘But I was the only one to come here and mix with them,’ he said into the silence.


His admission of guilt drifted out over the green water and was swallowed by the surrounding trees.


Being at the meeting tonight had simply served to remind him of what he feared the most. That he had been the one to carry the virus into the village. That he, not the estate owners, should be taking the blame.


And so, while Joanne slept, he’d risen and dressed, and walked up here to do – what? Pay penance before the next visitors arrived? Feel sorry for himself rather than for the grieving parents in those first two rows?


He swore under his breath. Maybe he was here out of relief that he had never been found out. Never had to face the consequences of his actions.


When he caught the distant sound of voices, he thought he was still replaying his memories from before. Then, as they came closer, he realized they were real and present.


Instinct took him back among the trees as the voices grew in strength, accompanied now by the noise of advancing footsteps.


He knew at once by the voices that they were local and conjured up a vision of the angry gang led by Josh who had threatened retribution at the meeting.


As the six figures burst whooping and hollering from the trees, he saw that they were wearing balaclavas and brandishing what looked like metal bars, and maybe even axes.


What the hell were they planning to do?


He knew he should step out now and challenge them, but their fury suggested he might be their first victim.


His first thought was that they would go for the house, but it was all locked up. Might they climb up onto the lower balcony and force entry that way?


But it became quickly obvious that wasn’t their intention.


The noise rang in his ears as the first blows fell. The two axes, one wielded by a figure he thought was Josh, were up on the plinth and systematically smashing the hot tub.


Another masked figure joined them, giving a whoop of joy as he proceeded to urinate on the wreckage. Then the rest joined in, shrieking and pissing, as Josh paused to examine his handiwork.


Greg held his breath, hoping that would be enough to satisfy them, but his hopes were soon dashed.


The hot tub smashed, they now began destroying the concrete slabs on which it stood. They didn’t last much longer than the hot tub. Grabbing at the broken pieces, they set about bombarding the remains of the hot tub with the rubble.


Eventually the whooping and hollering stopped and cans and bottles appeared, as the gang finished off the alcohol which had propelled them here in the first place, tossing their empties into the wreckage.


All Greg could think about now was whether they’d had enough of destruction or whether there was yet more planned and this was only the opening skirmish.


His eye went to the sauna, only yards away. Would that be next on the list?


He saw a light flare, and for a frightening moment imagined they were about to light a fire. Maybe even set the wooden sauna building on fire.


Jesus, if they did that, it could set the whole tinderbox of the woods alight.


But that, it seemed, wasn’t their intention. They had sat down to smoke and consume the remainder of their drink. They were talking, but Greg was too far away to make out what was being said.


One of them – Greg thought it might be Billy MacKenzie, whose nephew Ben had also died from the virus – had taken to examining the ruins in closer detail.


‘Jesus, fuck! Look at this!’ he shouted.


They all crowded round, keen to see, preventing Greg from having any view, even after someone produced a head torch.


The swearing, however, made it clear that it was something horrendous.


They were standing in a huddle now, talking excitedly, trying to make up their minds what to do with what they’d found.


Josh eventually took charge, and his orders were to get out of there and quick.


And to keep their fucking mouths shut about it, he declared, as they swiftly abandoned the scene, moving back into the woods in shocked silence.


Greg waited until all sounds of them had faded into the distance before approaching the shattered plinth. The moon, half hidden by a cloud now, could scarcely illuminate the extent of the damage.


The smell hit him first, easily distinguishable from the piss and alcohol they’d doused the area with.


You couldn’t deal with death on the hills the way he did and not immediately recognize the scent of decay, but this was no deer, sheep or bird carcass he could smell.


Greg retrieved his head torch from his pocket and, putting it on, switched on the circle of light to search for the source.


The black plastic had been cleanly cut open, probably by Billy, when he’d spotted the mysterious bundle.


The smell, so much stronger now, made him retch and he swiftly turned away, but not before he had made out tendrils of long blonde hair and the remains of a ravaged human face.










Greg


Opening the front door as quietly as he could, he headed straight for the shower. No way could he get back into bed beside Joanne smelling like this.


Despite soaping himself all over he imagined he could still smell and taste the scent of decay in his mouth and nostrils.


Eventually he emerged to dump his clothes in the washing machine and, donning a fresh pair of boxers, he went straight for the whisky bottle and poured himself a large one, drinking it down in one go.


It had to be her. That’s what his brain kept repeating. Who else could it be?


But how had she got there?


He stopped that line of thought. It was too dangerous a route to go down.


He sat at the table and poured himself another shot.


He found himself suddenly furious at Josh for having gone to the Party House. For having smashed up the hot tub. For finding her.


Hadn’t they had enough horror? Hadn’t they dealt with enough death?


Yet here it was, back again. He sipped the whisky this time, trying to think through what he would do.


Should he call the police? That thought left him cold. He couldn’t reveal he was up there, saw Josh and his mates destroy the hot tub, and did nothing to stop them. Maybe he could miss that bit out? Pretend he was on the lookout for poachers and just happened upon the damage . . . and the exposed grave.


No. He shook his head as though convincing himself. He couldn’t say anything.


When Ailsa went missing, every male in the village had fallen under suspicion. Him included. Even the gang there tonight. No wonder they were so freaked. They wouldn’t report it, and neither could he.


His next thought was for Colin, who would arrive there first thing. Colin hadn’t known Ailsa. He wasn’t living in Blackrig when she went missing. He was never a suspect. It was better that Colin discovered the scene, he decided.


Colin would radio him, of course. He would act surprised and horrified and tell Colin what they needed to do. Colin was an innocent in all of this. No harm would come to him. He wouldn’t even need to give a DNA sample, like they all had to do last time, because he hadn’t been there five years ago when Ailsa had disappeared.


Colin hadn’t known Ailsa at all.


He would tell Colin that he would inform the estate of the find. Hopefully the Party House booking would be cancelled, the guests sent home or found alternative accommodation on a neighbouring estate.


The estate would call the police.


He might be able to manage the opening to this story, he realized, but he would have no control over the way it played out.


If it was Ailsa, the investigation team would be back here again. Just as they had been when she’d disappeared.


They would all be back in that nightmare. Only this time they would have a body.


And a body changed everything.


Rousing himself, he finished his whisky and, going quietly into the bedroom, he slipped into bed alongside Joanne. He wanted to reach out and touch her, but didn’t, in case she woke and asked him where he’d been.
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