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Prologue


Kilnaughton Bay, Islay, west coast of Scotland, 30 April 1932


Out there.


The first time he had escaped death was out there, in those treacherous waters that stretched from here to the coast of Ireland. But from these cliffs, on this day, when the sea was stretched pale and smooth like a bolt of cerulean silk, there was no sign of the horrors of that long-ago night – when force ten winds raged above the surface and missiles were fired beneath it.


She stared out to the horizon, the wind in her face as though blowing breath into her, bringing her back to life. He felt closer here and she thought, if she prayed hard enough, she might see his footprints in the sand, detect his scent on the breeze. Oh, but for this tiny isle to have held something of him in its embrace; the landlady of her lodgings had told her the seeds of the bright yellow gorse bushes that dotted these moors could remain dormant in the soil for forty years, and still germinate. Could she not hope for just such a trace?


But hope was lost and had been for many years. Death had been chasing him, snapping its jaws at his ankles for a second time, refusing to let him get away. He had fought so hard, they said, these kind strangers with their rich, rolling vowels and still eyes. Several times they thought he was lost, only for him to break through the fevers like a ghoul from the mist, hollow-cheeked and panting from the chase.


He had strong fibre, they said, a tender smile; eyes that whispered, hands that danced. Even so many years later, he was remembered here, he had been admired.


And to think he had been hers . . .


She closed her eyes, letting the breeze buffet her. There was indescribable comfort in that simple truth: he had been hers and Death – though triumphant on its third attempt – could not cleave it from her.


A sound – a voice? – carried over to her ear and she looked around to find a woman hurrying towards her. Though the wind played with her hair like a kitten after string, she moved with ease and grace. Her frame was slight and quick, with intelligence in her eyes, breeding in her bones. But if her beauty was delicately spun, there was nothing fragile about her. She looked strong and resolute. Formidable.


‘Are you the American?’ the woman asked with a clear-eyed directness.


‘Yes.’


The woman gave a single exhale and a nod. ‘They told me I could find you here. I thought I had missed you.’


‘What is it?’


‘Before you leave . . . there’s something you should know.’


But she already did. Instinct told her.


He had been hers too.




Chapter One


Mayfair, London, Friday 1 December 2017


‘Alex Hyde’s office.’


Louise Kennedy’s clipped voice pierced the silence of a thickly carpeted room whose still air was only otherwise punctuated by perfumed wafts from the snowball peonies.


‘No, I’m sorry, she’s not available. Who’s calling, please?’


Her French-manicured fingertips hovered, poised, above the keyboard, the cursor on the screen flashing as she awaited the name. On the right side of the keypad, a red light was flashing. Another client, incoming; she was like an air-traffic controller managing the perpetual flow of aircraft coming in to land: rack ’em, pack ’em, stack ’em.


‘I will need a name if she’s to—’ She was careful to avoid exhaling into the mic of her headset as the caller prevaricated, not believing her, not used to being told no. Her fingers twitched in the air as though twiddling a pen, restless to get on. The red light was still blinking. She had to pick up within the minute. One never knew when it could be urgent and at this level, urgent meant exactly that: jobs, fortunes, very lives could be on the line.


‘No, that isn’t possible.’ One threaded eyebrow arched as the caller’s voice became more strident. ‘Because she’s in New York.’ Her eyes fell to the red light again. ‘That’s confidential,’ she said more briskly, more than used to dealing with self-importance. It was probably the single most common defining trait of Alex’s clients; it was probably what enabled them to become one of Alex’s clients in the first place. ‘But I can ask her to call you. Does she know what it’s in regard to?’ Her fingers twitched again.


Outside, the blue lights of an ambulance whirled past the mink-grey slatted windows, the woolly white sky tumbled thick with rain clouds. People in heavy coats walked past in profile, heads bent to their phones, the pavements still slick from the last cloudburst a few minutes earlier.


Her lips pursed as the man talked. She had thought as much. ‘I see. So this is a new client enquiry.’ His presumptive tone had suggested deep personal acquaintance but in all likelihood they had perhaps shaken hands at a cocktail party, or Alex’s name had come up at a celebratory dinner, murmured in hushed tones and passed over with the same furtive secrecy as a Mason’s handshake.


‘I’m afraid we operate a waiting list and Ms Hyde doesn’t have any openings before May.’ Her eyes glanced across to the red light. Still there. Just. Ten seconds . . . ‘Would you like me to book you in and we’ll be in touch nearer the time?’


Her eyebrows buckled as presumptive became didactic; he perhaps didn’t realize that no one got to Alex without first going past her, and she was paid to vet the clients, as much as to diarize them. ‘Well, as I said before, Ms Hyde is not in the country at the moment and I’m not at liberty to tell you when she’ll be back. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other clients trying to get through. You are very welcome to call back at your convenience if you change your—’ Her finger hovered over the disconnect button, her eyes on the flashing red light.


Three, two, o . . .


Her hand dropped to the desk as though shot down, the words still ringing in her ears as though every single one had exploded down the line with a bang. She leaned forward on her elbows, concentrating harder as she stared at the flashing cursor on the still-blank screen, the red light now gone. Completely forgotten, in fact. There was a long pause.


‘I’m sorry, could you repeat that?’ she said finally, an uncharacteristic waver in her cut-glass voice. ‘I don’t think I heard you correctly.’


New York, same day


Alex Hyde stared down at Wall Street. It was teeming with ego, pulsing like a muscle as people ran into the traffic – late for meetings and seemingly armour-plated against the flood of yellow cabs that hooted furiously, red tail lights blinking – and wove a bravura dance from one side of the road to the other. At street level, their signifiers of status would be both discreet (the colour-threaded buttonhole of a hand-stitched suit, perhaps) and overt (a Rolex Oyster, a Caribbean tan) but from this height, these people looked like nothing more than metal shavings on a magnetic board, darting this way and that as though propelled by an outer force, all desperately trying to get somewhere. Get here, in fact. Up here on the 98th floor was where they wanted to be, and the man she was talking to was who they wanted to be. A master of the universe; a power hub – the source of all energy, all money.


But none of them would ever make it this far. They didn’t see themselves from her perspective. They couldn’t see themselves from two paces away, much less two hundred metres high. Even their own reflections in the mirror wouldn’t reveal to them what she saw because they didn’t know they had to understand that ambition wasn’t enough, talent wasn’t enough, hunger wasn’t enough. And if they didn’t even know that they had to know this, how could they possibly expect to climb the stairs that led to this vaunted position in the sky?


The man behind her knew it, but then he had been lucky enough to meet her when he was a newly appointed president of Bank of America and the best career move he had ever made had been not just to realize, but also to admit, that he was out of his depth. She turned her back on the hard December sun throwing a white slant down the street and faced him again. Apprehensive blue eyes stared back at her from a lined face as she walked slowly back into the room.


‘Howard, do you remember in our last session we talked about edge?’


He watched her as closely as an antelope tracking a lion in the long grass. ‘Yes.’


She returned to sitting in the chair opposite him, her lean figure discreetly flattered by the ivory crêpe Phillip Lim dress, her mid-length chestnut-brown hair tumbling artfully at her shoulders thanks to this morning’s blowout – God, she loved this city’s blowout bars – and wearing only the lightest slick of make-up, her olive skin still glowing from last month’s mindfulness retreat in Costa Rica. ‘What did we say, can you tell me?’ She tilted her head empathetically, her expression soft although her deep brown eyes retained a quizzical expression.


‘You said that in order to have edge, there needs to be a coming together of the whole person?’


She nodded. ‘That’s right. We need to have the blend, to get the edge.’ She smiled. ‘It sounds contradictory, doesn’t it? Blend, edge – surely they’re opposite terms? But only when the four areas of our lives – the physical, the mental, the social and the spiritual elements – are in balance, can we expect to perform concordantly. And when they are, because it’s such a rarity, that’s when you have the edge to see things more sharply, to make smarter decisions, to act with clarity and confidence. But –’ her expression changed – ‘we neglect any one of these aspects of our psyches at our peril. How can we possibly expect to be flexible in our thoughts if we’re not reading or learning anything beyond the confidential memos circulating in the bank? How can you absorb the stress of making your targets if you cancel on your trainer? You cannot let the body become weak, the mind mechanical, your emotions numb or your spirit insensitive. You cannot operate in a vacuum. Not at this level. The air is too thin up here, Howard.’


He sighed, knowing what she was getting at. ‘You’re telling me to give her up.’


‘You know I never tell, I simply advise,’ she demurred, feeling the single silent vibration of her phone on the arm of her chair. ‘But if there’s no longer anything there, if what’s between you is just –’ she shrugged – ‘dead energy, then you need to ask yourself whether you’re getting the correct blend.’


Howard’s knuckles blanched slightly as he gripped the armrest, a look of incredulousness dawning. ‘You mean, Yvonne?’


‘Well, let’s examine the idea,’ she said, spreading her hands, invoking awakening. ‘Is it simply obligation that’s making you stay?’


‘Ob-obligation?’ he stammered. ‘We’ve been married thirty-four years! That’s a lot of life to share with someone.’


‘Yes, it is. Has it been too long, would you say? Do you think with hindsight you should have moved on sooner?’


Howard looked scandalized. ‘It’s not that easy. We’ve got four kids.’


‘Four grown-up kids, who are all married with families of their own,’ she nodded calmly. ‘You know, guilt can’t change the past, Howard. And anxiety won’t change the future. This is a big decision, but perhaps it’s the one we’ve been avoiding confronting.’


Howard looked down and then back at her, apprehension and insecurity creasing a patrician face that featured in the Wall Street Journal at least twice a week, that had been papered all over the city as the lead financial advisor to the mayor during the previous election campaign. ‘But last time we met, you said it was Kayleigh I should leave.’


‘No, I never told you to leave anyone, Howard,’ Alex said firmly, resting her chin on her thumb and index finger. ‘I told you to look at the blend, remember? And back then, you said Kayleigh was “acting crazy” – making unreasonable demands that you leave Yvonne for her, threatening to turn up at your house, to go to the press. You said you couldn’t sleep, you couldn’t concentrate on your work. Now, that clearly wasn’t an equilibrium you were going to be able to maintain going forward and you recognized you couldn’t deliver an edge for as long as all that was going on. So, we discussed the idea of you giving her up.’ Alex twirled her hand out. ‘On the other hand, you’ve just spent the past forty-five minutes telling me you can’t stay away from her; in spite of all the crazy behaviour, she makes you feel alive.’ She shrugged. ‘So if that’s really the truth, then don’t – don’t give her up. If she makes you feel that good, then maybe it’s time to rethink the equation. Maybe this change is what you need to achieve the perfect balance for now. People change, Howard, our needs mutate. What worked for you thirty-four years ago isn’t necessarily what works for you now. We need to be brave and face up to that. Too many people let themselves get stuck in the rut. They allow themselves to be straitjacketed by bourgeois conventions. But you’re not one of them, Howard, you’re not one of the little people. Those rules don’t apply to you. You can do what you want and if Kayleigh makes you feel alive, feel awake, then go and be with her.’


‘But . . . what about all that stuff she did? The threats?’


‘She only did those things because she wanted you to be with her; if you leave Yvonne, she’s got no reason to act crazy.’


She sat back in the chair, her chin dipped, one leg swinging lightly. There was a long silence.


‘I don’t know,’ he hesitated.


Alex leaned forward in the chair, her elbows resting on her knees, hands clasped together out front. ‘She makes you feel young again, doesn’t she?’ she asked intently.


He nodded.


‘Invincible. Powerful. Virile. The man you used to be.’


He nodded again.


‘She’s your key to getting back to being that man again, Howard.’


Howard blinked. ‘But what about . . . I mean, she broke into my house for Chrissakes. I think she might be unstable.’


‘Listen, forget all the reasons why something may not work. You only need one why it will. And you two are crazy about each other; you told me yourself, she’s a hunger you can’t satisfy. That’s all the motivation you need.’


The phone vibrated again but Alex kept her gaze on Howard. She could see the doubt in his eyes, the outright fear that came with bringing fantasy into the real world. ‘This is exactly what we’ve been exploring in our previous sessions – if you want to keep the blade sharp, you have to promote growth and change in your life. Now, initially we were working to achieve that through the charitable initiative in Angola and the attempt on K2 –’ she sat back up again – ‘but if Kayleigh is the answer, then let’s embrace it. Let’s not be rigid or fixed in our views, Howard. Keep in mind that whatever makes you feel whole, benefits the bank. Perfect the blend and you sharpen the edge.’


‘But Yvonne—’


‘Is a big girl. And I’m sure you’d honour your thirty-four years together by looking after her financially. You’re a gentleman, after all.’


Howard blinked. ‘I’m not sure this is—’


‘This is about you, Howard. It’s about what makes you feel whole.’ She smiled. ‘Do you know what’s the most common lie? The one that millions of people tell every single day?’


He shook his head.


‘“I’m fine.” That’s what they say, all the time, when they’re not – especially when they’re not. Are you fine, Howard? Is your life how you want it to be when you’re with Yvonne? Or is it how you want it to be when you’re with Kayleigh? Who are you with when you say, “I’m fine”? Where are you living the lie? Because it’s with one of them. I think we can say we’ve fairly established that you can’t have both; your attention is too divided – and besides, you’re too good a man for that sort of compromise, Howard. You’ve got principles, honour, pride.’ She inhaled deeply. ‘All of which means you’re standing at a crossroads. It’s decision time. Get this right and you’ll get your edge back.’


Her phone vibrated for the third time – the signal that it was urgent. She smiled and rose. ‘Look, I can see it’s a lot for you to absorb. Change can be daunting. Why don’t you take a few days to let it all settle and we can work on strategy for implementing this next time we meet?’


Howard rose too and nodded. ‘Settle, yes. Okay.’ He looked stunned, as though caught in the electric grip of a taser.


Alex walked him to the door. ‘I’ll get Louise to follow up with Sara and book something in your schedule. Lunch, perhaps? Maybe we should actively go out and celebrate this exciting new change.’


Howard fiddled with the buttons on his jacket as she opened the door. ‘Lunch? I’m not sure. I think I’m pretty booked—’


‘Of course, everything gets crazy in the run-up to Christmas, doesn’t it? No problem, we can leave them to sort out the logistics between themselves.’ She held out a hand, shaking it firmly. ‘It’s been a great session, Howard. I think we’re on the cusp of the change we’ve been reaching for. Mull everything over and let’s regroup when you’re ready.’


Alex shut the door as he walked slowly towards the elevator, reaching for her phone and calling the only number that ever rang her on it.


‘Louise?’ she asked, walking back to the windows and looking down again at the metal shavings still shifting and twitching their ways to magnetic north. ‘No, it’s fine, we were winding up anyway.’


She stepped out of her shoes, feeling a wince of pleasure-pain as her feet spread and she dropped down three inches.


‘Oh, you could say that,’ she sighed. ‘I just gave him what he thought he wanted and saved his marriage. Ring his PA and get in a follow-up for within the fortnight.’


A sudden flash past the window made her startle and step back. It was another moment before her eyes tracked what she had seen and she realized it was a peregrine falcon, one of the huge number that were making their home in the city, roosting on the multitudinous ledges of the city buildings, soaring on the thermals provided by the concrete rooftops and hunting the pigeons that flapped merrily up and down the avenues. She watched as it glided effortlessly on an updraught. ‘Anyway, what’s up?’


She pressed a hand to the glass and looked down as it suddenly swooped into a dive, making for a hapless, oblivious pigeon several storeys below. Its speed was dizzying – someone had told her they could reach up to 200 mph in a stoop – and helped by the skyscrapers acting like mountains, funnelling the air. These falcons now lived in greater numbers in Manhattan than anywhere else in the world, and they were thriving far better than their counterparts in the wild. She gasped, thrilled, as the falcon made the kill; the pigeon didn’t even know what had hit it. It had been outclassed by a predator that had every advantage: not just height, or speed, but adaptability. These peregrines were the living embodiment of everything she preached to her clients.


Wait . . . It was another moment before the words in her ear caught up with the vision before her eyes. She turned away from the window and stared, unseeing, back into the empty room. ‘Say that again . . . he wants me to do what?’


Edinburgh, two days later


Sleet patted at the windowpanes like a kitten trying to get in from the cold and the room was draughty, sending the fire into leaping kicks as occasional gusts worried the flames. But Alex, sitting in the orange velvet wing chair, felt warm. She had been warm for two days now, ever since she had put the phone down to Louise in New York, the promise of this deal sitting like a hot coal in the very heart of her.


Sholto Farquhar looked back at her with a slow, unhurried blink. He wasn’t a man who ever needed to rush. ‘So there you have it, Ms Hyde. Our cards are on the table.’ He brought his fingers to a steeple before his lips, his cheeks ruddy-flushed. ‘What do you think?’


‘Well, I agree you need my help,’ she replied, mirroring him at an equally relaxed pace. ‘From everything you’ve just told me, I think it’s remarkable you’ve managed to get to this point without further damage to the company. You should congratulate yourself on containing the problem thus far.’


Sholto rose from his chair and walked across the tartan-carpeted room to a round rosewood table, upon which sat a decanter and a pair of cut-crystal tumblers. She watched as he poured them each a finger of whisky.


‘Ice?’


She shook her head.


Nodding approvingly, he walked back with the drinks. ‘Our thirty-year reserve,’ he said, handing her one with appraising eyes.


‘My favourite.’


He settled himself in the plum velvet chair opposite hers. ‘You know, you are very young to have such a formidable reputation.’


‘I’ll take that as a compliment, thank you.’


‘I had a devil of a time getting your number. I had heard of you long before I could get hold of you.’


‘Well, I prefer not to make myself available to cold-callers. I only take on a handful of clients each year. I prefer to work closely with just a select few. I find that those who need me have the means to find me.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Getting past your PA was no mean feat either. I’ve had warmer phone calls with the Russian embassy.’


Alex chuckled. ‘I couldn’t do without her.’


‘Well, I’m grateful to you for agreeing to meet with me, particularly on a Sunday. I’m sure your weekends are precious.’


‘I’m available to my clients at any time.’


Sholto raised an eyebrow – seemingly pleased by this – and his glass. ‘Sláinte. Your good health.’


‘Sláinte.’


He watched as she sipped the amber liquid, but she didn’t betray the heat in her throat as she swallowed it down. After a moment, to her mild surprise, she found she rather liked it.


‘No one’s sorrier than I that it should have come to this, but he’s a loose cannon,’ Sholto said, getting back to business.


‘It certainly seems so. The affairs are ill advised, at the very best – he’s laying the company open to God only knows what in terms of sexual harassment charges. But to punch a board member in the face at the family assembly?’ she said, looking – and feeling – disgusted. ‘Throwing a computer terminal through a window . . . ?’ she tutted, shaking her head. ‘I’ve never heard of anything like it. He sounds temperamentally and physiologically unsuited to the role; he physically can’t handle it. In CEOs, what you want to find – if you could peer into their brains – would be high levels of testosterone, the “can do” hormone, but low levels of cortisol, the stress hormone. He is a classic high testosterone, high cortisol mix which is a disaster. When the pressure’s too much, he’s going to blow and that makes him a liability.’


Sholto sighed, looking regretful. ‘It’s not necessarily all his fault; I’m afraid his father was overly indulgent and you know what they say about sparing the rod.’


She tilted her head, expressing empathy. ‘Do you have children?’


‘Two boys. Torquil and Callum.’ He chuckled lightly. ‘I say “boys”. They’re both in their thirties and have stood six inches taller than me for the past fifteen years.’


‘And do they work for the company or are they just shareholders?’


‘They’re both company directors – Tor’s our CFO, and Callum heads up our wealth management division in Edinburgh.’


‘How do they find him?’


‘They were close as boys – Callum and Lochie particularly – but they tend to keep their distance from one another now. They’ve all changed and become very different people.’


Alex thought for a moment. ‘So how many family members are sitting on the board of directors? You, Lochlan . . .’


‘Torquil and Callum.’


‘Any non-family members?’ she asked.


‘Yes, four. Two external directors, one former employee and one current employee – our master blender. Why?’


‘I’m just interested in the make-up of your board. Family businesses with high proportionate representation are less likely to fail but this effect is cancelled out if family members have fifty per cent or more of the directorships. That’s because whilst family businesses can benefit from the closer emotional ties, sibling rivalry, identity and succession rivalries also mean conflicts blow up more easily – as seen at your family assembly.


‘Well, no one could argue it’s a close relationship, genetically speaking I mean. Lochie is my second cousin once removed, and he and my boys are third cousins so I don’t know whether that plays into your hypothesis or not.’


Alex considered for a moment. ‘It probably does. They’re sufficiently linked to be unable to escape each other, but not so closely that they truly care. Are there any women on the board?’


‘One. Mhairi MacLeod. She’s a senior partner at Brodies.’


Alex nodded. ‘Depending upon your Articles of Association, it might be worth looking at bringing in at least one more female director. There is strong evidence that boards with gender diversity are more stable with lower resignation rates and less conflict.’


‘Ms Hyde, I’m quite sure you’re right but the only conflict at Kentallen emanates from one person: Lochlan Farquhar. Always operating just within the limits of corporate by-laws, he persistently and repeatedly obstructs both the will of the board and the family assembly.’ His expression darkened. ‘My company is responsible for employing three hundred and forty-one people from the town. Our distillery brings in over one million visitors to the area annually and we donate one per cent of our operating profits – which were sixty-five million pounds last year – to local charities. The board is not the only group who cannot afford for Kentallen to fail.’


‘Understood.’


‘He simply cannot be allowed to continue as he is – God knows, he’s gone downhill since his father’s death. It’s clear he’s in pain and we’ve all tried intervening in our various ways – talking to him, offering support, a shoulder. But he’s a renegade, hell bent on self-destruction, and I now fear he’s going to bring us all down with him, whether he intends it or not.’ He frowned. ‘His actions over the past few months have been tantamount to gross misconduct and he knows it.’


‘Indeed, you’ve been incredibly tolerant. If you were anything other than a family-owned and managed business, he’d have been out on his ear by now.’


He leaned forward in his chair, the whisky in his tumbler sloshing against the cut crystal. ‘I realize that what we’re asking is unorthodox, but I think, also, you can see the predicament we’re in. The usual routes of solving such a problem aren’t open to us and besides, we wouldn’t want family relations to break down further.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Can you do what we’re asking?’


‘Yes.’


‘In the timescale we discussed?’


‘That depends on how resistant he is going to be to working with me.’


‘Almost entirely opposed to it, would be my guess.’


‘Well, given that mindset and the scale of the task, weekly sessions and remote conferencing are out; I’ll have to go out there and work with him intensively.’ She met his gaze. ‘But yes, I believe I can get it done by Christmas.’


He smiled and held out his hand, one bushy grey eyebrow hitched up. ‘So then we have a deal?’


Alex looked at him, blinking slowly; she was never one to be hurried either. ‘Yes,’ she smiled, taking his hand and shaking it firmly. ‘We have a deal.’




Chapter Two


Thompson Falls, Montana, 23 January 1918


The snow lay in deep drifts in the early-morning light, puffed up like a marshmallow and as yet undotted by animal tracks. The land stretched out before her, perfectly still and silent as though to make a point of his absence – it had been twenty-one days now since he had left for Washington, and eighteen hours since they had night-trekked from there, the five and a half miles through the snow to the train. By now, he would be in New York.


New York; so far from here. Until last month, it had felt like a world away, foreign even, but within the fortnight his boots would tread in the blood-riven battlefields of Europe. Then he would know the difference.


She stood on the porch step, her woollen shawl offering scant protection around her shoulders as she watched a fox emerge from the bare, bony trees and trot belly deep in the powder, its russet coat like a stray flame in the snow.


She watched as he stopped – nose pointed, one paw poised in the air, like one of their old hunting dogs – detecting a noise or smell. A deer mouse? A kangaroo rat? A least chipmunk? If he was lucky, a white-tailed jack rabbit? He looked thin and in need of that meal. She held her own breath as he froze, waiting with him. Then he pounced suddenly, all four legs in the air, his body tucked under and his muzzle pointed downwards as he landed with a small ‘pouf’, face first and part buried.


A moment later he emerged, triumphant, the limp body of a meadow vole dangling from his jaws, and she watched as he trotted back into the trees again and disappeared out of sight.


He might be the only other living thing she would glimpse today, or this week, and she knew her gesture was futile – what point was there in hanging a blue star in a window that no one else would see? But it was all she had to symbolize her sacrifice: a star to honour him – her love – fighting someone else’s war.


She stared out at the walls of her world, sending prayers into the ether. She had to remain strong. She had to be brave and do that hardest of things: just wait.


Port Ellen, Islay, Wednesday 6 December 2017


The ferry docked with surprising grace, the rust-freckled hull of the 1950s vessel knocking politely against the giant tyre fenders of the jetty wall. Alex watched from behind the thick glass windows as ropes were thrown, men in calf-length yellow boots and waterproof boiler suits hauling and winding the unwieldy ropes around mighty bollards, tethering them in place and seemingly quietening the swell that had pestered them on the route over from the mainland.


She disembarked quickly, eager to feel still again. She had never been an able sailor and she knew without needing to check that her complexion would be green-tinted, even with her Chanel Les Beiges foundation on.


‘Miss Hyde?’


A stocky man with a bushy grey moustache stepped forward and took her overnight bag from her grasp. ‘Hamish Macpherson, from the distillery,’ he said, shaking her hand briskly. ‘Welcome to Islay. You’ve picked a fine day for it.’


Not sure whether he was serious, Alex resisted the urge to look up either at the torrid sky that was tussling only metres above her head, or back at the frothing heaving sea. ‘Hello. Thank you for coming to collect me.’


‘Aye. Well, it can be a wee bit tricky finding the turn-off unless you know where to look. Apparently, “Turn right past the rowan tree” has been too obscure for some guests in the past.’


She glanced across at him, still not sure whether he was being wry or grumpy. ‘Oh dear. I take it they found you eventually, though.’


‘Nope,’ Hamish shrugged. ‘They were never heard of again,’ he said ominously, but a very faint glint twinkled in his hazel eyes.


Alex laughed lightly, following after as he turned and led her back up the jetty; she kept pace with him easily, in spite of the difficulties of wearing heels on wet cobbles – Louise always joked she could run a marathon in Choos – but the wind blew hard at their backs, blowing her dark hair in front of her face, and she tugged the collar of her coat tighter to her neck. Orange fishing nets lay in heaps along the stone wall, lobster creels upended and empty beside them. Two fishing boats were docked alongside and a couple of men were slopping water from a bucket over the decks. Ahead, Port Ellen – the second-largest town on the island – stood on guard as though awaiting her inspection, a rack of large white terraced houses stretched out along a curved beach before her, each one handsome but spare with not a door wreath or window pot to be seen. Beyond, the land rose in gentle increments like a lumpen mattress.


They stopped at an ancient pale olive Land Rover that looked as though it had served in the Great War and had not so much been parked as just stopped in the road, blocking the path of a blue tractor that – although stationary – was still chugging breathlessly and bouncing on its springs. Alex saw the driver leaning against the wall of the local Co-op, dragging on a cigarette and reading the community noticeboard.


‘Hi, Euan!’ Hamish hailed, waving a hand in greeting as he tossed Alex’s bag in the back of the Landy and hoisted himself into the driving seat. Louise had already sent up her bigger suitcases on the earlier train from London.


‘Aye!’ The tractor driver waved back in return, taking another deep drag of the cigarette before dropping it on the ground, grinding it out beneath his boot and heading back to his own cab.


Alex smiled to herself as she fastened her seat belt – the same scenario in Mayfair would have played out entirely differently. The cap of a thermos flask peeped from beneath the lid of a cubby between the two front seats and the radio appeared to be held in place with duct tape. Alex was sure it was colder inside the car than out.


They pulled away, past a couple more rows of stern white houses, and then almost immediately they were in the open countryside, thick hedgerows bordering lush pastures, the distinctive smell of peat heavy in the air. ‘Which distillery is that?’ she asked, pointing to the smoking chimney across the bay.


‘Lagavulin,’ Hamish replied without having to look.


‘Ah. The enemy.’


Hamish made a strange sound that suggested they might well be, pulling a hard right up a lane that travelled past the ruins of an old church and headed towards the gently swelling hills.


‘And what do you do at Kentallen?’


‘I work in the copper shop.’


Alex narrowed her eyes, trying to work out where this figured in the life of a distillery. Thanks to Louise’s excellent research skills, she had spent the past few days and the entire journey reading up not just on the company but on the wider industry as a whole and now felt sufficiently well versed in the technicalities of distilling to be able to set up whisky shop herself should she choose (which she didn’t).


‘Copper shop? That’s where the stills are worked, isn’t it?’


‘Aye.’


‘They all have to be beaten by hand. The shape determines the amount of condensation and the liquid run-off determines the character of the whisky?’


‘You’ve been doing your homework.’


She smiled. Preparation was her middle name. ‘If I remember correctly, the shape of the still is the most critical part of the distilling process,’ she added, showing off a little now.


‘Aye, but don’t tell the blenders that or they’ll have your guts for garters.’


‘Guts for garters,’ Alex murmured to herself with a smile. ‘Right.’


Hamish didn’t seem to feel the need to fill the silence with chat (well, what silence there was over the guttural racket of the Landy’s engine) and she was grateful for the opportunity to take in her new home – for the next three weeks, anyway – in peace. The landscape was modest and muted; she had been expecting craggy mountains and windswept moors, but the hillocky fields were parcelled with crumbling stone walls and the palette of gunmetal grey, heather and pine had been softened with a white gauze as Atlantic clouds smudged the sun from the sky. In the distance, she saw a small herd of red deer grazing by a thicket, the stag nosing the air imperiously, protectively.


‘Have you had any snow?’ she asked as they rounded a deep bend, the left-side wheels dropping into a pothole and sending them both bouncing on their seats.


‘A dusting a fortnight back. Not enough to get excited about.’


‘It was just starting to dump as I was leaving New York. Apparently over a metre fell the night I left. I think I got out in the nick of time.’


‘Isn’t that always the case?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Getting out of the city. Escape is always in the nick of time.’ A wry expression hovered over his features like that low-lying Atlantic cloud.


‘I take it you’re not from the big smoke?’ she asked, looking for an overhead handhold with which to steady herself; but finding none, having to make do instead with pressing one palm to the window and the other to the seat.


‘I was born four miles from here and the longest I’ve been off the island was nine days in 1982.’


‘What necessitated that?’


‘My mother dying in a hospital in Glasgow.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Hamish glanced at her, a kernel of scorn in his gaze though whether it was because the tragedy was so long past or so clearly unconnected to her, she couldn’t tell.


‘Is there a hospital on the island?’


‘At Bowmore, across the way, but there’s a doctor’s practice in town. You’re not sickly, I hope?’


She shook her head. It had been more of a command than a question. ‘No.’


‘Good. The weather would make short work of you otherwise. December can be an unforgiving month. It’s no time to be peely-wally.’


‘Peely-wally,’ Alex repeated quietly, slowly. She was fluent in French, German, Spanish, Italian and Mandarin, but Scots was new to her.


‘Aye,’ Hamish nodded, staring dead ahead. A sheep stuck its head over a low stone wall as they passed and she winked at it. ‘You’d best not be expecting postcard weather.’


‘Don’t worry, it’s not the weather that’s brought me here.’


‘No,’ Hamish said, glancing at her again, a note of disapproval in his gaze as he took in her red Proenza Schouler coat, dress and heels. ‘I heard you’re coming here to boost morale.’


If he had said ‘coming here to plant rainbows’, he couldn’t have sounded more sceptical. ‘That’s right,’ she smiled, looking straight across at him this time to gauge his reaction. ‘The board feels some fresh thinking is required. You know, getting everyone out of their funk,’ she said with a wrinkle of her nose.


‘Funk?’ Hamish looked genuinely perplexed and Alex could imagine he’d be as perplexed by corporate-speak as she was by Scottish.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to have everyone paintballing around the oak casks in the name of team bonding. I’ve only been tasked to work with specific management personnel.’


At this, to her astonishment, Hamish threw his head back and openly laughed.


‘What?’ she grinned. ‘What’s so funny about that?’


‘I hope for your sake you’re not going to be including Lochie in those fun and games?’


‘Lochie?’


‘Aye, the boss. I can’t see him standing for much of that nonsense.’


‘No?’ she asked, not at all insulted. ‘And why’s that?’


‘Because Lochie’s not exactly . . .’ Hamish glanced across at her, biting his tongue suddenly. ‘Och, you’ll see for yourself soon enough.’


Disappointed by his discretion, Alex faced forward in her seat again and straightened up. ‘Well, do you at least have any tips for me, for dealing with the boss?’


Hamish chuckled. ‘Aye. Hold on to your wits, don’t bother trying to lie to him and never make him want to punch the wall.’


Alex frowned. ‘Why not?’


‘Because he’ll punch the wall.’


‘Oh. I see,’ she said as they continued bouncing along the road, cresting a hill to another vista of open fields, sheep and not much else. ‘Good tip. Noted.’




Chapter Three


The home of Kentallen whisky was set back from a small, deeply curved bay just outside the port. In front of it, the grey North Channel still swelled with suppressed menace but within the encircling embrace of the bay’s arms, the water was millpond calm and so clear that, even from this distance, Alex could see stray fronds of seaweed lilting in the pale water. The land around the bay on the far side rose steadily, forming the bedrock of the impressive purple-hued mountains in the near distance, and a couple of fields away sat a humble stone chapel and a crofter’s cottage. The distillery buildings were all painted white and, apart from a run of three-storey buildings across the back and a chimney pointing like a finger to the heavens, they were low and squat, with thatched roofs and bumpy walls. ‘Kentallen’ was written in bold black lettering along the entire length of one long building and hundreds of barrels were stacked in rows in the courtyard. And in the middle of it all sat a decommissioned copper still, as smooth and bulbous as a giant metal-cast onion.


‘Here we are.’ Hamish cut the engine and, leaving the keys in the ignition, he hopped out.


Alex followed suit, her eyes already noting the details: the couple of bicycles propped against a wall, a ginger cat sleeping on one of the barrels, the clatter of copper being beaten, barrels being staved, casks being charred, steam escaping the stills. A lorry was parked alongside one of the bigger buildings and being loaded, a team of thickset men rolling the enormous barrels up ramps the way she’d only ever seen in strong-man competitions. The ends of some of them had been painted red and all were stamped with ‘Kentallen, since 1915’.


‘If it’s the boss you’ll be wanting, his office is this way,’ Hamish said, heading for the low, small run of outbuildings in the middle of the courtyard, which had the bikes beside the door.


‘Should I bring my overnight bag?’ she asked, thumbing towards the back of the Landy.


‘Not unless you’re intending to sleep under the desk,’ Hamish replied.


Alex dodged the puddles, keeping up in her dainty heels as he strode across the courtyard oblivious to the muddy splashes on the backs of his trousers, one hand automatically patting the head of a handsome blue-black-and-white smudged English springer spaniel that came out to greet him as he knocked hard on the door. He entered without stopping.


‘That’s Rona,’ Hamish said to her whilst casting a quizzical eye around what appeared to be an empty office. ‘Huh. Where the devil’s he gone this time?’ he muttered. ‘Don’t worry, she won’t bite. She’s gentle to the point of daftness,’ Hamish said, glancing back at Alex and seeing her apprehension. ‘It’s Diabolo you need to watch out for.’


‘Diabolo?’


‘The cat.’


‘Oh.’


Hamish shrugged. ‘Well, I don’t know where the boss is at. I told him I was going to fetch you.’


‘It’s fine. I’m sure he won’t be long,’ Alex said, taking her gaze off the dog and looking around. The room was dark with low ceilings, the floor laid with huge blackened stone slabs that were so old as to have been polished to a shine, and a small open fire – set into the right-hand wall to the side of the desk – was smouldering and crackling quietly. Alex had to resist the urge to switch on the table lamp; the dank, grey light outside the Crittall windows suddenly seemed blinding by comparison to this dark space.


How could anyone work in here? she wondered, remembering her own light-flooded office with underfloor heating and inviting kid-leather chairs, and the coral garden in the whole wall-set aquarium that emitted a gentle blue light perfect for soothing her frazzled CEOs.


‘I’ll go see if he’s in the maltings. Uh . . . make yourself at home,’ Hamish said, disappearing through the doorway.


Alex and Rona stared at each other again, before the dog gave a weary sigh and padded across the room to settle herself in front of the fire once more. Alex stayed rooted to the spot, trying to make a first reading of the person who inhabited this space.


The mess on the desk suggested he was . . . messy. She curled her lip at the sight of papers strewn, shuffled and towered across the work surface, two . . . no, three half-empty coffee mugs buried beneath like structural pillars; the half-moon of a plate emerging on the far side – she hardly dared look – revealed yesterday’s leftovers (spaghetti bolognese?); a pair of muddy trainers, the laces still tied and the backs pushed down, had been kicked off beneath the desk; a jacket and tie, still in the dry-cleaning bag, were hanging from a set of antlers on the wall behind the desk chair; the antlers were also decorated with a string of gold tinsel, and what was that red thing . . . ? She walked over and peered at the something she’d glimpsed behind the dry-cleaning bag. A bra.


A green-and-white vase that had to be of 1986 vintage was perched on one deep windowsill, with several desiccated sticks inside that Alex guessed had once been fresh flowers. Probably in 1986. A boxer’s punchbag dangled from one of the roof struts, some red gloves slung across the top by the laces.


She took a closer look at the papers on the desk – there appeared to be no discernible filing system, with one sheet bearing no relation to the one above or below it. There was a report from the Scotch Whisky Association about overseas growth in India and South America; an inventory of whisky stocks; a spreadsheet showing lots of big numbers; a copy of the Field; a printout of a blog for whisky connoisseurs; a catalogue from Sotheby’s for a Fine Wines and Spirits auction in 2012; a birthday card featuring a fart joke and signed ‘All the lads at KW’; a yellowing copy of the Sun open on the third page; a 2016 desk diary (although it was opened to 6 December, today’s date – she couldn’t decide whether that made it more or less alarming) . . .


Having seen enough, Alex stepped back and did a quick summary in her head. From a cursory glance, she could say this man was messy, yes, but also chaotic, adrenaline-fuelled, too close to the staff, disorganized, distracted. In short, she could already see he was unprofessional and she didn’t imagine it was going to take much to persuade her to Sholto’s conviction that he was incompetent too. The guy was heading up the single largest independent malt whisky distillery in Scotland (ergo, the world) and yet his office could have been that of a bookie or an NCP attendant.


Alex wandered over to the window and stared out into the yard. She always preferred to observe unseen; people revealed their true selves when they didn’t know they were being watched and from this vantage point, she could see into the open doors of the L-shaped buildings opposite. A few people in gumboots, black work trousers and red polo shirts were walking back and forth, sweeping the floor in one of the units to the left. One man in his early twenties was talking on his phone by the door. Hamish, just across the way, was standing past a set of sliding double doors and talking to someone out of sight. He didn’t use much body language when he talked but she saw enough of his eye roll and a head bob in her direction to know he was talking about her.


She waited. His hands went onto his hips. Impatience. Frustration.


Was it the boss he was talking to? Was he refusing to come over and talk to her? Sholto had warned her his CEO would be a truculent client.


With a quick glance at the sleeping dog, she walked out of the office and across the courtyard to where Hamish was talking. The clamour enveloped her and Hamish looked surprised to see her as she strode in, one arm already outstretched to a man who, she saw now, was in his early-to-mid-thirties with a thick thatch of golden hair, high-coloured complexion, freckles and the most raffish smile she had ever seen. He was incredibly attractive but even at first glance it was apparent he also knew it.


She inwardly congratulated herself on her assessment of him as their palms met. If she had had to choose from a line-up the man allied to the state of that office, she would have chosen him: arrogant, entitled, conceited. Why tidy up when someone else could do it for him? She could see he had been spoon-fed privilege his entire life. Everything had come too easy to him. He and his desk were made for each other.


‘Mr Farquhar, I’m Alex Hyde,’ she smiled, shaking his hand with a firm grip and having to talk more loudly over the din.


‘Miss Hyde? Mrs?’ he asked with a voluptuous accent.


‘Miss.’


His smile widened.


‘But please, call me Alex.’


‘Alex,’ he repeated, his smile still growing.


She paused, expecting him to reciprocate and ask her to call him Lochlan, at least, but when he made no move to do so, she added, ‘I’m very much looking forward to working with you, Mr Farquhar. I trust the chairman gave you the heads-up I was coming?’


‘Oh yes, absolutely, we all got the memo,’ he said with great warmth, before suddenly noticing Hamish was still standing there. ‘Oh, thanks, mate, I’ll take it from here.’


‘But—’


‘I said I’ve got it.’


‘Thanks for the ride, Mr Macpherson,’ Alex said as Hamish walked away with a dark expression and muttering to himself under his breath.


‘Och, don’t mind him. He’s as dour as we get round these parts. You had a good journey, I trust?’


‘It was fine. Well, until the ferry ride. I’m not great on the water.’


‘There’s a mighty swell all right; they’re predicting storms for the next couple of days. You were lucky to get here when you did. The ferries are going to be suspended from six o’clock tonight until the storms pass.’


She smiled. ‘How super.’


His eyebrows knitted together in bafflement. ‘Really?’


‘Yes, of course. It’s my first full-blown, authentic experience of island life – being cut off from the mainland!’ she said, loading her voice with intrigue.


‘Oh, I see. Well, I think we’ll have just about enough provisions to see us through,’ he grinned. ‘We certainly won’t go thirsty, that’s for sure!’


‘Quite,’ she said, looking around her properly now. The space was vast, far bigger than it seemed from the outside, with a vaulted ceiling, open to the rafters. Teams of men were moving about busily, some knocking out the staves of huge wooden barrels, others stacking them on pallets; some of the barrels were being reassembled within tight iron hoops and uploaded onto a conveyor-belt system, ready to be charred. She had read about the processes in such depth, she almost felt she’d experienced them already. ‘It’s an impressive set-up you’ve got here. How many people do you have working at the site?’


‘Oh, uh, it’s about . . . five hundred? Five fifty? Something like that,’ he said, looking around at the teams, all engaged in their hard labours.


‘Really? That many?’ Alex asked, watching his body language whilst knowing perfectly well they employed three hundred and forty-one people here and another twenty-four in positions around the globe, and that for every direct-line operative on site, they employed three times that number in the supply-chain industries of glass, closures, tubes, labelling, packaging, inspection, warehousing and distribution. That he didn’t know the numbers on his own payroll was alarming, to say the least. He might be an attractive, highly personable figurehead but charisma alone couldn’t yield profits.


‘Would you like to have the grand tour? I don’t usually do them myself, but I’d be happy to make an exception for you,’ he volunteered.


She nodded, keeping her opinions hidden. ‘Thank you. That would be very interesting.’


She let him lead her out of the building they were standing in and head across the cobbles towards the building next door. The wind had become gustier even since her arrival on the island and she could just about see the crests of white horses topping the waves out to sea. There were only a few more hours till the ferries stopped but she had to wonder whether they might call them off even sooner.


‘So how long are you staying with us for?’ Lochlan asked, pushing open a sliding door and stepping back to allow her in. ‘Long enough to allow us to take you for dinner, I hope?’


Alex didn’t startle as she stepped past him; she was more than used to being fed this line (although not normally so quickly); she was also perfectly aware that it was usually done in an attempt to deflect attention away from performance to personality. ‘I’ll be here for as long as you need me,’ she said neutrally, making direct eye contact with him. It was the best method of dissipating a half-baked seduction and firmly batting away any illusion of romantic subtext.


Well, it usually did.


‘Great,’ Lochlan replied, his grin growing. ‘It’s a date then.’


Alex frowned and went to correct him, but at the same moment he turned and gestured expansively to a couple of tall red geometric machines that looked agricultural in form. ‘So, these are the grinding mills. It’s where the dried malt is—’


Reduced to grist. Yes, Alex knew this, but she kept nodding interestedly as he talked, noticing how he stretched his neck slightly in a sort of tic when he talked business, how he kept rubbing his ankle with his left foot, his arms crossed over his torso. He was sending out conflicting messages, though she didn’t think he’d be aware of that.


She followed him into the adjoining unit where two enormous steel tubs sat squatly, dominating the space. A man in overalls looked up as they walked in. ‘Hi,’ he said, clocking the boss and making to come over.


‘Hi! Hi!’ Lochlan said quickly. ‘Don’t mind us. We’re just doing a quick tour. We’ll be out of your hair in a jiffy.’


‘Who’s that?’ she asked quietly, watching as the man hesitated and then nodded, moving back to his workstation.


‘That’s, uh . . . that’s Jock.’


‘Jock . . . ?’


Lochlan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise that she was pressing for more detail. ‘Jock, uh, gah, what’s his surname . . . ?’ There was a long pause. ‘No, it escapes me. It’ll come back.’


‘And what does Jock do?’


‘He’s the guy who works these beauties,’ Lochlan said, gesturing to the giant vats.


‘Oh, he works the mashing tuns?’ Alex asked, watching him closely.


‘You know about . . . ?’ Lochlan’s eyes widened again. He was easy to surprise. Almost too easy. ‘So you’re not a complete novice to the trade then?’


‘On the contrary, I’m afraid I’d never drunk a glass of Scotch before this week—’


Lochlan looked scandalized. ‘Never had a dram?’


‘Not my poison, I’m afraid, but I’ve no doubt I’ll be a connoisseur by the time I leave.’


He tutted. ‘It would be a dereliction of our duty if we let you leave as anything less. So what’s your usual tipple then? Don’t tell me, a champagne spritzer.’


Alex looked at him disapprovingly. ‘Vodka. Preferably Kauffman Luxury Vintage edition. Distilled fourteen times and filtered twice.’


‘It sounds powerful.’


‘It’s pure. No hangovers.’


‘You don’t like hangovers?’


‘Does anyone? Besides, I don’t have the time. I can’t afford to lose days lying on the sofa.’


‘Och, but those are the very best days.’


Alex hitched up an eyebrow as she smiled. He seemed oblivious to the hole he was digging around himself. Unprofessional, unproductive, inefficient . . . Sholto had been right – he was spoilt, just playing at his role. He was only in the job because his father’s death put him there. This was going to be easier than she’d expected. At this rate, she was going to be off the island within the week.


‘Well, I’m afraid we can’t promise a hangover-free experience with Kentallen,’ he went on. ‘It comes from the very earth we’re treading, so it’s peaty and rich and complex. I promise, if you finish a bottle of this, you’ll need sunglasses to open the fridge the next morning.’


Alex couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I’ll be sure to stick to a single glass then.’


They went back out to the courtyard; it was not so much a guided tour as a chatty preamble but it gave her an opportunity to assess him in a neutral setting and so far, he was going to great pains to manifest his authority via flirtatious chatter (men often used flattery as a form of containment) and an easy-going manner that bordered on loucheness (implying supreme confidence in his abilities). But she wondered how he was going to feel sitting across from her in a one-to-one session when he wouldn’t be able to call on either of those tools and he wasn’t the one in control.


‘So? Where to next?’ she asked, noticing a small group of women emerge from a long, low building on the opposite side of the square; they were the first women she’d seen so far. ‘What’s over there?’


‘That’s the canteen. Would you like to take a look? Or . . .’ He looked around him. ‘Or shall we go to the malting house?’ He pointed to a tall building behind her right shoulder.


Alex saw the women throw them curious looks as they passed, two of them openly appraising her all-red outfit, one of them smirking and trying to catch Lochlan’s eye. Alex remembered the bra; Sholto had already told her he’d had several affairs. With one of them, she wondered?


‘Hmm? No, see one malting house, you’ve seen them all, right?’ She pulled her gaze away, turning slowly. ‘What’s that over there?’


She pointed to a glossy, glassy single-storey building at the furthest point of the courtyard. It was set behind the converted outbuildings where his office was situated, overlooking a field and the sea beyond a low stone wall.


‘That’s the blending labs and visitors’ centre.’


‘Ah, where the magic happens? Let’s go there then.’


‘Right you are,’ he said, leading the way. ‘So . . . what exactly is your job title?’ he asked, curiosity colouring his voice.


‘I’m a leadership consultant. Or executive coach. Business coach, whatever you prefer.’


‘A leadership consultant,’ Lochlan echoed, looking at her with fresh scrutiny. ‘You’re awful young to be in such a . . . bossy position, aren’t you?’


‘There’s nothing bossy about it,’ she laughed lightly. ‘My role is to support you, not direct you. You already have the answers – that’s why you’re in the position you’re in. My job is simply to keep the ship steady when the waters get choppy.’


‘And how do you do that?’


‘Listening, empathizing, deploying a few strategic tips to improve confidence, boost productivity. It’s a science, and once you know the formulas, you can apply them to most business models.’


‘You still look far too young to be directing crusty old dinosaurs.’


‘Do you include yourself in that covey?’


‘Huh?’


‘Age is irrelevant. I’ll never know what you know about the whisky trade, but I don’t need to. I just need to apply my techniques to help you become a stronger, better, more enterprising, dynamic, flexible leader – delete as appropriate.’


‘You don’t think I’m strong and dynamic?’ he asked, that flirtatious note back in his voice again, his eyes twinkling with mischief.


‘I couldn’t possibly comment whilst I’m still assessing you, Mr Farquhar.’


‘You’re assessing me?’


‘Of course.’


His eyes gleamed brighter. ‘And what have you decided so far?’


‘It’ll all be in my report. We can talk more closely about it in our first meeting.’


‘At dinner?’


‘In whichever room you have designated as my office.’


‘I think dinner would be more conducive to establishing a rapport. Tonight? Say eight o’clock?’


‘Tonight I shall be making initial notes and recovering from the long journey.’


They were at the threshold of the visitors’ centre now, the lights from inside glowing golden through glass Crittall doors. He had a grip on the handle and she took a step towards it, forcing him to open the door, in no mood to stay out in this weather; the growing wind was blowing straight through the fibres of her unlined coat, and her core felt chilled. She shivered appreciatively as she stepped into the warmth, rubbing her hands together and blowing into them.


Her eyes instinctively roved around the room. It was a good size, perhaps seven metres by five, with backlit glass shelves on every wall showcasing seemingly hundreds of bottles, and the light that they cast inside was an even warmer amber than had appeared from the courtyard. A wood-burning stove crackled with life in one corner and various oak barrels were scattered around the space, set on their ends to be used as tables. There was a small group gathered around one, their anoraks in a heap on the floor by their feet, enjoying a tasting session that was being led by a spectacled young woman with hazel-brown hair pulled up into a ponytail. Several of the people in the group turned to stare as they came in, their eyes resting upon Alex curiously. It was because she was in red, she knew. A misjudgement; she’d wanted to convey energy – maybe a little festive friendliness – but the colour was too forthright in this environment where everything was watercolour pale.


She noticed two men standing by the till, heads bent as they read something, talking in low voices.


‘Tomorrow – tomorrow then,’ Lochlan said, lowering his voice as he came in after her and clocked the tasting in progress. She was wandering around slowly, looking at the labels and differently shaped bottles of the vintage editions.


‘Tomorrow? Yes, at eight a.m. I shall look forward to it. I’m glad to see you too like to be productive in the mornings. That’s a positive sign.’


‘No, I meant—’


‘I know exactly what you meant, Mr Farquhar.’ She stopped walking and turned to face him directly. ‘Or may I call you Lochlan?’ she asked outright, seeing as he clearly wasn’t going to offer it himself. But he was right about one thing – they did need to start building a rapport and that meant getting onto a first-names basis and initiating a little physical contact. She placed a hand lightly on his arm. ‘We are, after all, going to be working together very closely for the foreseeable future.’


Lochlan hesitated, his gaze flicking over to the two men by the till, and she looked over to find them watching them.


‘Well?’ she pressed, looking back at him when he didn’t answer. ‘Are you comfortable with that?’


‘O-of course.’ Lochlan nodded, his gaze flitting to the two men again as she saw from the corner of her eye that they were heading for the door. Who were they?


‘Oh, would you introduce us, please?’ she asked, intrigued by his evident discomfort at their presence. ‘I’d like to start meeting the teams. I’ll need to interview people in the coming days anyway.’ Would he know these workers’ names this time? she wondered. She was determined to witness some direct interaction between him and his managers; their body language would tell her a lot about how they regarded him: their respect for him and how comfortable they felt with him.


‘Uh . . . guys,’ Lochlan said, calling them over.


Both men looked displeased at being hailed, and Alex’s smile grew as theirs diminished.


‘I’d like to introduce you to Alex, uh . . .’ His voice faded away. He had forgotten her name; another fail.


‘Hyde. Alex Hyde,’ she said, offering her hand.


The closer man shook it. He was five foot ten and in his late fifties she guessed, his small eyes deeply set, his cheeks full and weathered. ‘Jimmy MacLennan.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Jimmy. I’m going to be working here in a consultancy capacity for the next few weeks. May I ask what it is that you do here?’


Jimmy looked at both the other men before he answered. ‘I’m the warehouse manager.’


‘Great,’ she nodded. ‘Well, I hope we’ll get a chance to talk at some point. I’d be interested to hear your views on things.’


Jimmy nodded, looking less thrilled at the prospect than she was.


Alex looked across at the other man who was openly scowling. ‘Hi. Alex Hyde,’ she said again, offering her hand with a benign smile even as she felt a sudden, surprising jolt as their eyes met.


The man looked at her for a moment, his body language hostile and closed, before reluctantly taking her hand and shaking it. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with light brown hair and hazel eyes with golden flecks. His hair was tousled, his clothes – jeans and a shirt – smartly casual but still somehow rumpled, as though he’d been tussling with bears or chopping wood or tossing cabers for fun. He was ruggedly handsome, wearing a deep frown and regarding her with an overt suspicion, and she wished again she’d worn navy; she was spooking the natives in her cityscape colours. ‘And you must be . . . ?’


He flicked his eyes towards Lochlan. ‘I’m his cousin,’ he said, as if that was an answer.


But it was, of sorts. Now that he’d pointed it out, she could see he looked just like a darker version of Lochlan, only with none of her host’s easy, friendly manner.


‘Ah, another of the Farquhar clan,’ she said, glossing over his rudeness with even greater politeness. It was a failsafe trick; people found it hard to maintain hostility in the face of a smile. ‘Torquil, I assume?’ And when he didn’t immediately reply, ‘No? So then you must—’


‘Be late, yes,’ he nodded curtly. ‘If you’ll excuse me.’ And with just a cursory glance towards his cousin and not another word, he turned and left.


Alex watched him go in astonishment, a cold gust billowing into her as the door opened and closed behind him. Both Lochlan and Jimmy were looking aghast too, but when she met their gazes, the best response they could manage was an apologetic shrug.


‘Don’t mind him,’ Lochlan said. ‘He warms up.’


Jimmy gave a snort. ‘Usually.’




Chapter Four


Islay, Scotland, 2 February 1918


‘Come away from the window.’


Her father’s voice was wearied, his face still turned to the newspaper, reading spectacles perched at the very end of his bulbous nose as he frowned in the dim light.


‘But, Father, he said he’d write.’


‘And he will. When he can. You must show more patience, Clarissa. This blasted war isn’t conducting itself to your convenience.’


She sighed and moved away from the window, the glass still fogged from her breath, the first sea mist beginning to roll in over the lawns. Her father was right. She could afford to wait; it was the very least she could do. Her brother would put pen to paper when he could.


She came back to her reading chair by the fire and picked up her book again, wondering what he was doing right now and where he was. Somewhere in France was all she knew. Had he seen Paris? It had been a childhood dream of theirs to visit – to make their own Grand Tour – back in the days before war had thrown a black cloak over Europe, blotting out the sun, the future, all hope.


‘No news is good news,’ that was what her mother kept saying as she paced the hall, wringing her hands fretfully. Clarissa knew she had to believe that too, even as her mind ran through all the different horrors he might have seen or lived through just last week or yesterday or today. Her parents had always accused her of an excitable imagination but this was more terrifying than anything she might make up; the newspapers were running headlines of flamethrowers and machine guns; of noxious yellow and green gases, men stumbling blind over bodies, fleeing the guns, suffocating in the trenches, their lungs and skin blistered raw. If Percy did make it back, how could he possibly be the same person he had been before? Archie she didn’t worry about; he had always had a fine-tuned sense of self-preservation, but Percy – he was too good, too kind.


They were all changed by this war. Her own days in the barley fields were long and back-breaking, the cold numbing her hands and feet with dangerous chill, leaving them calloused and red and blistered. She stared at them in the firelight. It was almost impossible to remember their pale softness of years past, how Phillip had smiled as he pressed them to his lips, promising her a life of rose gardens and music that would now never come, torched to ashes somewhere in a field in Ypres.


Mrs Dunoon, the housekeeper, came in with their evening tray: a wedge of cheese, barley wafers, a sliced apple and a pot of tea. The china cups trembled in their saucers as she set it down. She was worn down by her duties too, trying to single-handedly cook for the three of them, manage all the laundry, and keep clean and warm the five rooms they had been reduced to using, the other twenty-eight now shrouded in dust sheets and shut off. The previous staff of nine had been whittled down to just two: Mrs Dunoon and her husband who had had to maintain the estate’s boundaries, tend the kitchen garden and drive for her lame father. But now he too had been called up, along with everyone else either conscripted to the front, labouring in the fields, or those forced to leave the isle altogether for the city, to work in the shipbuilding docks and munitions factories. ‘Mrs Farquhar will be down presently and asked that you start without her.’


‘Thank you,’ Clarissa’s father said as the housekeeper retreated with a nod.


Clarissa poured the tea for him as he folded his newspaper and looked into the flames. ‘Would you like to listen to the wireless?’ she asked as she handed the cup to him.


‘No, but one must,’ he sighed, bracing himself for the news of another day’s slaughter in foreign fields. ‘We cannot turn away from the truth, irrespective of how hard it is to bear.’


Clarissa walked over and tuned the dials, the static an undulating whine and crackle until a well-dressed voice fell into the room. She took her seat again, straight-backed and stiff as she lifted her cup and saucer with quivering hands.


No news was good news. He would come back.


She just had to wait.


Islay, Wednesday 6 December 2017


The B&B where she was staying was only two miles from the distillery, further up the ‘main’ road and set just back from the coast on a fledgling cliff that was forming as the land rose towards the uplands and the nearby mountains. It was a bare and rather austere-looking farmhouse but it had a pleasing symmetry with eight windows and a centrally set front door. Unlike the rest of the local housing stock, it was unpainted and its granite stone walls looked weather-beaten; a tendril of smoke puffed and twisted from one of the chimney-tops, but it was gathered and spirited away by a sudden gust in the next moment. The farmyard and outbuildings were located just beyond the gated approach to the house and in the small, stone-walled garden, a washing line was pegged with a white sheet that billowed and flapped furiously in the wind.


The lights were on in the bottom left windows and as Alex thanked Hamish for the lift again and climbed out, she could see shadows flickering on the walls inside, someone moving about. It was dusk and apart from a red thread bleeding into the grey at the world’s edge, the sky was a volatile mess of tall, overstacked clouds that looked like water buckets on the verge of overflowing and tipping their load.


The storm was about to break, fat raindrops already beginning to fall intermittently and thudding to the ground. Alex ran up the stony path, her overnight bag bouncing awkwardly behind her, one hand above her head feebly trying to protect her hair as she knocked at the door and waited.


‘Yes?’ The woman who answered had eyes like currants, dark and small and set in a doughy, pliable face. She was tall for a woman of her generation – five foot nine or so – and her white hair was fastened in a bun that was just beginning to come undone at the sides. She was wearing a half-apron over a tweed skirt and what appeared to be a hand-knitted Aran cardigan, a black-and-white border collie standing by her ankles, its eyes never leaving Alex’s face.


‘Hello. My name is Alex Hyde. I have a reservation with you.’


A half-beat passed before recognition dawned on the old woman’s face. ‘Och, the Sassenach,’ she said in a dancing accent. ‘You’re just about moving in to stay?’


‘That’s right,’ Alex replied. ‘It’s an open-ended booking. I’m afraid there’s no way of knowing how long I’ll be here for.’


‘Well, that’s just how we like it. Less changing of the sheets for me. Come in, come in. I’m Mrs Peggie.’


Alex followed her through a stone porch – in which coats and boots filled every surface – into a small panelled hallway with doors leading off to the left and the right and a dark brown hardwood staircase leading up at the back. A wicker, rather nibbled dog basket was positioned between further wellies and umbrellas along the back wall. A small mirrored side table to the left was dressed with a cotton lace doily and a shallow bowl which had several sets of keys in it.


‘It’s getting pretty wild out there,’ Alex said, smoothing her hair down. ‘Apparently the Met Office has put out a red weather warning?’


‘Och, the fuss they make these days with all their traffic-light codes; the animals will tell you soon enough if there’s something to worry about. Come this way and I can show you around,’ she said, leading Alex into the room on the left of the front door. It was painted a soft mint green, with dark rugs over the floorboards and green- and purple-flowered curtains at the windows. Two small square tables were positioned at forty-five-degree angles to each other, already set with cutlery and dressed with white tablecloths and a small vase of silk flowers. A door in the far corner led, Alex imagined, to the kitchen beyond. ‘So this is the dining room. That’s Mr P. through there.’


‘Hullo,’ a voice hailed from around the door and she just glimpsed a thin white face with a patchy beard and Atlantic-blue eyes.


‘Hello!’


‘You have breakfast and dinner in here, or you can have dinner in your room if you prefer,’ she said. ‘And if you don’t want to take dinner here at all – if you’re eating out – just let me know at breakfast so as I know my quantities.’


‘Okay. What time is breakfast served from?’


‘Six until nine. I’d prefer to stop at eight thirty but you get those who like to have what they call “a lie-in”,’ she sighed.


‘Well, I’ll definitely be nearer to the six a.m. end of the spectrum. I’m an early riser,’ Alex said, her eyes swinging over the room.


‘What is it you do?’


She looked back and smiled. ‘I’m a management consultant.’


‘Och, you don’t look old enough. Is that what’s brought you to Islay?’


Alex nodded. ‘I’ll be working at Kentallen.’


‘Like the rest of us then,’ Mrs Peggie said with a roll of her eyes. ‘So you’ll not be doing any sightseeing? Looking for the birds?’


‘No.’
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