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      Bennett Family

      Jack          +      Bernadette

      The Sisters:

      Annie   —   engaged to Callum Logan

      Stasia     — married to Rick. Daughter, Willow. Son, Oliver.

      Merle      —    son, Tristan. Boyfriend, Pascal d’Onscon

      Francie   —   divorced

      Elise  —  single

      

      Logan Family

      Fiona  — widow of Lyle Logan

      The Brothers:

      Hugh  — married to Davina

      Callum  — engaged to Annie Bennett

      

      House guest: Bruno Nordvilles-Moura — business acquaintance of Hugh

      

      Kincardie House

      Jinty Arbuckle, caretaker

      Vanora Petrie, housekeeper

      Mrs. MacKeegan, cook

      Killian Yarrow, chauffeur

      Brian Gunn, “Gunni”, sheep man

      Craigg, retired caretaker/sheep man
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          Northeast Coast of Scotland

        

      

    

    
      The Scottish landscape sped by the window in flashes of greens, ruby reds, and golds as Merle Bennett sat curled into the train seat, holding Pascal’s warm hand. All the planning, coordinating, and anxiety of the last few months evaporated as they passed fields of sheep, horses grazing on emerald pastures, trees aglow with new finery, and tiny villages squatting low along roadsides.

      As a pessimist Merle never thought it could all come together, even with her prodigious check-lists. But you are subject to pleasant surprises as a pessimist, and Merle was experiencing one right now. Things had come together. Stasia, the hyper-organized sister, had wielded her mighty binder full of maps, weather charts, and suitcase-packing diagrams. Merle had provided lists of clothing by day of the week. Annie, the eldest and the bride, had floated along on everyone else’s plans. The younger sisters were blissfully ignorant of all lists, treating the whole thing as a big adventure. And it was, Merle supposed, if you looked beyond the machinations to make it all happen.

      Annie’s wedding was in five days. Merle was crazy about Callum Logan, as he made her sister happy. That was easy to see. But it would be stretching it to say that she thought six months ago that this wedding would happen. Moving entire families across the Atlantic Ocean, coordinating flights, getting passports for some, renewals for others, hotel rooms, rental cars, all that plus the actual wedding planning. Not to mention trying to make everyone happy. It was a nightmare to Merle. In the end she only had to coordinate herself and Pascal. And that, as it turned out, was easy.

      He had his head back, eyes shut, black curl drooping on his forehead. The sway of trains made most people sleepy but Merle rode one almost every day. She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb. Almost everything about Pascal was easy, she thought, and that made her twitchy. Life in general didn’t fit that pattern. There were compromises and disappointments, failures and chaos. People left you, grew up, moved away, died. There was so much room for loneliness and disaster.

      Life was irritatingly random. So she made her lists, trying to control what she could and cross the rest off.

      They slowed to a stop in a small town. The station was bright, cheerful, with splashes of blue paint. Sunshine poured through glass panels in the roof. Everything she’d heard about Scotland seemed wrong. It was beautiful, peaceful, full of spring flowers, blue skies, and happy faces.

      She made a quick promise to herself to smile all week. Her son Tristan wouldn’t be here to remind her. A glance at Pascal might do the trick. It shouldn’t be that hard. She was happy for Annie, who despite years of protestations and bohemian ways, was actually getting hitched.

      It was amazing. It was romantic. And it felt inevitable the way the best things do, as if life had finally given up throwing obstacles in your path and wrapped its warm arms around you and whispered those happy words you’d been longing to hear.

      This is your moment. Now. Go live it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          The Highlands

        

      

    

    
      This is it.

      Annie stared out the window of the car as they wound up through the hills sparkling with spring green and sheep and quaint houses. She heard the words in her mind with various thunderous overtones: “This is IT!” spoken with foreboding and doom. Or: “This is it!” with an air of excited anticipation. She couldn’t decide which voice was hers: doom or excitement. And that was the dilemma.

      Callum seemed to be feeling something strange too. He hugged his side of the back seat, brow tight as he gazed at his homeland. He didn’t seem overcome with happy memories, in fact, he’d barely said a word since leaving Aberdeen. The train ride up from Edinburgh had been just long enough for most of the party to take naps. Annie hadn’t. She felt jittery from the plane, from something that roiled inside her. Could it be bad food? Jet fumes? Thin air?

      Their romance might have been called ‘whirlwind,’ if not for her age. Annie called this time of life Medicare Lite, the late 50s, when things start to go downhill. Your hair turns gray, your teeth go yellow, the strength in your limbs that was once so much a part of you that you took it for granted now feels iffy on the best days. She’d had to give up running, not that she adored it that much. But the decision was made by her knees, not her mind. The indignities. You ignore them, you must. There is no choice or you fixate on everything to come.

      But what if ‘things to come’ included getting married at the ripe old age of 55? Annie shut her eyes. It was embarrassing to be in love at this age. It was a different feeling than she’d felt at 20, or even 40. She knew love. She had been in love a few times, with decent, respectable men. But she’d held herself a little apart. She could see that now. She’d been afraid to lose herself, whatever made her unique, to fall headlong and nonsensical. She was so into herself, to being free and strong and all that. Wouldn’t marriage dilute her essence? Wouldn’t being a wife make her something other than who she was? The questions and doubts had killed a couple of decent love affairs.

      Was she still holding something back?

      She loved Callum. She knew she did. That wasn’t in question.

      The question was her life. My Semi-Perfect Life. She did work in environmental law that was satisfying and served the greater good. She had tons of friends. Her parents were still alive and often kicking. She had great sisters, some more fun than others but all good people, and the cutest nieces and nephews. She had a decent savings account. She took vacations. She went to the opera and shopped at farmer’s markets. It wasn’t perfect but it was functioning. It was a full life. She was happy.

      Was wanting more— or even if ‘more’ fell into your lap all sweet and adorable and kind— was that crazy? Was it selfish? Was it bad luck? Was it just plain too much?

      She and Callum met at a state bar association dinner in Harrisburg, of all places. The locale (the Holiday Inn) wasn’t much but it was neutral ground. She lived in Pittsburgh, he in Manhattan. He wasn’t a lawyer— he worked in investments in a big bank. He was dating a lawyer, a red-satin, nose-job type who would probably be on Fox News soon, the sort of arm-candy men adored. That is, smart, long-legged, and gorgeous. Annie came solo, representing her firm. She had long since given up dragging outsiders to legal functions, no matter how gala they sounded on paper.

      They met at the drinks table in the back of the large conference room set up for dinner. His date was off schmoozing. They talked. They drank. They talked some more. He had a lovely, soft brogue that reminded her of Sean Connery in the old James Bond movies. They went outside and missed the dinner. They exchanged phone numbers.

      It happened fast, movie-style, love-at-first-sight, if you believed in that sort of thing. Annie didn’t, or anyway didn’t trust it. She was just in it for a few laughs, to stick it to Miss Long Legs, for a romp in the City. She was never opposed to a romp with a handsome man.

      That was eighteen months ago. And now she was being chauffeured into the Scottish Highlands to his family estate to— words failed her. Even with the wedding dress tucked carefully into her suitcase, she couldn’t fathom the event, the ‘marriage.’ She knew she had some mental work to do before the ceremony on Saturday. Some emotional work. She tried to relax. Wedding jitters, that’s all.

      The hillsides were bursting with spring flowers. Bluebells carpeted the sun-dappled woods, creating a landscape of simple wonder that seemed quintessentially Scottish. Annie glanced at Callum. These were his bluebells, his Highlands, his home.

      In what dream, what fantastical embodiment of her Semi-Perfect Life had she imagined this? It felt surreal and not in a good way. She didn’t care about the wedding ceremony. She had no lifelong dream of white lace. She’d told them that so they planned it for him. She just had to show up and smile.

      They rumbled across a short wooden bridge and there it was: the manse, the estate, the castle. Oh, crap, there were servants, like some cracker box domestic drama. Annie felt a small terror well up inside her. What the hell? This was so unlike brave, rambunctious, independent Ann Bennett.

      Who was she? What the hell had she gotten herself into?

      Her eyes felt hot in a way she hadn’t experienced in ages. She swallowed hard; she would not cry. But she reached behind her for Callum’s hand.

      Not entirely to her surprise, he met her halfway.
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      As Jinty Arbuckle balanced on the stone portico, slick with mold left from a wet Scottish winter, the cars appeared around the hill. The soft roar of their approach to Kincardie House echoed in the narrow vale. The clickety-clack of tires on the narrow wooden bridge announced each vehicle like the beat of a drum. First the big black one, a lumbering beast unsuited for rural roads, its shiny paint marred with spatters.

      She squinted at the flash of infrequent sunshine glaring off a windshield. A second and third car, less posh, followed. They rolled into the gravel park and engines shut down.

      Jinty put on a smile, her teeth sticky and mouth dry. Her first guests. Her stomach felt a bit off but she put her shoulders back to greet them properly. Her predecessor as caretaker was an ancient man of the hills. She was the future in her dignified navy calico dress.

      A couple sprang from the black car, laughing. Her smile froze at the loud Americans, so exuberant when measured courtesy obviously made the best first impression. She’d learned that in her two years in Glasgow at the hard-worn two-star hotel where she’d worked up to night manager. Shabby it may have been but the service was impeccable, if she did say so herself.  Not that she hadn’t thrown a few tossers out on their ear. She’d have none of that trouble with this crowd, would she? Just middle-aged Americans on holiday, loud but benign.

      A couple stepped out of the second car, more quietly, and peered up at the grand old house. Doubtless they’d never seen anything so grand in America, all turrets and slate and leaded windows. Jinty puffed out her meager chest and smoothed her dress. The weather this fine May day was strangely warm, the welcome sunshine warm on her cheek.

      The first couple, the laughing ones, turned out to be the bride and groom. So only one was American. And she a bit long in the tooth to be a bride, with wild hair and wrinkles. Nice though, the way she offered her hand, like a real person.

      “Jinty Arbuckle, caretaker of Kincardie House,” she replied. It still sounded strange. “Welcome.”

      “Lovely to be here,” the bride said. “You’re awfully young to be caretaker, aren’t you?”

      She dipped her eyelashes. She was precocious and proud of it.

      The groom was the young master of this house. He lived across the pond these days. Callum Logan gave her a grin. Handsome devil with that dark hair and blue eyes and ‘I’m-grand-so-sue-me’ air. So this was Hugh’s brother.

      “So pleased you’ve come to Kincardie, Miss Arbuckle,” he said. “Has my mother been on your neck about every detail? I’m so sorry.” Then he laughed like he wasn’t at all sorry, or unfamiliar with his mother’s demanding nature.

      “I hope you’ll find everything to your liking, sir,” Jinty said. “The staff has been working hard. Best wishes to you, sir.”

      Was she overdoing the ‘sir’ business? He wasn’t a duke or anything.

      He must have seen a flicker of tension. “Call me Callum. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      My, he had a lovely voice, almost as nice as his older brother. Too bad Hugh and Davina were staying in the village. They were proper Scots, elegant and fashionable, the sort of person she’d like to be someday. But there were just the six bedrooms fit enough for guests and Mrs. Logan had given them all to the bride’s family.

      From the second car, another sister. An underfed, intense sort of woman who softened a bit when the man with her was introduced. A musky Continental type in leather sports coat, dark jeans and motorcycle boots. Jinty mumbled their names: Merle and Pascal, trying to memorize them.

      Another sister emerged. Pretty with ginger hair and freckles, she could have been a Scottish television presenter. Jinty squinted suspiciously. Radiance of that quality was unusual. Francie was on her own, it appeared, and not happy about it. She had dark circles under her eyes and talked sharply to Merle about the luggage.

      From the third car stepped a short man in a well-cut suit and tie and yet another sister, the youngest of five, the pretty one snarked. Well, it wasn’t a crime to be young.

      “Long flight,” Merle remarked with a smile.

      “And train,” Francie added.

      “And dirt road in a rental car,” the youngest, Elise, said. She had the family freckles but was dark-haired and short like her man. Named Bruno, he was French like the musky one. He got the last bedroom as a friend of Hugh’s. He had hooded eyes and greasy blond hair combed forward like Caesar. He squeezed Jinty’s hand awkwardly with both of his. At least he didn’t try to air-kiss her, she thought, cringing, as she led the parties into the foyer and began dividing them up into guest rooms according to Mrs. Logan’s elaborate plan.

      Outside, the driver of the black car retrieved their bags, lining them up on the wet stones. Jinty barked at him and he took no mind as she moved them onto the mostly dry portico. Nothing in the Highlands was actually dry. Less wet was the goal.

      When she turned and gave the driver a two quid tip as instructed, she spied Gunni gallumping across the approach to the old coach house now converted to a garage. She called to him to help with the luggage as the driver made his escape.

      Gunni stared across the yard as if he couldn’t comprehend. Jinty felt sure it was an act. He wasn’t that thick. He just hated taking orders, from strangers and from her. Sheep were his thing. He adored the Highland sheep with their shaggy wool coats and black faces. He came alive at lambing, they said, and cried like a baby if a wee woolly was lost. With people he was less affectionate.

      His straw-like yellow hair sticking out from his knit cap Gunni lumbered over finally and carried bags to the appointed rooms, silent as the grave. Just as well since Jinty barely understood a word he said.  No one tipped him. She’d heard Americans could be tighter than Scots. That was saying something.

      Lord, they’d brought enough for a summer. The pile of luggage was impressive for just one week in the bonny hills. One week to get an over-ripe sister married off to a son of the clan. One week to sort out family disputes which anyone could see were brewing.

      One week to drink too much, be too cozy, and drive each other mad. Word was one more sister lurked about with wee ones and old folks, staying at the old Hydro in the village. At least the ceremony was there, not here at Kincardie House. We’ll have drama enough, Jinty predicted.

      As if on cue Mrs. Logan arrived in the ancient Rolls, driven by the chauffeur, Killian. Jinty had developed a fondness for Killian with his broad shoulders and floppy brown hair. She tore her eyes away from him. Must be professional in front of the lady.

      Lord, she’d dyed her hair a wicked shade of — scarlet? Fire engine red? Mrs. Logan blew into the house like a hurricane, scattering servants and throwing well-laid plans to the winds. Her son was getting married! Saints preserve us! She’d given up hope! Everything must be top drawer. Here are the lists for tomorrow. Here are the menus. Here is the list of the lists.

      Jinty pushed back her shoulders and took a deep breath.

      Just one week.
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      Merle tapped on Annie’s door, the one next to her in the dim second-floor hallway complete with furry heads and glass eyes staring down. Kincardie House, this amazing, gorgeous old country estate, had been in Callum’s mother’s family for generations, she’d been told, so be sure to praise it whenever possible. Merle shivered and pulled her jacket tighter. She just hoped there was heat in the old pile.

      Annie threw the door open with a smile. “Get in here,” she said, pulling Merle into a nearly identical room as hers and Pascal’s, with dusty flocked green wallpaper, wood paneling, and sporting prints. But Annie, it appeared, wouldn’t be sharing a bed officially until after the wedding.

      “So it’s true?” Merle asked, peering around at luggage. “Separate rooms?”

      Annie laughed. “Mother has some old-fashioned ideas.”

      Merle’s eyes widened. “You call her ‘Mother’?”

      “Only for giggles. I want to call her Fiona but Callum says, not yet.” She sat on the high, four-poster bed that creaked loudly. “She moved into the Hydro Hotel for the week which was very generous. Did you see it as we went through the village? Those big iron gates? Looks like a Victorian mental institution. Might be more helpful if it was.” She looked around the room. “Can you dig all this? Callum told me not to expect much, that it was dark and dreary but it’s just, you know, so Scottish.”

      Merle frowned. “But he described it. He must have. You knew he was rich, right? But a hunting lodge — like the Queen? Is that what this is?”

      Annie shrugged. “There’s a bear skin rug in Callum’s room.”

      “I suppose his great-grandfather was some titan of industry.”

      “Made a fortune selling weapons to the British government. A real Lord McWarbucks.”

      That was an appalling legacy. But Callum had left it behind. Investment banking wasn’t the most moral of professions but it was a step above gun-running. He seemed normal and modern. He’d fixed Merle’s cellphone on the train and discussed wine with Pascal and Bruno. Bruno, now there was a mystery.  Elise seemed ready for the challenge, flirting with him mercilessly. What happened to her boyfriend Andrew, the pudgy classmate that they all thought was going to pop the question? He hadn’t come over. Maybe like Tristan he had work to do. Merle’s son was in the middle of finals.

      “Can you imagine actually living like this?” Merle mused. “It’s like one of those gothic romances we used to devour. Remember ‘Mists of Shadow Island?’ I read it again this winter.”

      “Faintly. Did it live up to your memory?”

      Merle walked to the window. “For characters, hmmm. So-so. For atmosphere, definitely.” She had actually deconstructed the old paperback, filling in a spreadsheet on her computer one weekend with all the chapters outlined, characters described, tropes identified. Just for fun, and to fill the dead hours of the weekend. There were so many dead hours these days, with Tristan busy at school and Pascal so far away. Pascal, she mused happily. They were together for at least a few days.

      “It’s all atmosphere in the Highlands,” Annie was saying. “Fog, rain, sheep, and heather.”

      “No ghosts, I hope. There were some ridiculous ghosts in ‘Shadow Island,’ all clanking chains.” She would cut out the ghosts. If — what? Focus, Merle.

      Annie laughed. “Maybe this will be the week Brigadoon comes back, just in time for the wedding of the Scottish laird! Let’s hear it for bagpipes, kilts, and whisky.”

      “I can deal with bagpipes. I hope.” Merle peered out the leaded window. “Look at that hillside. The colors. Oh, Annie, it’s breathtaking.”

      The hill opposite the manicured grounds of Kincardie House rose up and faced them in all its spring glory, covered with flowers and verdant green. To the right, past the outbuildings, the dirt drive stretched away toward the village, across the wooden bridge sheltered by a graceful old oak.

      What a setting. It was picture postcard idyllic.

      Annie joined her at the window. “We timed the wedding for the bluebells. Callum insisted. He’s sentimental about bluebells.”

      Merle glanced at her sister, eyebrows raised. Annie wasn’t sentimental about anything, much less flowers or weddings. How had she managed to find a man like Callum? They were so different, and not just the age difference. Annie was fourteen years older. The rumor was that ‘Mother’ wasn’t too happy about the union. But she was throwing this week-long party so she must have come around. You didn’t give your elegant country estate over to a bunch of crude Americans if you were against the wedding.

      Merle turned back to the view, unable to think clearly when presented with such an impossibly beautiful sight. At the bottom of the hillside, near the fenced pasture, sweeps of brilliant bluebells merged into something green then light purple before melting into scraggly trees hugging the ridge line. Dots of white clustered on the hills beyond. “Are those sheep?”

      “The finest Highland breeds. Black-faced, shaggy, some exotic ones. That’s what the estate does now. It’s famous for its sheep.”

      Ah, sheep. Much more civilized than tanks and ammo. “The wool must make some cozy sweaters,” Merle said, shivering again. “I thought it would be summer.”

      “I think this is as warm as it gets in Scotland,” Annie said. “Tomorrow, after the fitting for the dresses. We’ll all buy sweaters.”

      The sisters had been both dreading and anticipating the first look at their bridesmaids dresses for the wedding. The entire flight over was full of carping about them. Francie in particular. The secrecy which Callum’s mother had kept the design drove her crazy.

      “Are we going to hate the dresses? You can tell me.”

      Annie smiled mysteriously. “Hold your water, lassie.”

      

      Francie flopped back on the satiny down comforter and squinted at the elaborate plaster cornices around the old ceiling. Her room, as far as she could tell, was no better or worse than her sisters’. So there was no point ruminating on that injustice. God knew she had plenty of others. The plane ride had been a nightmare of screaming babies and smelly old man feet. The train from Edinburgh to Aberdeen was all right but she was so tired she slept through it. Then smashed into that rental with Merle and Pascal as they spoke their honeyed French lovey things to each other.

      She was the perpetual third wheel in coupledom.

      She sat up and rummaged in her carry-on. Was it too early for Scotch? She’d bought a nice bottle of Highland Park at the airport and was dying to break it open.

      Just a wee dram. It was smoky and burned on the way down but it made her feel a bit better. This trip, this wedding, it was all too much. She had to attend solo, the first blow. She wasn’t dating anyone she could ask to spend several thousand dollars to fly to Scotland for a week. And she couldn’t afford to buy anyone a ticket. Her finances were another source of worry. But she would not go there. This week she would HAVE FUN.

      How though? She opened the bottle again and poured out another dram. What was there to do here in the countryside but pick wildflowers? She sank into a hard rocking chair.

      Annie marrying Callum was so unfair. He was much too good-looking for a person who didn’t even care about things like that. And much too young.

      He’s nearly my age. Francie wondered idly if she had a little crush on Callum. Probably not. He wasn’t her type. She liked ethereal poets, greasy-haired dreamers, hopeless romantics who needed her firm hand. Not bankers. Ugh. Almost as bad as a lawyer. Imagine being married to a money man, even a hottie like Callum. How dry would that be, talking about stocks and bonds at dinnertime? No, she’d take someone deep and philosophical, an intellectual, a songwriter or painter, someone who needed her, someone she could help become a better man.

      She put her head in her hands. Who was she kidding? She’d take anyone who’d have her. She had become rather. . . indiscriminate. She’d had six boyfriends in the last year, if boyfriend was an old-fashioned word for sex partner. She dumped most after two or three dates. They put her to sleep with profit-and-loss margins, or laughed like horses, or had very small penises.

      Francie sighed dramatically. Then she made herself smile. She’d heard a smile will make you actually feel better from the outside in. She stretched it wider, waiting for the effect.

      “It will be a great week,” she whispered, licking out the shot glass. “Absolutely super.”
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      Help you, miss?”

      Elise spun around from her awkward position, peering sideways around the doorway into the kitchen. It was a large, utilitarian, heavily tiled space with a huge wooden table in the center. It smelled of baking bread at the moment which was heavenly. It made her so hungry, that smell. She’d been starving herself for months to fit into the size 4 dress she’d told Annie she wore but hadn’t actually fit into since college.

      That rigid young woman, the caretaker with the blunt-cut bangs, granny glasses, and imperious air, stood close behind her, having snuck up silently. She held a stack of folded linens and tipped her head to one side, eyeing her curiously.

      “Just exploring,” Elise said. She’d worked out that ahead, not half because that was exactly what she was doing. The other half was looking for the yummy Frenchie, Bruno. She pulled up all five-foot-two of herself and gave the caretaker full eye contact. “Jean, is it?”

      “Jinty,” the young woman said. “You can call me Miss Arbuckle if you prefer.”

      Elise punched her playfully on the shoulder, causing the caretaker to jump. “We’re pretty informal in America. Jinty then. That’s cute. Is it short for something?”

      “Janet. But don’t call me that.” She paused, frowning. “Is there something I can get for you?”

      “Oh. Oh, yes.” Elise smiled sweetly at the sourpuss. “Is it possible to get a glass of red wine? Nothing fancy. A claret perhaps?” She’d heard them order claret on public television.

      “There will be drinks before dinner.” Jinty checked the large grandfather clock ticking away in the hall. “In one hour. In the library.”

      “How formal,” Elise purred.

      “Mrs. Logan respects tradition.”

      The woman strode away in her sensible oxfords and dark dress, back ramrod straight, one hand on top of the pile of cloths. Elise almost laughed. Had she stumbled into a costume drama? Well, she decided right then to mix things up, make a little mischief, break a few rules. Mrs. Logan and her stupid schedule. Who was Mrs. Logan to her? She hadn’t signed any ‘Good Behavior’ paperwork. Mrs. Logan wasn’t her mother. The Bennett parents were staying in the big brick hotel, the Hydro, in the village. Out of sight, out of mind. Besides she was a grown woman, over 40, single, and free.

      Traveling overseas was a bit like going to an out-of-state convention. All bets were off. Out the window go those uptight constraints of the female lawyer: be polite, think before speaking, wear no mini, don’t speak too loudly, be subtle, join the right clubs, blah blah blah.  She hated the lawyer lifestyle. It felt like a straight jacket, a carefully tailored and conservative Brooks Brothers one.

      Her sisters wouldn’t care if she caused a little mayhem. They never noticed anything she did.

      She felt the first charge of adventure when she’d met Bruno at the railway station in Edinburgh. He’d just flown in from Paris. They were the same height, that helped, and they peered a bit too long into each others’ eyes. After the train ride he offered to drive her up here and along the way he spoke in that delicious accent, much nicer than Pascal’s, and kept glancing lecherously at her legs. She was glad she’d worn the short skirt after all, even though it was so tight it kept riding up to her crotch.

      Andrew, whom she’d left behind in the US, rose up in her mind. He’d be knee deep in briefs by now, the work that she’d left behind. She hadn’t invited him to the wedding and it was obvious he expected to be invited. He’d get over it.

      They’d been dating for nearly a year; she liked him. It might be serious, it might not. She just didn’t want him to come. She wanted to be free, of everything, including good, stolid Andrew, who had already made partner in the firm while she had not. She would punish him a little for that. No, she would not think about Andrew all week. She’d earned her liberty, and a bit of naughtiness, after all that excruciating dieting.

      Her oldest sister getting married. Annie, who vowed she’d sooner burn another bra than writhe under a man’s legal thumb, had thrown all that out for a cute man in a kilt. She appeared to be serious. Big frigging destination wedding, with all her sisters as bridesmaids, country dancing, and bagpipes.

      Annie had always been more a mother to Elise than a sister. Elise was two when Annie left for college. Their relationship was not terribly close, not like Francie. But the five Bennett sisters were like their literary namesakes apparently, all looking for husbands. Except for Stasia who lived the Sadie-Sadie-Married-Lady dream. Husband, kids, a job at a fashion magazine, and a perfection streak: it was enough to make you puke sometimes.

      Stasia and her kids were probably swimming and hiking and horseback-riding, sneaking away from the family in the glorious anonymity of a big hotel. Elise was furious when the arrangements were announced. She’d be stuck in the countryside with her single sisters when she could be pub-crawling and kilt-lifting. But now she wondered if she hadn’t gotten the better deal: a fabulously creepy, isolated country estate with a million rooms, gloomy servants, and sheep. One big Victorian hide-and-seek. Finding out Bruno was staying here might have improved her outlook.

      Elise let out a giddy chuckle. She’d already snooped around one end of the house. She’d found one whole wing closed off, stripped of furniture, plus the vacant third floor servants’ quarters. Things might not be as grand as old lady Logan made out.  At least the public areas were keeping up appearances, all gleaming wood and shiny crystal chandeliers.

      Now where was Bruno?

      She sniffed the kitchen air. That bread. Was it possible to gain weight between now and the wedding? She vowed to at least try to behave on that front.

      So many other possibilities for bad behavior awaited, many of them calorie-free.

      Jinty disappeared around the corner. Elise started opening doors off the main hall, poking her nose where it did not belong, picking up objets d’art, running her fingers over bookshelves, searching for dungeons and secret passages.

      Oh, this would be fun.

      

      Pascal and Merle arrived a few minutes late to the cocktail hour in the library. A plump, disheveled woman who identified herself as the housekeeper had knocked on everyone’s door a half hour earlier. ‘The summoning,’ Merle called it. The ways of upper class British were a mystery to Pascal. He changed his shirt to be safe. In any case he was already undressed.

      Being with Merle again was like coming home. No matter where they met— France, New York, or Scotland— their bodies remembered, relaxed, and rejoiced. Yes, he could say his body rejoiced at her touch. He wasn’t ashamed of the need he felt. It had been nearly six months since they’d been together. Six very dry months.

      Busy months at work. That was a blessing. He’d worked on a big investigation of grape importers who were selling their South American fruit to French wineries who then labelled it as a product of France.  This time the grapes came through Italy. The mafioso were thick into it again. It was an old trick, not particularly cagey, but a big case. Lots of paperwork, plenty of court appearances. You had to keep a thumb on these gangsters who threatened the AOC system, the appellation d'origine contrôlée that made French products pure and original.

      He’d even been loaned out to the fromage task force for six weeks this winter. Cheese had the same problem as wine: fraudulent ingredients cheapening the distinction and the taste. They had brought down a ring of milk importers, cow’s milk labelled sheep and not from France at all but from Holland. A success. But he disliked the fromage people. They smelled.

      As they lay in the canopy bed, too small but douillet — cozy — he had held Merle close, stroking her hair. The thought came to him that he couldn’t keep doing this, spending months apart. She lived so far away, an ocean away. And yet, what could they do? Was he to give her up? Would she find a new beau, someone fat and ridiculous like her last man? He couldn’t bear the thought. But he also couldn’t afford to fly across the Atlantic to see her on a whim. Not on a policeman’s salary.

      A new job. Was that the solution? Could he work in America? Surely they had enough policemen. He couldn’t imagine starting over. He wasn’t a rookie, un bleu. He kissed the top of her head. He would think of something. He felt adrift. An unusual and uncomfortable state.

      Now, with Merle on his arm, looking delicious in a green-and-blue print dress and bright yellow shoes, her hair up off her neck (he loved her neck) he felt the sensation again. How could he keep her close? He had to figure this out.

      Merle steered them over to the autre Français, Bruno, who chatted with Elise. The youngest Bennett sister was flushed — from wine? — and bumped Bruno with her shoulder coquettishly. Ah. So that’s how it is.

      “Bonsoir,” Pascal said as Merle went to get them wine. Bruno mumbled something. He wasn’t a friendly sort, or the type of man Pascal trusted, to be honest. Being a policeman made one suspicious but still, he was not impressed with this Bruno.

      “So. You live in Paris then?” Pascal asked him.

      “Mais oui. Un appartement in the Sixième, near the Seine. Very small but I love it.” Bruno sneered, or smiled perhaps. To say one had any sort of abode in the Sixth Arrondissement of Paris, around Saint Germain-des-Prés, the priciest area of the city, was not the sort of thing one led with in polite company. No doubt it was a huge 19th-Century flat with a parquet floors, fireplaces, and a view of the river. He was informing Pascal that he was rich, had inherited a company, a title, or a country estate.  That he was an elite. A not-so-subtle game of la surenchère, of one-upmanship, was afoot.

      “Et vous, d’Onscon?”

      Pascal took note of the use of his surname. They weren’t to be friends. “I work in Paris at times. But mostly in the south of France.”

      The short man nodded, unimpressed. He was quite Napoleonesque. Even his hair, combed forward like an emperor— but what was that color? It had been bleached but the roots were dark. Pascal supposed it was fashionable. It gave Bruno the aura of having recently been in disguise. Wasn’t he too old for a punk hairstyle? Pascal examined his face for wrinkles and found few.

      Elise spoke up: “Pascal is a policeman, Bruno. For the National Police. So be good.” She nudged him again.

      “Ah, but I am always good, chérie,” he purred, patting her backside in a familiar way. She giggled. Pascal thought he might be sick. He must warn Elise about Bruno. But what could he say, he didn’t even know the man’s full name.

      “Pardon. My throat is parched,” Pascal said, walking away to find Merle. She was talking to the young caretaker who was pouring wine tonight.

      “It’s all so lovely,” Merle was saying. “We’re so grateful to have use of the house for Annie’s wedding.”

      “It’s our pleasure to have you here,” Jinty replied, sounding anything but pleased. Then she looked up at some newcomers at the door, her face alight.

      An elegant middle-aged couple had arrived, dressed more formally than any of the Americans, the man in a dark suit, white shirt, and navy tie, the woman, a stunner with long black hair and flashing blue eyes, wore a sleek gray dress and high heels.

      “Who is that?” Merle whispered. Pascal shrugged as they watched the couple greet Callum warmly, both hugging him. He introduced them to Annie then turned to the group.

      “Everyone?” The party paused. Elise stopped whispering in Bruno’s ear. Callum said, “I want you all to meet my brother, Hugh, and his lovely wife, Davina.”

      The Bennett sisters gathered to greet the brother and his wife. Pascal shook their hands and went back to his wine. Callum’s brother had streaks of gray in his dark hair. He was stiff but that might just be Scotland. There was something about the wife though, she seemed unusually nervous. Maybe shy, he mused, until it came out in conversation that she had been a model as a teenager (no surprise) and now owned a fashionable shop for women in Edinburgh. Hugh was in finance like Callum. Doing well by the cut of his suit.

      The lady, Mrs. Logan, flitted in to say hello. Annie was talking to the wife now, with Merle. Jinty delivered glasses of wine to Hugh and Davina, smiling eagerly. Definitely a preference there. People were so transparent. The liars, the cheats, the ones with something to hide: the world was full of them. And in this room? Flirtations. Nothing too serious. Unless you counted that goujat, Bruno. What was the term in English? Bounder? Cad?

      Then it was time for dinner. A sparkling candelabra, white-serviette, five-course affair of the old sort. The Bennett sisters did their best to keep things lively. Mrs. Logan beamed at the crowd from the place of honor. The lamb was agréable au goût — quite palatable. Callum brought around a bottle of whisky, something called Talisker, smoky with pepper notes. Intense, complicated, with a strong aftertaste, like two families mingling.

      Pascal pulled Merle’s hand into his lap and looked at the smiling women around the table, his heart full of their joy.

      With the whisky, he somehow survived.
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      The kitchen was warm and moist, clattering with china and silver, the extra staff bumping awkwardly into each other at the sink, as the remains of dinner were cleared. Jinty had performed the serving of the dishes herself as there was no footman or maid these days. The lack of staff would have shocked the original owner, Old McRoberts whose portrait complete with stiff collar and mutton chops hung in the library. That was a different time. Jinty had begged Mrs. Logan for a girl from the village for the week, for all the extra work, but of course that was deemed wasteful and unnecessary. They would make do.

      Killian, the chauffeur, had his hands deep in suds, washing plates. The cook, Mrs. MacKeegan, sat on a stool in a corner, exhausted. Five courses was at least two too many for the old lady. She wasn’t entirely well, Jinty thought, watching her wilt.

      The housekeeper, a newcomer like Jinty, was talking a mile a minute to anyone who would listen. Vanora Petrie was from the village, a bit rough around the edges. Mrs. Logan must have been desperate for help, or, more likely, unwilling to pay for a professional. Vanora confessed her last job was pulling the tap at Carnagan’s, a workingman’s pub. The woman, in her late 50s with a taste for drink herself, had cleaned up decent and knew her way around a dust rag if she felt like it. Rumor was she’d been fired as a cleaner at the Hydro. Would she last the summer? Doubtful. Wait until she had to strip all the beds and wash all the linen.

      Vanora was drying plates as they came from Killian’s suds. Who knew a chauffeur could double as scullery maid? It made Jinty smile, watching him from behind, swinging cutlery. She could almost imagine him in their own kitchen, working side by side. The only staff missing in the kitchen was Gunni. He had set the table though then eaten alone in great gulps before he disappeared back to his beloved sheep. Mrs. MacKeegan said he wasn’t fit for society anyway.

      “Did you hear about the big blow comin’?” Vanora was saying, eyes wide with excitement. “Maybe tomorrow, they said on the Beeb.”

      Killian stopped washing and stared at her. “Radio Scotland, ya yob,” Vanora said, swatting him with her cloth. “What? Ya never listen?”

      “Some wind then?” Jinty said, hoping to distract them.

      “Big wind, the fella said, in crazy circles. The kind they call — what do they call ‘em?”

      “Hurricanes?” Mrs. MacKeegan said helpfully.

      Killian muttered, “No hurricanes come to Scotland.”

      “Aye but they do,” Vanora declared. “They have a different name, that’s all, innit.”

      “Stop yer flap and take ol’ Craiggie his supper,” the cook said.  The former caretaker, eighty-two at last count, lived in a stone cottage near the barn, his reward for fifty years of service. That and the wee Highland pony that Mrs. Logan’s father had given him. Gad, he loved that horse.

      Vanora protested. “I’ll not be dryin’ then— ”

      “A weather bomb?” Jinty said, the term coming to her at last. “Is that what you mean, Vanora?”

      “That’s it,” she replied, triumphant. “Yon weather bomb, rain and wind and huge waves. Coming through tomorrow or the next.”

      Jinty felt a flash of anxiety. “Radio Scotland, you say?”

      Killian turned his handsome gaze on Jinty and she flushed. He growled: “Not this time o’ year. The old stick’s in a guddle again. Weather like that comes in winter. Christmas and the like, not in Maytime.”

      Vanora put her hands on her hips and ignored the plate of food covered with tin foil that Cook was handing across. “I heard it meself, I sweer. I ain’t makin’ it up.” She threw down the dishcloth, took the plate in a huff, and waddled out into the gloaming of last light.

      “Do you have a radio set, Mrs. MacKeegan?” Jinty had a smart new mobile but the service was so poor in the valley it was worthless.

      “She’s a gype, eh? Forget it, Jinty.” Killian glared at her before turning back to the sink.

      She was stunned for a moment by his speaking her name. He knew her name! Cook was telling her to stop by her room, that she had a wee radio. Mrs. MacKeegan worked for the Logans in Edinburgh, then for the widow after the old man passed. Jinty wondered if Cook liked Mrs. Logan enough to be yanked to the countryside every summer, working with an unruly collection of newbies each time, taking orders from that grand and annoying lady. It would be enough to make anyone tired.

      Jinty tried to focus. She must know about the storm. Mrs. Logan and the others would be distracted by lace and flowers.

      When the kitchen was cleaned and the tumblers removed from the drawing room, Jinty slipped outside to the women’s quarters in the back of the house, leaving the last guests on their own. Mrs. Logan wasn’t around and Hugh, the older master, had left hours before. She’d lost track of Callum. She couldn’t have three masters this week; it wasn’t fair. Besides there was weather to monitor.

      Mrs. MacKeegan was in her baggy nightgown, her eyes heavy with fatigue. She handed over an ancient pocket radio at her door and went to bed. In her room Jinty plugged it in, fiddling with the dial. The speaker was crap, scratchy and tinny. Then suddenly the voice of a male presenter came through, clear as a bell in his Oxbridge manliness.

      “Keeping you updated on all the latest weather here at Radio Scotland. Calm and clear this evening from the Borders to the Highlands. Showers over the Outer Islands after midnight. Coming up, we’re watching a large storm gathering in the North Atlantic, three hundred miles north of Ireland now and headed east. Warm ocean temperatures this year have fed this unusual late storm phenomenon, a swirling mix of wind and rain. Much like a hurricane but of course our northern storms are not particularly tropical. It’s moving rather fast at the moment and is not expected to reach the coast of Scotland from the West as these ‘weather bombs’ often do. Looks like no cause for immediate concern. We’ll be keeping an eye on it. No flood or tide warnings are in place at this time.”

      Jinty relaxed back on her bed, pulling off her shoes and throwing them across the room with a thud. Once again Vanora was just a crazy — what did Killian call her? — a gype. A fool. She’d got it wrong again, the drunken cow.

      Jinty reached over to flip off the radio, smug now, as the presenter continued: “The weather models are however a bit strange this year. Blame it on El Nino or what you will. There is a chance of the storm gathering strength north of Britain, bumping off the coast of Norway, then swinging back down to hit us from the Northeast. A slim chance, very rare indeed. But one we’re keeping our eye on for you. Stay tuned to Radio Scotland as this progresses. We’ll have all the latest for you.”

      Jinty pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. No. The weather must be fine for the wedding, for the parties leading up, for the keeping the mud out. All they needed this week was a rainstorm to muck things up.

      Jumping from bed she scanned the sky: clear and calm, as the weatherman said. Nothing to worry about. A few raindrops, not uncommon, only a daily thing.

      She cupped her hands against the glass. Someone was walking out there in the dark, headed for the pasture beyond the stables. Probably Gunni, roaming about, looking for a woolly to shag.

      No need to worry about the guests. No need to worry at all.

      

      Annie announced she was beat, going to bed early, and slipped away from the gathering by the fire in the drawing room. She was tired but that wasn’t all of it. She was actually beyond fatigue into a sort of numb state where your thoughts jumble and your fingertips tingle. Her rhythms were off, as were everyone’s. Even Callum said he was feeling the jet lag although it didn’t show as he talked animatedly to Hugh and Davina.

      Annie just wanted to be alone. To walk under the stars for a moment. To think, to decompress. The staff was still in the kitchen, talking and washing up, as she stepped past them toward the rear door. She’d scoped it out earlier, knowing she’d need an escape plan, a way out of this old house and all its memories that weren’t part of her. It was hard to believe this all real, all happening— to her.

      That surreal feeling, a dislocated-ness, that she’d felt in the car hadn’t abated. At the ripe old age of fifty-five: a full-on fancy white-dress wedding. If someone had told her two years ago that she’d be a bride any time before her dotage, she’d have laughed in their face. Even last summer she couldn’t imagine it, even after he asked her. Even after he made such a case for the two of them, together.

      Nope. Didn’t seem possible.

      But here she was. Pinching herself at regular intervals.

      To be clear: she was in sound mind when she said ‘yes.’ Callum was smart, funny, kind, sexy, and excellent in bed. Much better than she was, heading into her golden years.

      She’d always been so zen, living in the moment. Don’t worry about the future, it will take care of herself. But now she’d couldn’t think of anything else. In five years she’d be sixty. She was so much older than Callum. She remembered the Beatles when they were together, she remembered Ziggy Stardust and the end of Nixon. She remembered a different America than the one Callum knew, a simpler life without laptops and smart phones and the constant go-go-go, one he couldn’t imagine.

      He said it didn’t matter, that the two of them together, that mattered. That their pasts were moot, they would make new memories. He was right of course.

      And yet. There was that moment last week with her assistant administrator in the environmental law firm where she worked, the laughs they spontaneously shared, the strong connection. She would miss him, miss working there. There was a man at the airport who caught her eye. Men shouldn’t be catching her eye on her way to her wedding. He somehow looked just her type, graying hair, rugged tan, frayed jeans, fringed jacket; he even wore beads. Callum would never dress like that, even when he got old. And what about when she broke her hip or her hair fell out or she up and died on him? What then?

      And what if he changed his mind and wanted children? It was unfair to the child to adopt at 60, wasn’t it? She wasn’t that type of woman. She was no saint, no Earth Mother, as much as she loved the planet.

      Looking around back at this amazing house, the lights shining through diamond panes set into thick stone walls, casting yellow streaks across manicured lawns, it occurred to her that she hardly knew Callum. He’d never taken her here, his ancestral home, never even described it. He’d spent summers here as a boy that must have been wild and free. It bored him and he despised it, he claimed, but that must have just been a line to keep its grandeur a secret. How could he possibly despise it? It was magical, full of stories and scents. The fabulous manor. The freaking bluebells and heather. Green rolling hills and comical fat sheep. He wanted to come back at bluebell time, to be married among the brilliant flowers. That meant he had a deep emotional connection, didn’t it?

      Annie walked carefully in the near blackness. Only a fading glow over the western mountains lit the way. Overhead the stars were dim, the moon absent. She tried to remember where the bluebells started. How far was that? Would she fall in a ditch and hit her head? She reached a stone wall, carefully crafted without mortar, tumbling in places. She picked up a fallen stone, rolled it in her hands, and replaced it on top of the wall.

      She tried to imagine Callum playing here with his brother Hugh, going fishing in the river with his father. When had his father died? Why didn’t she know the details about his father? She didn’t even know his name.

      She smelled the clean Highland air, let it fill her lungs. The scent of pine and something sweet hung in the breeze. Was this place to be part of her? Well, why the hell not? Just because you lived in a crummy walk-up in Pittsburgh and didn’t own anything besides a second-hand car and an old television didn’t mean you couldn’t be part of something more, something bigger. But was that why she was marrying Callum? To claim part of bonny Scotland for herself? To inherit a country house in the Highlands?

      That was a repugnant thought. She wasn’t the ‘owner’ type. Things, houses, didn’t matter to her. People, causes, the big blue sky, the Earth mattered. And she loved Callum. She was being silly, afraid of herself, of her passion for him. This was where Callum was from, but it wasn’t him.

      This incredible place was just a bonus. They would come once a year, at bluebell time, and reconnect. Otherwise they’d live their Manhattan life. She’d abandon her ratty sofa, pack up her vinyl, and move into the city. If she hated his high-rise apartment— and she already did— she’d find something more her speed. Something warm and comfortable, without chrome, with a little patch of garden. He would let her. Of course he would. He loved her. She knew that as much as she knew her own hands, wrinkled and spotted and soft.

      She let out a deep breath and watched the stars come out. A meteor streaked across the sky, a shooting star. She made a wish. It would work out. It would all be done in five days.

      Five freaking days.
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      The mist along the road swirled and lifted as the wind picked up in the morning gray. Even Scottish mist was thick with stories, more than damp, a little bit magical. Merle took Pascal’s hand, glad they had decided to forgo the communal breakfast and walk into the village for the fitting. She was eager to see her parents who’d arrived late yesterday with Rick and Stasia. And of course their two kids, Willow and Oliver, out of school for a week. Merle wished Tristan had come but he was serious about his grades, looking forward to college with a sharp eye. And who was she to argue with that? He was so like her: practical, a bit obsessive, and driven.

      A wet squall hit them full in the face as they turned the corner and emerged from the little valley onto the flat land surrounding the village. Merle flinched, closing her eyes as she zipped her parka up to her chin. “We should have worn more clothes,” she muttered, dropping Pascal’s hand to stuff hers into her pockets.

      “Here, wait.” Pascal stopped her, pulling up her hood and tightening it. “You forgot about it, no?”

      She smiled. Her face was dripping. He didn’t have a hood or a hat and rain was now sluicing down his neck. “Welcome to Scotland, land of moisture.”

      “It will pass. What do you say? I am not sugar.”

      She reached up to give him a kiss. “Sweet though.”

      It was embarrassing how gooey she got around Pascal, how he made her feel sixteen again. She ducked her chin. “Come on, let’s go fast and get out of this.”

      Just two miles from Kincardie House to the village, this morning in the rain it felt much longer. The road turned to mud. Their pants stuck to their legs and chilled them. Another gust of wind broke a branch on a tree and bounced it toward them. Pascal laughed and took her hand again, beginning to run. “I love the rain,” he called. “La belle pluie.”

      Running got them to the village faster but plunging hellbent through puddles wreaked havoc with their clothes. Mud splattered up to their thighs, their shoes were caked and brown. They fell into the lobby of the Hydro, laughing and shaking themselves like dogs. The clerks at the reception desk gasped, staring. Merle tore off her parka and bent over to shake out her hair on the mat by the big glass doors.

      “Madam, if you would just— ” A young but very stiff valet was pointing them to another area off the main lobby, a cloak room complete with towels and coat racks. “We can assist you here.”

      The valet handed them both white towels and left them to dry off. “They must be rained here once or twice,” Pascal said.

      “We’re soaked to the skin,” Merle said, pulling her soggy trousers off her legs. She unlaced her shoes and held them by a finger, muddy things. She peered into the marbled lobby with its elegant guests and liveried valets. “We can’t walk around the hotel like this.”

      Pascal pointed to the wall behind her. A house phone hung there. “Call your sister.”

      Within minutes Stasia arrived with terry cloth robes, funny slippers, and passes to the hot pools in the basement of the hotel, the Roman baths the Victorians built the Hydro for a century before, back when taking the healing waters was all the rage. In Merle’s state, drenched and chilled, the thought of a hot bath in any size pool was delicious. Pascal blocked the door to the cloak room while Merle slipped out of her wet things and into the robe and slippers. The dry clothes warmed her almost as much as watching Pascal strip down.

      Stasia waited for them in the lobby with plastic bags for the wet clothes. They hugged. Her usually immaculate hair a mess and a little bleary-eyed from travel, Stasia assured Merle that the family had arrived safely. All of them were still asleep. They were free to go soak and warm up.

      “One problem,” Merle said. “No swimsuits.”

      “That’s a problem?” Pascal asked.

      “This isn’t the Côte d’Azur.”

      He blinked at the rain, blowing sideways now. “You are right about that.”

      Stasia tapped her arm. “You can use mine and Rick’s. Get a coffee and I’ll meet you there.”

      

      Later that morning the Bennett sisters squeezed into a small seamstress’s work space over a gift shop on the main street of the village. Merle felt warm from the luxurious soak and completely loved, cozy with her sisters all together, and miraculously dry. Stasia had persuaded the housekeepers to run their clothes through the laundry while they were in the baths. She thought of everything.

      Sitting on the worn floral banquette that encircled the waiting area, Merle squeezed Stasia’s hand and bit her tongue to keep her from thanking her sister for the fifth time.

      Giggles of relief passed through the sisters as they realized Mrs. Logan would not be present at the fitting of the bridesmaids dresses. If they hated them, they wouldn’t have to lie.

      The general consensus was they would hate them. They were ready for hideousness. An elderly lady who only knew them by their measurements had decided what they would wear to their own sister’s wedding. It was outrageous. Presumptuous. And bossy. The Bennett sisters could take almost anything but bossy. Especially the bossy sisters.

      But first they got to see Annie in her wedding dress. This too had been kept under wraps. Merle had begged Annie for a glimpse, a photo, a sketch, anything. But she refused. Was she nervous about her dress? Merle hoped it wasn’t because the dress was a prom nightmare.

      No worries. Sighs and ‘aaaahs’ followed their oldest sister as she stepped out of the back room in her gown. It was simple and slightly Bohemian, with a high-low hemline, the front hitting just below the knee to showcase the most gorgeous tartan heels you ever saw. Elise dropped to her knees to touch them, exclaiming, “They’re adorable.”

      “It’s Callum’s tartan. He wanted me to wear something,” Annie said.

      “And it’s something blue,” Stasia said. The tartan was navy and dark green with thin red and yellow stripes.

      “What do you think of the dress?” Annie asked. “Too plain?”

      A chorus of ‘it’s perfect.’ And it was. Cream-colored silk with small embroidery around the bodice, floaty sleeves (she insisted on sleeves at her age), and a graceful skirt: it was Absolutely All Annie.

      “Did you bring it with you?” Merle asked when Annie returned to the waiting room. She wore her jeans and wellingtons again, looking relieved.

      “Fiona wanted me to pick out something from a catalogue from Edinburgh but I couldn’t do that.” Annie leaned closer. “I hope the other dresses aren’t too awful.”

      “You haven’t seen them?” Merle asked. Annie raised her eyebrows and winced.

      Elise was first in the fitting room. The older sisters had privately whispered their relief that she’d shed a few pounds for the ceremony, for her health obviously.

      What would they do if they hated the dresses? Wear them, of course. That’s what every good bridesmaid did.

      When Elise stepped back into the room, a look of fixed horror on her face, there was a silent moment. Stunned, they stared in wonder at the dress. It looked well enough on Elise, pinching at her waist a little but she had it zipped up. It was the amount of material. Gad, it must weigh a ton.

      “What the — freaking — bonny — Highland — hell.” Francie said with her dramatic flair. On her feet she pulled out the tea-length navy chiffon skirt, layers upon layers of froth like a fairy princess dress, until it went all the way up toward the ceiling. Yards and yards of chiffon, and under that yards and yards more of varying shades of blue and white. “I am speechless. Speechless, I tell you.”

      “If only,” Annie whispered.

      Merle blinked, taking in the enormity of the dress as Elise spun to show them the back. The bodice of the dress was tartan, done in shiny satin. The plaid itself wasn’t unattractive, the same as Annie’s shoes, navy and green. As tartans go there were uglier ones. There was just so much of it, draped awkwardly across the chest, arms, and back like a cape, plus the sleeves down to the wrists, followed by cuffs of lace that hung over the hands. Even the lace had trim: a ribbon of tartan on the edge. A white satin sash circled her waist, complete with giant bow, tipped with— wait for it— more tartan. Somebody couldn’t decide when enough was really enough.

      “Check these out,” Elise said, pulling up the voluminous skirt and sticking out one foot. The shoes were red heels, chunky and matronly. And on the back, more tartan in the form of a big bow on the heel.

      The seamstress, Mrs. Begbie, hung back, eyes wide and hand over her mouth. She was a fortyish woman, slender and elegant, with sensible shoes and strong, capable hands. Her dark hair was pulled back severely into a bun but she had a pretty face, now marred with concern.

      “I can let it out a wee bit, miss,” she said quietly to Elise.

      “It fits fine, thank you,” Elise said, a bit tetchy. “It’s the dress itself. Was this your idea, Mrs. Begbie? This— sash? Is this supposed to be attractive?”

      Annie rose at last, gaining her voice after the shock.

      “It’s not that bad,” she said. A chorus of protests from Elise, Stasia, and Francie, angry, furious, and opinionated. Merle kept her mouth shut. The dress was over-the-top, way too fancy for Annie. Like something from— ? The land of Brigadoon, that was it. A fairy-tale romance of a Scotland. Not something for a practical, down-to-earth, hippie-girl wedding. Annie’s dress was understated and elegant, age-appropriate and tasteful. It fit her personality to a T. The bridesmaids would completely overshadow the bride. No one would even see Annie in the ocean of plaid and chiffon. But the sisters would wear the dresses, come hell or high water. That’s what a bridesmaid did.

      Merle had been an attendant many times over the years including at Stasia and Rick’s wedding. And at Francie’s wedding to the flyboy, a pilot for Virgin Atlantic. That hadn’t lasted but the ceremony was everything modern and sophisticated, as you would expect from the ultra-fashionable Francie. It was natural that she was most offended by this dress, although Elise was a close second.

      Let them have their outrage. But it wasn’t their wedding. They would wear the stupid dresses, get Annie married, and go home. It didn’t matter. One thing Merle had learned after years of marriage and losing her husband was that the wedding day was just a blip. The real adventure was living the life that came after.

      “Mrs. Begbie did not design the dress. Mrs. Logan did.” Annie turned to her sisters, hands on hips. “She sent me a photo from a magazine. She said that was her inspiration but it wouldn’t be exactly like it. That it would be unique.”

      A disapproving harrumph exploded out of Francie. Annie glared at her. “And as special as her son is, to her and to me. As she hoped the wedding day would be for both of us. I didn’t know it would be this— elaborate. But she let me see her ideas ahead of time. And she paid for them. So here we are. The dresses are done. We have four days until the wedding. You knew there was a chance you wouldn’t like them. So you don’t. That’s on you. You are not going to spoil things by making a big fuss and hullaballoo about— about tartan and chiffon.”

      The sisters hung their heads, chastised. Stasia was first to apologize, giving Annie a hug.

      “Of course we won’t spoil things. We are all excited to be here for you on your wedding day. And I have to say, I like it. The dress is— what it is. Very Scottish and— festive. Like a celebration.” She glanced at Francie who glowered fiercely while clutching a handful of chiffon in her fist. Elise tugged on it but Francie was latched on.

      “Let go, Francie,” Stasia demanded. “It will be all right.”

      Francie did nothing, frozen in her anger. Then Elise said she was sorry. “I apologize  too, Mrs. Begbie. You did your best. It’s very well-made.” She sucked in her stomach and the tops of her breasts bulged precariously above the neckline.

      Merle went to Francie, uncurling her fingers from the fabric. A set of wrinkles marred the chiffon. “Francie apologizes too, don’t you?”

      Her angry eyes switched around the room, from face to face. Francie had done something different with auburn hair today, wound little braids over her ears, quite odd and not very attractive. Her mascara must have run in the rain, leaving dark blotches under her eyes. She looked slightly deranged.

      Francie nodded at last, lips clamped together. “Say it,” Merle whispered.

      “Sorry, Annie.” Her voice was hoarse with fury.

      Merle frowned, trying to both figure this out. That was what the middle sister was for, deescalating a crisis. But what was going on with Francie? She hadn’t been herself on this trip. Normally she was a happy, energetic person, outgoing and charming, plus being one of the five of them who really loved the law.

      She’d changed since the events in France last summer, for the better, becoming more appreciative of the little things in life. More ready to laugh and embrace whatever came along, even when she abandoned her cheese importing idea. Had that been a bigger blow than she let on? A black cloud hung over her in Scotland. And there was the incident on the plane when she somehow got her hands on three or four mini bottles of vodka, hiding them in her pockets. That made Merle wonder.

      She ran her hand down Francie’s back, trying to calm her. Her shoulders felt hard. Tension radiated from her spine. She twisted away, stomping to the other side of the room.

      “All right then,” Stasia said, clapping her hands for attention like a camp counselor. “Who’s next?”
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      Pascal sat in the mostly empty garden room café at the old hotel, sipping his third espresso and reading a newspaper he found lying on a table. The Roman baths had been just the ticket, as the Americans say. He felt warm and relaxed, his clothes mostly clean and more importantly dry. His favorite leather boots would never be the same after the drenching but at least he’d always remember Scotland.

      The newspaper was full of stories of young farm families and their animals. A lottery winner, a corrupt politician. He sighed. Relaxed he might be but the coffee made him a bit itchy. As a Frenchman, and a policeman, he was accustomed to sitting around for hours, drinking coffee, and watching people, but he’d never liked it much. It bored him to imagine what people were saying to each other, what inane opinions they had on politics or religion or football. If he couldn’t actually hear their voices, respond to their comments, and take them in for questioning, what was the point? The French could be so lazy at times. He preferred action.

      He downed his coffee and stood up, handing the newspaper to an elderly gentleman sitting alone at the next table. He was dressed in tweeds, with leather patches like a hunter. How odd, Pascal thought, as he left the cafe in search of action without weapons.

      Outside the glass doors at the front of the hotel the rain fell in sheets, blown by gusts of wind, running in a river down the pavement. He asked the clerk at reception how long it would last. Perhaps he could walk back to the château if it stopped.

      “Even umbrellas will be no use today. I shouldn’t go out again if I were you,” the red-haired clerk said slyly. He must have been on duty when Pascal and Merle made their wet appearance.

      Pascal frowned and glanced at his watch. The women were all going to lunch together in the village. What were the men doing? Callum had presumably come into town with Annie. It was nearly noon. He would find Callum, get lunch or a ride back to the house.

      “Can you give me a room number for a guest?”

      “I’m sorry, no. But I can connect you on the house phone.” The clerk pointed to a telephone on a far table. Pascal stepped to the telephone.

      “Connect me to — um.” What was Callum’s brother’s name? “Hugh Logan, if you please.”

      A woman answered.

      “Mrs. Logan?” Young one or old one? It must be young one. Pascal could only remember how attractive she was, not her name. “This is Pascal d’Onscon. Merle Bennett’s friend. We met last night at the house?”

      “Yes, Pascal. How are you today?” Definitely the young one. She had a lovely Scottish accent, more so than her husband who probably worked with bankers from all over the world and had to sound more English.

      “Bien, merci.”  He spoke French and wondered why. “I am looking for Callum to see if he wants to get some lunch. Perhaps you would like to go as well?” he added, just to be polite. His subconscious was flirting, speaking French. Stop, Subconscious. The curse of the French. He could get himself into trouble.

      Thankfully she was engaged to help her mother-in-law with flowers for the wedding. “Callum and Hugh should be here in a few minutes. Room 311.” Wait ten minutes, she said, and the men should have returned.

      Pascal found an out-of-the-way bench to check email on his Blackberry then made his way through the warren of hallways and additions to the third floor, east wing, second staircase. He paused at room 311, his fist at the ready. Voices were raised inside the room.

      “What the hell are you waiting for?”

      “Fuck off. It’s my decision, not yours.”

      “You will regret this. You need to tell her now, Callum. Before it’s too late.” That must be the brother, Hugh.

      “Too late for what? You think she won’t marry me?”

      Pascal took a step back and lowered his arm. He really didn’t like eavesdropping. He should leave.

      “Who bloody knows? She’s your fiancée.” Hugh was shouting now. “You’re being a right idiot. You know that.”

      “You’re so high and mighty. Always right. You told Vina then?”

      “Of course. Don’t be so scared. You’re being a child. Listen to me. You have to tell her the whole story. The unvarnished truth. Give her a chance!”

      “A chance to what? Pull out of the wedding? Is that what you want? You never wanted me to be happy. You and Mother both blame me for leaving. You never wanted me to go to America. And now I’ve found real happiness and you want me to throw it away.”

      Pascal had heard enough. He put his head down and tried to stop his ears as the brothers continued shouting. The hallway was well-carpeted, thankfully, and as soon as he got to the stairwell their voices faded.

      Back in the lobby he escaped into the café for a nice quiet lunch by himself. Not so boring after all. Taking a table near the windows overlooking a duck pond and a soggy croquet ground he sank into a chair and ordered a glass of wine from the waiter.

      His own brother popped into his mind. Pascal rarely saw Stephane. He lived in Brussels with his large family and returned to France for holidays only. They met last year for a short visit in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence. The children wanted to visit a chocolatier and his wife did some shopping at the market. Stephane and Pascal had a pleasant lunch. They talked about the children’s chances at admission to the grandes écoles, the important colleges. Pascal had thought nothing about the visit actually, not that it was awkward, or rare, or pathetic. Now he wondered. What sort of family were they?

      The average one, apparently. Callum and Hugh must see each other infrequently. Annie had never visited Scotland with Callum, she said, and it appeared to have been some years since Callum himself had come home. Whatever it was that Hugh was so adamant that Callum tell Annie was none of his business. Their brotherly problems were their own. He vowed to stay out of it as he ordered steak frites and another glass of a rather fine Saint-Émilion. He felt the embarrassment from overhearing something private fade as the wine went down. Scotland in the rain wasn’t completely uncivilized.

      As he emerged from the café, satisfied but wondering what the hell he would do with the rest of his afternoon, Pascal saw Rick and his son standing in the lobby. He greeted them like long lost friends, which was not far from the truth.

      “We’ve called a taxi to get into town,” Rick explained. “This weather.” He frowned, shuddering.

      The boy, Oliver, looked more excited about rain. His blue eyes danced. “They say it’s a huge storm. Swirling winds and stuff.”

      Pascal glanced at Rick who nodded. “Weather bomb. Just what we need.”

      “Weather bomb?” Pascal asked.

      “Like a hurricane,” the boy chirped. “Wind and rain and crashing waves.”

      “Lucky we’re so far from the ocean,” Pascal said. He glanced outside again. “Could I go into town with you? I seem to be abandoned.”

      The village was quiet in the driving rain, another river running down the hilly main street, making a pond at the bottom. The taxi splashed through, depositing them outside a menswear shop where Rick and Oliver planned to do some shopping. Pascal shrugged to himself and jumped through the wet into the store which smelled of wool. What else was there to do on a rainy day? And apparently he needed waterproof clothes.

      After trying on boots and a long black raincoat that made him look like a cartoon spy but was guaranteed waterproof, Pascal leaned against the counter, prepared to wait. Oliver was trying on a Scottish kilt, a silly affect in Pascal’s eyes but he believed in tradition. The Scot should wear his traditional costume but a man in a skirt was not a man of action. The decision on tartan design took some research but at last came down to the modern Anderson version, a lively sky blue and red. Rick was an Anderson but admitted he was actually Scandinavian. He shrugged, unconcerned.

      It took several clerks to get Oliver cinched into the costume. He and his father laughed at the state of the boy’s shins. He’d been playing rugby and had the scars to prove it. Tall socks were the answer, the proprietor said. The kilt had a hefty price but it appeared Rick was willing to get one for the boy.

      Oliver was reedy and fair, with an eager, innocent smile. The apple of his father’s eye at sixteen.  Pascal felt a strange pang; he missed Tristan. Merle’s son was as close to a son as he had. He and his ex-wife never got around to children. She ran off and, sensing failure, he put domestic life behind him. But today, in the cold, running down muddy lanes with Merle, he felt wistful. Was he getting old? He wasn’t really the sort of man who settled down. He was a policeman— hard, cynical, and driven.

      He frowned to himself. Was he?

      Rick joined him at the counter. “He says he’s going to go commando like true Scots.” Pascal smiled politely, confused. “Nothing underneath,” Rick explained. “I think that’s the only reason he wants a kilt. Swinging free.” Rick laughed again, shaking his head.

      “What are you wearing to the wedding? Also a kilt?” Pascal asked.

      “No, just an ordinary black suit. And underwear. You?”

      “Same.”

      That was settled then.

      “Are you meeting the women later?” Pascal asked. He felt a little lost without Merle. There were so many relatives and they didn’t all get along. But he and Merle, they were good. As good as two people who lived four-thousand miles apart could be. “Isn’t there cocktails?”

      “At five,” Rick said. “We’ve got some time to kill. Too bad about this storm. I was hoping to go fishing or hiking or find a whisky tour.”

      Pascal looked around the shop again. “I might have to buy more clothes if we go straight to cocktails. It’s in the village?”

      The drinks party was a meet-and-greet for Mrs. Logan’s local friends, Rick explained, to be held in the back of a local Italian restaurant. Being married to Stasia, the hyper-efficient sister, meant Rick was a font of knowledge about logistics, times and dates and places. They were to arrive at five, mingle for an hour with the old biddies, then head back to Kincardie House for a big dinner. Rick had a satchel full of their clothes for the evening, packed by his wife.

      “What’s the house like?” Rick asked.

      “Massive. From the time of Queen Victoria, they say. Country château.”

      “Oliver and Willow will love it,” Rick said, fiddling with his phone. Was he unimpressed with mansions? Rick worked in banking or stocks or something. Money seemed to be the thing if you lived in New York. But he was a likable man with thick brown hair, big hands, and a prominent chin, the type who wore V-neck sweaters and boating shoes when not in a sharp suit. “Did you see Callum today?” Rick asked.

      Pascal shook his head.  Technically he’d only heard him. “No.”

      Rick frowned, leaning in. “I don’t know if I should say this, but he and his brother and some woman were having a huge knock-down argument outside the hotel in the parking lot, before the rain started. Shouting. I wonder if everything’s all right there.”

      Pascal groaned internally. But it might be nothing. “Hugh’s wife? Black hair, tall, bit of a looker?”

      “Right! Very pretty. That’s Hugh’s wife?” Rick raised his eyebrows, whistling appreciatively. “We only met Hugh for a second at breakfast. I was just out getting some air, you know. Caught a few words. Appeared that the argument was about the wife. She stood there with an angry look and they kept pointing at her.” He pulled a face, his voice low. “But I shouldn’t say. I don’t know any of them.”

      Rick left to help Oliver decide on the rest of his Scottish attire, the black jacket, the furry purse, the socks. In the end Pascal bought a second Mac in a Sac for Merle, a new pair of wool trousers and a dress shirt (black naturally), socks, and waterproof chukka boots. He drew the line at waterproof socks. His feet had a petite odor problem. No foot sauna was required.

      He tried not to think about Hugh and Callum and Davina and whatever they were arguing about.  He blocked out the natural curiosity of the policeman. It wasn’t his affair. If Rick was going to gossip about the in-laws that was his choice. But Pascal was going to rise above that. How he wished he’d walked away when he first heard them talking in the room. He was at fault. People needed privacy. They deserved it.

      By the time the kilt was fitted and packed, all their purchases were wrapped carefully in tissue and put into plastic bags against the weather, it was four-thirty. Time to hit the pub, Rick announced, getting directions to the best and closest from the grateful shopkeeper. Pascal pulled on his sinister trench coat that nearly brushed the toes of his ruined boots. Oliver laughed and said he was going to call him ‘the man in black.’

      Pascal flipped up the hood dramatically and cocked his head like a pirate. “You will laugh, my son, when I am dry and you are very, very wet.”
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      The afternoon was well along, the rain settling in for the long haul, when the retired caretaker of Kincardie House heard the knock on the door of Moss Cottage. He’d just sat down from poking the fire and groaned, pushing himself upright again. The ten steps to the door went slowly. Craigg cursed his old body, the bowed legs, the creaking knees, the knotted hands. How had this happened, he asked every time he had to walk. He sometimes shook a fist at the sky. How had he gotten so old?

      But it was Vanora at the doorstep, all smiles with a plate of something under a rag. He waved the housekeeper in, welcoming the company and the vittles. It had always been the basics for him as a rule, no frills or coddling. Even— especially— when he was caretaker, way back when old McRoberts was the laird. Right after the war when he’d arrived here, all vim and vigor, working all day without a break, climbing the yonder ben, feeling the strength in his shoulders. His service in the war had toughened him. Craigg didn’t want to get soft and lose the ability to carry on through harsh winters, through the lambing, through the forest walks and heather runs. He wanted to keep up with the dogs so he kept himself to himself, maintained discipline and eschewed strong spirits and rich food.

      And look where it got him. Vim and vigor turned to piss and vinegar, sour to the taste. Unable to walk ten steps without pain. Mebbe giving up pudding wasn’t such a brilliant plan.

      Vanora seemed to think cakes and pies were just the thing. He wasn’t going to argue. Not when the worst was done and he had to live with it. He waited while she set the plate on the kitchen table and pulled a bottle of whisky from her pocket.

      “Something for the rheumatism, ol’ Craiggie?” she grinned like a cat.

      He didn’t like that name, not the ‘old’ part nor the ‘Craiggie part.’ He didn’t want to be old or given a baby name. He did want some of the drink though. It made the pains go soft for a while.

      They drank in silence for a minute, letting the golden liquid do its magic. Then Vanora began to talk. She was a talker, filling the quiet with stories of people in the house, the weather, the animals. He waited until she took a long sip of her dram.

      “What of the sheep?” Craigg asked. “Has Gunni got them in the pasture?”

      “I don’t rightly know,” the housekeeper said, surprised. “You want I should find out for you?” She batted her eyelashes like the young woman she was not. She was a girthie thing, round in the middle and greasy on her crown, with a trace of a mustache that Craigg found fascinating. Sometimes he couldn’t keep his old eyes off it.

      He shrugged. “They’ll be all right. Just some rain.”

      “Oh, it’s a biggun, Craiggie. I listen on the radio. They say it’ll get worse before it gets better. It’s a huge storm, coming down from the North Sea.”

      She babbled on about the rainstorm, quoting some man she heard, talking of things she knew nothing. May was not the time for such a storm. It would fizzle out over the Shetland Islands, as these storms often did. If it came from the West, more likely in winter, the Hebrides would shield the coast a bit.

      A wee bit of rain? What was she blathering about? Scots knew rain. It was their ugly second cousin, the one who comes early and leaves late, pisses on the flowers and ruins the party.

      He asked her about his Highland pony, Annabelle. “And my shiltie, she’s still good and warm? She’s not out in this muckle.”

      “I checked on her on my way here. All cozy, she is. I took her a carrot.”

      He frowned. “I can feed her, woman. I was in the barn this marnin’.”

      “Of course you can, Craiggie. She loved the carrot anyway. It’s not fattening.” She patted her own middle and laughed. “Only vegetables,” she cackled.

      “Annabelle ain’t fat.” The woman was wearing out her welcome.

      His shiltie was a pretty little thing, white as a fairy flower, with black dashes on her forelock and soft mane and tail. The Highland pony was a sturdy breed with a heavy coat, they could stand this rain much better than a gawky housemaid could.

      Craigg sighed, draining his glass. He coddled the pony. She wasn’t young either. He loved his little Annabelle. They had grown old together.

      “If you have to feed her give her oats,” he grumbled. “Tell Cook thanks for the supper.” He hoped the scunner would get the hint but Vanora poured herself another dram. He waved his hand. “No more for me. I’m feelin’ tired.”

      Vanora took her time but eventually she did leave him alone with his thoughts and his cold supper. He put a kettle on, poked the fire, and when tea was done, settled in under a blanket to listen to the wind whistle and the rain thrum on the roof.

      Moss Cottage wasn’t much: small, dim, and damp, cold in winter with mice in the attic. But Kincardie was home, to him and his Annabelle, and forever would be.

      He closed his eyes and thought of that day, the day he climbed high into the hills, his legs strong and sure. Looking for stray ones, calling to his best dog Bhric, the one with the spots on his nose, watching the flowers color up the vale and the sun slice through the clouds like gold lightning. Sitting on the ruins of the bothy, communing with the stones that once sheltered many a sheepman like himself. When the land, and all that roamed there, seemed free and easy.

      Now that was a day.

      

      Jinty stood at the kitchen window, watching the light fade from the hills and the raindrops streak across the glass. Dinner was almost ready, a haddock tonight. Cook was dashing around, tasting sauces and barking orders. For the Kincardie caretaker the last few days had been brutal, especially compared to the sweet springtime air, the leisure before the American guests arrived. Jinty had to make three runs into town for food and supplies in the downpour, grabbing the last batteries on the shelf while she was at it. This storm would be the death of her, she could feel it.

      The only saving grace to the day was having Killian chauffeur her on the shopping jaunts. It was a rare and wonderful feeling, looking at the back of his head. He rarely spoke to her but she didn’t mind. Just being out and about with him seemed adequate. There was an odd smell to the Rolls, like there was a problem with the gas line. She mentioned the odor as they arrived back at Kincardie.

      Killian had glanced sideways at her and mumbled, “I’ve been working on the engine, that’s all it is.”

      Now, at the window, she could see the lights on in the coach house. Killian would be tinkering with the old automobile, she reckoned. And there was Vanora, pulling on her green mackintosh and floppy waterproof hat as she shut the door to Moss Cottage. Jinty ground her molars. The housekeeper was a disaster: unreliable, inefficient, and irritating in her backtalk. Nobody wanted to take orders from a toonser brat, she’d told Jinty earlier, right out there in the open, plain as day. What did she expect, coming here with her uppity city ways? Well, she expected people to respect her position, Jinty thought. To do their jobs, not run off and swill whisky at every opportunity.

      Even Mrs. Logan was beginning to get the full picture about Vanora, not that she could change anything now, in the middle of wedding preparations. They’d just have to muddle through, try to keep the woman sober enough to tidy up. They had a break tomorrow, no big dinner for sixteen like tonight. That would be a relief but one Vanora would no doubt take advantage of by getting blootered.

      Gunni appeared in a yellow mac, lumbering out of the barn, jamming a rain helmet on his head. Vanora stopped when she spied him and called out to him. He kept moving toward the pasture. Vanora followed him, her mouth flapping. Gunni kept walking in his big rubber boots, splashing in the drive. She kept after him like a runty duck, finally grabbing his arm to get his attention. Jinty tensed. Gunni didn’t like to be touched.

      He stopped all right, staring at Vanora’s hand on his arm. Then he glared up at her and shook her off. She took a step forward— what the hell is she doing— and Gunni brought his arm down in an arc, backhanding her, hitting her smack across the shoulder. Jinty gasped. But it must not have been a hard blow as she only staggered awkwardly. Vanora righted herself, put her hands on her hips and watched him skulk off into the rain.

      “Jinty!” Mrs. MacKeegan screeched. “Time for wee nibbles in the library. Where is me help? Lordie, we will never make it through this night.”

      

      The drinks hour was halfway through when Merle excused herself from her parents and found a quiet corner of the library to sit with her wine. It had been wonderful to see her parents again but she was a little worried about her father. The overseas travel had been hard on him. He was taking some medication that made it hard for him to sleep on the flight, he explained. Jack Bennett was no longer young. Merle was thrilled they had made the journey to see their oldest daughter get married but concerned they were overdoing it. Their mother Bernadette, Bernie to all, seemed no worse for wear but they both were tired, she said, and they had decided to take a taxi back to the hotel for a quiet dinner and early to bed. A good plan, Merle thought. Pace yourself.

      Her sisters seemed calm enough, Stasia and Rick with their kids, exclaiming over Kincardie House, Elise hanging on Bruno like they were glued at the hip, Annie glowing, smiling too much which was sort of odd. Francie was Francie, throwing back wine. It had been a trying day, made worse with the miserable weather. Between the fitting with the hideous dresses and the cocktail party for all of Mrs. Logan’s old friends in the village, Merle was ready to make it an early night herself.

      She smoothed her purple dress, glad she’d brought enough clothes for all these various events. At least Mrs. Logan had been correct in the number of soirees and formality of each. The sisters had laughed at her lists but they were a good thing. Merle appreciated a good list.

      Merle gazed into the red wine swirling in her glass and hoped no one would bother her for a few minutes. She couldn’t think when she was forced to make chit-chat with all these people, even if they were mostly family members. She needed a break to mull over her talk with Annie, to decide how serious it was. As they’d dressed this afternoon, before returning to the village for the cocktail party, Annie had confessed to Merle that she was having, well, she called them pre-wedding jitters. But they sounded suspiciously like old-fashioned second thoughts.

      “It’s the age thing,” Annie said, climbing into the four poster bed in her room and sitting cross-legged next to Merle. “I just can’t seem to get past it. He’s so young, Merle.”

      “It’s not like you’re robbing the cradle. He’s past forty.”

      “I mean, so much younger than me,” Annie said quietly.

      “I thought you were past this. We talked about it last fall.”

      “I know. But I keep picturing him planning some grand adventure, to hike the Inca Trail or chase penguins in Antarctica while I’m wondering if they sell Depends in Patagonia. My old age is just going to be one humiliation after another.”

      “Don’t be silly. He’s a banker, Annie. He has office hands.”

      “You know what I mean. There will come a time when I have my hip replaced and he wants to go snowboarding or sky-diving or something.”

      “Honey. That happens to all of us, if we’re lucky enough to get old. Look at me. Harry never wanted to do any of that stuff, no mountain climbing or even a family vacation. There are worse things than letting your buff young lad go sky-diving by himself.”

      Annie winced. “I could be his mother!”

      “Stop this.” Merle stared at her sister. “What’s going on?”

      Annie took a deep breath and watched the rain on the hillside. She closed her eyes for a second. “I don’t know if I can do it. Make vows. Till death and all that.” She sighed.  “I never wanted to get married.”

      “You just hadn’t met Callum.”

      “No, that’s not it. Remember Ben?” Merle shook her head. Annie gazed out the window. “Ben Walthers. I almost married him in law school. You don’t remember?”

      “No.” They must have kept it all hush-hush.

      “You must have been off at college.” She sighed again. “Ben was beautiful, probably still is. Tall, dark, and gorgeous. He was in love with me and I guess I loved him too. I told him I would marry him. We set a date.”

      “You set a date? You never told me this,” Merle said, incensed. “No one ever did. How could that be?”

      “We kept it quiet. I brought him home a couple times but we didn’t tell our parents about the engagement. I didn’t want a ring or anything. I don’t remember why exactly; it seemed more exciting to have this big secret, I guess. God, he was a romantic. Anyway, I broke it off. It wasn’t anything he did, really, he was a lovely man. The sex was great. He was crushed, I guess. He never spoke to me again. But I just couldn’t stomach being somebody’s wife. It just wasn’t me. After that I decided I would never get married. I’d have lots of boyfriends, and I did,” she said, grinning.

      “Lots,” Merle concurred.

      “Stay single, stay happy: that was my motto. It worked for me. That was who I was. Who I am.”

      “People change. You get older, you see the companionship you get from married life,” Merle said.

      Annie eyed her sharply. “Did you have that? Companionship? With Harry.”

      “There were good times.” A few. But she had a point.

      The conversation, Merle thought now in the library, had come to no conclusion. Annie had confessed her doubts and remained ambivalent. Had she talked to Callum? About the age difference thing but only that. He had reassured her that they would work all that out, that it would be fine.

      Merle thought it would be. But this whole “don’t see myself as a wife” line of thinking was worrisome. Not that the sisters would disagree. They’d all been shocked when carefree, wild-thing Annie got engaged. They were equally amazed to attend a weeklong ritual of exotic events in the vein of a destination wedding. Hideous dresses be damned.

      It shocked Merle that Annie had never told her about this beau, this Ben. She’d met lots of Annie’s boyfriends over the years but didn’t know she’d ever been engaged. Isn’t that something you would share with your sister? Did the others know? What other secrets were her sisters keeping from her?

      Pascal caught her eye. Merle smiled up at him. He was wearing new clothes he’d purchased in the village and had combed his hair straight back. He looked different. Refined almost, which was strange because she liked his roughness, his anti-establishment uniform of black t-shirt and jeans, hair wild, three-day beard. He stepped over to her and took her hand, pulling her to her feet.

      “Come. You must help me show these heathens the proper way to make a toast.”

      Francie, Rick, Oliver, and Willow were gathered in a circle. Willow, Stasia’s oldest, was tall and blond with a sheet of hair that fell to her waist. She was wearing something expensive, Merle thought, and looked lovely as always. Francie looked better now, looser and rosy after two cocktail parties. She snagged a couple glasses off the bar as Merle joined them, handing one glass to Pascal and keeping the other for herself. How much had Francie had to drink tonight? God only knew. At least she was smiling.

      “All right, are you ready?” Pascal asked. The teenagers — Willow was 20 now, in college — held out their glasses. Merle raised her eyebrows at Rick. Did Stasia know the children were drinking? Especially Oliver, he was only sixteen. Where was their mother? By the door, Stasia was putting on her coat. She was going back to the hotel with Jack and Bernie. Rick smiled at Merle, unconcerned about anything. Apparently everyone was grooving on the mellow tonight.

      They all raised their wine glasses, clinking.

      “Now, this is where it gets tricky,” Pascal instructed. “Make a toast, Merle. No, wait. While Merle is speaking, at the end of her toast, the glasses come together.” They clinked prematurely. “No, no, wait until the end. While you meet in the center look into the eyes of each person in the circle before you sip. Very important. Every person. Then only a small sip to seal the toast. No gulping, Oliver.”

      Pascal looked at her. “Now, Merle.”

      Elise pushed into the circle then, wearing a sleeveless black dress and stilettos, and pulling Bruno with her. “Hey, wait for us.” She giggled, cuddling close to her new favorite Frenchman. “You know what to do, don’t you, Bruno?”

      “Bien sûr, chérie,” he murmured, kissing her right in front of them, a short smooch but on the lips, no European air kiss.

      Pascal squinted menacingly at Bruno, then nodded at Merle to begin.

      “All right. Um. A toast to the end of rain and a sunny start with much love and luck for Annie and Callum and their life together.”

      “To Annie and Callum,” Pascal said, staring pointedly at each of them, holding Merle’s eye the longest, arm outstretched.

      With a long pause they each repeated bits of the toast, glasses chiming, eyes moving purposefully around the circle. Oliver blurted: “To the end of this weather bomb! Enough rain already!”

      Francie chuckled. “Rain, splain. Down the hatch!”
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      So you found a secret passage?” Bruno whispered. They were seated at the long table, candles glowing, sterling a-glitter. So many people, so many strangers.

      “In a sense. What is your foot doing? Settle down, you. My sisters are watching,” Elise whispered back, setting down her fork.

      “What did your sisters do to you today, chérie? Was it fun?”

      “Compared to what you did to me last night? It was work. Just trying to hold my tongue is excruciating. You wouldn’t believe how catty they are.”

      “All of them? Even Mademoiselle Annie,  how do you say— the blushing bride?”

      “She barked at us about the dresses. They are absolutely disgusting. We will all look ridiculous.”

      “I’m sure you will look formidable.”

      “Not as formidable as I look naked.”

      “Hmmm. Do not speak of the naked while I am trying to eat. What is that d’Onscon character up to? He gives me evil glances.”

      “Pascal? He’s probably jealous. He’s used to being the only Frenchman in the room.”

      “Let’s start a story about him. A gossip. What shall we say? He is married and running around on his poor little French wife? That would be amusing.”

      “Uh, okay. Merle might not like it though.”

      “But it could be true. She should know.”

      “I think she does know. He’s divorced.”

      “Are you positive? The French do not divorce. Maybe he has her secreted away in a petit château. She is under lock and key, given stale croissants and brown water. Let’s tell the servants. That maid who smells of drink in the morning. What is her name?”

      “Miss Petrie? She strikes me as a gossip.”

      “Perfect. I will tell her tonight. Right before I ravish you in the secret passage.”

      “But all I found was the wine cellar. It is brimming with bottles. Will that work?”

      “Oh, chérie. Ooh la la. It will be perfect.”
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      Merle was in bed, listening to the thunder rumble and crash, when the storm front finally hit the Highlands with its full punch. The drenching rain they had been experiencing all day turned out to be just the opening act. She lay next to Pascal in the cramped bed, his body heat making her throw off the duvet, as the shutters began to flap against the stone walls. A burst of wind rattled the windowpanes and whistled through the latch.

      Their room faced north, the direction of the storm according to the housekeeper, Miss Petrie. “Call me Vanora,” she’d said last night as she exclaimed about the weather. The storm seemed to energize her. “This old place? We’ll be fine. These stone walls are rock solid,” she cackled at her own joke. The caretaker reminded Vanora she’d only worked here for a month. “How would you know?” Jinty asked.

      Merle went to the window. It was too dark to see much, with the rain pelting down. A puddle had formed on the sill as the wind forced drops through the frame. She could feel chill air on her face, a wet, briny mist. Was that the North Sea she was smelling?

      She crossed the room for a towel. As she mopped up the rainwater a crack of thunder sounded directly above the house simultaneous to a lightning strike near the outbuildings. A yellow flare shot up, popping and sparking three times then simmering out. An electrical line had been hit. Merle turned the knob on the bedside lamp: still working. She snapped it off again.

      Pascal snored on musically, oblivious, full of a delicious dinner and much drink. Merle tried to remember how much wine she’d had. She needed to keep an eye on Francie. One out-of-control drinker was enough in the family. And what about Elise? She and Bruno were awfully cozy, whispering to each other during dinner then slipping off for whatever. Stasia had left early, back to the Hydro with Jack and Bernadette, foregoing haddock. She was so good. Her children got giggly and Rick was in another world, floating somewhere. Had the dipping atmospheric pressure caused everyone’s cogs to loosen?

      Annie went to bed early, kissing Callum as he left to drive Rick and the kids back to the village in Bruno’s rental car. Were the bride and groom all right? Had they talked? Merle felt a disturbing thread of worry for her sister. This should be a wonderful, joyful week but it wasn’t turning out that way.

      The long dinner table seemed like a dream, the candelabra with white tapers, the bowls of bluebells, the sparkling crystal and gleaming silver. Mrs. Logan sat proudly at one end. She’d obviously pulled out all the stops for her younger son. Callum sat opposite her at the other end of the table, with Annie on his right. There were even place markers to show you where to sit. It had been awhile— or ever— since Merle had been to such a formal affair.

      Callum’s brother Hugh and his wife Davina sat in the center. No seat of honor for the married couple apparently. There appeared to be some clenching of jaws and hard glances when the brothers spoke at the cocktails before dinner. Maybe they didn’t have a close relationship. They lived so far apart. Merle knew she was lucky to live near her sisters and her parents and to have good relationships with all of them. Well, most of them. Families could be so awkward, so hard on each other.

      Had Hugh and Davina gone back to the hotel? She wondered why they weren’t staying here at Kincardie House. Surely Bruno could have stayed elsewhere, should have stayed somewhere else. It was awkward to be displacing all the owners. She remembered now, the chauffeur had driven Mrs. Logan, Hugh, and Davina back to the village.

      The wind raged on, battering the house with debris and lashing it with rain. Merle pulled on her robe and peeked out into the hallway. Annie’s room was dark and quiet.  A light shone under Francie’s door. Merle knocked lightly. “Francie?” she whispered.

      No answer. Merle poked her head inside. Francie lay on her back, spread-eagle on top of the covers, fully dressed, mouth hanging open, eyes closed.

      Merle eased off her sister’s shoes, rearranged her legs, and pulled the covers over her. A bottle of whisky and a small glass, half full, sat on her bedside table along with reading glasses. Since when did Francie need reading glasses? Poor girl, she looked like a wreck. Her window rattled like gunfire. Merle stuck tissues in the crack until it quieted, pulled the curtains tight and turned out the light.

      In the hall light also shone from under Elise’s door. Again no answer. Elise’s room was empty— no big surprise. She must be with Bruno. Pascal suspected him of some sort of bad behavior. Seducing women at the very least. Poor Andrew. The lawyer had such cow eyes for the youngest Bennett sister. She would break his heart.

      In the dim hallway again, lamps high on the walls illuminating musty animal heads and photos of hunting parties, Merle considered her options. It was three a.m. She could wake up Annie and talk, but that hadn’t gone well. She needed her sleep. Merle could go back to bed, but the storm made her edgy. She could go make a cup of cocoa in the kitchen, if she dared.

      Tightening the robe’s sash Merle padded down the red carpet to the stairs. A lamp  on the landing was off. She tried to turn it on but nothing happened. Was the power out in this part of the house? How was she going to heat her cocoa? Then she remembered the kitchen had a huge old Aga range, six or eight metal plates on the top that lifted up to reveal burners. Gas burners. She’d seen one in a fancy showroom in Connecticut. She hurried along, trailing a hand on the wall for reassurance in the dark.

      In the main entrance hall now, the thrill of adventure hit Merle. This was so like the book she was— not writing exactly— what was she doing? Outlining? Sketching? She’d spent a handful of happy weekends ruminating on it, reading old gothic novels, finding the bits she liked, deconstructing the plots. There was something so satisfying about a gothic novel, with its romantic elements not over-baked, its scary parts not too terrifying.

      Pausing to drink in the delicious atmosphere of thrashing weather so she could describe it later, Merle stood in the high-ceilinged entry, listening to the rain.

      Dearly beloved, it did rain in Scotland. No fooling around.

      The richness of the bluestone floor suggested dark secrets: she was writing in her head! Must stop. Then, as if to bring her back to reality, a flash lit the windows followed by a boom rattling the house. She popped into the library to look out the front windows and was horrified for a second. The electrical line was still live, arcing and dancing like a mechanical cobra in the empty gravel park. By its light she could see a large dark thing lying across the drive. A branch? Or something even bigger.

      This— what did Rick call it?— this weather bomb, it was crazy weather, whatever you called it. A black shutter pinwheeled by, then a roof tile, and another. She stepped back, pulling the heavy brocade curtains over the tall window. What if a slate tile came crashing through the glass? Someone should have latched the shutters. She ran back to the hallway leading to the kitchen.

      The big, greasy room had one window which let in no light, just crashing sounds. She felt on the wall for the light switch: nothing. The power was definitely out. Merle’s eyes had adjusted to the dark but she was unfamiliar with the layout. There was a big table in the center, she knew that. She stepped in, reaching for the edge of the worktable, inching her way around it by feel.

      Maybe she didn’t need cocoa. Maybe she could find the bar instead and drink whisky until morning. Her heart thudded with anxiety instead of excitement now. This storm was too real, a force of nature unlike anything she’d seen. She’d been in blizzards and thunderstorms but no hurricanes or tornados. Wind was terrifying. What would happen? Would the roof be torn off? Would there be floods?

      She could sense the presence of the range, big and comforting like a mother, waiting in a corner. Touching it, she felt for knobs. The Aga radiated constant warmth but how did you turn the burners on? Where were the pans? Where was the refrigerator? Should she open it if the power was out?

      Oh, hell. This was ridiculous. There was no way she was going to find cocoa, let alone fill a pan with milk or find a cup in the dark.

      No cocoa for you, Merle Bennett. What a childish idea.

      Back in the entrance hall she stopped again on the big Oriental carpet to listen to the storm battering the house. A door slammed somewhere, letting in a whoosh of sound then silence again. Footsteps on stone floors.

      “Hello?” she called. “Who’s there?”

      A figured approached. “It’s Jinty. Who’s that?”

      “Merle Bennett. Are you all right? There’s no power. Do you have flashlights?”

      The caretaker wore a long green raincoat and her short brown hair was stringy,  dripping onto her shoulders. “I left them here. Like a fool,” she muttered, shaking rain off her hands. “I am drookit.”

      “You’re what?”

      “Drookit. That’s the word for drenched around here. I barely got through the rain upright. The wind is fierce.”

      “Where is your room?” Of course the staff had rooms on the property. They were too far from town, and needed at odd hours. It was all so nineteenth century.

      “The women are in the converted chicken house in the back garden. It’s quite nice, better than it sounds. Killian and Gunni are above the old coach house. The coachmen’s space.”

      What a silly conversation to be having as Jinty left puddles on the carpet. “Is the power out over there? It was still on upstairs a minute ago.”

      “Nah. Gone. But dinna worry, we have a generator. It’s not the first time we lost power.”

      Jinty’s accent was somehow more pronounced in the dark. Merle said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “We just have to wait it out. We’ll get things fixed up in the morning. You should go back to bed, mum.”

      “Should the shutters have been secured?  I saw one fly off.”

      “Mostly for looks. Like so many things.” Jinty struggled out of her coat. “Tell your family everything is fine, will you? The house is secure. We’ll weather the storm. No worries. I’ve got to find the torches. Good evenin’.”

      More like ‘nasty evening.’ Merle crept back upstairs, wondering how anyone could sleep through the raging wind. The hall fixtures were dark now. Pascal was still snoring. She tiptoed back into Francie’s room and felt for the bottle of whisky. Got it. Now a glass. She peered closely at Francie. Breathing at least.

      Back in her room Merle stood at the window for a moment, wondering how the family members staying at the Hydro were faring. Were they awake? Were they drowning their fears with whisky? Did they have power? What about the telephone lines?

      Merle pulled out her cellphone. She had a weak signal, one bar. The power level on her phone was at half. She clicked it off, poured herself a small glass of Scotch, and settled in to listen to the storm.
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      The rain was still coming down in sheets, pounding the roof slates and the hillsides, when the Bennett sisters climbed out of bed the next morning. Merle had finally slipped under the duvet as silver light began to peek over the Highlands, showing the devastation outside, the flooded yard, the huge tree across the drive, the roof tiles scattered over the grounds. Disheartened she gave up her vigil. Pascal had taken over the small bed and she wedged herself in next to his warm body, thinking that staying in bed with a Frenchman during rainstorms was never a bad idea.

      But he was up early, swearing in French at the scene outside. “Merle! Wake up! The wind must have risen in the night. There are trees and leaves everywhere. Sticks. How do you say— branches.”

      Annie arrived then, falling into their room without knocking, blinking hard. On her heels came Elise, looking rosy, then finally Francie, looking green. They all talked at once, exclaiming about the wind that had kept them awake, the power that didn’t work, the water that no longer flowed from the faucets. Merle shooed them all out, telling them to get dressed in something warm and meet downstairs in fifteen minutes for breakfast.

      “You have a plan, blackbird?” Pascal asked, smiling. “What is on your list?”

      “I don’t have a list,” she protested. “But a plan? We have to get the generator working. And clean up the mess. The staff will need help. Bring the new raincoats.”

      Sausages, eggs, and coffee waited on the sideboard as usual. They ate by candlelight in the dim dining room. “Very romantic,” Elise cooed.

      “Speaking of, where is the little man?” Francie asked. She looked like hell this morning, her mascara from yesterday smeared on her face and her hair uncombed. At least she’d changed into jeans and a sweater.

      “Francie, shhhh.” Elise widened her eyes.  “He’s very sensitive.”

      “In my experience, Elise,” Francie continued, even louder, “all short men are sensitive about being short. It’s one of those short man things.”

      “He didn’t go out in the storm, did he?” Pascal said. He’d wolfed down his breakfast and was on his second cup of coffee, looking no worse for wear. Merle squeezed his knee under the table. He ignored her. “Our little Bruno wouldn’t try to be a hero, would he?”

      Elise frowned. “Why would he go outside? Of course not.”

      “Still lounging in silk pajamas and smoking jacket then,” Francie said, unwilling to give up the topic.

      “For your information he wears nothing to bed.” Elise giggled.

      “A charming picture,” Pascal muttered.

      “But perhaps too much information,” Annie said. She looked bright-eyed this morning and whatever turmoil she might be feeling didn’t show on her face. Her hair was pulled loosely back and she had put on some makeup, out of character for an old bohemian but she looked pretty. She asked almost casually: “Has anyone seen Callum? I can’t get through on his mobile.”

      “Isn’t he back?” Merle asked. Annie hadn’t checked his room yet. “Well, go.”

      After Annie’s footsteps on the stairs faded, Merle whispered to Pascal: “I hope everything’s okay there.”

      Francie was listening. “What everything? Are Annie and Callum having problems?”

      “No,” Merle said. “Of course not.”

      “Maybe she’s mourning the death of her single-hood,” Elise said. “She told me to sow as many wild oats as possible. ‘To get while the getting is good,’ unquote. And I always listen to my big sister.” She smiled broadly.

      “Loud and proud,” Francie said, rolling her eyes.

      Merle shrugged and went back to her sausages. She wasn’t going to discuss Annie’s doubts about getting married, even with her sisters. That was up to Annie.

      “Besides she’s not mourning anything,” Francie added. “She told me that he was the man she’d always been waiting for, and she got all dewy-eyed when she said it. Who knew she was such a romantic?”

      A shutter clattered against the house then, swinging around and banging into the window opposite the dining table. The sisters jumped in unison then smiled at each other.

      “Remember those old novels you gave me, Merle?” Elise said. “What was that one about the girl who was engaged to some weirdo who lived in a creepy old house just like this one? She explores around —”

      “Jane Eyre,” said Francie. “Except she wasn’t engaged to Mr. Rochester.”

      “Not Jane Eyre. I do remember the classics, Francie,” Elise said. “This one was kind of ridiculous, the ending was beyond silly but I loved it. The hero was all sullen and brooding. It was so dog-eared by the time I got it I figured all of you had memorized it.”

      “Most of the gothics had creepy houses,” Merle said, thinking about all the book covers. Usually a girl in a shredded white nightgown was racing up the stone steps, looking back in fright. She couldn’t think which one Elise was talking about. Maybe Merle never got that one back from her. She made a mental note to ask for it. She might need it if— well, if she wanted to read it again.

      “This whole week is just like one of those novels,” Elise cried. “Dark nights lit by candles. Brooding servants. Lashing rain. A sinister force causing strange happenings and blood-curdling disasters. I wonder what will happen when the clock strikes twelve.” She made ‘woo-woo’ ghost noises.

      “We will all get lunch,” Pascal said. “I hope.”

      He stood up. “Now I must do my manly duty and help restore order.” He winked at Merle, grabbed his raincoat, and left.

      Elise watched him then collapsed into a deep sigh. “Oh, Merle. You lucky duck.”

      Merle frowned. Did Elise have a crush on Pascal? Was her sudden infatuation with Bruno a reaction to Merle’s relationship with Pascal? It was hard to come to a wedding solo. She got that. But why was Elise being so— ?

      “What’s happening with you and Andrew these days,” Annie asked Elise. “I was hoping he could come to the wedding.”

      Elise dropped her voice. “I told you. It’s not like that.”

      “What is it like?” Francie asked, suddenly focused on baby sister. “He’s just not into you? You told him to fuck off?”

      Elise bristled, clanking down her tea cup. “What’s it like with your flavor of the month, Francie? Ross or John or was it Ed? I can’t keep up.”

      “Knock it off, you two,” Annie said without much conviction.

      Merle stood up. “We need to help clean up from the storm. There’s a closet full of rubber boots in the back hall. You’ll need the tall ones, not whatever you brought. There’s a lake out there in the yard. If you need something look back there. I’ll find some garbage bags for the trash.”

      “But it hasn’t stopped raining yet,” Francie protested.  As if to emphasize her point the wind contributing a whistling sound, piercing the air like a train signal. “What’s the point?”

      “I’m not going outside,” Elise said. “It’s nasty-ville.”

      Merle threw her napkin on the table. “Suit yourselves, ladies. Wouldn’t want to break a nail.”

      

      The dark room off the back hall was labelled ‘Boot Room’ to distinguish it from the cloak room, the gun room, and the hat emporium, Pascal surmised. He pulled on a large pair of black Wellington boots and found two mismatched gloves. With his new mackintosh he felt as waterproof as humanly possible. The hood of the coat even had a little bill to keep the rain from sluicing straight down his face. He congratulated himself again on his purchase and stepped out the back hall door into the maelstrom. He was immediately drenched from a stream of water coming off the roof, landing directly on his head.

      He jumped out of its trajectory and landed in a huge lake of muddy water, over a foot deep. It splashed up inside his raincoat and down the rubber boots. He swore, stepped and sloshed up the hill, out of the lake toward the barn. Mud, soggy leaves, and random trash covered the yard. As he reached the old stone structure wooden shakes flew into his face. The barn’s old roof was shedding shingles like dandruff.

      More swearing. His right cheek was gashed and bleeding. He ignored it, struggling with the heavy barn doors, swinging one wide enough to step through, and closing it behind him. The barn was far from cozy. Rain streamed through the holes left by the missing shingles. Down one side he saw a row of stalls for animals. On the other side equipment was heaped around a rusty tractor, various motors and unidentifiable parts. He scrounged through them, looking for the generator. But nothing that looked like one came into view.

      He sighed, picking up a gas can. Empty. He had flashbacks of the burning barn in Provence last summer. All for a stupid animal. Or a very smart animal, either way, he was still annoyed about the danger the truffle dog had put them in.* He replaced the gas can, looking for another. A dusty red plastic one sat in the far corner, also empty.

      A noise came from the stalls. He peered into each one, over the high gates. In the first one by the door stood a small white pony, nickering at him.

      “Hello there. How you doing. ” The horse didn’t even reach his waist. Pascal looked around for something to feed him. A bag of oats sat on a barrel. He used a metal scoop to pour oats into a feed bag hanging inside the gate. The pony almost bit his hand trying to get to them. “Hungry eh?” He patted the coarse mane.

      A leak in the roof had made a muddy mess of one corner of the pony’s stall. Pascal considered. Should he move the animal to another stall? The pony seemed dry enough but what if the hole worsened, or the storm worsened? He walked to the back of the barn, looking for sky through the roof. The very last stall was the best, with no obvious roof breach. Pascal pulled open the gate, inspected the hay on the floor, kicked it a few times then forked some over from a dry pile in the neighboring stall. The water trough was full, as if waiting for an inmate.

      The pony followed the feed bag hungrily as Pascal carried it from the old stall to the new one. He filled it once more. Did no one feed the poor beast? Patting the little horse he left the barn, emerging back into the littered yard.

      Perhaps he should have found someone who worked here before searching for the generator. They probably had it going themselves by now. He enjoyed the drama of this rainstorm but really— enough was enough. His watch said nine o’clock. What was on the wedding agenda today? He had no idea. The ceremony was scheduled for Saturday, two days away. They would have to get busy to clean things up by then. He peered, blinking rainwater out of his eyes, at the sky. Nothing but gray and falling water. At least the wind had died down.

      Merle said the chauffeur and sheep herder slept in rooms over the garage. Pascal climbed the outside stairs and knocked on the old wooden door. The rain pelted his back.

      He rattled the handle and opened the door a crack. “Hello? Anyone there?” The room, one large space with two beds and dressers at opposite sides, was empty. The place was messy, the beds unmade, mud on the floor.

      Back on the ground he peered into the garage through the side window. No vehicles inside. The chauffeur hadn’t returned with the Rolls Royce. Pascal turned to the gravel park: empty. Callum hadn’t returned either. If they were going to go to town they would have to walk.

      Pushing his wet hands into his pockets Pascal walked down the drive to inspect the fallen tree that had taken out the power. It was a large oak, fifty or even a hundred years old, he guessed, lying on its side, roots vertical. It had grown along the riverbank next to the bridge, spreading graceful limbs over the water. It made a pretty picture. He remembered admiring it when he arrived.

      Rounding the smashed leaves and branches that covered the width of the drive and far into the grass lawn, he stopped, confused. Where was the bridge?

      He swiped water out of his eyes. The drive ended in a muddy flow, the river rising out of its banks, flooding the yard, rushing with limbs, shrubs, and debris. The top six inches of a post from the bridge poked out of the water. On the other side several wooden posts remained on each side, and one plank between them. Then — nothing but roaring stream. The bridge was gone.

      It was a small wooden bridge with low sides, a single lane. Used just for the family, no doubt old and not built for raging rivers. Normally this narrow watershed wouldn’t even qualify as a river at home, just a stream or whatever they called them in Scotland. He remembered rocks and a flow about ten feet down the bank. The bridge had only been about twenty feet across. A block of cement sat just above the waterline on the far shore, once underpinning the bridge but now sideways, metal rebar exposed.

      He stood staring at the water, as if sheer force of will would make it slow. He wouldn’t need his ruined leather boots to remember Scotland after all.

      “Oh, shit.” Merle splashed to a stop next to Pascal. He turned to her, his black raincoat matching her blue one. He had done well, buying her this full-length mackintosh in the right size too, even if she felt like a general in the Russian Army in it. It was keeping her modestly dry. He was completely drookit, her new favorite word for the effect of Scottish weather, hair plastered to his forehead, raindrops on his eyelashes, lips and chin just plain wet. She noticed the blood. “You’re hurt.”

      He touched the gash with a wet glove and turned back to the river. “The bridge is gone,” he said.

      “So I see.”

      They stood in silence for at least five minutes, coming to grips with the situation.  Merle tried to think in her usual practical way. There was no worry about running out of food in the mansion. They would get the generator going with any luck and be cozy for a day or two until the river went down and they could be rescued. A glitch but nothing serious.

      But tomorrow was Friday and two days would make it Saturday, Merle realized with alarm. The wedding day. This wasn’t good. All of Mrs. Logan’s plans, the flowers in the church, the cake, the reception, the band hired for Scottish dancing, the big dinner at the Hydro Jack and Bernie were throwing for Annie and Callum tomorrow night, the ugly dresses, the honeymoon reservations: the list of botched events went on and on. As if planning a wedding in a foreign country wasn’t difficult enough.  Adding a weather bomb to the situation was just the kicker.

      “Is it slowing down?” she asked him, blinking at the clouds.

      “Not that I can tell.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “The best-laid plans, n’est-ce pas?”

      “Annie says she didn’t want a big fancy wedding anyway.” Merle glanced around the yard as he’d done. “Callum didn’t come back last night. He’s on that side.” She gestured at the far side of the flooded riverbank. “Is that some kind of sign? That they aren’t supposed to get married?”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “Marriage is overrated, don’t you think? A medieval practice. The French haven’t believed in it for years.”

      “Because you don’t believe in divorce. Still Catholic after all that enlightenment crap.” She glanced up. “You got divorced though.”

      “I did. Abandonment is frowned upon by the French state.”

      “As well it should be.” She snuggled closer. “You definitely got divorced. Right?”

      He frowned at her. “What is this? You think I am lying?”

      “No, I— that woman, Miss Petrie. The housekeeper. She said she heard you were still married. I didn’t believe her. How would she know?”

      He stepped away and swung to face her, angry now. “What are you speaking of? Petrie, the one who drinks whisky for breakfast?”

      “Someone must have told her that.” She reached a hand out but he stepped farther away from her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I listened to her. She’s nobody.”

      He blinked hard. “This smells of little Bruno. The French love their intrigues. I must find out who he is. He is trying to upset things between us. Why? Do you know why?”

      She shook her head. “No. Unless he’s got the hots for me.” She smiled, thinking how ridiculous she must look, rain on her face, stringy hair in her eyes, tight hood on her head. “I do know his last name though. I found it on his coat.”

      The tension eased in Pascal’s face, replaced by determination. The hunt was on, that look told Merle. She needed to assuage his fears, to distract him from his obsession with the man. That was why she’d searched Bruno’s designer coat, after trying unsuccessfully to sneak into his room last night after dinner when he and Elise were missing-in-action. His door was locked. But his black Lemaire coat with the ridiculous batwing cape, left in the downstairs closet, had revealed a small sewn-in label: Bruno Nordvilles-Moura, with a telephone number.

      “I’ve heard that name,” Pascal said, listening hard in the downpour.

      “You think he’s a criminal on the run?”

      Pascal smirked and took her arm. “Come. We need hot chocolate or we will drown.”
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      Stasia left the kids with Rick in the café, eating breakfast and moaning about the weather. A rainstorm had to be the worst case scenario when traveling with teenagers. A rainstorm and underage drinking. Rick had confessed that Oliver and Willow had been allowed wine with dinner. One glass? Two, three? She had demanded, incensed that her husband could be so stupid. This would open the door to all sorts of problems back home. She didn’t worry so much about Willow. She was in college and made her own decisions. But from the look of Oliver this morning, dry mouth hanging open, bloodshot eyes, he’d had more than “a glass with dinner.”

      She would get into that with Rick later. Now she had to round up everyone she was responsible for: her parents, Mrs. Logan, even Hugh and Davina. She’d made a promise to Annie and Callum to keep an eye on the gang over here at the Hydro. Somebody had to be a grownup this week.

      The evening had been fun for exactly five minutes. Just getting Jack and Bernie into the car, the tense ride in the mud and rain, the color of Jack’s usually rosy, smiling face, the worried look in Bernie’s eye. They were so tired from the overseas flight. Unusually so, Stasia thought, but what did she know about the effects of jet lag on a 78-year-old body? Bernie said Jack was up in the night, sleepless, his rhythms out of whack. Well, join the party, Stasia thought, rubbing her eyes as she climbed the stairs to their room.

      Her mother answered the door, still in her robe. She waved Stasia in, face grave. “How are you this morning?” Stasia asked. Then she turned to her father.

      Jack Bennett sat propped in bed on pillows, head bent. He glanced up but said nothing.

      “He still feels bad,” Bernie said. “I think we have to see a doctor today.”

      A shot of alarm went through Stasia. “Should I call an ambulance?”

      Jack looked up again. “I’m just tired. It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” Bernie said. “You had pain, you said.”

      “Where? Where did you have pain?” Stasia asked.

      He was noncommittal, or just stubborn. “It went away. No ambulance. I can walk for godssake.”

      “That’s not the point,” Stasia said. “We can get you to a doctor’s office here in a flash. I’ll find out who to call. I’ll go talk to the front desk people, they’re very nice.” She sat on the bed by her father. His hand was chilly. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes,” he said, annoyed.

      “We’ll get dressed and come down,” Bernie said.

      Tripping down the carpeted stairs Stasia felt the shock again. Her father was ill, she could tell. And in a foreign country of all the luck. Was it something bad? Or just fatigue, weird food, and old age? Don’t sugarcoat it, Stace. It’s bad. You know it is.

      Catching her breath she entered the lobby at full speed and crashed into Callum, exiting the café. “Ooof, sorry.”

      He took her arm. “Good morning. Everything all right?”

      “Yes. I mean, no. My father isn’t doing well. We need to find a doctor.”

      He flinched. “This way. My mother will know who to call.”

      Back in the garden room café with its tall windows streaked with rain they wove through the tables. Fiona Logan sat with her pinched face and straight back, sipping tea with Hugh and Davina. Stasia gave her family a wave and kept moving toward the Logans.

      Quickly apprised of the situation, Mrs. Logan gave them the name of her local doctor, a generalist named Fergus. Stasia turned on her heel. Barking at the desk clerk that it was an emergency she demanded to be connected to Dr. Fergus. Within minutes she had an address, and an appointment. Such were her skills.

      The clerk called a taxi. Callum offered to drive them but Stasia reassured him there was no immediate urgency. Keeping the troops from overexcitement was one of her talents. It was amazing how calm she could be on the outside. By the time it arrived her parents would be downstairs, dressed, and ready.

      “Thank you, Callum,” she said, as he waited with her in the lobby. “Why are you here so early?”

      “I drove your family home last night in Bruno’s rental.” Callum smiled. “He doesn’t like driving on the ‘wrong’ side, he said. More likely he had other plans including staying dry. I didn’t blame him. So I volunteered.”

      “And you stayed over?”

      “The roads are a mess, especially out in the vale. Limbs down and so on.  It was late so I slept on the sofa in my mother’s suite.” He glanced at the weather, still horrid. “I’m just about to head out and try to get back to Kincardie.”

      “That dirt road,” Stasia muttered, remembering crashing through muddy holes. “You have a Range Rover or something?”

      “Just the rental. But don’t worry, I’m Scottish. We’re not afraid of a little rain.” He pulled on his brown slicker and flipped up the hood. “Should I wait until the cab arrives? Oh, there it is. Good luck then. I hope your father feels better soon.”

      It was a few minutes before Jack and Bernie shuffled into the lobby. They were as slow as snails, Stasia thought, alarmed again. Her father looked so frail suddenly. Should she call Annie? She decided to wait until she knew something. Jack could just have food poisoning or the flu. She never thought she’d wish food poisoning on anyone. But the day had arrived.

      The valet held a large umbrella for them as they bundled into the cab. Stasia ran around to the far side, getting drenched. She didn’t even have her raincoat with her.

      

      Annie sat on the edge of her bed and stared at her cell phone. She’d called Callum six times this morning with no luck. Now she wondered if she was actually getting service out here. Was it the storm? Or the roaming thing? She hated cell phones. But the telephone wires had also succumbed to the storm and without cell phones they had no contact at all.

      She found the stairwell to the third floor, a disused servant level now dusty and piled with mattresses, trunks, and moth-eaten rugs, and made her way over to the north side of the house. She stood in a cramped gable, next a small window.

      Maintenance was a little lax up here. A slab of plywood covered the lower half of the panes and rainwater dripped down the wall underneath it. A large puddle had formed on the floor, seeping into cracks in the floorboards.

      She called Callum again. By some miracle he answered.

      “Thank god, where are you?”

      “On the road to the house,” he said. “I’ve had to stop three times to move limbs off the road. What a disaster. So many trees will need to be cut down.” His voice was scratchy and full of static.

      “I’ll be quick: the bridge is out. The big oak tree fell across the drive and we don’t have power. The water is up over the banks, flooding the entire yard.”

      “What? Our Piney Burn?”

      “You’ll see it if you get that far. Maybe you should turn back to the Hydro. We have no power here anyway.”

      He swore then grunted as if he was lifting heavy objects. Then the car door slammed. “I’m coming. You stay dry and— ”

      The line went dead. “Callum?” Annie stared at her phone as it went black. She tried to turn it back on but it didn’t respond, sapped of all power.

      Great. She leaned into the cold window, watching her breath fog the old glass. The signs were all in place, if you believed in them.  Water separated her from Callum. The two families were split: the suave Logans on one side, the yeoman lawyer Bennetts on the other. Her sisters were no comfort this week, full of their own worries, boyfriends, and shenanigans. Why had she thought this trip would be like last year’s, when they learned to help each other, to love harder, to see the good in one another? She felt like a fool.

      But it wasn’t her sisters’ fault. She was a fool. She’d agreed to a wedding in another country, frog-marched by her future mother-in-law who had clearly missed her calling in the military high command. Those bridesmaids dresses were really the last straw. How did she expect her sisters to wear those atrocities? She’d even picked out a dress for Bernie, Annie’s own mother, as if no one’s taste compared to hers. All week the woman had harangued Annie with “suggestions,” as if every tiny detail in the wedding was the most important thing in the entire world, even as a unseasonal storm of unprecedented proportions threatened to wipe out the North coast of Scotland.

      If only she liked Fiona Logan a bit more. Or, sadly, at all. They had nothing in common except Callum. Fiona was very upper-crusty, having inherited this estate and a stick up her ass from someone. Callum said from her father, a notorious snob. Fiona made her disapproval of Annie and her age only too clear even while smiling at everyone, giving over her lovely house, and spending lavishly. She was bossy and pretentious, full of unsolicited advice and executive decisions. Annie felt her only consolation was living on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. She had no doubt why Callum had emigrated.

      She closed her eyes against Fiona and the weather. She just wanted it all to be done and go home. They would be okay at home, wouldn’t they? The idea of being a wife, of ‘obeying’ and honoring and all, still rankled her. Would she ever feel comfortable in that role?

      How was the wedding to go on now? The rain showed no sign of letting up. The wind was down to a dull roar but the water was rising, coming through the old windows, wreaking havoc outside. Callum was stuck on the other side of the stream. She was stuck on this side.

      Should she do something about this puddle on the floor? Would it go through to the room below? She looked around for something to soak it up. She found an old tartan blanket with more holes than fabric and threw it over the wet spot. Good luck there, she thought morosely.

      We’ll need it.
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      Merle and Pascal left the warm comfort of the kitchen with their mugs of hot chocolate, slurping like children to keep from spilling on the journey to the library. The cook had kicked them out. She was making a lunch as best she could, she said, with no electricity: a soup and sandwich affair that she hadn’t planned on. She fretted about the extra mouths to feed. No one had told her about Bruno, it appeared.

      The caretaker, Jinty, hovered nearby, soothing nerves. But when Cook complained about Bruno she bristled. “One more bowl of soup, Mrs. MacKeegan. It’s not like an army. He won’t upset your menu plan.”

      “Menu plan? Ha.” Cook waved a ladle at Jinty. “There was no plan for lunch or dinner today. What am I to do? Perhaps you’d like to do the menus, girlie.”

      Jinty stiffened. “Do not call me that, Mrs. MacKeegan. You may call me Jinty or Miss Arbuckle. But not ‘girlie,’” she hissed.

      “Aren’t you the giddy limit?” Cook replied. “Maybe you’re not cut out for the job.”

      The housekeeper, Vanora, appeared with a tray of breakfast dishes, dropping them with a clatter into the sink. Mrs. MacKeegan and Jinty both started in on her, ragging about the noise and the breakage and her lack of a gentle touch. Vanora turned to them, spying Merle and Pascal as well, and put her hands on her hips.

      “Well, then, do the wash-up yourselves,” she said and left the kitchen.

      “That’s just perfect,” Jinty said. “I have to find petrol.”

      Mrs. MacKeegan turned back to her soup pot. “Go find that bloody sheep-shagger. We need help more than the sheep do.”

      Pascal piped up. “You need gasoline for the generator? You found it then?”

      “Aye, I found it. But no petrol. Gunni says they had a tank for it, for the farm equipment but it’s empty. Things aren’t quite  —” She turned back to Cook. “He’s no good at housework. He’d break all the dishes.”

      Merle and Pascal left them arguing about who was to wash dishes as Mrs. MacKeegan gave them a glare and a wave of the hand. They escaped to the library, mugs in hand. They sat in soft leather chairs and stared out the big front window at the rain.

      “Seems to be slowing,” Merle observed. She got up again and peered at the sky. “I think I see a clear patch of blue.”

      “If only one of the autos was still here,” Pascal said. “We could siphon gasoline.”

      “I should go do the stupid dishes,” Merle said.

      “After lunch,” he said, “we will do them together.”

      “The staff doesn’t seem too friendly with each other.”

      “The storm has put a wrinkle into everyone’s week.” He peered at her over his mug. “Did you see the little Napoleon when you were upstairs?”

      She shook her head. “Did you find out anything about him?”

      He motioned for her to sit next to him. “He has a record of crime, at least one félonie. Fraud, unspecified, and named in a scandal with a married woman.”

      “What a surprise. Anything else?”

      “Results are slow on my petit blackberry. Is your mobile faster?”

      “I doubt it. I only have one bar.”

      Pascal frowned at his phone. “Ah. I have an email now from one of my colleagues. Bruno Nordvilles-Moura was convicted of fraud four years ago. He conspired with a winery to sell mislabelled bottles. Spent two months in jail.”

      “So that’s where he got his money.”

      “Perhaps. But he is as he appears, an elite. He is said to be descended from an illegitimate son of the duc d’Orleans in the time of le Roi-Soleil, the Sun King. Louis Quatorze.”

      “That’s going back a ways.”

      “It is no doubt just a tale. Who is going to bother with that investigation? But he has money, and important friends. My colleague said he is often in the Paris newspapers with young women and old, at film premieres and the opera.”

      Merle turned on her phone and googled his name. Several links to newspaper articles came up. One had a photograph of Bruno in a tuxedo, with a shiny, scantily clad woman. “Who is this?” She held up her phone for Pascal.

      “Sophie somebody. Film star.” He worked his phone as well. “This thing is so slow. Ah, there. I will translate for you.” He began to read from the small screen. “When authorities shut down the operation in la Vallée de la Loire no documents or financial records were found. The National Police believe the bogus winemaking system brought in millions of Euros but as of yet they have not found the money. The winemakers, brothers Pierre and Antoine Cheval-Royal, deny they made money and have filed for protection under bankruptcy statutes. They remain in prison. The investigation into the ill-gotten gains continues.”

      “What was Bruno’s role?”

      He scanned the article. “He acted as agent, like a distributor, placing the wines in restaurants and shops. He took a portion of each sale. The bottles held wine from South American grapes. I remember this case now. Bruno went to university with them, I believe. The brothers didn’t look like con men. But you never know.”

      “Do you think Bruno has the money?”

      “They have looked through his accounts and found nothing they could trace to the operation. But he may be hiding it somewhere.”

      A noise at the door made them both look up. Bruno and Elise stood in the doorway, arm-in-arm, smiling menacingly.

      “We are all wondering,” Bruno said with a sneer as only the French could master. “What is it about me that you find so fascinating, d’Onscon? Not that I blame you. It often happens as if by magic spell when confronted with such elegance of person, the grace of the well-born, the highly educated. You admire me, naturally. Perhaps you are in love with me? It has happened to many a poor young lad. But sadly for you that paradise you seek is not to be.” He threaded his arm through Elise’s and squeezed her hand, completely smug.

      Merle froze, feeling the adrenaline in her veins. She wanted to slap the insolent dwarf. She wanted to tear his hand off her sister.

      But Elise, calm and seemingly delighted, gave Bruno a congratulatory smirk. How could she like this jerk? Nasty little perv.

      Pascal glared at the short man, gripping his phone so tightly his fingers turned white. Redness crept up his neck and muscles pulsed in his jaw. Merle was fascinated even as she felt the charge to action herself, the hate in the attack. She’d never seen Pascal really angry. It would be amusing to watch him pound the little man into foie gras. Satisfying even. But not very polite guest behavior. Annie would give them hell. What would Callum say? Or that uptight Mrs. Logan? Maybe outside in the mud? No, not today if she could help it. There were enough problems.

      She cleared her throat and stood up. “Lunch will be ready soon.” Food would make them all feel better. She glanced down at Pascal, still fuming, elbows on his knees as if ready to lunge, turning his phone over in his big hands.

      “Is it true?” Elise asked brightly, as if insults hadn’t been flying. “The bridge is out and we’re cut off from civilization?”

      “And stuck with each other for the duration,” Merle said. “So maybe we should try to get along?”

      Pascal jumped to his feet. Merle flinched but he didn’t move forward. He wore his usual black jeans and t-shirt, biceps on full display. Little Bruno took a step backwards, his bravado crumbling. He wore a wool jacket with patches, gray flannel trousers, and shiny little oxfords. He looked very twee, as the Brits say, fragile and childlike next to the Gallic hot-head.

      “When hell freezes over,” Pascal growled.
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      Stasia sat in the waiting room of the doctor’s tiny office, three chairs and some ancient magazines. The place smelled rank, of mildew and pickles and rubbing alcohol. Her parents had been in with the doctor for forty-five minutes. Was this a good sign or bad? She had no idea.

      She was going a little stir crazy in this tiny room with its ancient rose-patterned wallpaper and dirty carpet. She pulled out her cell phone and called Annie. Even without medical news she wanted to talk to her sister. She seemed strange yesterday. Her speech at the seamstress shop about the dresses and how they shouldn’t ruin the week for her had sounded a little off-key. She looked lovely in her wedding dress, all the sisters said so, but she seemed to take little pleasure from it. Stasia had never met a bride who wasn’t a bit giddy about the dress.

      But Annie was fifty-five. Maybe her giddy days were past. But shouldn’t you dig up some girlish enthusiasm if you were going through this whole week-long rigamarole? What was the point of celebration if you drag your feet along morosely? Stasia frowned. Was that what Annie was doing? Just going through the motions? She felt a tight knot forming in her stomach. Was this all a mistake?

      She put the thought out of her head. It wasn’t up to her to judge. What was on the agenda today? Her mother was to be fitted for the dress that dear Fiona had bought for her. Why had Bernie agreed to this? Why had any of them? Because Annie asked, that was why.

      Oh, those dresses. Stasia cringed again, remembering how she looked in the mirror with that giant bow on one hip and plaid satin and chiffon everywhere. Like a ridiculous cake-topper or Barbie-goes-to-the prom. If only there was something to be done.

      Annie didn’t answer. She tried Francie. Also no answer. What was going on out at Kincardie House? Had the storm done something horrible? Were they without power? That made sense. All the phones had probably died.

      She pulled out a small notepad from her purse, and a pen. How could those dresses be improved, quickly and simply? She worked at a fashion magazine, in the legal department but often heard lectures from the designers and editors about dresses, how they were made, what was hip and up-and-coming. Tartan and chiffon was neither. But something could be done. Couldn’t it? Less fabric in the skirt, cut down the bodice froufrou, 86 the bow of course.

      She was engrossed in sketching when the nurse finally arrived to ask her to come back to the examination room. Dr. Fergus stood in the small room with Jack on the edge of the exam table, legs dangling. Bernie, still in her raincoat, sat rigidly in the only chair, her purse clutched in her lap. She looked up, fear in her eyes.

      “Doctor,” Stasia said, nodding to him as she closed the door. “How’s our patient?”

      “Oh, he’s a hearty one,” Fergus said cheerily. He was an apple-cheeked man of fifty or so, a fringe of hair over his ears, stocky with a round belly. “Appears your father has a little problem with his heart though. It’s something his physician at home has been watching, isn’t that right, Mr. Bennett?”

      Jack shrugged, looking guilty. Bernie hissed, “You never said a word.”

      “Didn’t want to up-end the wedding plans, eh? Keep the ladies happy. Good man.” The doctor rested a meaty hand on Jack’s shoulder. “But he’ll be needing to see a specialist in Aberdeen. I’ve made an appointment for this afternoon. With this wee rainstorm it might be slow going. You best be gettin’ along as soon as possible.” His tone was light but the urgency was unmistakable. He looked at Stasia. “You have a hired car, miss?”

      “No.” She looked at her mother who appeared both afraid and furious. “I could rent one.”

      Dr. Fergus waved a hand. “We’ll transport him in the emergency van. Faster that way and we’ll have help onboard.”

      “Is it an emergency? What sort of heart problem is it?” Stasia asked.

      “A rhythm problem,” the doctor said. “Not a true emergency but we need to get him under a specialist’s care to answer more.”

      Bernie stood up. “Then let’s go.”

      “Should I come with you, Mother?” Stasia asked. Jack slipped onto the floor and looked around for his coat. “I want to come.”

      Bernie reached out and squeezed her hand. “Wouldn’t go without you.”

      Dr. Fergus opened the door. “I’ll just be a moment making the call to the Service.” He turned back to Jack Bennett. “We’ll take good care of ye, sir. With these lovely lassies at your side, all will be well.”

      

      The afternoon skies opened up over the Highlands, dumping their watery load where they were no longer welcome. Callum stood at the bank of Piney Burn, now unrecognizable with mud, sticks, leaves, heather, pinecones, and bluebells floating on its broad, level surface, even with the road. Once it had been twelve feet down a steep slope. A low spot in the opposite bank where he used to shinny down to play in gentle ripples now offered an opening, a detour for the water to overrun the yard, creating a vast muddy lake.

      It had taken hours to get the two miles from the village. Now there was nowhere else to go but back where he’d come. At the MacLaren Road turnoff a pine tree, fully thirty feet tall, lay across the road. He’d had to return to town for an axe. Now wet and filthy, his hands chilled in the sodden leather gloves more suited to Park Avenue than lumber-jacking, he looked across at Kincardie House. Shrouded in low clouds, wet, tattered and battered, shingles and shutters askew, it had never looked so sad. The large oak on the other side, once his tree fort and sanctuary, blocked most of the view. The roots faced him, upright and tangled. The oak had taken out the power lines, that was plain. The swollen burn, once a tiny mountain stream, had taken out the bridge.

      He blinked upstream, trying to see in the deluge. Was there another way across? Not with a vehicle. Maybe if a person hiked to the next glen? He tried to remember the geography. To the North was a large lake, the river dammed years ago. No doubt water over the dam today. To the South was what? He couldn’t recall. Another village maybe.

      Of all the luck. He ground his molars. Why hadn’t he gone back last night when he could? He kicked a large stick into the roiling water and watched it disappear. The weather report said the rain would slow later tonight, that the worst was over. By the looks of this mess it couldn’t be over soon enough. There would be days of repair and clean-up ahead.

      More immediately though, his fiancée and her sisters, plus the staff, were stranded in Kincardie House with no power. Had they got the generator going? His father had bought the first one when Callum was a child. Power outages weren’t unexpected. He tried to see lights in the house but all he could see was rain, mud, and dark windows.

      He’d been thinking about his father this week, especially being back in the house. They’d spent summer vacations in the Highlands, many happy days when Callum and Hugh were boys. But the happy days ended when his father began to withdraw, irritable and sullen, barking at them. The next summer he moved into the attic to be alone, had his food brought up on a tray. The summer after that he stayed in Edinburgh when they came to Kincardie, unable to manage the stairs.

      As a boy of seven Callum was hurt and confused by his father’s behavior. Now he understood it, knew it wasn’t his father’s fault. That it was the illness. But the pain of losing his father, gradually and then finally, never really diminished. Scotland was a place of sorrow to him, a place of dying. Being here in the Highlands again after so many years made the pangs of his childhood alive again.

      But he must deal with them. He must speak to Annie about his father, about their family. Hugh was right of course, although Callum would never give him the satisfaction of hearing it. She deserved to know everything. Why had he thought letting his mother plan this extravagant wedding was a good idea? She was so happy though. In New York last Christmas at the engagement party, she’d gushed to everyone about her ‘darling Callum,' about the amazing country estate she owned, about the traditions of Scotland that were so dear to her. How could he say no? How could he squash what may be the last happy family thing that happened to her?

      He climbed into the car, making a mess on the seat and floor with rainwater and mud. He pulled off his gloves and tried to call Annie again. It went straight to voicemail. He searched his phone, looking for a number for one of her sisters to no avail. Instead he called the Kincardie House line, knowing it wouldn’t work. A strange beeping, then nothing.

      The rain clattered on the car roof. He turned the key and the wipers flapped back and forth. In desperation he flashed the headlights off and on, hoping someone in the house was watching. No one appeared. He rummaged in the glove box for a map. There had to be alternate way to get to the vale. But there was no map. Instead he punched up a map program on his mobile, searching for a good aerial view. How did you search for a village if you didn’t know its name? He stared hard at his phone, zooming in and out, willing the map to show him a way to his Annie.

      Resting his eyes he looked up to see a figure on the far side of the burn. Difficult to say who it was wearing a full-length black trench, hood tight against the head. One of the men? Yes, it was Pascal. Jamming his phone in his pocket Callum jumped out of the car again.

      Pascal was waving his hands around, yelling something. Callum stood as close to the raging river as possible and strained to hear. He shook his head and cupped his ear.

      “Call me,” Pascal hollered, putting fingers to ear and mouth in pantomime. But Callum didn’t know his number. Wait, he was putting up fingers. Callum raised a hand to slow him down and reached for his mobile. Hunching over to keep it slightly less damp he pointed at Pascal and yelled “go.”

      Painstakingly he punched out each number as the Frenchman held up fingers: 1-4-4-6-8-3 and on and on. Callum punched ‘Call’ and put the phone to his ear. Pascal did the same. An error message, something had gone wrong. They tried it again, slower. The second time Callum could hear the tiny whine of Pascal’s phone ringing and gave him a thumb’s up.

      “How is everyone doing?” Callum said, almost screaming in the rain.

      “We need gasoline,” Pascal said. “We have a generator but no fuel.”

      “Have you looked in the big yellow tank behind the coach house? The one up on stilts?”

      Pascal nodded. “Empty. All the cans too.”

      Callum looked at his watch. It was already four in the afternoon. Could he drive back to the village, get petrol, drive back then figure out a way to get it across the burn by dark?

      “I’ll do my best. But you should prepare for a dark night. You have candles and torches?”

      Pascal nodded. “We’ll manage. We’re eating everything in the refrigerator. And drinking all the wine. No clean water, I’m afraid.”

      The well pump, of course. Without power there would be no water. Callum sighed. So much water but not a decent drop to drink. “Drink it all,” he said. “I wish I could do more. I’m looking for another way to the house.” He felt useless on this side of the river. “How is Annie? I’ve been calling.”

      “Her phone is morte. All dead but mine and it’s almost gone. She’s okay. We’re all okay.”

      Callum nodded, grateful. “Thank you, Pascal. Tell Annie I love her, will you? And take care of those sisters for me?”

      “Bien sûr, mon ami. We will survive — and have good stories.” Pascal waved and punched a button to end the call.

      Callum got back in the car, drying his mobile on the seat. What a mess. He didn’t even want to think about the wedding on Saturday. There was so much to do, more immediate duties. He put the car in reverse and began to slowly back out, looking for a decent place to turn around where he wouldn’t get stuck in the mud.

      As he turned back to Kincardie House he saw Pascal in his black coat, up the hill past the barn, talking to someone in a yellow mac. Callum hadn’t paid much attention to the current staff. That was his mother’s job, running her precious inheritance. It sucked up pounds like a vacuum. Old Mrs. MacKeegan was an institution but the rest he wasn’t sure about.

      Callum squinted through the rain. It was the sheep man, he supposed, out looking for his beasts. The door to Moss Cottage opened and a short figure peered out, hand sheltering his eyes. That would be Mr. Craigg, the old caretaker, of course. Callum had almost forgotten about him. Craigg had been a second father to him for a time. Taught him how to fly fish and ride horses and train dogs and taste whisky. Lovely old man, bit grumpy but a good heart. Callum remembered an old grey horse that was Craigg’s favorite, now long gone.

      Why hadn’t Callum visited him? He felt ashamed, watching the solitary figure close the door. Was he all right, safe and dry?

      Nothing to be done now. Callum clenched his teeth again, turned back to the road, and pointed the car back to the village.
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          Kincardie House

        

      

    

    
      Merle looked down the gleaming old table with its rich black stain. The candlelight flickered, giving them all a cheery glow. Everyone looked better by candlelight, she thought, realizing she was quite tipsy despite her struggles to stay sober for the sake of the others. She gripped the beautiful old sterling knife, heavy and carved, and looked at her teeth in its reflection. Red, like the wine. Oh dear.

      Platters of food, wine bottles, plates, and napkins littered the length of the table. The cook had gone a bit crazy, trying to save all the food in the refrigerator. She’d roasted another leg of lamb, poached an enormous filet of salmon, and made a hearty soup with beef and vegetables and lots of red wine from the cellar. Wine was the theme tonight. They had no drinking water. What was a person to do?

      It was all quite decadent, like Marie Antoinette. But the day had been trying, and as night fell and the candles were lit, fires lit in stone grates, matches found, flashlights shared, all bets were off. Elise and Bruno had begun drinking at lunch. ‘And why not?’ Elise said when Annie had given her the eye. What else was there to do? They couldn’t get out. The rain continued like a vicious jailer. No car, no bridge, no phones, no power: what was a girl to do but drink wine? “When life gives you lemons, Annie,” Elise said, raising a glass.

      “Add vodka,” Francie said, joining in the early drinking without encouragement.

      Merle had waited until dinner. She and Pascal, plus some of the staff, had spent the afternoon trying to clean up debris, looking for tools, dragging limbs to a pile in the car park, struggling to move the downed oak tree. They’d failed on that count. The sheep man, Gunni, said he would bring the tractor out of the barn but it too needed gasoline.

      Pascal thought it odd that not a drop of gasoline could be found on a farm. Had someone deliberately poured the cans out? He was suspicious but had no theories about why someone would want them stranded, without communication. Just bad luck, Merle told him.

      She squinted at her wrist watch. “It’s nine-thirty,” Annie said, sitting across from her. Annie was subdued, melancholy almost, as if the disruption of her wedding plans was some signal of doom. Merle had tried to talk to her about it but she brushed her off. Just worried, she said. And Callum, stuck with his mother and his brother, neither of whom he particularly liked.

      This was the first Merle had heard of that but now, tipsy and warm, she wondered what had happened. Was there a rift, an argument? Why had he agreed to come over to Scotland for this wedding if he didn’t get along with them?

      Annie said, “Stop looking at your watch, Merle. You’ll go blind.” She held up a wine glass and drank deeply.

      “There is nothing left to do tonight,” Pascal said. He sat beside her, arm across the back of her chair.

      “It’s a good thing I’m drunk,” Merle whispered. “Otherwise I’d be going crazy. I’d want a hot bath and a ‘Downton Abbey’ repeat.” She glanced at him. “That’s a TV show.”

      “No television is a terrible thing,” Pascal said mockingly. “No billiards in this old house is completely unthinkable though. I must have a talk with Callum when he returns.”

      “He never came back?”

      “It was too much to hope. Besides how would we get a gasoline can across the river?”

      Merle said, “I’m sure you could have rigged up something.”

      “I am very clever that way.” He grinned at her.

      Francie stood up at one end of the table. She held herself up with both arms, leaning. “I’ve had enough of you bloody Bennetts. I am going to go out and look at the storm.”

      A chorus of voices proclaimed her too drunk and too unsteady. She stood straight then, both hands up as if being arrested, and stared at them. “I’m fine. I heard a rumor the moon is out. I intend to check.”

      Annie stood up. “I’ll go with you.”

      “I’m a grown woman,” Francie protested. “I’ll put on wellies.”

      “Wear my raincoat,” Merle called as Francie lurched out the doorway toward the back hall. “Should we follow her?” she asked Annie.

      “Let her splash around in the fresh air for a while, it’ll do her good. The moon is out. It’s cleared up finally. Maybe the sun will be out tomorrow and dry things up.”

      Elise hummed the tune, “The Sun’ll Come Out Tomorrow,” breaking into ‘Bet your bottom dollar, come what may’ until they all told her to shut up.

      Pascal carried a candelabra into the library where Bruno got out a pack of playing cards and proposed poker. “For matches, naturally,” he explained. “Come on, d’Onscon. Show me what you’ve got.”

      Annie wouldn’t play so Elise, Bruno, Merle, and Pascal made a foursome at the card table. Merle had no idea how to play poker but Bruno explained the rules, Elise doled out match sticks, and off they went. It would pass the time, Merle thought, even if she could barely see her cards in the dark.

      It was Merle’s turn to deal when they heard the commotion. Loud voices, doors slamming, feet stomping. Then the sheep man burst into the library, a vision of yellow wet in his full-length slicker. “It’s the sheep. They’re all in a guddle, feart and wet.  They’re likely droont if we canna get them to the pasture.”

      Pascal stood up. Bruno froze, cards in hand. He whispered: “What did he say?”

      Behind the sheep man Jinty and Vanora Petrie stood, wringing their hands. “Where are they, man?” Pascal asked.

      “Come now. I’ll shew you.”

      Jinty stepped toward him. “Now, Gunni, these are guests. They can’t be troopin’ about, looking for lost lambs in the night. What if they git lost too? They don’t know the hills.”

      “Mucking about ain’t for fine ladies, Gunni,” Vanora complained.

      “You tell the missus then,” Gunni shouted at Jinty, panicked. “You tell ‘er how they wouldna help. How none of ye would rouse ya’selves. How all her precious sheep up and died.”

      “We’ll help,” Merle said. Annie stood up. “We’ll get our coats and meet you outside in a minute. Come on, Elise. On your feet.”

      Everyone but Bruno headed into the hall. Merle looked back as they exited the library. Bruno had lit a cigar.

      

      A full moon had risen over the eastern hills, lighting the scene in the valley. Merle sucked in a breath at the sight of it, so welcome and unexpected like a candle after the longest night. After endless clouds and driving rain she had almost forgotten how amazing a clear night sky could be. She felt her head clear in the spring air ripe with the scents of the storm: pine needles, moss, and something sweet that made her think of berries.

      Annie touched her arm. “Merle. I’m going to find Francie. I don’t want her stumbling into the river.” She strode off down the drive toward the place where the bridge had been. Merle looked for Francie in the blue trench coat. Where was she? Pascal, Elise, Jinty, the sheep man and Vanora walked away in the opposite direction, following the beacon of yellow of the sheep man’s mac. Merle ran to catch up.

      The night was cool but not cold. The moonlight made for easy going, except for large puddles that dotted the yard. The huge one just outside the kitchen blocked the door so they’d exited through the front of the house. They climbed higher, passed a stone wall, and turned in through a metal gate. Gunni held it for them but the housekeeper, Vanora, balked, stopping. She was wearing a filthy oiled jacket that was several sizes too big, her housekeeping uniform, a navy dress with a white apron, and ancient red rubber boots. A scarf over her hair was fastened under her chin.

      “I’ll just wait here,” she said, puffing from exertion. “Catch me breath. And snatch up the wee woolies what come back this way.”

      Gunni glared at her. He had a large, lumpy face with blazing deep-set eyes and could really scowl.

      Vanora raised her chin defiantly. “I am to bring ol’ Craiggie his supper. I can’t be traipsin’ about.”

      He said nothing, stepped around her and tramped up through a gently sloped pasture. The rest of them followed.

      For nearly two hours they scoured the hillside for sheep, pushing them down from where they’d sheltered in the trees during the storm, or taken refuge in old ruins or piled into low ground against a stone cliff. Those last were the ones Gunni was most concerned about. Apparently sheep, not nature’s most brainy animals, would panic and clump together, smothering their mates and themselves. Merle watched Pascal and Gunni pull the sheep apart by their back legs, separating them while trying not to be stabbed by thrashing horns. Gunni had a technique of straddling a sheep like a rodeo cowboy, grabbing both horns, and dragging it backwards. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes they both fell over backwards into the mud.

      Merle and Elise left them to their sheep mangling and hiked up the hill, rounding it into the next glen. It wasn’t as wet up here although there were springs and bogs and soggy heather everywhere. Elise complained bitterly as her overlarge boot was sucked off her foot. Merle told her she was proud of her, that sheepherding would look great on her resumé, and they laughed in the moonlight.

      Jinty took off to the South, rounding another hill. She was a solitary figure, trudging at a good clip and calling out to the sheep. Merle mimicked her call, wondering what the hell it meant and where the dogs were. They lost sight of the caretaker as they paused on the ridge.

      A lake — a loch — shimmered in the distance, down in a glen about five miles away, a long, bean-shaped water that must be overflowing its banks. Silver in the moonlight, calm and dark, it was magical. “Oh,” Elise whispered between wheezing breaths. “It’s so beautiful.”

      Merle looked at the sky, sheltered from the moonlight by the rocks of the ridge. Smatterings of stars like spilt milk were flung across the sky, clusters so fresh and close you could touch them. The hills were silent. She looked for dots of white down the mountainside, listened for their bleating. Rocks dotted this side, and fields of low-growing shrubs. But no sheep. The hills were quiet as if recovering from a trauma.

      “Come on, Bo-Peep,” Merle said. “We’ve done our duty.”

      

      By the time they returned, filthy and damp, mud clinging to every pore, Annie and Francie were ensconced by the fire in the drawing room, toasty and warm, cognac in hand. Merle gave a sigh of relief. It would be just like a gothic novel for something awful to happen in the night with the power and phones out. But here they were, all safe and sound.

      Merle and Elise had met Pascal as he’d climbed the hillside looking for them. Jinty’s flashlight was bobbing toward them, across the heath. Gunni, Pascal explained, had his work cut out for him, keeping the sheep from running off in the moonlight, but he had disentangled the woolly pile and was satisfied with their help.

      In the drawing room Elise was regaling them with tales of heroic lamb wrestling as they dried off, peeling off socks and toweling hair, having left coats and boots in the hallway. They could hear Jinty carrying them back to the boot room. “We shouldn’t have dumped everything there,” Merle whispered.

      Francie threw back her cognac. “Dreary old mansion, epic rain, dark and stormy nights: when will this adventure be over, do you think?”

      They all looked at Annie. She had her elbows on her knees, staring into the brandy snifter, swirling the amber liquid. It was Thursday night. Tomorrow everything was to swing into high gear: rehearsal, final fittings, cakes, flowers, special dinner, decorate the hall at the Hydro.

      Would any of that happen now?

      Jinty appeared at the door, holding her muddy boots in one hand. “I’ll just be off then.” Merle felt sorry for her. This weather had made her managerial skills look — what was the word? Blootered?

      “I wonder how Stasia and Rick are doing?” Elise said in the quiet after the door slammed shut. “And Mother and Daddy.”

      “Comfy and dry, no doubt,” Francie said. “Having a fabulous dinner at that hotel where we all could have stayed. Do you think old lady Logan knew a storm was brewing, that’s why she hightailed it into town?”

      “Francie,” Merle scolded. “Be serious.”

      “What a lovely moon, so big and bright,” Francie blithely continued. “Just think of all the people on Earth admiring the moon at the same time. Like a radiant glow of faces turned to the midnight sky.”

      “That was poetic,” Merle said. “Where did you wander,  pray tell?”

      “Back that way,” Francie said, waving her arm this way and that. “There are still some bluebells back there, in the woods. Kinda limp but maybe we can revive them.”

      “Amazing you didn’t get lost in the woods,” Annie said, still staring at the floor. The mention of bluebells brought the wedding back to everyone’s thoughts. They were supposed to pick them tomorrow for table decorations. It seemed, well, hopeless. Even pointless. Did Annie even want to get married?

      “I had the moon to guide me. The big, smiley moon wrapped in my arms,” Francie said. She was hilariously drunk. She held up her snifter and seemed offended that it was empty.

      “We need more cognac,” Pascal said, grabbing the flashlight off the table. “I will venture into the dungeons and return.”

      “On the left, in the back,” Bruno called from his prone position on a faded red velvet sofa. Merle stared at him. “Quoi? Just trying to be helpful.”

      “What is it you do in Paris, Bruno?” Merle asked.

      “Eh? Oh, this and that. Mostly wine business.”

      “And you work with Hugh? I didn’t know he was in the wine business.”

      “He’s a financial advisor to a new winery, here in Scotland. C’est incroyable. They can grow grapes in the southern part of the country,” Bruno said. “He brought me here to help the vintners get started. I have some experience.”

      A winery in Scotland, seriously? Merle squinted at him in the dim light. Did Hugh know about Bruno’s involvement in the grape scam? Did Callum?

      “Pascal’s in the wine business,” Francie added unnecessarily. “The catching-bad-guys-in-the-wine-business business.”

      “Thank you, Francie,” Merle said. “I think we’re all aware.”

      But not Bruno perhaps. He flashed a questioning look at Elise. She had her eyes closed, hands up to the fire. Merle watched his forehead crease and eyes roll, then with effort, relax. She decided not to pursue the subject. He’d done his time, hadn’t he? Was his current job in jeopardy?

      After Pascal returned with cognac and two bottles of red wine, in case of emergency, and refilled all their glasses, they settled into a quiet funk, staring at the flames dancing in the fireplace. Merle put Bruno out of her mind, feeling a flush of contentment, curling her fingers into Pascal’s big hand. They sat in armchairs near the back, away from the fire. She preferred the shadows, she thought, bringing his hand to her lips and smiling at him.

      The spell was broken when the front door opened with a loud creak. Jinty was back.

      “Is Vanora here?” she asked, slightly breathless in her long coat and boots. Her hair was stringy and wild. “The housekeeper. Miss Petrie.”

      Merle frowned. “Last we saw her she was waiting by the gate.”

      “Isn’t she in her room?” Annie asked.

      “No, mum. Mrs. MacKeegan hasn’t seen her. She didn’t come back to the kitchen for ol’ Craiggie’s supper before Cook went to bed.”

      Merle and Annie went to the kitchen with the caretaker, shining flashlights to try to find the covered dish for the old man. They peeked in the refrigerator, and in the oven, searched the surfaces. It wasn’t there.

      “So she’s taken it up at the cottage,” Annie said. “Doesn’t she keep Mr. Craigg company sometimes?”

      “Aye, with the drink,” Jinty grumbled. “I dunna know why I worry about her.”

      “Because you’re taking care, as a caretaker would.” Annie set a hand on her shoulder. “She’ll find her way back soon. The moon is still bright.”

      At the front door they said good night again. Back in the drawing room, Elise had her head tilted against the chair back, eyes shut. Francie slumped awkwardly in a chair. Bruno lay flat on the sofa, ankles crossed, playing with the buttons on his weskit. Pascal stood and stretched.

      “Bedtime, mes amies. Tomorrow the sun will come out. We will get the generator going and get out of here. I know it. Bon nuit.”
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      The sun hadn’t risen over the hills the next morning when the screaming woke them.

      Merle sat up in bed. Pascal jumped to his feet, the policeman’s quick response. Below their window the woman’s voice caterwauled, pitching higher. Throwing on her robe, she followed Pascal into the hallway. Annie opened her door.

      “What’s happening?”

      Merle shook her head and ran down the stairs. Pascal was in the back hall, pulling on boots. She rummaged around in the muddy pile and found two that matched, jamming her feet in as she pulled her blue raincoat over her robe.

      Pascal was at the back door. He swung it wide and paused. The huge puddle of rainwater loomed right outside, the one they’d been avoiding. It sat between the house and the women’s quarters, thirty feet wide and lapping right up to the back stoop. At the edge of the water, screaming, stood the caretaker, Jinty.

      “What is it?” Merle said, peeking around Pascal.

      “Mon Dieu.”

      He stepped wide to the left, sloshing through the water to reach Jinty. The woman was hysterical, red in the face, with a seemingly infinite lung capacity. Merle stepped to the edge of the doorway and looked in the muddy water.

      A body floated face down, a woman in a dark-colored dress and white apron, her short brown hair a halo on the surface of the muddy water.

      Pascal grabbed the figure, flipping her over and dragging her out of the lake by her armpits. Strings of hair covered her face, dripping. Her uniform clung to her legs and torso. She wasn’t wearing the oilskin jacket from last night, or the boots, Merle thought, curiously detached. It looked like a scene from a movie, eerie and atmospheric, only in the movie Pascal would do CPR and she would spit up water, cough a little, and all would be well.

      “Oh, Lord, oh, Lord,” Jinty was repeating now, gulping air as she muttered. Merle stepped outside, tucking her nightgown into her coat. She reached the young woman and put her arm around her shoulders.

      “It’s okay now,” she murmured although things were definitely not okay. Just when you thought a wedding week couldn’t get worse. “Take a breath, Jinty.”

      The caretaker sucked in air. “I shouldna gone to bed, I shoulda kept lookin.’”

      “We all should have kept looking,” Merle said quietly, feeling a knot of guilt.

      “We were out lookin’ for sheep, wasn’t we? We shoulda looked for her.”

      “We didn’t know she was lost,” Merle said. Her words meant little to the woman but Merle kept a tight grip on her shoulders, keeping her calm. “Where is Mrs. MacKeegan?”

      Pascal had the limp figure laid out on the grass next to the old chicken coop. He pulled her hair off her face delicately and felt her neck for a pulse. Even at a distance Merle could see how blue her skin was, how lifeless. How long had she been in the water?

      He put his hands together and began to pump on the woman’s chest rhythmically, then giving her breath with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He had to try. But they couldn’t call an ambulance, or take her to a hospital. If the CPR didn’t work there was no alternative.

      Pascal looked up. “Go get my mobile and call emergency,” he called to Merle. “I might have enough power.”

      Mrs. MacKeegan appeared in the doorway to the women’s quarters in her coat and boots, eyes wide in her round face. Merle took Jinty’s arm and pulled her up to the cook. “Take care of her.”

      In the upstairs hall Francie and Elise stopped Merle as she ran by. “What’s going on? Was that screaming?”

      Merle pushed them aside to get to her room. She scrambled through Pascal’s things, found his mobile phone plugged into an outlet by the window. She tried to turn it on. Nothing.

      “Dammit! Does anybody have power on their phones?” She swung back to her younger sisters. “Do you, Elise?”

      Elise shook her head. “Everybody’s phone is dead. You know that.”

      “What about Bruno? Did he bring a back-up charger or something?”

      The three sisters ran down the hall to Bruno’s room. The door was open. Elise fell inside, looking around, suddenly frantic. “He’s gone. His suitcase, his shoes. All his stuff is gone.”

      “Where could he go?” Francie said. “Don’t be silly. He didn’t swim the creek.”

      Merle swore. “Come on. We have to help with the CPR.”

      “CPR? Is it Bruno?” Elise cried. “Oh, God. Tell me, Merle.”

      Merle paused in the main hall and turned back. “It’s Vanora Petrie.”

      

      Annie wore her jeans and wellingtons, bundled in the bulky wool sweater she’d bought on their first day in Scotland. The sunlight was weak but at least it wasn’t raining. From across the wide, creamed-coffee lake she watched Pascal pump on the woman’s chest. Annie held a hand over her mouth, horrified. She felt sick to her stomach. This was supposed to be the day things got better. The sun was out. Calm restored. Recovery from the storm.

      But now things would never be calm. She couldn’t ignore the signs any more. This wedding was a mistake. Coming to Scotland was a mistake. But was what she and Callum shared a mistake? She shook her head, confused. She loved him. But was that enough? If people died, was it enough?

      She backed away from the tragic scene, trying to pull her eyes away. The gravel crunched under her boots. The sheep man emerged from the morning fog in the pasture, muddy and wild. His cap was gone, revealing yellow hair sticking out at angles, dotted with moss and straw. In his filthy mac he approached the yard, his footsteps measured and slow as if he’d been up all night. Then he stopped mid-step. He took in the scene for a beat, glowering at Pascal pounding on poor Vanora, then turned on his heel and walked up the stairs on the side of the coach house.

      Before he opened his door Jinty called out, “Gunni! Come help us.”

      Head lowered, he paused. Jinty called out in a strangled sob as he disappeared inside. She was crying hard now, her head buried on the cook’s shoulder.

      Annie didn’t blame Gunni. She too was a coward. She wouldn’t help unless they made her. Death this close was shocking and she was already reeling from this wedding. It was odd, disconcerting, how vulnerable she felt. Normally she was the leader of her pack of sisters, the bold one, the decisive one, brave and practical. But today that was Merle, ordering the younger sisters to do mouth-to-mouth, showing them how, kneeling next to Pascal as they bravely tried to revive the past-hope Vanora.

      How had the woman fallen into a foot-deep mud puddle and drowned? It was inconceivable. Had she been visiting the old man as they thought? Annie glanced up at Moss Cottage. The squat stone building, once whitewashed, was now dotted with lichens and mildew. The paint on the door had long since peeled off, revealing a battered wood surface and rusty iron hinges. She detoured and knocked on the low door.

      “Mr. Craigg?”

      There was no answer. She jiggled the knob. It wasn’t locked. Inside the cottage the air was heavy with woodsmoke and damp. She called his name again. She left the front door wide for the light as she stepped into the sitting area, poked into the kitchen, and gingerly pushed open the bedroom door.

      “Are you there, Mr. Craigg?”

      The bed with its narrow, sagging mattress was empty, a tangle of blankets and quilts. She plunged through the small house then, opening cupboards and closets, peeking under beds and chairs, finding the small privy empty. Where was the old geezer?

      She’d only seen him once, before the storm on the first night when she’d been outside. He’d been walking between the barn and the cottage, a painful journey of shuffling steps and hunched back. He wore an old-fashioned cap with a ribbon down the back, a baggy wool sweater, green trousers, and heavy boots. He looked a cartoon character, she’d thought at the time, but now chastised herself. He was a man of a different time, an old man who had lived a hard, spare life, that was all.

      He couldn’t have walked far. The events in the night, the accident or whatever it was, set her on edge. Maybe he was on the grounds somewhere. She had no idea about his routine.

      She shut the door to Moss Cottage securely and turned back to the yard. Pascal was standing now and Francie was kneeling, pushing on the woman’s chest. Elise was doing mouth-to-mouth, pinching the woman’s nose, blowing, pause, repeat. It was too awful. That poor woman, dying alone in the dark and the muck. Annie looked away, at the house. Was that a face at a window? She blinked and it was gone. Maybe the caretaker had gone inside. Neither she nor Mrs. MacKeegan were visible in the yard.

      Someone was calling her name. Annie spun toward the river. Callum stood next to the Rolls, waving at her. A blossom of gratitude, of relief — rescue at last — filled her. She grinned, waving back, running to where the bridge had once been.

      “Thank God, Callum,” she called. The chauffeur was setting red gas cans in a row on the road, extracting them and a heavy yellow rope from the trunk of the old sedan. “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she yelled.

      The river had gone down a few feet overnight. No longer overflowing its banks it was still loud and full of debris. Callum cupped his mouth: “Can you get some help? We’ll throw the rope over.”

      Annie turned back to the house, calling to Pascal. He said something to Merle and walked around the muddy lake, his face grim.

      “Call an ambulance,” Pascal shouted to the men on the other side. “There’s been an accident.”

      Callum noticed the activity by the old coop then. “What is it?”

      “Miss Petrie,” Pascal called. “Notify the police.”

      Callum had his cell phone out. “I’ve already spoken to them about a temporary bridge. But —” He held up a finger and put the phone to his ear. They couldn’t hear what he was saying. The chauffeur was threading the rope through the handles of the gas cans now. Annie counted ten red plastic containers, small and large, all heavy with gasoline.

      The chauffeur, a sturdy, muscular man, was coiling one end of the rope again, readying it for the toss. Callum punched his phone then called across Piney Burn. “The police are coming. That was the constable, telling me they have a portable ramp available to them. It’s in Aberdeen and will be here this afternoon.”

      The chauffeur reeled back, heaving the rope across the creek. It uncoiled like magic, landing near Annie’s feet. Pascal stomped on the end, keeping it from slipping back into the drink.

      “Good job,” Annie whispered, patting his shoulder. Pascal grimaced, wrapping the rope on a remaining bridge post and securing the free end under his boot.

      Callum held a gas container high over his head as the chauffeur kept the rope steady. Pascal called, “Allez,” and the red can slid down the rope into his hands. Expertly he unwrapped the rope, set the can on the ground, and retied the rope to the post.

      One down, nine to go. The rescue was on.
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      Jinty watched the two sisters wrangle the body of Vanora Petrie down the dark stairwell into the wine cellar. They’d wrapped the housekeeper in an old blanket, then a sheet as well, then tied it over her head and foot like a giant Christmas cracker. But that wasn’t enough for these Americans. They wanted to keep Vanora cool and the day had warmed dangerously. So down she went, poor bugger, into the bowels of the house.

      The caretaker and the cook sat at the worktable in the kitchen, drinking tea. Nobody had an appetite and Cook was too shaken to rouse herself to make a meal. Most of the food was on the verge of spoilage at this point anyway. And Vanora, down below? They could hope she didn’t spoil before the burn was spanned. Jinty shuddered slightly, thinking of the body. She felt a bit stupid about her hysterics. But she’d never seen a dead person before. From now on, whenever that particular bad luck crossed her path, she’d know better how to react.

      She felt jittery and tense, from the discovery of Vanora and possibly from lack of food. Last night she’d had no appetite even after walking the hills looking for sheep till all hours. She pulled out a box of biscuits and handed one to Cook. Together they munched in silence until the Bennett women clomped up the stairs, their hands muddy and their faces ashen.

      They had attempted resuscitation for over an hour, rotating with the nice Frenchman. The monsieur had called the rescue to a halt, declared it was over. He had taken charge and Jinty was glad of it. She felt ashamed of her first reaction to his motorcycle boots and three-day beard. He was capable, brave even. He was now pouring petrol into the generator. Gunni again had disappeared when it came time to help.

      “Is that tea?” the pretty sister, Francie asked. She wasn’t too attractive now, muddy from head to toe, her hair a tangle and mascara smeared under her eyes.

      “The last of the bottled water,” Mrs. MacKeegan said. “I found a half in the laundry. Help yerself.”

      As the women lunged hungrily toward the kettle a shudder and crash came from the sink. Water spat out of the big faucet, splashing and burping as it flowed. A chorus of relief sang through the kitchen. The lights flickered. The refrigerator clunked and began to hum.

      The sisters began to wash with the cold water, stripping off their clothes right there in the kitchen. Mrs. MacKeegan pursed her lips at the sight of them in bras and panties. Jinty checked out their lingerie then looked away. A bit forward, weren’t they? Americans must strip down in front of anybody. There was men around. Gunni or Pascal could come in any time. What about the other one, the short Frenchman?

      “I haven’t seen your friend this morning,” Jinty said, eyeing Elise’s black underthings. “Bruno.”

      Francie answered: “Oh, he’s around here somewhere.”

      “A wonder he isn’t helping then,” Cook muttered.

      Jinty wiggled her eyebrows. It wasn’t that big a wonder. Neither Gunni nor ol’ Craiggie had lifted a finger for Vanora. And they knew her.

      Jinty felt a knot of fear in her gut. Perhaps that was why they hadn’t helped. Had Gunni something to do with Vanora’s death? Did he dislike her so much? What if...? No, it couldn’t be. He was just a big fella but not cruel like that. Was he? Her dad had promised he was just misunderstood. The whole family had promised.

      But that shove he’d given Vanora, in the dark. How he’d glared at her last night when she stayed behind. No. It wasn’t possible. She’d only tripped and fallen into the water, drunk off her head.

      Elise picked up her clothes, gave them a sharp look, and ran into the hall and up the stairs. Maybe her French friend was waiting for her up there. Jinty felt at a loss to understand these foreigners. When would they be gone? It couldn’t happen soon enough.

      “I’d best change,” Jinty said to Cook. “Then we’ll round up everyone. Get Gunni and ol’ Craiggie and tell them to meet in the yard in half an hour.”

      

      Annie stood in a patch of sunshine on the bank of the river, watching it recede as the day warmed. Callum’s duties were done, the gasoline delivered. He paced back and forth impatiently. She’d plugged in her cell phone inside and returned, wishing she could talk to him. The gap between them was still too wide and too public. She eyed the wet slope, wondering how long it would take the water to go down. She was a lawyer not a hydrologist, but it might be tomorrow. By then the temporary bridge should be functional and they could at least walk out.

      The chauffeur — whose name, Killian, finally came to her — sat sideways behind the wheel of the Rolls with his feet on the wide running board. Callum leaned against the ornate hood of the classic automobile. The bonnet, he called it. In New York Annie never noticed all the words that he knew, Scots words, Britishisms, that set him apart from her. Did he consciously speak more ‘American’ to fit in? Well, it didn’t work. He stuck out like the exotic, suave, and sexy Scotsman he was.  She was just plain old Ann Bennett from Smith College, sometime radical, legacy attorney, and tree-hugger. He was another beast, from another country and another time.

      She sat down on a rock. This line of thinking was no good. Of course she deserved him. Even if he was far too sophisticated for her. No, think of being together again. Think positive thoughts. Not so easy when the entire week was a bloody disaster.

      “When did you say the police are coming?” she yelled.

      Callum straightened, looking up from his phone. “This afternoon. They’re to call me. I think we’ll go back to the village for a while. Call Stasia, Annie. She’s been trying to reach you.”

      She watched them drive off, spraying mud from spinning tires. He hadn’t mentioned the wedding, she realized. Neither had she. Tonight was the rehearsal dinner and tomorrow the wedding. What did Stasia want? Probably some wedding bullshit.

      Maybe her phone was charged by now. Annie trudged back to the house, watching three of the staff conferring in a huddle. The cook, Jinty, and the sheep man had hands on their hips, heads together. Jinty seemed to be giving the other two a lecture.

      Did they know where Mr. Craigg was? Did they care? Was there a connection between his disappearance and Vanora’s drowning? Maybe they’d had an argument last night, or drunk too much whisky. Maybe he’d run away to avoid the police. But what could that crippled old man do to Vanora, even if he wanted to? He could barely walk, let alone run.

      The front door creaked loudly on its wide hinges. Annie shook her head to clear the conspiracy theories swirling in her mind. This big old house with its dark corners and boarded-up rooms: it gave her the creeps. Even if Merle and Elise hadn’t kept talking about gothic novels, the freak factor of the dead animal heads and mildew and decrepitude would still be churning her fevered imagination. She could hardly wait to pack up and get the hell out.

      Stasia picked up her call on the first ring. “Thank god, is everyone okay? Are you okay?”

      “All Bennett sisters accounted for, madam,” Annie said. She didn’t want to get into the Drowning of Fair Vanora — which sounded much more gothic and romantic than the reality. Tales of the Deadly Mud Puddle, she thought, frowning at the quilt on her bed. “How are you?”

      “We’re in Aberdeen, Annie. Bernie and me. We’re here with Daddy at the hospital.”

      “What happened? Is he okay?”

      “Apparently he was seeing a cardiologist at home. The doctor in the village sent us to here. They’re giving him a pacemaker this afternoon.”

      “Can I talk to him?”

      Jack Bennett got on the line, his voice weak. “I’m sorry about the wedding, pumpkin. I thought it was going to be fine. They told me at home it would be.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Daddy,” Annie said. “Is the hospital decent? Do you feel all right?”

      “It’s fine, wonderful as hospitals go. Stasia’s making a fuss. Your mother is keeping a stiff upper lip. The doctors are very kind.”

      A shuffling then Stasia got back on the line. “Have you talked to Mrs. Logan?”

      Her voice was sharp. Annie readied herself. “No.”

      “Well.” Stasia sighed. “The band can’t get up here from Edinburgh. The roads are a mess and some bridges are damaged. The trains aren’t running. Lots of the wedding guests called to say they couldn’t come. So Mrs. Logan cancelled the caterers, the reception hall. All of it. She felt with all the problems, no guests, no band, the storm and Daddy’s illness, it was for the best.”

      “Oh.” Annie felt the air go out of her like a deflated balloon. For a split second relief flooded through her. She wouldn’t have to stand up in front of all those strangers and pledge to honor and obey like a damned Victorian. She wouldn’t have to walk down the aisle in those stupid plaid shoes. Her sisters could forget they ever tried on those ridiculous dresses.

      Then the anger rushed in. What the —? How dare she? “Did she even talk to Callum?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m so sorry. I’ve been down here. The ocean was crazy. Huge waves. What’s it doing there?”

      “I have to go, Stasia. Tell Daddy to think of me holding his hand.”

      She threw her phone down on the bed. Goddam meddling mother-in-law. Her simpering smile and cool touch, pretending to be happy for Callum, for them. Pretending to like her. Was this the way it was going to be? His mother making decisions about their lives? Had he signed off on canceling the wedding? Did he even want to get married? Was this whole ceremony his mother’s idea? He and his mother had done most of the planning, picking out dresses, venue, music, food, everything. Why cancel it? Without even talking to the damn bride.

      Annie covered her face with her hands. She felt her eyes heat up again. That Scottish witch! Stirring the pot like in MacBeth.

      Annie growled in frustration. I’ll give you toil and trouble.

      Then, more seriously, a little voice asked: Why are you so angry?  You don’t even want to get married. She’d been trying to figure a way out of it since the beginning of the week.

      But she knew.

      If anyone is going to cancel this damn wedding it is going to be me.
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      Annie had been pacing in her room for fifteen minutes, letting her phone charge and getting up her courage to call Callum. Why hadn’t he called her? What the hell was he doing? Sipping tea with his mother?

      The thought of food made her stomach growl. She slipped downstairs to the kitchen. It was abandoned but at least the lights were on. Was there anything to eat? She scrounged through a cupboard and found a box of crackers. She poured herself a glass of water and took her prison fare back to her room. Everyone seemed to be outside, mucking around in the raincoats, searching for Mr. Craigg or sheep or whatever one did when trapped in the Highlands.

      But one person wasn’t here: Vanora Petrie. Annie chastised herself. Vanora was dead, and it had somehow happened on the Bennett sisters’ watch. She felt the pang of guilt again, that she hadn’t insisted they look harder for her last night. Had the housekeeper already been face-down in the water by then?

      With all her wedding worries Annie had been distracted, and let her own petty concerns come before the welfare of a fellow human being. Even someone as drunk and obnoxious as Vanora Petrie deserved basic human compassion. The old girl hadn’t gotten much of it here at Kincardie House.

      This crazy old castle. It gave her the shivers. Annie pictured her tidy cottage in Pittsburgh, a rundown, faded blue house in a slowly gentrifying neighborhood. Her flower garden, full of roses, would be in bloom right about now. And the lilacs. And the peonies. The herbs in the hand-thrown pots in the back, the ones she liked to snip into her signature Italian dishes, would be getting bushy and spicy. The old kitchen with its tired linoleum and avocado refrigerator. Her little bungalow: in need of paint, shingles, and a good mow. But love it had; it was hers. She could be sitting on her back porch right now, getting some sun, reading a good novel.

      Why wasn’t she home? Why had she consented to this nightmare? She was so angry with herself. She crammed a cracker into her mouth, chewing hard. Just then her phone rang. It was Callum.

      She washed down her cracker with a gulp of water then punched the phone. “Hey, you.”

      A high-pitched sigh, then: “It’s Mother Logan, dear. I’m using Callum’s mobile. He just went downstairs to get the Rolls.”

      A tendril of fury made her stand and plant her feet on the carpet. “Oh, yes. Hello.”

      “How is your father faring with our health care system? Everyone says it is the best in the world but I do wonder at times. Stasia’s husband tells me his procedure is today?”

      “You know more than I do. We’ve been cut off.”

      “Of course. Yes.” She sounded a little nervous, Annie noted happily. “If you need any medical referrals, just ask. I’m happy to help. I told Stasia about my personal physician, you know. Dr. Fergus was more than accommodating.”

      Annie sipped her water in the pause. Mrs. Logan waited for a response then thundered on.

      “With your father ill Callum and I had to make some decisions, Annie. We had to postpone. Did you hear?”

      “Stasia told me.”

      “Of course. This weather, oh, it has made such a scramble of everyone’s plans. My friend Dorothea and her husband couldn’t make the trip, the trains aren’t running. It’s all very distressing.”

      “Mmmm.” Annie rolled her eyes, staring at the ceiling.

      “Have you spoken to Callum about it then?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Ah.” Mrs. Logan paused dramatically. “Well, there is something you should know about Callum. I don’t know if he mentioned his previous engagement? To Davina?”

      Annie blinked rapidly and sat down on the tapestry chair. “Davina?”

      “Yes, you met her the other night. She’s now married to Hugh. But a few years before their marriage she and Callum were engaged. They went to university together, you see. But she, well— he didn’t make it to the ceremony, Annie. He left her standing there. It was terribly sad. I felt so sorry for the girl. I didn’t want that to happen to you.”

      Annie’s mind reeled with this new information. “You didn’t want Callum to leave me at the— ”

      “Just so. Frankly, I don’t think Callum is the right man for you, dear. Just like he wasn’t right for Davina.”

      Did she think her son was gay? What the hell was she saying? “So you— let me get this straight. You canceled the wedding because you thought Callum wasn’t right for me?”

      “He’s a wonderful man, don’t get me wrong. He says he loves you. But a mother knows these things.”

      “He says— ? What gives you the right?!” Annie stood again, trying hard to keep her voice modulated. She dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “His mother, dear. Just his mother who— ”

      “Stop. Stop talking. I can’t speak to you right now. Goodbye.”

      Annie was shaking with anger, nearly blind as her hand trembled as she punched wildly at her cell phone, right before she threw it across the room.

      

      The arrival in late afternoon of the enormous truck carrying the portable bridge created a spectacle no one wanted to miss. Guests and staff stood in the yard, anxious with anticipation. Except the missing and the deceased, Merle noted. Where the hell was Bruno? And the old man had apparently vanished as well. The population on this side of the river was dwindling.

      The burly driver and his helper were accompanied by two black police vehicles. Three policemen conferred with the driver, pointing to the river, examining various spots for the crossing. The river wasn’t very wide to begin with and the narrowest spot was still where the old bridge had stood. At least that was Merle’s opinion. She’d never seen an eighteen-wheeler with a folded bridge on the back.

      When the truck had backed into position it began unfolding the bridge until it stood straight up twenty feet in the air, then one half unfolded, doubling the height. With some precise maneuvering they lowered the entire thing across the stream bed. It only took an hour and they were freed from isolation at last.

      Merle took Pascal’s hand and squeezed it. The news she’d gotten from Stasia about their father seemed bad but she couldn’t quite focus on it. A pacemaker? That was routine, wasn’t it? Francie stood fresh from her shower with wet hair in the afternoon sunshine, cradling a glass of wine. Elise and Annie made quick appearances then wandered off, not as fascinated by heavy machinery as the middle sister. Gunni stood by the barn for a while then went back to his sheep. Only Jinty and Mrs. MacKeegan stood nearby watching, mouths agape.

      The three policemen were first over the bridge. One was dressed in a black suit, the other two in uniform. The plain-clothes cop was older, a round, cheerful-looking type with thinning reddish hair. Pascal stepped up to introduce himself. He waved the caretaker over then and told the policeman her name.

      “DI Grassie, miss,” the inspector said, shaking Jinty’s hand. “We haven’t met, eh?”

      Jinty frowned. “No sir.” She turned to introduce the cook at her side.

      Grassie spoke first. “Hullo then, auntie.” He looked at the others. “Mrs. MacKeegan is my mother’s sister, isn’t that right.”

      The cook flushed. “Hullo, Duff.” She sucked a lip. “I mean, Mr. Grassie.”

      He smiled. “So this weather. Quite a kerfuffle all over. And what’s this I hear about an accident?”

      The two women looked paralyzed. The inspector looked at Pascal.

      “The housekeeper, Miss Vanora Petrie,” the Frenchman said as if reading a police report. “We found her in that small lake early this morning. She is deceased.” They all looked at the back-door puddle, much smaller than in the early morning. “It was wider and about a half-meter deep. We tried to save her but could not.”

      One of the uniformed cops, a dark-haired man with a thin, serious face, began to squirm. DI Grassie caught a glimpse of his reaction.

      “You are acquainted with Miss Petrie?”

      “She lived next door when I was a wee lad.”

      “Everyone knows— knew her, sir,” the shorter uniform said. He was boyish and red haired. “She worked at Carnagan’s off and on.”

      “I’m sorry,” Merle said. “We’re all very sorry about Miss Petrie. We tried so hard to revive her. I hope you know that.”

      Pascal led the policemen into the house and down to the wine cellar. The staff stayed in the kitchen but Merle tagged behind the men. Her sisters had laid the body on the floor between racks of bottles. Pascal quickly untied the blanket at her head, revealing her face. The policemen bent to take a quick look.

      “Is it her?” Grassie asked them. The officers nodded.

      “So drowning then? In a puddle?” he asked Pascal. His skepticism mirrored their own.

      Pascal grimaced. “All I can say is she was floating facedown in the water.”

      “Seems unlikely, eh,” Grassie said. “When did you last see her?”

      Pascal told the story of Gunni coming into the house about ten o’clock, begging for help with the sheep. Of Vanora staying behind at the gate.

      “We were worried about her later,” Merle said. “The caretaker, Miss Arbuckle, was. She came back from her room to ask if we’d seen Miss Petrie. We looked in the kitchen for the plate she was to take up to Mr. Craigg and didn’t find it. So we assumed she’d taken it to the cottage and was still there.”

      “Miss Arbuckle was the one who found her early this morning,” Pascal said.

      “So this Mister Craigg is the last to see her?”

      Pascal gave a Gallic shrug.

      DI Grassie stooped to cover Vanora’s face again then led them back upstairs. One of the uniformed cops took off for the cottage while the other went up the stairs to Gunni’s rooms. The inspector called his department.

      Pascal and Merle stood in the front hallway, listening to the policemen call in to the coroner and his superior in Aberdeen. He obviously felt foul play was involved. Merle felt her heart sink. Had someone actually done harm to Vanora, killed her? And why?

      She squeezed Pascal’s arm, hoping for reassurance that it was all a big mistake. That Vanora was just clumsy. That Annie’s wedding would be go off without a hitch, that their father would get his pacemaker and return in time. Pascal looked down at her, his face solemn, eyes resigned.

      When the inspector finally hung up the phone Merle said, “Excuse me, sir. We’re all here for a wedding. My sister is getting married tomorrow to Callum Logan who owns this house.”

      “I spoke to Mr. Logan,” the inspector said. “He should be here shortly.”

      “But what about the wedding? I mean, is this going to —”

      “There will be no wedding tomorrow.”

      The voice came from the landing of the stairs. They all turned their heads to look up the staircase. Annie stood with one hand on the ornate railing, looking fierce.

      “No wedding, period.”
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      Elise found the note on the dresser when she returned to her room after watching the truck with the big-ass folding bridge for much too long. The racket made her ears hurt and she retreated upstairs. She didn’t want to talk to the cops anyway. She had nothing to offer about the muddy demise of Vanora Petrie. It was sad, especially giving her mouth-to-mouth for a half-hour. The woman was cold even then. At least Elise had done her part to try to save the woman. They all had done their best. Elise even felt a little blip of pride that she could actually perform CPR. She felt like one of those hot firefighters on television.

      The square of lined white paper — torn from a school notebook? — looked innocent enough, her initial ‘E’ scribbled in a large hand, blue ink. Her heart jumped a little. It had to be from Bruno.

      Holding it to her breast she nestled herself on the bed. She took a deep breath and opened it.

      
        
        Ma Chère Elise,

        Do not think I have abandoned you, my sweet. It was necessary to extract myself from your delightful family gathering. I cannot remember why I agreed to this endless week. It has not turned out well, n’est-ce pas?

        I will explain everything. Meet me tonight—  at the river at midnight. Do not tell anyone about our meeting or that you have heard from me. Darling, it is better this way. You must trust me.

        I can’t wait to hold you in my arms again.

        Your Bruno.

        

      

      Elise read it again, savoring the words. How romantic. Meeting at midnight! Would the moon be full, shining on them? Would they run away to somewhere it didn’t rain all the time? The south of France maybe?

      But wait. She frowned, staring out the window at the green hillside. Annie’s wedding was tomorrow. She couldn’t just run out on her whole family. When had he left this note? She had searched his room and hers for clues this morning, right after the Vanora incident. There had been no note then. Was Francie right — he hadn’t left?

      Was he still in the house? Was he hiding in the barn or one of the ramshackle sheds on the property? Elise was sure he’d found a way out, had climbed the hills and gotten away. They all were dying to escape. She envisioned him in rugged wool with a walking stick, tramping through the heather. But no. He was still here.

      She jumped out of bed. Was he hiding up on the servants’ floor? Or in the disused rooms on the other side? The prospect of a treasure hunt for the delicious little man curled her toes.

      Someone was knocking. Francie stuck her head in the room. “Oh good, you’re here.” She held a bottle of whisky by the neck and two glasses. She set them on the dresser. “You won’t believe what’s happened now.”

      Elise held the note behind her back, blinking madly. “What?”

      “Annie canceled the wedding.”

      

      Merle stood in Annie’s room, arms crossed, frowning at her sister. Annie sat in the chair by the window, the sunset glowing against her cheeks. Merle had been outside for hours, watching the activity, talking to the cops, helping look for the old man. It had been good to stretch her legs in the sunshine although the arrival of the coroner’s van and crime scene techs had spoiled the mood just a bit.

      Then this. Merle couldn’t believe it.

      “You mean, postpone it a few days?”

      Annie had thunder in her blue eyes. “No. I mean, it’s over.”

      Merle shook her head. “I don’t understand. If the band or the caterers can’t come, who cares? Why not just run off to the justice of the peace?”

      Annie clamped her lips tighter.

      “What’s he done? Has he done something?” Annie gave her head a little shake. Merle said, “Have you spoken to him?”

      Rigid with fury, Annie drooped a little. “Just to his mother. She called this afternoon.”

      Merle fell to her knees in front of her sister and grabbed her hands. “What did the old bat say? Do I need to slap her around?”

      Annie smiled and flicked her eyes up at Merle’s. “Fiona made the decision to cancel the ceremony, not me. She cancelled the reception, everything. With Callum’s support.”

      “What?” Merle sat back on her heels. “Because of the power being out and you couldn’t be reached?”

      Annie sprang up and went to the window. “Did you know Callum and Davina were engaged once?”

      “What?” Merle said again. Her mind raced. “Hugh’s wife?”

      “Fiona says he stood her up at the altar. Said she just couldn’t stand it if that happened again. To me.”

      This all made no sense. What was Fiona up to? “What does that have to do with the price of fish?”

      “Fiona is telling everyone it was the weather, the storm. But she tells me it’s Callum. That he might do it again. And she— or I— would be humiliated.”

      “But, Annie. You can’t take, you know, that bitch’s word for it. You have to talk to Callum.”

      “I am so mad right now. I don’t care if she’s lying or not.” Annie spun back to face Merle. Her face was pink and she looked ready for a fight. “I don’t want to get married. To anyone. I don’t want people like that woman interfering in my life. I’d rather stay single than get embroiled in that sort of bullshit. I was happy being single, for years and years! Stay single, stay happy! I knew— I knew I shouldn’t have said yes. Deep down I knew this white-dress crap wasn’t for me. And I was fine with that. It was never for me. What was I thinking? I must have been mad.”

      Merle circled her arms around her oldest sister, hugging her tight. Annie was stiff, arms at her sides, not in the mood for sympathy. That Annie wasn’t a big fan of marriage was hardly news. But this? It was heartbreaking.

      Because if there was one thing she knew, it was that her sister loved Callum. And he loved her. Why had Fiona Logan gotten in the middle of that?

      The door opened quietly. Francie poked her head in. “Sorry, um.” Merle let go of Annie. “He’s here.”

      Francie made a face and disappeared. Merle said to Annie, “Go! Go talk to him. Listen to what he has to say.”

      Annie sat down again. “I am too angry to listen.”

      “You want me to talk to him? Find out what’s going on?”

      “What does it matter, Merle? Tell me. What the fuck does it matter? I’m not getting married. Not tomorrow, not ever. Don’t you get it?”

      Her face was red now and her eyes rimmed with tears. Merle hadn’t seen Annie cry for years. She felt her heart break a little. This was serious.

      “I— I’m sorry,” Merle whispered. “Should I— ?” She gestured to the door.

      Annie waved her away. “Just let me think for a while. I need to think.”
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      Merle stepped quietly down the stairs, wondering who was around. She’d had a short lie-down in her room, hoping to sleep. Instead the tangles of the week, the storm, Vanora in the puddle, Pascal’s hands, Annie and Callum, the bridesmaids’ dresses, Jack in the hospital, the drowned bluebells: everything swam in her head until she got up and took a proper hot shower and dressed for whatever came next.

      Would it be dinner? One could only hope.

      Instead of heading to the library Merle  turned to the back of the house and peered into the kitchen. Mrs. MacKeegan and Jinty were bustling at the stove. Delicious smells of rosemary and garlic were in the air.

      Thank god. Dinner.

      Jinty looked up. “Cocktails in the library, miss.”

      “Right. Are the police still here?”

      Cook looked over her shoulder at Merle. “Aye. My nephew’s stayin’ for dinner.” At least somebody was cheery.

      Jinty grimaced. “Mrs. Logan invited him. Since we’ll be giving statements all evening.”

      “Is that right?” Merle hadn’t heard that plan. Did that mean —“Is Mrs. Logan staying as well?”

      “To be sure, miss,” Mrs. MacKeegan said. “She brought the roast and vegetables and many more good things.”

      “We were almost out of food,” Jinty reminded her.

      Merle said in a low voice, “And we were supposed to be eating at the hotel tonight.” At the rehearsal dinner that wasn’t to be.

      The cook and caretaker exchanged glances. They would have discussed the wedding and all its cancellations at length. They said nothing. No condolences to the bride.

      Merle backtracked out of the kitchen. So Fiona Logan thought they would all sit down together for a big, happy dinner. What the hell was wrong with the woman? Had she told one of the Bennetts it was time to move out? Nothing would please Merle more. Maybe they could move out right now. She paused in the front hall, thinking she should go upstairs and pack her bag.

      What would her mother say about all this? Suddenly Merle wanted to talk to her, tell her how stupid and high-handed Fiona Logan was being. Bernadette Bennett was a practical woman, just like Merle. A tough old bird, a former junior high teacher who could rally any troops necessary for this calamity.

      Did Jack and Bernie know about the wedding cancellations? Stasia must have told them. But they had more important things on their minds. Jack had to heal, get better, and get back home. Involving Bernie just to complain wouldn’t help her poor mother. It wasn’t the best idea.

      Instead Merle texted Stasia: ‘How is Daddy? Give all our love.’

      She waited five seconds, still at the bottom of the stairs. No answer. Stasia always answered right away, or days later.

      The front door opened. Pascal, Callum, and the round Detective Inspector entered the house after wiping their feet at length on the mat. Merle straightened, concentrating on arranging her face into mild pleasantness. It must look like contortions. Pascal came to her side.

      “How are you, blackbird?” he whispered.

      She nodded in reply then flicked her eyes to Callum. He stood by nervously, staring at his shoes, hands clenched. The inspector looked around curiously, eyes wide as if this was his first time inside the house.

      “And Annie?” Pascal whispered.

      “Not great,” Merle whispered. She squeezed his hand to stop that line of talk. Callum looked up and she caught his eye. “I’m sorry, Callum. About Miss Petrie, about everything.” She didn’t want to say Annie’s name. Maybe he didn’t deserve her after all.

      It had fallen to Merle to find him earlier in the afternoon and tell him Annie wasn’t ready to talk. It had been even more uncomfortable than this meeting. He told Merle he was “in a rage” at his mother and his brother. Why his brother, she had wondered. Had Hugh encouraged Fiona to cancel the wedding? Because of his wife, Davina, and their past? Merle’s head spun with conspiracy theories.

      Now Callum was silent, his face stiff. With anger or guilt or sadness, she couldn’t tell. He just stared at Merle as if reading her expression would tell him something. The pause stretched, awkwardly long. Finally DI Grassie cleared his throat.

      “Where shall we set up the interviews, sir?”

      “The library is the spot, don’t you think, Callum?” The voice of Mrs. Logan boomed from behind them. She had appeared out of nowhere, in a sensible green tweed suit and low heels, an orange scarf at her neck. She walked past Pascal and Merle as if they were invisible and dramatically swung open the library door. “This way, inspector. Callum.” Was it possible she was enjoying this?

      Callum shot Merle a last flat look as he followed his mother and the policeman through the door. It shut with a solid click behind them. Not that they would have followed. She felt her nostrils flaring.

      Pascal took Merle’s arm and pulled her into the drawing room. He pushed her into an armchair and grabbed a bottle of red wine from the night before. Their brandy snifters still sat on the console. He examined them briefly then poured in the wine, handing one to Merle.

      She stared at the liquid and tried not to scream.

      “Drink, blackbird. Everything is better after wine.”

      

      Annie didn’t come down for dinner which was no surprise to anyone. Fiona Logan presided over the table like an empress, placing the Detective Inspector at the far end. This was a bit awkward since that was Callum’s place. The three Bennett sisters sat along one side, across from Callum and Pascal, as if lining up girls against boys at dodge ball.

      Halfway through the meal Mrs. Logan broke the silence. “How is your father?” She glanced at Merle, the eldest at the table.

      “As far as I know, fine,” Merle said. Stasia still hadn’t texted.

      “We should go to Aberdeen tomorrow,” Elise said. “To check on him.”

      “Yes, good idea, Elise,” Merle said.

      “I’m afraid, ladies, we will need you all to give statements,” DI Grassie reminded them. “And stay for further questions. Any of you who were at home during the, ah, incident.”

      Another silence filled with chewing and cutlery clatter. Merle wondered if that dictum sat well with Mrs. Logan. She no doubt wanted them all out of her house. Merle shot her a glance, then one to Callum. Neither showed any sign of anything.

      These inscrutable Brits.

      Francie was into the wine again. Merle didn’t even care. The meal was rather ordinary. The roast was overcooked, the potatoes were lumpy. All of them needed wine to wash them down. Silence descended again, as heavy as a Scottish mist.

      Then apropos of nothing and more than a little flushed, Francie chuckled and held her wine goblet high.

      “You know what? A little sea bathing would set me up forever!”

      Forks paused halfway to mouths.

      It was a line from that other Bennett family’s saga, Pride and Prejudice. Besides gothic novels, the sisters had devoured their namesakes’ story and knew much of dialogue by heart. This was Francie’s favorite line of the book, a silly statement by the sisters’ mother. As a rebellious teenager and lover of high drama Francie would just put it out there randomly, whenever the tension was too much. In a high-pitched posh accent of course. It remained a family ice-breaker of unquestioned value all these years.

      A great gust of a laugh escaped Elise. Francie joined in, eyes streaming, napkin over her mouth. Merle smiled, swallowing her own laugh while glancing at Mrs. Logan. Fiona’s eyes were wide with fury, or something, staring at the sisters with utter contempt.

      “It’s just a line from Jane Austen,” Merle tried to explain as the giggles came over her. Mrs. Logan was turning purple. Merle grabbed Francie’s arm to settle her down. Elise had pushed back her chair and was bent double, head in her lap, chortling.

      Merle stood up, straightened, and tried to recover her dignity. She took Elise and Francie by the arms and pulled them to their feet.

      “Come along, girls,” she said. “Dinner is over.”
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      It was late that evening, nearly ten, when Francie escaped out the library door.

      She rolled her eyes at Merle, waiting outside, and made a sour face. Her questioning had been easy, that seemed to mean. Or: the policeman was a dolt. Merle felt her heart thudding in her chest and tried to remind herself that the innocent are always more nervous than the guilty. The Inspector sat by the fireplace with its low fire burned down to embers, reading a spiral bound notebook in his lap, tapping his pen on his chin.

      He reminded Merle of a judge in Housing Court, back in her active Legal Aid days before she’d moved to Development to wine and dine lawyers. That judge, named Wayne Fallows, was just as round and soft as DI Grassie but he had a hard core obscured by his smile. He was hard to read. She learned to never take the judge’s good-natured countenance as an indication of anything. In the same way she would not assume this man was a dolt, or anything else. He was a representation of authority, that was all.

      Grassie looked up as she closed the door. “Miss Bennett. Have a seat.”

      She perched on the chair opposite him. A small round table separated them, or joined them. A pipe lay in a shallow bowl, smoldering. In other circumstances the scene might be called cozy.

      “How can I help, Inspector?”

      He leaned back and examined her as if surprised by her making the first move. “Just a few questions. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

      Merle sat as straight and upright as possible. “Fire away.”

      “You helped in the attempt to revive Miss Petrie?” She nodded. “Can you paint me a picture of the scene as you first saw it?”

      Merle described hearing the screaming, pulling on boots, and stepping out the back door into the huge puddle. The vision of the body floating, Pascal pulling her out. The unsuccessful resuscitation.

      “When you first opened the door, what did you see?” he asked.

      “The huge puddle. And Miss Arbuckle. She was hysterical.”

      “She stood where exactly?”

      “At the bottom of the steps to their building, the women’s quarters.”

      “Near the puddle then?”

      Merle tried to remember. “A few feet from the edge. I walked over there to try to calm her down.”

      “Did she say anything to you?”

      “She was screaming, crying. I tried to calm her down. She said we should have looked for Vanora instead of just going to bed.”

      “So you knew she was missing last night?”

      Merle nodded. “Jinty came into the drawing room, very late, and told us Miss Petrie hadn’t come to bed.”

      “What time was that?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe midnight or one.”

      “What did she say exactly?”

      “That the cook hadn’t seen Vanora get the plate for the old man. So we went into the kitchen to look for it. Miss Petrie was supposed to bring it to his cottage and it was gone. So we figured that’s where she was.”

      “Did Miss Arbuckle walk to the cottage?”

      Merle frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Out the back door.”

      The inspector asked a few more innocuous questions about the morning’s events and dismissed her. He checked his watch and stood.

      “That will be all tonight. I’ll be driving back to the village.”

      “Shall I tell the others?” Merle asked.

      He walked out the door with her. “I’ll do it myself. A good night to ya, miss.”

      In the hall a single light burned on a side table. They were still conserving electricity, worried about running out of gasoline. It might be days or even weeks until the wires were restrung outside. The inspector disappeared back into the kitchen wing. In the shadows Pascal poked his head out of the drawing room opposite the library. He motioned her in, holding the door.

      The drawing room was equally dim, candles lit like the night before but also two lamps on. The vast recesses of the room were ignored, dark. They sat close together near a table lamp. Merle had never appreciated electricity as much as today.

      “How was he?” Pascal leaned closer. “Do you need cognac?”

      “He was gentle.” She fell back into the plush velvet chair. “I am so tired but I feel, you know, charged up.” She closed her eyes and felt a buzz behind her lids. “Maybe I do need cognac.”

      “Did Annie speak to Callum?” he asked as he handed her a snifter of amber liquid.

      “I don’t think so. She’s really hurt. I’m afraid she’ll go home and never talk to him. Never let him explain.”

      “Is there something to explain? I thought the weather was the culprit?”

      “Everything was cancelled without even discussing it with her.” Merle glanced at him, his rugged features and unshaven cheeks more pronounced in the shadows. He didn’t need to know Fiona Logan was the one to call off the wedding, or that Callum was engaged to Davina at one time. That seemed strangely like gossip.

      “She has gone off the whole idea of marriage.”

      Pascal said, “She would be most welcome in France. I told you. Marriage is old-fashioned. She knows it, I know it. But perhaps not the British way. They are very, how do you say? Traditional. One might even say hidebound.”

      Merle raised her glass to the hidebound Empire and its local representatives.

      Pascal swirled his drink. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” He waited for her attention. “The examiners found a wound on Vanora, a large bump on her head.”

      Merle was awake now. “She fell down or— what? Someone hit her?”

      “That’s their theory. Whacked her on the head, knocked her out, pushed her into the water, and let her drown.”

      “Oh my God.” Merle drank a large slug of cognac. “That means someone— ”

      Pascal let the moment slide, then finished the sentence. “Killed her. Someone who was here at the château that night.”

      Merle blinked hard, letting this new information orient her.

      “Someone who is still here?”

      “Two are missing,” he noted. “Mr. Craigg and the inimitable Bruno Nordvilles-Moura.”

      “Wow. What a vocabulary you have.” She smiled. “Where are they? Mr. Craigg can’t have wandered off. He could barely walk.”

      Pascal shrugged. “The police search for him. I believe they are bringing in some dogs in the morning. I thought he might be in the barn with his little white horse but no.”

      “But how would that fit in with Vanora’s death?”

      “They were friends, no?”

      She nodded. Why would Mr. Craigg harm Vanora? They were drinking buddies apparently.

      They sipped cognac for a long minute. When they looked up again they said, almost in unison: “Bruno.”

      Merle tried to sort it out. “But he was with us in the drawing room all evening.”

      “He didn’t go out looking for the sheep.”

      “Right.” She’d forgotten. Now she remembered him smoking his cigar, cards in hand, as the rest of them went out to search for the sheep. What did he do by himself? Raid the wine cellar? Run foul of the housekeeper in the darkness?

      “So, what do you think? Vanora Petrie came back to the house early and had a confrontation with Bruno? He hits her?”

      Pascal shrugged again. Merle tried to remember seeing Bruno and Vanora together anywhere besides at dinner. And that was public, he was seated, she was serving. Was he the one who started that rumor that Vanora repeated, the one about Pascal still being married? Was that serious, or just a prank? There seemed to be no answer to their questions.

      “What if it wasn’t one of those two? What if it was someone else, someone we’ve been trusting?”

      “Like Mrs. MacKeegan?” he offered playfully.

      “Hmmm. No. Jinty?”

      “Perhaps Gunni.” Pascal bit a lip. “The police questioned him for two hours.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Out with the sheep is my guess. He loves les moutons.”

      They sipped their drinks. Merle said, “Where do you suppose Bruno is? Did he run off?”

      Pascal sat forward. “Did you tell Elise about him?”

      “Not yet. She’s moaning and groaning because she has to move into Francie’s room. Apparently she was in Mrs. Logan’s special bedroom.” She rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t she get Bruno’s room if he’s MIA?”

      “The police have locked it, just in case he’s the man.”

      “But it was cleaned out already.”

      He shrugged. “You need to tell Elise who he is. You want me to do it?”

      His tone was serious, as if Bruno were a real threat. But he was in the wind and Elise was safe. “I will.”

      “Tonight, chérie.”

      Upstairs Pascal kissed her at their bedroom door and disappeared inside. Merle wanted nothing in that moment but to slip under the blankets with his big warm body. She felt the agony and heartbreak of the day like a weight around her neck. But her sisters needed her.

      She knocked on Annie’s door first. Light shone from the crack underneath. Merle tried the knob. It was locked.

      “Annie? It’s me.”
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      The door cracked open and one of Annie’s eyes appeared. She checked out Merle then glanced up and down the hall before waving her inside.

      Annie leaned against the door, wearing her pajamas, her hair sticking out in all directions. She had dark circles under her eyes. No makeup now.

      “How you doing?” Merle asked.

      “Okay.” She wasn’t very convincing.

      “Did you get something to eat?”

      “I snuck down the back stairs.” Annie flopped back on the bed, leaving the chair for Merle. “What’s going on? Are the cops still here?”

      “Gone for the night.” Merle wondered if her sister really wanted to discuss the death of Vanora. “Did you talk to Callum?”

      Annie shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “But you will.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “He’s right down the hall. And he’s got a bear rug.” Merle wiggled her eyebrows, making Annie smile. “At dinner Elise said we should go to Aberdeen to see Daddy tomorrow but the inspector said we have to stay put.” She had Annie’s attention. “They think it was intentional. That somebody bopped Vanora on the head and left her facedown in the mud puddle.”

      “So we’re all suspects?”

      “Well, not all of us. But to the cops, I guess.” There were footsteps in the hall. Francie? Elise? Callum? She waited as they faded away toward the stairs. “Did you see Vanora having an argument with anyone?”

      “I barely remember what she looked like. I was so into my own thing.”

      “Of course you were.” The wedding thing. “What are you going to tell him?”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out, Merle,” she said with a bit of edge. Like: mind your own damn business. “We should go to Aberdeen. Maybe the cops will be done with us by the afternoon. They can’t keep us here. This place isn’t a prison although it feels like one tonight.”

      Merle wasn’t so sure. But she agreed. They needed air. The sisters needed to check up on their father and the trip would take Annie’s mind off the events that would not be happening that day. So much planning down the drain. She got Annie to agree to come down to breakfast in the morning. The cops would want a statement from her and she couldn’t stay in her room forever, avoiding Callum.

      Merle said good night and went out into the dim hallway. Only one fixture was lit, on a small side table midway down the red wallpapered length. The light made strange shadows above the animal heads, gruesome faces that reminded her of childhood, putting the flashlight under their chins and cackling like vampires.

      This house seemed cursed in its way, ruining love stories and fracturing lives. How gothic, she mused. She listened for those footsteps from earlier. What was this, a horror novel? She tiptoed down to Francie’s room. No light under the door. “Elise? Are you up?” she called in a stage whisper.

      No answer. The door was unlocked. Merle pushed it open, expecting to see Francie passed out again. But she was in bed, curled up reading on her iPad. She pulled her reading glasses off her face hurriedly.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I’m looking for Elise. Didn’t she move in here?” Merle asked, looking around at the luggage.

      “Yup. But she went downstairs for something. I think she’s off her diet.”

      “I heard somebody go by.” Merle felt the drama of the day again. Couldn’t everyone just go to bed? “Having trouble sleeping?”

      “A little. Plus I’m out of whisky.” She made another silly face that made Merle laugh. “Don’t say it, Merdle. I know where the wine cellar is and I’m holding myself in check.”

      “Good girl. There’s cognac in the drawing room.”

      “I didn’t hear that,” she said. “Isn’t someone waiting for you? Off to your man, woman.”

      They said good night. As Merle shut the door the odd wording of Francie’s dismissal lingered. Was she feeling weird about being single? Most of the time Francie was like Annie, enjoying her independence, even reveling in it. But here she was with her four sisters, each of whom had a man, briefly, anyway. Elise’s fling was short-lived and Annie’s engagement appeared to be over.

      But Francie’s joking tone rang a bit false tonight. She was sober, and on edge. And not liking the comparisons.

      

      Merle and Pascal had just turned out the light when the knock came on the door.

      “Now what?” Merle groused, checking the time. Nearly one a.m.

      Pascal padded to the door. “It’s Elise,” he called to Merle over his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, fine,” Elise said. “It’s the old man. From the cottage?”

      “Oh, no,” whispered Merle.

      “What about him?” Pascal asked.

      “He’s down in the kitchen. I found him wandering outside. I tried to help him but he’s kinda out of it.”

      By the time Merle and Pascal grabbed their robes and pushed their feet into shoes, Callum was also in the hallway, tying his tartan robe. The four of them tramped down the stairs and found the old man sitting on a chair by the big Aga stove, a towel around his shoulders and a puddle under his sopping boots.

      “Dear god, you’re soaked through, Mister Craigg,” Callum exclaimed. He pulled the towel off the old man’s hunched shoulders and attempted to unbutton his wet shirt. The old man batted his hands away, howling.

      “Wait, Callum,” Merle said, kneeling in front of him, looking up into the wrinkled face. “Mr. Craigg? We just want to warm you up, okay? Are you cold?”

      His cloudy eyes fixed on her, pausing in his rant. He glanced up at Callum.

      “It’s Callum, Mister Craigg. Remember me?”

      “He cares about you, sir. We all do. Let’s get your warmed up. Can you take off your jacket?” Merle asked.

      Slowly, with his dignity intact, Craigg tweaked his shoulders out of the wet coat. He was painfully thin, his old fingers awkward and knotted. He struggled with his shirt buttons then let Merle try. She undid a few buttons and pulled the flannel mess over his head, dropping it in a soppy heap. His soaked tam came off with it, revealing a bald scalp and wispy ear fur. Callum put the damp towel back around the bare shoulders.

      “We need a blanket. Elise? Check the upstairs linen closet.” Merle took his hands in hers and rubbed them. “Put a kettle on, Callum.”

      It took two steaming cups of tea and several blankets to get ol’ Craiggie to stop shaking. His color returned. His lips went from blue to pink. Pascal found some bread and buttered it. The old man stared at it for a long time then took a bite, chewing slowly, licking butter from his lips.

      “We’ve been so worried, Mister Craigg,” Callum said. “No one knew where you were.”

      He grunted, swallowing. “I dinna know meself.”

      “You got lost?” Merle asked. She sat on a stool at the big central table, drinking her own tea.

      He blinked as if trying to remember. “That storm. That warn’t no dream.” He glanced at Callum, eyebrows pulled together.

      “No, sir. It was real. Very bad storm. It took out the bridge and the old oak tree where I used to climb.”

      “It were dark.” He blinked some more.

      “The electricity was cut. The oak fell on the wires.”

      “I went to the barn to see me wee shiltie, see if she were feart. That happens, ya ken, with the thunder an’ all.”

      “It scared me,” Elise said.

      “It scared us all,” Merle said.

      “I heard her. But she wanna there.” He glanced up, worried suddenly. “Was I hearing things in me head?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Pascal said. He’d been hanging back, looking guilty. Now he squatted down by the old man. “My name is Pascal, sir. I’m a guest here. It was my fault. The rain was coming in through the roof so I moved your little horse to another stall, in the back of the barn. It seemed drier back there. But I should have asked you. I’m sorry.”

      Craigg focused on Pascal for a moment, absorbing that. Finally he nodded. “So I’m not losin’ me senses?”

      “No, sir. I apologize,” Pascal said.

      “You were takin’ time for me wee one. I should be thankin’ you, sir.” He grinned suddenly, showing off his tattered choppers.

      Callum refused to let the old man go back to his cottage. He found an old pair of trousers somewhere, and a wool sweater and socks. They stepped into the grand hallway, leaving Craigg to wriggle out of his wet things.

      “I’ll set him up in the drawing room, on the sofa,” Callum said. Elise went in to help. When Craigg stepped into the hall from the kitchen, the blankets around his weary back, Pascal offered his arm. To Merle’s surprise, Craigg took it. He was a proud man but he’d had a bad scare out in the weather.

      Elise joined her in the hall. “He’s settled in, poor old guy.”

      “What luck that you saw him, Elise,” Merle said. How exactly had that happened? “He might have stumbled into that puddle like Vanora.”

      Elise pinched her lips together. She would be saying no more tonight, it seemed. Very well. Merle was exhausted. Pascal and Callum returned and they all climbed the stairs again. Quick ‘good nights’ followed them into their rooms.

      In bed Merle pulled the blankets up to her chin. Pascal rolled toward her and draped his arm over her midsection. He murmured something, eyes shut.

      Despite the hour and the horrendous day she couldn’t sleep quite yet. What was Elise up to? Was she outside, or did she see Mr. Craigg through the window? Why was she up so late? What was she planning?

      The answers lay with Bruno. No two ways about it.
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      Callum rose before sunrise, a hard thumping in his temples. When would the police be back to finish taking statements? He hadn’t given one himself because he’d been in the village at the Hydro, enjoying lavish meals and soaking in the hot pools. He felt ashamed when he remembered how much fun he’d had with Rick and his kids, splashing and laughing as the lightning flashed in the sky. The Hydro had never lost power. There had even been a dance party with a DJ. The good times rocked and rolled.

      He dressed carefully in a dark grey shirt and black trousers then put on his trainers instead of dress shoes. He would no doubt be mucking around in the mud today. He peered into the pale light, seeing the devastation anew. The locals called it a perfect sotter, a wet mess. The oak tree upended, slates and shutters and branches scattered, the makeshift bridge. A pile of debris in the car park.

      Moss Cottage looked damper than usual, dark and lonely. At least Mr. Craigg had returned. Where had he been for two nights? Surely he had found shelter somewhere. But he seemed awfully wet and cold so maybe not.

      He was a tough old bird. He’d managed to limp home. For that Callum would always be grateful.

      Downstairs he eased open the drawing room door. The sofa was empty except for heaped blankets. He threw back the door and looked for Craigg in the shadows. Gone. He nearly ran to the kitchen, skidding to a stop as he spied the old man back in his chair by the stove, being fed toast with jam and tea by Mrs. MacKeegan. Killian, Jinty, and Gunni sat nearby at the big table.

      “Lookit, sir. He come back,” Mrs. MacKeegan exclaimed.

      “He knows,” Jinty said. “He found him.”

      “Where’d you find him, sir?” the cook asked.

      “It wasn’t me,” Callum said. The old man wore the too-large sweater and trousers from the night before. He was stuffing toast into his mouth as fast as Cook could make it. “Elise Bennett found him. Isn’t that right, Mr. Craigg?”

      “Huh?” He blinked at Callum.

      “The girl, Elise. She said you were wandering outside. It was very late. In the night.”

      Craigg chewed then said, “Oh, aye. One of the deems. Sister of your bride, eh?”

      The staff looked at Callum in unison, curiosity and pity on their faces. He straightened, staring back. “That’s right. Sister of my Annie.”

      Jinty bobbled her eyebrows at that. The other two looked away, embarrassed.

      Mr. Craigg was not privy to the latest. “Not meet her, have I, Callie?”

      Callum was startled at the use of his childhood name, one he hadn’t heard in decades, not since his father died. The year he stopped being a child and took on more serious chores.

      “Not yet, sir.”

      “You not been home for some years, eh?” Craigg stopped eating and stared at Callum. “Or did ya sneak back without seeing your old friend?”

      Callum felt a knife to his heart. “No, sir,” he muttered. “I’ve not been back.”

      Gunni began to hum ‘Danny Boy,’ until Jinty gave him the elbow. ‘From glen to glen,’ thought Callum, the Celtic disease rising up in him like the black dog it was. The hills had called him back, against his better judgment. Could a person die of melancholy in these hills? Why, yes, it was completely possible. He’d seen it first hand. It took his father before his body failed him.

      Callum was staring at his dirty black trainers when Jinty said, “Did you tell him? About you-know-who?”

      He blinked and came back to the kitchen, pushing back dark thoughts. To Mr. Craigg he said, “Did anyone tell you about Vanora?”

      “Who?”

      “Miss Petrie. She brings you dinner, right?” Mrs. MacKeegan frowned down at him from her position at the range.

      “Ah, yes, Miss Vanora.” He waved a hand around as if clearing his mind. “Fergot her name fer a sec. Havin’ a lie-in, is she— the lazy wench?”

      “Vanora is dead, Mr. Craigg,” Callum said solemnly. “She was found in that big puddle out the back door.”

      “Found?” He pushed out his old lips, disgusted. “Splashing about? She couldna swim?”

      “The police think someone may have helped her along.”

      Mrs. MacKeegan gasped.

      “Police?” Craigg struggled to his feet. Callum urged him to sit down.

      “They’re not here yet,” he said. “Have all of you given statements?”

      The three nodded. Killian said he hadn’t been asked to give one. Gunni curled his lip in disgust. His damp hair dripped down his weatherbeaten cheeks. Had the sheep man had some run-ins with the law? Some feeling there.

      Callum said, “Mr. Craigg, the police need to talk to everyone who was around the night Vanora died. They’ll want to talk to you.”

      Craigg made a rude sound and ate more toast. He’d be a lot of help to the investigation. He couldn’t even remember her name.

      Callum looked at his watch. “The policeman is Mrs. MacKeegan’s nephew, Mr. Craigg. DI Grassie. So please be helpful. They’ll be here about nine. Jinty will go get you  some clothes from the cottage, all right? Shoes and socks and everything.”

      Craigg grunted. He was warm and comfortable now.

      “Breakfast will be ready at half past, sir,” the cook said, stirring eggs in a pan.

      “Extra coffee please,” Callum said. “The Americans drink it by the gallon.”

      

      Callum spent a few minutes putting the drawing room to rights, replacing cushions, picking up mugs and plates and glasses, returning them to the kitchen. No point in his mother knowing Craigg spent the night here. They would have bigger issues.

      The weight of guilt lessened on his shoulders with the reappearance of old Craigg. There was time to make amends for all his lapses. To help him, to reconnect. To explain? Maybe not. The old man would know. He was there. The Scot rarely explained or apologized.

      But what did that mean with Annie? How could he explain his anger at his mother? Did he have to? Must he make excuses for his own mother? Let her apologize.

      But he knew. He’d have to apologize for his mother’s behavior if he wanted Annie back.

      He had to talk to Annie. He had to tell her what happened with Davina. About the family health — what did you call it, a problem? A condition? A genetic predisposition, the doctors said. That term never fully worked for Callum. Not after seeing the horrible, slow decline and death of his father.

      He didn’t want to tell her. All his life he’d avoided the explanation. He began bargaining with himself, trying to rationalize never telling her. Taking it to his grave. It seemed possible for a few minutes, even preferable. Definitely the way to go. No drama, no tears. Just one big secret never revealed.

      Then, it all came crashing back. He had to tell her. How could he not? He loved her and wanted her trust. Would she understand? Would she be repulsed, or comforting? Would she run? He’d already alienated her. Acted the fool.

      Even if it didn’t work: Nothing but full disclosure would remedy their breach.
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      Annie washed her hair and braided it into two long plaits. She put on her comfortable clothes, the ones she’d be wearing at home, if only she was there: harem pants, an embroidered peasant blouse, Birkenstocks. Smearing face cream on she peered at herself in the mirror and realized she was back. Her essence. She’d missed herself but now she had returned to her authentic self.

      No more ‘tea dresses’ and ‘formal wear’ for her. Mrs. Logan can go jump in a mud puddle.

      As she made her way to the dining room for breakfast she steadied her nerves. Callum would be there. They would see each other for the first time in days. She tucked in her blouse nervously and pushed through the door. The room was nearly silent. Only Pascal drinking coffee and reading a newspaper.

      “Good morning, Annie,” he said, setting down the tiny tea cup. His eyes sparkled with good will and curiosity. But he didn’t ask how she was. “The usual, eggs and bangers.” He smiled. “Is that correct— bangers?”

      Annie piled food onto her plate, famished. “You may say sausages.”

      She sat down with her food. “Where did the paper come from?”

      “The police. I asked them yesterday for one. We have been a bit cut off from the news.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      He let her eat for a few minutes then added, “Did you hear the old man wandered back?”

      “Where was he?”

      “Somewhere in the hills. He was very wet.” Pascal looked up. “The police are talking to him now.”

      “But they don’t think he had anything to do with Vanora.”

      He shrugged. “It seems unlikely.”

      “Maybe he saw something that night. She was on her way to, or from, his cottage.”

      “Peut-être.”

      She dug into her breakfast. She was buttering a second triangle of toast when she felt his presence. Callum stood at the door, his eyebrows low over hot eyes.

      “Good morning, Callum.” Her voice was flat. Or so she hoped. She felt a tremble in it. He looked good, lean and handsome except for dark circles under his eyes. He wasn’t sleeping either. It made her a little bit happy.

      Pascal stood, grabbing the newspaper and his coffee. “I’m off to see Merle.”

      After he exited, she asked Callum, “Have you eaten?”

      He nodded. He seemed unable to move or talk. A wave of sympathy for him went through her. She’d never seen him like this. He looked miserable. As well he should.

      She bit her tongue to stop her from helping him. It was his move. She chewed on her toast.

      “Would you like some more coffee?” he said at last. He moved to the buffet.

      “Sure.”

      He poured coffee from the silver pot and set the cream next to her, remembering how she liked it. “Thanks.”

      He returned the pot to its place, paused, then turned to face her. “Can we talk?”

      She nodded slowly. “Of course.”

      He opened his mouth to speak just as Elise and Francie burst in, laughing. They stopped abruptly when they saw Callum. No one moved for a good ten seconds. Then Annie said, “I’ll find you later,” and Callum left the room.

      “Sorry,” Francie whispered.

      “We didn’t mean to run him off,” Elise said. “Is everything okay?”

      She and Elise hadn’t really spoken since everything went south, Annie realized. Of course everything wasn’t okay. Merle hadn’t told them. That was up to her.

      “That might be an overstatement,” Annie said. Elise seemed so young to her, so inexperienced. But she was over 40. Almost the same age as Callum.

      The age thing. Never far from her mind.

      “You don’t have to get married, Annie,” Francie said blithely. Annie winced. But you had to love her bluntness. “Just live together. It’s, like, the latest fad. Everybody’s doing it.”

      Annie smiled. “I heard it on the news.”

      “But you have to talk to the person first,” Francie added. “Clear the air.”

      “You’re not talking?” Elise asked.

      “Try to keep up,” Francie said.

      Annie sat back, enjoying her little sisters’ banter. “The old man came back last night.”

      “I found him,” Elise said proudly. “He was stumbling around the yard. He was really out of it.”

      “What were you doing outside?” Francie demanded. “You said you were hungry.”

      Elise hadn’t perfected her poker face. She looked instantly guilty. “I was hungry. I— I saw him through the kitchen window.”

      “The window that faces the back of the house?”

      Elise bit her lip.

      “What were you doing outside, Elise?” Annie repeated.

      “Nothing. Honestly.” She tweaked her shoulders. “You’d think I did something bad. I rescued the old man and put him in the kitchen.” Francie and Annie raised their eyebrows. “He almost died, you know. He was wet and hypothermic. Chilled to the bone. Ask Merle.”

      “Good thing you were outside then,” Annie said. “Looking for someone.”

      “I wasn’t!”

      “Okay,” Francie said. “Whatever.”

      “I’m going to ask if we can go into Aberdeen to see Daddy,” Annie said. “That was your idea, Elise? It was a good one.”

      Elise looked appeased. “The detective said we couldn’t.”

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      “She has powers, Elise,” Francie said with her dramatic voice in full flow.

      “Ooh. Like magical powers?”

      “Powers of persuasion. Listen and learn.”

      As they finished breakfast a red-haired policeman in a smart uniform poked his head into the dining room. “Miss Annie Bennett?”

      She stood.

      “We’re ready for you in the library, miss.”

      

      Annie brushed crumbs off her pants as she stepped into the library. It was cold this morning, no fire in the grate. These old lodges were notoriously drafty. You could almost feel a breeze seeping through the window frames. Outside the sun was shining weakly, as if it was on a training mission for full summer.

      The round policeman with his double chin and cuddly manner would put most people at ease. Annie felt no real threat from him either but mostly because she had seen nothing and knew nothing. Vanora Petrie was a cipher, a shadow in the hall. They hadn’t spoken more than a ‘good morning’ to each other.

      She sat in the warm chair, someone else’s posterior having prepared it for her. The old man? Whoever it was, she was grateful on this chilly morning.

      Detective Inspector Grassie was scribbling on a spiral notebook. He poked a final period and turned the page, looking up with a smile.

      “Miss Bennett. Excuse me, please. If I don’t write it all down immediately it just flits away on the wind.” He waved his hands like flying birds. “I used to have such a memory.” He shook his head as if ashamed.

      Annie recognized the strategy. Downplay your skills, put the witness at ease. She played along, leaning back in the small leather chair and relaxing against the armrests.

      “I have the same problem,” she said. “But I hope I can remember something useful for you.”

      “My fervent wish, Miss Bennett. Now. You were acquainted with the deceased, Miss Petrie?”

      “Not really. I nodded to her a couple times in the hall. That’s all.”

      “But you went out with the others to look for sheep that night, is that correct?” He consulted his notes. She said yes. “Can you describe what happened that night? Specifically between Miss Petrie and the others in the search party.”

      “I walked out with them but I stopped in the side yard. I didn’t search for the sheep. I changed my mind and went to look for my sister, Francie. She had gone out earlier and I was worried she’d get lost. She’d had a few drinks and we all were feeling a little weird about the power being out and all that.”

      “Ah, yes. Francine. She says she was alone for— how long?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe forty-five minutes.”

      He cocked his head. “So, what did you do when you left the others? Precisely.”

      “I turned back toward the river. I couldn’t see Francie. I kept walking around the front of the house.”

      “And then?”

      “I found her walking out of the woods to the South. I did have to call her a few times but she heard me and came out.”

      “So you didn’t enter the woods?”

      “No. It was dark.”

      “But the moon was full?”

      “Yes. But under the trees, believe me, it was dark. Sometimes I can be quite a coward. Besides we didn’t need two lost women.”

      “You thought she was lost?”

      “Maybe. I couldn’t see her so to me, yes, she was lost.”

      He smiled cheerfully. “You had no torch then?”

      “No sir.”

      “So. You and Francine make your way back from the woods.”

      “Yes. We went in the front door.” Annie frowned. “No, wait. We walked around to the back door because our boots were muddy but stopped when we saw that big puddle. So we went back to the front door.”

      “Did you get a look at the puddle?”

      “Not really. But was there a body floating in it? I would say not.”

      He nodded. “And did you see anyone during your travels about the property? Besides Francine.”

      She squinted, picturing the wet yard, the moonlight glinting off the huge puddle, the dark buildings: the cottage, the coach house, the women’s quarters. “I did see Gunni again, from afar. He was out by the gate.”

      “Mr. Gunn? By the pasture gate? That’s a good distance.”

      She paused, thinking she didn’t know Gunni’s name was actually Gunn. She’d barely seen him except for his outburst in the library, panicked about his sheep.

      “He was wearing a yellow raincoat, the long kind. He had it on earlier. You could see that from a ways off.”

      “What time was this, Miss Bennett?”

      “I’m not sure. I spent about ten or fifteen minutes looking for Francie. It can’t have been too late.”

      He scratched on his pad for a long minute then closed it. He smiled and dismissed her. “Very helpful, Miss Bennett, thank you.”

      As she was leaving the room he called to her.

      “One last thing. So sorry, this memory of mine.” He stood by the chair, looking at his notes. “The Frenchman they call Bruno. Monsieur Something-or-Other. Did you see him outside? Or anywhere?”

      “At dinner, then in the library, playing cards. Later in the drawing room.”

      “When you and Francine returned, where was he?”

      Annie tried to recall. “I’m not sure. Francie and I were alone in the drawing room, building up the fire. Then he showed up.”

      “And do you know where he is now?”

      “No sir. Nobody has seen him since that night.”

      He nodded, rubbing his chin. “A coincidence, that.” He brightened. “Send in Mr. Yarrow, if you would.”

      Annie stepped into the hallway, wondering who the hell Mr. Yarrow could be. Was that the old man’s name? Slouched against the paneling stood the chauffeur in his old-fashioned uniform. He looked uncomfortable in the tall, shiny boots and a brass-buttoned jacket, as well he should. He looked like Hitler’s hatchet man.

      He scowled, arms across his chest. His name was Killian, wasn’t it? “Are you Mr. Yarrow?”

      He pushed himself off the wall. “Aye.”

      “Then you’re next.”

      Before the chauffeur could close the door Annie remembered her other mission. She’d been distracted by the interview, with wondering what had happened to Miss Petrie, reliving that moonlit night. She grabbed the doorknob, surprising Yarrow.

      “Excuse me,” she said, stepping around him. “One more thing, inspector. You may have heard my father is in the hospital in Aberdeen with a serious heart condition. He is very ill. Do you have a problem with me going into the city to see him this afternoon? We’ve been so worried, sir.”

      Mr. Grassie’s eyes flicked to the surly chauffeur and back. “Wouldn’t hurt, I s’pose. I may have more questions for you later.”

      “Naturally.” She turned to go, then paused. “My sisters will want to see their father too. You understand.” She smiled sweetly and scooted out.

      A few minutes later she knocked on Callum’s door. His eyes widened on seeing her, as if expecting a quarrel or shouting. Did she scare him? That was sad.

      “Annie?”

      “Hey. Um, do you still have the rental car? Bruno’s?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know what to do with it.”

      “I do.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him into the hallway. Had she really told him ‘I do’? She shook the thought away.

      “Come on. We need a driver.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

          Aberdeen

        

      

    

    
      Merle felt the jolt of every rock and pot hole in the road from her customary position, squeezed in the middle between two sisters. The back seat of the rental car was tiny and she was riding the hump. Elise clung to one door handle, gazing silently at the landscape. Hills, mud, downed trees, and azure skies with wispy clouds greeted them as they traveled out of the vale, toward the village. Francie, at her other elbow, kept up a stream of nonsense, in her way. Merle could tell Annie was grateful for it, silly as it was.

      “What a cluster this week has been. Here we are, on the road to Aberdeen,” Francie was musing. “Who would believe it? When we should have been— ”

      Merle gave her knee a swat. Callum glanced at Annie, sitting in the front beside him. Annie looked out the side window. When we should have been at a church, wearing gaudy dresses, drinking champagne, and toasting your marriage.

      Elise sighed. “I feel like I’ve been let out of prison.”

      “I know,” Francie cried, babbling on about the police and poor Vanora. “You missed some excitement, Callum. When the power was out.”

      “What did you do for entertainment?” he asked, glancing in the rearview mirror. “No naughty games, I hope. My mother would be shocked.”

      “Would she?” Annie asked.

      She sounded snappish. Callum shut his face down. Merle frowned. Mrs. Logan had been kind to them, giving them the house for the week, giving up her own bedroom. Even if she had turned into a harridan in the end.

      Francie laughed excitedly, giving Merle a glance to encourage lighthearted banter. “Oh, she would have been scandalized, Callum. A class warfare romp, it was, with mud as an extra. The servants cavorting with the guests. Or was it the other way round?”

      “Cavorting with the sheep, you mean,” Elise said.

      “You should have seen Pascal wrangling rams,” Merle said. She wished he had come with them today but the car was packed with Bennett’s. No room for a large Frenchman. “It was pretty comical.”

      “I wish I’d taken pictures,” Elise said.

      “Our phones were dead.”

      “Plus it was really dark,” Francie added.

      “I wish I’d been there,” Callum said.

      “You can’t have known we’d be cut off,” Merle said. “That storm was epic.”

      They discussed weather, insurance, and roof repair until that scintillating topic ran its course. Callum piloted them through the village and onto the main road. Within an hour they’d arrived at the sleek, modern Aberdeen hospital, the Royal Infirmary.

      Callum hung back as the sisters walked from the parking lot toward the tall structure. Merle looked over her shoulder. “You’re coming, aren’t you?”

      He waited until Annie nodded, then trotted up to meet them. Whatever was going on between them, Merle thought, it appeared the ball was in Annie’s court. It distressed Merle a little to see him so unsure of himself.

      Upstairs on the ward Jack Bennett was regaling a nurse with a story about his long legal career. The nurse looked relieved when the crowd entered his room, slipping off to more pressing duties. They all hugged him and their mother who looked like she’d slept very little.

      “Oh, yes, feeling fine, girls,” Jack said, batting away their concern. “Never better.”

      “They say one more night,” Bernie said. “Then they’ll release him.”

      “Tomorrow? That’s great,” Merle said. “Where’s Stace?”

      Stasia arrived a few minutes later with two cups of coffee. Handing one to her mother she demanded to know all about the storm at Kincardie House, the demise of the housekeeper, and every other detail. Bernie and Jack listened with wide eyes then Bernie stood, took Annie’s arm, and led her out into the hall.

      Callum, who had been silent for the most part, hung his head. Jack Bennett piped up, coming to his rescue. “Just a hiccup in the plans, eh, Callum, this storm?”

      The younger man swallowed hard, hands jammed into his pockets. His voice was hoarse. “Yessir. We’ll— we’ll get it straightened out soon.”

      Merle noticed the tips of Callum’s ears reddening. It had been ages since she’d seen a man blush. No wonder he couldn’t meet their eyes. He and Annie hadn’t resolved anything, and on this, their planned wedding day. Merle felt terrible for him, here surrounded by Annie’s family, unable to make any of them happy, especially the one he loved.

      “I know you will, son,” Jack said softly.

      The kindness in her father’s voice must have affected Callum deeply because he rushed out of the room. Stasia wiggled her eyebrows at Merle. All she could do is shrug.

      “How are Rick and the kids?” Francie asked. “We haven’t seen them for days.”

      “They’re here actually,” Stasia said. She got out her phone. “I’ll tell them to come up. They’re having lunch.”

      “Do you remember the housekeeper, Daddy? A bit plump?” Merle asked.

      “I think so. At cocktails. She served us, didn’t she?”

      “That was Jinty,” Francie said. “She’s the caretaker.”

      “She’s only twenty-eight,” Elise added.

      “Vanora was older,” Merle said. “Maybe fifty.”

      “Former bartender,” Francie added.

      “Do the police really think it was foul play?”

      “They think it’s odd that a grown woman would drown in a mud puddle,” Francie said. Jack agreed. The sisters could see the mystery appealed to him. Anything was better than ruminating on your hospital stay.

      “Was it raining hard?” he asked. “It stormed like crazy here.”

      “The rain had stopped. The moon was out, it was full,” Merle said.

      Elise said, “I forgot to tell you. The cook told me this morning that they found the plate of food at the bottom of the puddle. The one Vanora was carrying to the old man.”

      “The food too?” Francie said. “That’s weird.”

      “I don’t know about the food,” Elise said. “A plate was found, and a fork.”

      “The puddle has nearly dried up,” Merle explained. “It was big that night, like twenty feet or more across.”

      “How deep was it?” Jack asked.

      Merle tried to remember Pascal, wading into the water. “Knee deep or so. It went over Pascal’s boots. She was floating.”

      “And you did CPR on her, did you? I’m glad I made you all take that first aid course.” That the course had happened thirty-some years earlier when they were in junior high was not mentioned.

      “Pascal was a big help,” Merle said.

      Rick, Willow, and Oliver arrived and more hugging ensued. They repeated all their storm news on both sides. Annie and Bernie returned, their faces placid, eyes calm but wary. No sign of Callum.

      “This might not be the best time to say this, but I’m going to Edinburgh this afternoon on the train,” Elise announced. Before anyone could object she said, “I changed my return ticket. I fly out tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind, Annie.”

      Everyone looked at Annie expectantly. “Of course not, Elise. You need to get back to work.” Her voice was even but Merle noticed their mother grabbing her hand to keep it from shaking.

      “Since we’re already in Aberdeen,” Elise said, “it just made sense.” She shrugged in apology. “Sorry, Annie.”

      “What about your luggage?” Stasia said.

      “I brought it with me,” Elise said.

      Merle felt a jolt of sadness. They were splitting up. It had been a terrible week, really, with monster turbulence in the atmosphere and in the human world. But the sisters had started out together, with such hope and happiness.

      Leave it to Elise to bail on them, Merle thought sourly as the conversation swirled around her. Just like last year.

      Merle twirled her watch around on her wrist. If she was honest with herself, the joyful week they’d imagined imploded a few days ago. When the storm cut them off, when Callum and Annie were separated, when Jack got ill, when Vanora drowned, things went swiftly south.

      But it started with the fricking storm. How had a weather bomb out of the North Sea changed Annie’s future? Why had they let it? For Vanora the answers were simpler, more finite. For the living, Merle was pissed off about the way the storm had ruined their week and possibly Annie’s whole life.

      She raised her eyes to the ceiling. Anger at the weather— that was productive. She’d end up as one of those cranky old people who shake their fists at the sky and rail against fate.

      Elise, on the other hand, was a realist. She always had been. When the rest of them read their gothic romances, getting shivery about hidden staircases and bad choices in men, Elise had laughed. She exclaimed that she’d never be afraid like that, never run away from danger. Dreary towers and stupid ghosts that clanked in the night didn’t scare her. They were fun. She’d look that old crone in the eye and give her a poke with a sharp stick.

      Elise made her older sisters double over with laughter at her bravado at six or seven. They called her ‘Super Peewee.’ But it hadn’t been an act with Elise. She was naturally brave. As un-sentimental as Annie but truly un-romantic as well. In their Pride and Prejudice world she could have been Charlotte Lucas— clear-eyed and sensible, willing to do what was necessary.

      Merle smiled at Elise who returned a demure smirk. Ten years between them was almost a generation. Elise sometimes teased her and Stasia for being conventional: home-and-hearth, a good man at your side, and all that crap. The youngest child has such pressure to conform, to measure up to high standards of her elders. Elise had finally gone to law school like the rest of them but she was independent of them too.

      Elise was different, her own woman. And that was good.

      

      Elise was the first to leave, begging off because of the train.  She had to get her bag out of the rental car, catch a taxi, and make it to the station in an hour. She gave everyone quick hugs and said goodbye. Francie, Annie, and Merle stayed and talked to Stasia in the hallway about Jack’s progress.

      “He’s doing great, as you can see,” Stasia said. “Antsy as hell to get out of here.”

      “Will you go back to the Hydro then?” Merle asked.

      Stasia nodded. “We decided to stay on for a few more days.” She didn’t look at Annie, just kept her eyes forward. “Have some fun now that the weather’s better. Plus I’m not sure he should go right onto an airplane after all this.”

      “I can’t believe Elise is so eager to go back to work,” Francie said. “What a grunt.”

      They walked silently down the hall, into the elevator filled with medicinal odors and nurses in scrubs, out into the sunshine to the car. Elise was nowhere to be seen but Callum leaned against the car, arms crossed, head down as if in prayer.

      Merle tapped Francie’s hand and slowed down. Francie stumbled, bending over to her shoe. “My shoe’s untied. I’ll catch up.”

      Merle and Annie walked on for a few steps then Merle said, “I forgot my purse upstairs. I’ll just be a minute.”

      Annie looked at her, not fooled by their ruse. “Really?”

      Merle grinned. “Talk,” she whispered. She spun on her heel, grabbing Francie’s arm and dragging her back to the hospital. They hid behind a sign until they were sure Annie and Callum were speaking to each other.

      “Let’s go get a bottle of water,” Merle said. “The drama won’t start for awhile.”
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      Annie slid into the front passenger seat without looking at Callum. It was going to be hard to talk to him if he looked at her constantly. And Merle was right, they did need to talk. Callum took his time getting in behind the wheel. She knew how he felt. Or did she?

      She looked out the windshield at the shiny facade of the hospital. The sun was behind clouds now, threatening rain again. “You wanted to talk,” she reminded him.

      “Yes,” he said, clearing his throat. “I know my mother has offended you. She often offends me. She is too involved, too presumptuous. Meddlesome. Bossy, you would say.”

      Annie agreed but kept her peace.

      He was quiet then and she glanced at him. He couldn’t be done.

      He fiddled with the steering wheel. “I don’t know what she told you but— what did she tell you?”

      “That you were engaged to Davina. You never mentioned that.”

      He took a breath. “Yes. We were in university together.”

      “And then—?”

      “We were very young. Twenty-two or something. I wasn’t ready for marriage and— ” He broke off, a bit breathless.

      Annie glanced at him. He was very pale as if scared to death. “And what? Did you leave her at the altar?”

      “Did my mother say that?” He swore under his breath. “It wasn’t like that. I broke it off, yes, but not like that. Vina wasn’t even that upset. She was beautiful— ”

      “She still is.”

      He  nodded. “I knew she’d find someone else easily. I didn’t expect it to be Hugh of course. But they seem very happy. He’s more her type.”

      “You and Hugh aren’t the same type?”

      “You don’t know him. He’s, well, he’s more British. Uptight, strict, formal. Everything by the book. We’re in the same field, more or less, but we’re not similar, Annie. We’re really not.”

      “So what happened when you and Davina split up? Did you have another girlfriend?”

      He took her hand and she let him hold it. “A few. Later. But I went to Philadelphia right after that. That was one of the reasons I broke off with Davina. I got into Wharton and it was such a chance for me, to start over in America. To get out of Scotland.”

      She glanced at him, wondering about the vehement way he’d said that. “But you love Scotland.”

      “Do I?” He laughed ruefully and pulled away his hand. “Then I am a very good actor, I suppose.”

      “All this rain can get to a person,” she said.

      “Oh yes.” He sighed.

      “And one’s mother can get on one’s nerves,” she added. He rewarded her with a lop-sided smile. She said, “I was engaged once myself. Although I didn’t invite him to our wedding.”

      “If there had been a way, Annie,” he began.

      She took his hand again. “I broke off my engagement as well. You know, we may have been around the same age. Twenty-three or so.”

      “Too young.”

      “I guess so. We were in law school. About to graduate. So we didn’t feel young, we felt like we had the world by the tail. So maybe we were young, and naive.”

      “You loved him?”

      “Probably.” She glanced at Callum who was now examining her with his blue eyes. They reminded her of his bluebells. “But I wasn’t sure about marriage.”

      “Same with me.”

      “No, marriage itself, as an institution. I just couldn’t do it.”

      He rubbed her palm with his thumb for a moment then pulled his hand away again, looking out the side window. “This again,” he whispered angrily.

      “Callum, I— ”

      He whirled back toward her. “Why don’t you just admit it? You don’t love me that way. You don’t love me enough to commit to me. I’m too young for you. You’re too old for me. Whatever bullshit you can make up, it doesn’t matter. You just don’t love me.”

      “That’s not it. None of that is true. Look at me. I do love you.”

      He held her gaze, searching for truth. “I do love you,” she repeated.

      “But— ”

      “But I’m not sure I’m the marrying kind.” She pulled his hand to her breast. “I told you that months ago. I’m sorry I let things go on this way. It was very wrong of me. I can’t explain it. It seemed like you wanted all— this. Your mother sure did. And I wanted to make you happy. But this isn’t me. I am not a bride. I am not a wife.”

      He hung his head. Oh, God. She had crushed him. What was wrong with her? She was a horrible tease, a maker of bad promises that must be broken. She had hurt him badly and no matter how she still felt, he would never forgive her. She pressed his hand into her chest, his big palm, his warm fingers. Nothing would be the same.

      She began to cry as she let his hand go. It dropped to her lap, inert. She felt the pain in her chest in its absence, the ragged, gaping hole in her heart.

      He looked up at her finally. He was crying too. She pulled him to her and kissed him then, kissed his eyes and his mouth. He was limp at first, passively letting her take his tears away with her lips. Then he took her shoulders in his hands and kissed her hard, roughly, taking her breath away.

      They broke apart and stared at each other for a moment, stunned by passion or whatever the hell this was.

      “I haven’t cried since 1989,” she said. “I want you to know that. You made me cry.”

      “You made me cry as well,” Callum said. “And I haven’t cried for two weeks.”

      She laughed. “Is this love then? When you make each other cry?”

      There was more kissing.

      Finally he pulled away from her and cleared his throat. “There’s more, Annie.” He looked very solemn.

      She searched his eyes. “More?”

      “I haven’t told you everything. Do you want to know it all? Do you still care?”

      “I still love you, Callum.”

      He took a deep breath. “Then it’s time you knew about my father.”

      

      The drive back to Kincardie House was nearly silent. Francie broke in a couple times with exclamations about drenched cows and collapsed roofs but the rest of the time Merle observed what she hoped was a truce in the wedding wars. They’d come back to the car after texting Annie twice for permission. The two of them, Annie and Callum, looked raw but not angry. It was an equilibrium Merle wasn’t eager to break. She would give Annie the time and space to figure out the next move.

      Merle and Francie jumped quickly from the car as soon as Callum parked in the gravel drive. They had meddled enough for one afternoon. Merle dragged Francie inside and whispered: “We’ll find out when they’re ready.” Francie sighed and clomped up the stairs to her room. Pascal stuck his head out of the drawing room.

      “There you are, blackbird.” He motioned her inside and shut the door.

      “What’s going on?” He asked her to sit. “You look serious. Has someone been arrested?”

      He perched on a worn brocade chair, their knees almost touching. “Not yet. But there is evidence that our little Napoleon has fled the country.”

      “Really?” The eagerness in his face was endearing.

      “He took a flight to London earlier today. The police are questioning Callum’s brother Hugh about their business arrangements.”

      “Do they think Hugh is involved somehow?”

      “Of course, chérie. They are business fellows.”

      “I mean, in the murder of Miss Petrie.”

      He shrugged. “That I do not know. But they are interested in Bruno enough to follow his movements. That says something, no?” He raised his eyebrows in anticipation of something juicy ahead then blinked. “I am sorry. How is your father? Is he well?”

      Merle filled him on Jack’s progress, his release the next day, and the plan to convalesce at the Hydro with Stasia’s family. “Annie and Callum finally got to talk,” she said, explaining the little intrigue to get them alone together. “But I don’t know what will come of it. I guess they’ll tell us when they’re ready.”

      Pascal was quiet for a minute, checking his watch, frowning. Merle touched his arm. “What?”

      “The week is almost done. I must go home.” He took her hand. “I don’t want to go home alone, Merle. This week has been so crazy, with the storm and the death and the wedding cancelled. But all through it I think of only one thing, chérie. You.”

      Merle felt her heart swell even as a bell of alarm rang in her mind. Did she love him, she wondered, then threw the thought out. Of course she did.

      He rushed on. “When I first arrived I thought, ‘oh, another little vacation with Merle. I don’t see her very often, this will be so nice.’ Then when I am with you I never want to leave.” He scooted closer, grasping both her hands. “Please come back to France with me, my darling.”

      “But you have to work, right?” And so did she. She had another week off from Legal Aid but eventually she would have to go home. Tristan was waiting for her.

      “Damn Police, fuck that job,” he said, smiling. “I don’t mean that. I have to work. But this is more important than any work, isn’t it? You and me?”

      Merle searched his face. Was he serious? What was he saying exactly, since she knew he didn’t believe in marriage? After this week no one would ever tempt fate in that direction again, at least in her family.

      Someone called her name from outside the wooden doors. “Merle? Where are you?”

      “In here,” she called. It had to be Francie. Or Annie. Their voices were similar.

      Pascal let a twitch of annoyance pass over his brow then squeezed her hands before releasing them. He held her eyes with a warm, pleading glance.

      The door opened. Francie fell inside, clutching an envelope. “There you are.” Her color was up, or she’d somehow gotten sunburned in rainy Aberdeen. “You won’t believe this.”

      Merle and Pascal stood, as if being upright would help them deal with whatever hit them next. Francie pulled a sheet of white paper from the envelope and began to read.

      
        
        “Dear Sisters. How I wanted to start this letter with ‘You will laugh when you hear where I have gone. I can scarcely stop laughing myself.’”

        

      

      Merle gasped. “Oh no.”

      Francie nodded. “She’s done a fricking Lydia. Listen—

      
        
        But I am not fifteen, eloping with a dangerous man. I am a middle-aged woman in sound mind and with a rather substantial bank account. And should I want to run away for awhile with a certain Frenchman— ”

        

      

      “Merde,” Pascal said.

      
        
        “—That is my prerogative. I didn’t get to spend as much time as the rest of you in France last year, by my own stupid choice. I didn’t even get in on that lawsuit, you know. All I got out of that early exit from our vacation was a cubicle next to Andrew’s and an African violet. And that is almost as awesome as it sounds.”

        

      

      “What is she saying?” whispered Pascal to Merle. She shook her head and waved for Francie to continue.

      
        
        “So I’m going to take a little me-time and let myself be squired around Paris or wherever we may go, in a fashion to be envied. I don’t need to tell you how relieved I am to be out of the sisterly mix for a wee bit. I don’t mean anything by that, but you have to know how suffocating all that togetherness can be— at least for me.  Don’t try to find me. I’m fine. Please tell Bernie and Jack to be patient. Trust me for once in your lives. Case of courage and a bucket of balls, Elise.”

        

      

      Pascal was twitching. He stared at Merle. “But you told her about him, yes?”

      Merle blinked. Had she? “I —”

      “Told her what?” Francie asked.

      “She lied to us. She told us she was going home.” Merle scrambled in her pockets for her cellphone. “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “Wait, wait,” Francie said. “What were you going to tell her about Bruno?”

      “He is a goujat,” Pascal explained. “A— a cad. A liar, a fraud. A womanizer. He has been to prison for helping a winery commit fraud. And there is more.”

      “How long have you known this?” Francie demanded.

      “Since the big storm,” Pascal said. “Before our phones went dark we made some inquiries. I made some inquiries.”

      “Then he disappeared so I figured, you know, why make a federal case out of it?” Merle said. “Only he hadn’t actually left.”

      “He must have been hiding in the house until they put the temporary bridge in,” Francie said. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because Pascal figured out who he was, what he was.” Merle turned to Pascal. “He discovered you were in the wine fraud unit that night when the power went out, Pascal. Somebody said it—”

      “I said it,” Francie said. “I don’t remember any reaction from him though.”

      “He went completely still. I remember thinking that he didn’t know exactly who Pascal was until then.” Merle reached out for the note. “But she’ll be all right with him, won’t she? She is a grown woman, as she reminds us.”

      “You think?” Francie wrinkled her nose as if smelling something awful.

      “Maybe it’s a reaction to whatever is going on with Andrew. Sounds like it.” She looked at Francie. “What is going on there?”

      “Nothing as far as I can tell. If I ask she changes the subject.”

      “So they’re done?”

      “I don’t know. Why do you think she mentioned her bank account? Is she going to give him money?” Francie groaned. “That little—”

      “Would she, Merle,” Pascal asked. “Is she rich?”

      “She’s only been out of law school for a few years.” Merle looked at Francie. “Has she been saving or something?”

      “I was complaining about my finances last month when we went out to dinner. You know, the partners were on my case about billable hours and all that. I can’t even trade in my clunker. She said she didn’t have to worry about that for a while,” Francie said. “She didn’t explain. We got interrupted, or ordered another round or something.” Her voice trailed off.

      “It doesn’t matter how much she has,” Pascal said adamantly. “He will take everything, no matter how little. He will charm her into opening her purse.”

      “Not to mention her legs,” Francie muttered.

      “That ship has sailed, honey.” Merle rolled her eyes. “What we don’t want now is her getting scammed out of her cash.” She pulled out her phone again. “At least I can text her about what we know about him.”

      “Call her, Merle. This is important,” Pascal said.

      “She’s a big girl,” Francie said hopefully. “Right?”
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      Dinner with Mrs. Logan was decidedly weird. Callum took up his seat at the far end from his mother and Annie sat to his right, the favored position. Hugh and Davina were absent although Hugh had been around during the cocktail hour. Where he’d gone was a mystery. The policeman, DI Grassie, was also absent. Gone for good, Merle hoped.

      Callum’s mother waited until the pudding course to make her announcement. The cherry tart was sour, almost inedible, Merle thought. But Fiona didn’t need sour cherries to pucker up and give them her latest declaration.

      “The contractors arrive on Monday morning to rebuild the bridge. That won’t impact any of you, I’m sure. Because you’ll be leaving tomorrow anyway,” she said, the decided nature of it perfectly clear. They were no longer welcome. “I am glad to have been informed that your father is recovering, and has been well-treated by Scottish physicians, the best in the world.”

      Callum blinked then rolled his eyes behind his wine glass. Fiona continued.

      “It’s been a pleasure getting to know you all.” She stood up suddenly. “Safe journeys.” Her footsteps echoed out into the hallway and up the stairs.

      “I’m sorry,” Callum said softly.

      “Don’t be silly,” Francie blurted. “We have to leave. Of course we do.”

      Callum looked at Annie, worry across his brow. What had transpired between them? Merle still didn’t know. But Annie reached out and took his hand. Merle sighed with relief and took Pascal’s hand under the table.

      “I must go home anyway,” Pascal said, looking pointedly at Merle. “The time has come.”

      After dinner Merle and Pascal went for a walk as the sun set over the hills. The bluebells were recovering, pushing up out of the wet ground under the trees. She picked a small bunch and stuck one in Pascal’s button hole. They didn’t talk about her going to France. He had made his wishes known but she hadn’t made up her mind yet. Should she stay and help Stasia with their parents, or go gadding about France? And what about Elise? Should she try to run her down? What was Tristan doing? Was he studying hard, getting good grades? Should she go home and check on him? And what about her job at Legal Aid? She was definitely looking forward to going back to that— er, sort of.

      So many priorities pulling her different directions.

      As they came out of the woods they saw two police vehicles parked by the house. One was official, the other the blue sedan that had brought DI Grassie to the house before. Pascal looked at Merle and picked up his pace.

      By the time they rounded the front of Kincardie House three policemen, two uniforms and DI Grassie, stood at the door of the women’s quarters. The door was open. Grassie’s bulk filled the small doorway. Pascal came up to the red-haired cop standing back a ways and asked what was going on.

      “Been a break in the case,” he said in a low voice.

      “What is it?” Merle joined them, breathless.

      “I don’t know,” Pascal whispered.

      Callum appeared from the back door of the house, joining them. “What’s happening?”

      Pascal shrugged and the cops continued the stony faces.

      Minutes passed, then DI Grassie moved to one side of the door and took the arm of Jinty Arbuckle, leading her down the steps toward the police car. Pascal and Merle frowned at each other.

      “Is she going to give a statement?” Merle asked the uniformed policeman.

      He was walking back to the other vehicle. Callum called out to him: “Please, sir. What is happening? Where are you taking Jinty?”

      “Ask the inspector,” the cop said.

      Callum and Pascal approached Grassie’s sedan in tandem, catching his attention as he maneuvered the young caretaker into the back seat. Callum caught the door before he could close it.

      “Mr. Grassie? What are you doing with Miss Arbuckle?”

      The round policeman gave Callum a withering look and pulled the door from his grasp, shutting it forcefully. “For your information, sir, Miss Arbuckle is going in on her own volition.”

      Merle crossed her arms, glancing at the frightened face of the young woman. “Are you charging her with something?”

      Grassie glanced at each of them in turn, his jowls slack, inert, but his eyes sharp. “Miss Arbuckle has confessed to the murder of Vanora Petrie.”

      

      The next day Merle looked up through the windshield, blinking at the sudden flash of morning sunshine off the shiny hood of the heather green rental car. Bruno’s car, still under their command while the man himself was somewhere in France, waltzing around with Elise.

      Pascal had admonished Merle again for not reaching Elise. It wasn’t for lack of trying. The girl just didn’t answer her cell phone. No one was sure whether it even worked in Europe. And now Pascal was off on an airplane, back to Toulouse and points in southwest France. He had begged her to go with him, and she had not. She was an idiot, that was plain.

      “What are we doing here?” She peered up at a large gray edifice, somewhere in downtown Aberdeen. Callum was behind the wheel again, having driven Pascal to the airport for his mid-morning flight home.

      “My mother tells me she feels some responsibility for Jinty. That Jinty’s grandfather and my father were friends or something. It’s hazy but somehow that’s how Mother gave Jinty her job at Kincardie.”

      Merle frowned. “Is this the police station?”

      “Come on. I have to see if I can help.”

      Inside the large utilitarian building obviously built with oil money in the last few decades, a large skylight lit the space with a weak glow. Callum talked to officers, demanded attention, and pulled Merle along. What they could do for a person who had confessed to a murder was a question, but not one he wanted to answer immediately. Merle allowed herself to be prodded down hallways and up stairs, hoping the caretaker could somehow recant her confession. That seemed like the only solution.

      She and Pascal had long discussions last night as they packed their suitcases to check out of Kincardie House. Why would Jinty harm Vanora? Why was she saying she had when obviously she hadn’t? Even if she did do it, why confess, at least without counsel? Who was she protecting? Was she in love with the chauffeur?

      That was a new one to Merle. Although she spent quite a bit of time with Jinty during the storm and its aftermath, she never noticed anything between Jinty and Killian. Pascal, on the other hand, had perceived something there, some attraction.

      But Killian wasn’t on the premises the night Vanora went into the mud puddle. He was stuck in the village with no way to cross the Piney Burn.

      No, that went nowhere. And now they sat in the small, untidy office belonging to DI Grassie. The man was absent but they were brought tea by a woman officer. A few minutes later a young woman in a black suit and heels arrived. They stood to greet her.

      Her name was Glynn Barra, and she said Mrs. Logan had engaged her to help with Jinty’s defense. She was a striking woman with dark brown hair pulled back with curly wisps escaping around her delicate features.

      “Glynn,” Callum smiled, shaking her hand. “Thank you for coming in on a Sunday.”

      “You know each other?” Merle asked.

      “University,” Callum said. “It’s a small country.”

      “Your mother said you were back. I said I’d believe it when I saw the whites of yer een.” She smiled at him, her blue eyes flashing as she checked him out from head to toe. She seemed not displeased with the results. “Just a wee visit then? Complete with horrid storms and dying staff?”

      Callum grimaced and glanced at Merle. She took up the baton: “Family adventures, actually. Lots of them.” She stuck out a hand. “Merle Bennett. Not Scottish, obviously. I was a guest at Kincardie House the night of the— event.”

      They settled into the hard-backed chairs and the lawyer got out a notepad and pen. Before she could ask them anything Merle said, “Did the police give you our statements? We all talked to the inspector.”

      “Not as yet. Maybe you can fill me in.”

      Merle wasn’t sure she had the patience this morning. Her mind was flitting around, everywhere but here. She squinted at Ms. Barra, then at Callum as he gave a rough version of the night that Vanora drowned.

      “But you weren’t present, Callum. Your mother tells me you were in the village. Is that right?”

      “Our bridge washed out. I got caught on the village side.”

      Glynn looked at Merle then, waiting. Merle said, “Look. None of us thinks she did it. She was in charge of the staff, at her young age, and there may have been conflicts that we guests didn’t know about. But Jinty was horrified, completely shocked at the sight of Vanora floating in that giant puddle. Would someone who had done harm to that person scream hysterically like that when finding the body? I could barely get her to stop to breathe. Are they saying she is a good actress?”

      Glynn nodded, scribbling notes. Callum said, “Have you spoken to her?”

      “No, not as yet.”

      “Get her to describe her relationship with every staff member. There aren’t many and a couple are quite elderly. It will help you get a picture of what went on,” Callum said. He glanced at Merle. “Right?”

      “Definitely. There’s Mrs. MacKeegan, the cook. One of the older ones along with Mr. Craigg.”

      “He may have seen something,” Callum added. “He was wandering around that night.”

      “DI Grassie interviewed everyone. Look at their statements.”

      “Who else is on staff?” Glynn asked.

      “Gunni, the sheep man,” Callum said.

      She flipped back a page. “Brian Gunn?”

      Callum shrugged. “She calls him Gunni. And last is Killian, the chauffeur. He was in the village as well.”

      “Did you see him at the Hydro?” Merle asked.

      He frowned. “Not that I remember. But he wouldn’t have stayed there.”

      “Where would he have stayed?” Glynn asked.

      “You’ll have to ask my mother. He drove her into town that night but didn’t get back to the house either.”

      Merle sat forward. “Can you get them to throw out the confession? Is that possible? She must be protecting somebody.”

      Glynn eyed Merle professionally and crossed her legs. “Who would that be?”

      “I don’t know. There was a suggestion— ” She glanced at Callum. Should she spread rumors? “Someone mentioned there might be a connection between Jinty and the chauffeur, Killian.”

      “A romantic connection?” the attorney pressed.

      Merle shrugged and tightened her lips. She’d said too much already. Not that she didn’t believe Pascal’s instincts for these things. She just hadn’t seen it herself.

      “But he was in the village,” Callum reminded her.

      “So he says,” Glynn said. “We need to find out what he was up to that day.”

      “You saw him later on, right?” Merle asked him.

      “Yes. He helped me gather up petrol cans and fill them. Then we took them out to the house so they can start the generator.”

      “How did you contact him when you were in the village?” Glynn asked.

      Callum frowned. “Through my mother.”

      Glynn smiled slightly. “She runs a tight ship, your mother.”

      

      Merle and Callum discussed the case as they drove back up into the hills, leaving shiny, waterlogged Aberdeen behind for the Highlands. Puddles were drying but the rivers still were high and roads had damage that slowed them down. They made no progress on the question of why Jinty had confessed or who might have actually done the deed.

      Merle was deposited at the Hydro in the village with her rolling bag. She looked back inside the car at Callum. “Are you going back for Annie?”

      He nodded solemnly then, to Merle’s surprise, broke into a helpless, embarrassed grin. She laughed. “So things are okay now? No, you don’t have to tell me. I’ll twist her arm.”

      “Things are good,” he assured her then sped away.

      With a big breath of relief Merle found her parents upstairs in their room. Stasia had sprung Jack from the hospital at the crack of dawn. He was sitting in a chair, drinking coffee, and looking out onto the expansive green lawns.

      “Are those rhododendrons? I’d like a walk in those gardens,” he said. Bernie protested.

      “Take it easy for a day, Daddy,” Merle said. “The sun might actually come out.”

      “And somebody needs to take me on a whisky tour,” he went on.

      “Rick’s your man. He’s been talking about it for days.”

      “Where is your room, Merle?” Bernie asked. “Close by?”

      “Down the hall. Francie and I are bunking together. I’m just going to put my luggage over there. Then we’ll have lunch.”

      “Where is that attractive Frenchman?” Jack asked with a sly grin.

      “Gone back to France,” she said. “He had to go back to work.”

      “Like Elise,” Jack said. “She is certainly dedicated to the profession.”

      “Yes,” Merle said. “Like Elise.”

      Bernadette followed Merle into the hallway, holding the door behind her. She whispered to Merle: “I’m so worried. Is Annie really done with Callum? She was very firm yesterday. Is she sure about breaking off the engagement?”

      “She’s fine, Mom.” Merle gave Bernie a hug. Thank god she hadn’t asked about Elise. “You don’t need more to worry about. Take care of Daddy. Annie and Callum will work it out.”

      “But no Scottish wedding?” She looked so disappointed.

      “Afraid not.”

      Francie was painting her fingernails when Merle unlocked the door with her keycard and rolled her bag inside. “There you are,” she said. “Get Pascal to his flight?”

      “Unfortunately.” Merle sighed.

      “Why didn’t you go with him?” Francie asked, examining her face. “You’ve got a week of vacation, right?”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “So? Hang around his place and eat bonbons and drink wine until he comes home.” She looked up, blowing her freshly blue fingertips. “You’ve been to his place, right?”

      Merle heaved her bag onto a luggage rack. “Actually I’ve never seen it.”

      “Really? Where is it?”

      “Outside Toulouse somewhere.” She spun around to face her sister. “Do you think it’s strange he’s never taken me there?”

      “Well, he’s apparently taken you in all sorts of places, the dirty beast.” Francie grinned. “But yeah. He should show you where he lives. Aren’t you curious?”

      “He wanted me to go back with him,” Merle said, staring at her own chipped nail polish. “But there’s so much going on here. The family stuff, Daddy. Annie. And Callum took me to the police station to see what we could do about Jinty Arbuckle and her confession.”

      “Did you talk to her?”

      Merle shook her head. “Just her attorney. Nice woman, seemed competent. She reminded me of you a little, Francie.” She fished a business card out of her pocket. “Glynn Barra. Pretty name.” She handed it to Francie.

      “Hmmm. I still don’t get it, Merle. You’re pivoting. You aren’t needed here. Stasia, Annie, and I— not to mention Bernie— can take care of Daddy. Callum can handle Annie, I guess, although he’s got his mother to wrangle. Hugh and Davina went back to Edinburgh so they’re out. Why do you think we can’t manage without you?”

      Merle stared at her sister, silent. Francie continued: “You do know you’re not indispensable, right?”

      “Thanks. I guess.”

      “And you could check up on the wanton young woman, our little sister, if you were in France.”

      Merle frowned. “I didn’t tell Bernie and Jack about her. Do they know?”

      “We decided to keep it on the down-low.” Francie stood up and tossed the business card on her dresser. “But you could find her, Merle. With Pascal’s police connections, you could find her and tell her what a thug Bruno is. Or you could just drink wine and get your ashes hauled. Which is perfectly acceptable, you know.”

      Merle was smiling now. “Sounds decadent.”

      “And your point?”

      “You want the room to yourself, is that it? You made some friends in kilts?”

      Francie laughed. “Celtic shagathon, here I come.”
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      Jinty Arbuckle sat at the table in the windowless room, feeling the walls move in toward her. So it was like on the telly, she thought, dreary and hopeless. Her teachers had warned them all in school: behave or they’ll toss you in and throw away the key. And now she’d gone and done it to herself.

      She hoped her father didn’t hear of it. But of course he would. He liked to read the papers. Besides she’d have to write her mother at some point. The confession meant no public trial. That was the key thing.

      Her attorney, Glynn Barra, sat across the table, waiting for an answer to a question Jinty couldn’t recall. The attorney looked serious, and a bit crabbit, like she’d rather be having a nice glass of wine somewhere than sitting across from the likes of this idjit girl. Jinty felt like she was floating, disassociated from things, in a dream. A very bad dream, to be sure.

      “I’m askin’ ya now, Jinty Arbuckle,” Ms. Barra said impatiently. “Are you having a fling with the chauffeur, this Killian Yarrow.”

      Killian’s handsome face flashed in her mind. Even scowling, as he often was, he made her a bit melt-y. Ridiculous, school-girl feeling.

      “No, ma’am. I am not.” Not for lack of trying. “Could I get some tea please?”

      The big clock on the wall, ticking ominously, said nearly five in the afternoon. Or it could be morning as there was no sky to see dark or light. But she hadn’t lost track of the days yet. That was something to look forward to, she reckoned.

      “No tea. Not till you talk to me.” Glynn Barra frowned and consulted her notes. “With someone else then? This Brian Gunn?”

      “Gad, no. Who said that?”

      “What is your relationship with Yarrow and Gunn?”

      “I’m the caretaker. They work for Mrs. Logan, same as me.”

      “They work for you?”

      “Not really, ma’am. They’ve made that clear.”

      Barra looked up. “You had some trouble with them?”

      Jinty blinked. “The first couple days I was there. After that we’ve been fine.” She sighed. “I am young. Too young and too female for some.”

      “Was that Miss Petrie’s opinion?”

      “Aye. She said it.”

      “Tell me what happened between you and Miss Petrie.”

      Images floated in her head and for a second she wasn’t sure if she’d made them up, or seen them that dark night. The words, simple and declarative, that she’d told the Inspector came back: “We quarreled. I pushed her and she fell into the puddle.”

      Ms. Barra was still glaring, her nostrils flaring and eyes ablaze. Didn’t she have a nice face? “And then?”

      “I walked away. Back to my room.”

      “You didn’t try to help her out of the water?”

      “Nah. It were just a puddle, wasn’t it? How was I to know she’d drown?”

      Jinty felt the weight of her words. She was admitting to not caring whether Vanora Petrie lived or died. Whether she sucked down a load of muddy water or gasped to the surface. It seemed okay when she’d first told the cop but now she felt the hand of Satan on her shoulder. She was a horrible person, if it were true. She had no feeling. Everyone would say so.

      “What time was this?” Ms. Barra consulted her notes.

      Jinty shrugged. “Midnight? A bit later. I’m not sure.”

      “What were you doing outside?”

      She swallowed her words. What had she said before? It was so hard to keep your story on the straight. “Coming back from the main house to my room.”

      “After midnight.”

      “That’s right.”

      “The Bennett sisters say you came over at about half past eleven because you were worried about Vanora. What were you doing between then and midnight?”

      “They’re wrong. It was later.”

      Ms. Barra closed her notebook. “Jinty Arbuckle, why are you doin’ this?”

      “Ma’am?”

      “Covering for someone. Protecting somebody.”

      She felt the blood rush up her neck involuntarily and clenched her jaw. She blinked at her attorney and kept silent.

      “You aren’t the killing sort of girl, Jinty. Anyone can see that.” Now Ms. Barra found her nice face, all sympathy. Her voice too. “Why are you willing to spend years in jail for someone else?”

      “But it was all an accident,” Jinty blurted. “I pushed her, she fell. What happened in the puddle isn’t my fault.”

      “No, because you didn’t push her, isn’t that right? You left her at the pasture gate, isn’t that right? You didn’t even see Vanora Petrie after that, did you? You were tucked up in bed like the good girl you are.”

      Jinty felt the heat in her face like a flare of the sun. Was she a good girl? No, she was a woman, almost as old as her attorney, for sure. They could be friends, school mates. She searched Glynn’s face for something— recognition, salvation, understanding.

      “You didn’t push her, Jinty,” Glynn whispered. She held out her hand. “Just squeeze my hand and I’ll know.”
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      Merle opened her eyes, blinking against the sunrise coming through the panes. Where was she? Her mind grasped, foggy. Home? The stone house in the Dordogne? Scotland?

      The rustling next to her sent a shock wave through her and she startled. Then the snoring began, soft like a puppy. There was Pascal’s shoulder, bare, a little hairy, and pale above the tan line on his bicep.

      She let out her breath as it all came back. She was in Pascal’s small cottage, high on a hill in an extinct village. A hamlet, he called it, but his house appeared to be the only inhabitable dwelling, a wooden farmhouse or something from before the war. An ancient sink on legs, crumbling plaster, windows that leaked. He’d done little to it, he said, and she believed him. It was rustic, and gorgeous. Not unlike its owner.

      She sat up, glancing back at him, sleeping soundly. Outside birds twittered in the gnarled fruit trees. Yes, a person could definitely sleep here. It was so peaceful. Pascal said he liked the location, that he could see in every direction in case someone was trying to sneak up on him.

      She lay back down and pulled the quilt over her shoulders. She wasn’t usually this spontaneous. Flying to Toulouse with a few hours notice, leaving Pascal a text message to meet her at the airport. It shouldn’t have worked. The flight should have been too expensive. He should have been too busy to meet her, working somewhere. But it went off like she’d planned it for months.

      And maybe, she thought staring at the pink blossoms of the cherry tree as they drifted to the ground, she had planned it. Somewhere in her turtle mind, the place where she put things out of sight so they won’t interfere with what’s front and center, there had been a plan.

      Somewhere behind the chaotic nonsense of everyday life. In a heavy steamer trunk, under a moth-eaten mattress, behind a broken mirror, things percolated into dreams. In this dream/plan she ran away from New York City, from her big Connecticut house with its dreary corners and heavy drapes, from her pool guy and her lawn service and her junker of a minivan, from the struggles to maintain dignity and probity, long after anyone cared. The life where she fixed her makeup in the cramped train restroom that smelled of urine, shoveled snow in winter, and struggled to balance her checkbook alone in the dark kitchen.

      In this dream she no longer had to wear heels or power suits or leave her son on his own in the evenings while she picked at exotic food with people she despised, all in the name of ‘development’ of relationships with high-powered lawyers who were as phony and two-faced as that famous lawyer joke, the one everyone was always telling her: “How do you know if a lawyer is lying? His lips are moving.”

      A couple weeks before the trip to Scotland for the Wedding That Would Not Behave, Merle and her boss at Legal Aid, Lillian Wachowski, took five male partners of a hyper-competitive, all-Harvard firm out to dinner at Per Se. Lillian said it had to be a top restaurant or they wouldn’t bother. They needed these high-powered types to give money to Legal Aid, to donate their time for pro bono work. They had to be as nice and as generous as they hoped the law partners would be.

      Somehow Lillian got a reservation. She knew people. Merle usually tried to get a female partner to attend as well, but it hadn’t worked out tonight.

      The men ordered lavishly— champagne, four bottles of wine, seven courses over four hours. Lillian, who was ten years older than Merle but sharp and relentless in every way, began to fade around the fifth course. She told them to have a great time and that Merle would pick up the tab, then slipped away to her nice warm bed on the Upper East side. (Lillian’s husband had made a fortune in the ‘80s on Wall Street and hadn’t worked a day since, unless watching your stocks was a job.)

      Despite having to cab to Grand Central, catch the last train, and drive home to catch a few winks before making the reverse trip before dawn, Merle had to stay. She clenched her teeth and told herself she’d done it before. She’d paced herself with the alcohol but the partner sitting next to her hadn’t. He kept throwing his arm around her shoulders and grinning down her dress. She would wriggle away and he would do it again. She made a point of checking her watch every ten minutes but nobody got the hint.

      Finally the restaurant had cleared out except for the six of them. She kept her cool, found the maître d’ to pay for the meal, not daring to look at the bottom line. Please add the appropriate service charge and call me a cab, she told the discreet young man. Then she found her coat and returned to the table.

      The partners were stretched back in their chairs, legs splayed, ties loosened, faces rosy, sated on fine wine and gourmet food. A couple of them looked pretty rough, including ‘Handy Dan,’ her seat mate. Somehow he lurched to his feet when she announced she had to catch a train.

      “It’s your lucky day! The LB is right downstairs,” he crowed.

      “The Luxury Barge,” a partner explained. “It’s famous.”

      “The stories that back seat could tell,” another cackled.

      Laughter, then someone must have seen her confusion. “The Bentley Mulsanne. How many are there?”

      “Not many can afford them,” Dan declared proudly. “Like riding on a cloud. My driver will take you to the station,” he said, pulling out his phone.

      Merle told him no. He insisted. She resisted. He insisted more. The back and forth with a man who rarely heard ‘no.’ Amusing if it wasn’t so annoying. The youngest partner, possibly sober, was watching all this.

      “Kindly ask Dan to cease and desist,” she said loudly.

      “He’s just being a gentleman, Merle,” said the young lawyer whose name was Mick or something. She squinted at him. “He’s worried about your safety.”

      “I called a cab.”

      “Then let me walk you down. Please,” said Dan who was getting squishy around the eyes now. He was the type of man who would hate her in the morning, no matter what happened between them.

      “All right, sure. You come too,” she told Mick. “Now please. I’ve got fifteen minutes to get my train.”

      She allowed Dan to take her elbow and point her into the elevator, as if she, not he, needed navigational guidance. He kept it there, massaging her arm, as they silently descended to Columbus Circle. He tried to get her into his car again on the sidewalk. Was she going to have to fight him off? She pulled her arm away and insisted again. Mick finally put his hand on Dan’s shoulder.

      “She’s got this,” Mick said. “Let’s go back up and have a cognac.”

      She found out the next day that the two partners were locked out of the elevator because of the late hour. No cognac after all, such a shame. Lillian didn’t ask what time the party broke up. She didn’t want to know.

      The firm made a generous donation to the pro bono fund, and pledged hundreds of hours by their very junior people to help out. Lillian was pleased. She bought Merle flowers. Her sister Francie was green with envy that she’d gotten to dine at such a magnificent food palace as Per Se. She wanted to know all the details.

      Merle couldn’t remember one thing she ate. Only the encounter with a slime-ball.

      But last night, in the outskirts of Toulouse, she ate the most amazing foie gras, and lamb shanks in orange, and a chocolate soufflé. She held Pascal’s hand as they shared airy morsels of deliciousness.

      She would never forget that meal.

      Pascal rolled toward her and draped his arm over her. She entwined her fingers with his and felt a deep calm. New York City was so far away. Could it stay that way? No, no thinking like that. Stay here. In the moment.

      He moved against her. “Shall I make coffee first?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Within an hour they had coffee, got dressed, and he had vanished in his old green BMW, off to meet his team in some village. He apologized, and kissed her plenty, but had to go. They didn’t make it back to bed.

      She nestled into an outdoor chair, a weather-beaten slatted thing with no paint. Pulling a blanket off the bed she wrapped herself in it for protection from splinters mostly, and sat in the shade, drinking coffee and watching birds in the garden and bees in the fruit trees. Once or twice (or a few times) she found herself making lists of what she could do today, then she pushed the thoughts away as treason.

      She looked for her cell phone. She’d left it inside. What was Annie doing today? She’d never gotten to talk to her about Callum again. His last answer— that happy smile— seemed like a good sign. But with Annie, who knew. Could she call Francie? Or Stasia? Would they know?

      Thoughts of her sisters passed through her mind like embers from a dying fire. Together the five of them were like a small bonfire: feeding off each other’s energy, burning bright, a center of energy. Now, apart, the coals were stirred and fire died down. Where was Elise, her mind asked, unwilling to let the heat go. Was that little twerp doing something bad to her? Was he stealing her money?

      The sun moved and lit her face. Enough. Today is just today.

      

      Pascal returned at seven that evening, carrying bags of food. All cooked and prepped, he said as if she had expected him to cook for her. His presence, his arrival like this at the end of the day, returning to her, was the fulfillment of a silent promise. He would not forget to come back to her. He spread the feast on the outdoor table: a seafood pot-au-feu, baguette, haricots verts, a tart. And wine, a chilled rosé he remembered she liked.

      He looked like his day hadn’t gone as well as hers. The skin around his eyes was puffy and in the late sun she saw strands of gray in his hair. He looked tired. She felt guilty for her nap. She had spoken to no one, done nothing but read a novel, sleep, and walk around the orchard that surrounded the cottage. Visit the goats over the fence, pick wildflowers, sniff blossoms. It was a dreamy day.

      “You look rested,” he said, smiling.

      “I did nothing today. Zilch. Just like old times.” In the Dordogne they had practiced doing nothing, a venerable French tradition according to Pascal, that involved wine, food, occasional coffee, and the gentle buzz of bees in flowers. Nothing more.

      “Including— ?” He pointed to her t-shirt and mimed taking it off. “Au naturel?”

      They had done some nearly naked sunbathing in the walled garden. “I was waiting for you for that.” She checked the cloudless sky. “It looks like we’ll get another beautiful day.”

      He grinned but tweaked his shoulders as if they ached. “There is a new task. In the Languedoc. I am sorry.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Oui.”

      She waved a piece of bread. “You told me you had to work. Don’t worry about me.”

      “But I asked you to come to France and now— what will you do? I may be gone two or three days.”

      A buzzing in her ears reminded Merle she didn’t do well without a plan, a list, a bunch of chores at minimum. She needed to be busy like people needed to breathe. She frowned at the remains of her lovely dinner. What would she eat while he was gone? There was an old bicycle here but no car for her. How far was the village store, the café?

      His eyebrows were scrunched with worry. So she smiled. “What’s around here then? Is the village nearby?”

      “A kilometer, down the hill. Not far. There’s not much there, I’m afraid.” He ducked his head, checking her eyes. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? Maybe come with me?” She could imagine the welcome she’d get from officers in an undercover situation, or whatever their ‘task’ was.

      “I’ll be fine. I have two novels to read. If I get lonely I’ll talk to those cute goats next door.”

      He perked up. “Did you meet Irene? She tends the goats and makes the cheese?”

      “She makes goat cheese right there?”

      “Ah, oui. It is very intriguing. And not stinky, I promise.” He stood up. “Come. We will go meet Irene.”

      The cottage where Irene lived was hidden around the knob of the hill and down a lane lined with flowering trees in pink and white. Apples and plums, he said, as she exclaimed at their beauty, walking hand-in-hand down the drive. The evening was warm, the sky was turning golden, blushing like a baby.

      Irene was making dinner when they arrived at the low stuccoed house with at the orange tile roof, a classic French farmhouse with a sagging, low porch across the front. Pots of red geraniums sat on the steps. The smell of garlic exploded as her daughter, Louise, answered the door. She was petite, about 20, with long, brown hair and a shy demeanor. She ran quickly for her mother.

      “She must be home from university,” Pascal whispered. “I have only seen her once or twice in many years here.”

      Irene emerged, smiling broadly at Pascal and wiping her hands on her apron as she greeted them. He introduced Merle. The short, plump woman had a wide face and short blonde hair that ringed her head like a crown. She wore a plain blue dress and muddy rubber boots that seemed out of place in a kitchen. Her hands looked strong and capable. She exclaimed in rapid French to Pascal, something about long-time-no-see.

      Then she rattled off something to Merle. She blinked, hoping Irene spoke a little bit of English.

      “Merle est un américaine, madame,” Pascal explained. “Elle ne parle pas trop de français.”

      “Un peu,” Merle said, wincing. A little French but not fast enough. A pity. “C’est dommage.”

      Irene paid no attention to all that, smiling in a friendly manner, patting Merle’s arm, and continuing in rapid-fire French. Pascal replied, equally fast. They went on like that until Irene called for Louise to come out of the kitchen. That much Merle could understand.

      The young woman stepped back into the room. Her mother took her arm and pulled her forward, talking to her in a low, insistent tone.

      Louise blinked, nodding, although she looked slightly terrified. To Merle and Pascal she said, in halting English, “Welcome. My mother says that tomorrow the madame can help us with the— chèvrerie?”

      “The goats,” Pascal said.

      “We have six chèvres, the goat, the mamans, who will soon give the birth. One naissance, ah, birth, comes, came early today. Madame may help, if she wish,” Louise said, looking skeptically at Merle.

      Merle smoothed her spotless white slacks. Her fingernails were way too clean. Louise was looking at her own nails, chipped and dirty. She smelled sweet, like she had just taken a bath after a dirty day in the barn. She probably thought Merle was a — what was that Scottish word? — a toonser, a city slicker. And she’d be right.

      Pascal glanced at her, eyebrows jumping. A glint of amusement shone in his eyes, as he pictured her, no doubt, rolling in hay with nanny goats. He’d had his sheep moments in the Highlands. Was it her turn to wrestle furry beasts?

      “Oh,” Merle said. “Gosh. That would be amazing. I would love to help, if I can. I mean— je ne sais rien — I know nothing— about goats.”

      Irene waved her hands and laughed, chattering. Louise even smiled. “It’s okay. We will help. The mamans, they do the work most of the time.”

      “Okay.” Merle felt a little burst of usefulness. She would watch some baby goats— what did you call them? Kids. She would watch some kids being born. That would be something she didn’t get to see often, or ever. She would take photos for her sisters. They would be impressed, wouldn’t they? Or horrified. She was such a damn toonser.

      She smiled at Irene, nodding. “Merci. I’ll come over tomorrow— demain— then?”

      Irene chattered and Louise translated: “Mama says come early. At five o’clock if you are up. Things happen early on the goat farm.”
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          Scotland • Tuesday

        

      

    

    
      The crazy weather of the previous week had completely cleared, blown out to sea by a high pressure system that beamed sunshine down on the Highlands, making the world a steam bath of heather and wet leaves. Stasia stepped outside the Hydro, clutching her notebook, and was startled by the glare off the last of the puddles.

      “Crikey,” she muttered, having decided that nearly two weeks in Scotland was long enough to adopt some British phrases. “Bloody blinding.”

      She glanced around, hoping no one had heard her. No doubt she sounded ridiculous. The hotel valets had gone missing, off setting up cricket or croquet or something. Two horses came down the path from the barn, carrying children who looked frightened and delighted, as children often were. Hers were almost grown. Willow was so confident, with a boldness that astounded Stasia at times. She rarely showed fear any more, or delight, although Oliver could still be counted on for a shout-out for sporting events. He got that from Rick who would never cease being a boy about sports.

      She struck out for town, only a half mile or so, around the stables and the lawns, through streets lined with stone Victorian houses, their gardens bursting with flowers. Tulips and rhododendrons were everywhere. Bluebells completely covered some yards, splashes of brilliant indigo, and tiny pink flowers crept out of cracks in old walls. She paused to take a few photos for the magazine’s designers.

      She hadn’t had time to think much about work. She certainly didn’t miss her commute into the city every day, and long, boring meetings about contracts. Models and their agents— ugh. The fashion world seemed to attract the most self-absorbed, socially stunted people. Her magazine, Gamine, thrived on it.

      The business of her father’s health took up too much space to let her worry about the magazine. It would all be there when she returned. That was one of the delights, and hazards, of the law. It was dense, torturous, plodding at times, but if you went away it would still be there waiting for you, as complicated as when you left. But no one would die of a heart problem while you were on vacation.

      Jack Bennett seemed fine now, feisty and cracking jokes and enjoying the company of his daughters plus Oliver and Willow’s antics. He almost split a gut when Oliver put on his Scottish outfit. Oliver pranced around, flipping the kilt menacingly. It was a shame he hadn’t gotten to wear it the Wedding That Would Not Behave, as Merle called it, but there was no taking it back to the store now.

      They hadn’t seen much of Francie. She’d borrowed a car and gone off to Aberdeen on her own. Probably sticking her nose into the death of Vanora Petrie but Francie was oddly closed-mouthed about her activities. Her discretion only fed Stasia’s suspicions. Had she found a man in the city already? No, it had to be something with Vanora, and the girl who confessed. Francie had been out to the Logan’s once at least.

      Annie had not been to Kincardie House. Callum had come into the village to see her though, and things were, well, promising. That was why this errand today was pressing. Stasia smiled to herself as she pressed her notebook to her chest, walking down the hill through the main part of the village and up the stairs to the seamstress’s studio.

      “Mrs. Begbie,” Stasia said as the seamstress waved her inside. “Good of you to meet me.”

      “Sorry to hear about the wedding,” the seamstress said, lips pinched.

      “Is the whole village talking about it?”

      Mrs. Begbie wagged her head. She did seem chagrinned at least. Probably because her outrageous, not-to-be-missed gowns, and her connection to the Logan family, wouldn’t be showcased.

      “You’re come to gather the dresses then? I’ll bring them out.”

      Stasia looked her in the eye, held out her notebook, and sat down on the floral banquette by the window. “Actually? Let’s chat, Mrs. Begbie. If you have a minute?”

      

      Fiona Logan pushed aside the drapes at her bedroom window. The yard between the house and the old coach house was dry now but the grass was flattened and dead in places. The sunshine didn’t help the view, in her opinion. She’d never paid the natural world much attention but now the aftermath of the storm made it impossible to ignore.

      It was just as well the wedding hadn’t happened. Her guests due to arrive next weekend, friends from London who had cancelled their trip because of the storm, wouldn’t see how bad things had been. It would look like it was their fault the party didn’t go off, not her son’s. It was complicated in her mind. She loved Callum. She wanted to send him off in the best of style, as befitted a man of his class. But nothing— nothing had gone right.

      She heard a door slam downstairs. A moment later the hire car Callum had been driving all week pulled up to the new bridge and slowly rolled across the burn. The bridge was metal, solid as a rock, they told her. They were able to use the old footings, anchoring them with new metal pilings. The bridge had come prefabricated and was put in place within a day. The folding bridge had gone back to Aberdeen. Everything was back in order.

      She felt a slight guilt that Callum’s friends, the sisters and their families, were exiled to the Hydro. They could have come back, some of them. The fact that they wouldn’t just go home to America was an irritant. What did they mean by staying on and reminding the entire village of the disaster of all their plans?

      It had been just her and Callum at dinner last night. Mrs. MacKeegan made too much food, something Fiona was always lecturing her about. Waste was not a happy subject. But a perennial one with Cook. She’d been with Fiona for nearly thirty years and thought thin women were against God’s holy plan.

      Fiona walked down the stairs. It was nearly time for lunch and she wasn’t at all hungry. She would just pop in to the kitchen and tell Mrs. MacKeegan to skip the entire service since Callum had left. Where had he gone? She put a niggling little worry about her younger son out of her mind. Since he emigrated to America she had to do that. There was no other way to survive.

      Cook had a big pot of soup on the range and was peering into the steam when Fiona arrived.

      “I’ll not be eating luncheon, Mrs. MacKeegan. Callum has gone into town.”

      “Aye, mum. Just me and the boys then.”

      Staffing problems were on Cook’s mind since they’d lost both Vanora and Jinty. She’d brought it up twice already. She turned to check Mrs. Logan’s expression with a hopeful glance.

      “I’ve asked in the village,” Fiona said. “The job pays well. We’ll find someone to clean.”

      Mrs. MacKeegan’s eyebrows shot up. “And for caretaker? Sayin’ Jinty don’t come back?”

      “I’m working on it,” Fiona said, stiffening.  They had a long relationship but she took issue with the woman telling her what needed to be done. “It’s not your concern.”

      “Pardon, mum, but it is. You say you’re having guests this weekend.”

      “Old friends. Killian can help.”

      “Ever seen him put linens on a bed? Serve dinner? Pour wine?” Cook smiled. “Naither me.” She tipped her head, as if deciding whether to speak. Of course she decided ‘yes.’ “There’s been some talk, mum, in the village. About Killian.”

      “Talk?”

      “You know that we had no petrol, none to be found, for the generator?” Mrs. Logan nodded. “But that tank behind the coach house was filled, wasn’t it, not three weeks ago. It was to prepare for the guests, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. What are you getting at?”

      “It was empty. So was all the other small carriers for petrol. Jinty found six or more in a pile behind the barn. All dry.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Killian Yarrow was seen in the village a week or two back, mum. Taking money and giving folks petrol, pouring it into their cans.”

      “Who saw this?”

      “I’m sorry to say it was me, mum. I was in the village getting supplies.”

      “And you didn’t tell me straight away?”

      “You was caught up in the weddin’, wasn’t you? We weren’t to ken about the thunder bomb, was we?”

      “Weather bomb,” Fiona corrected in a small voice. “No. You couldn’t know we’d need that petrol so soon. And thank you for telling me.”

      Fiona was turning to go when Mrs. MacKeegan said, “I’m a wee bit worried about ol’ Craiggie, mum. He seems to be doin’ poorly. Just sits there, starin’. I took him up some brekkie and he never touched his tea from last evenin’.”

      It seemed a miracle the man had survived the storm, or lived this long in general. Fiona didn’t like to be reminded about her obligation to Craigg. Her father had made him a promise, and her husband had made her keep it. The sight of his crippled, nearly broken body brought to mind Lyle, and bad times. Craigg had been a friend to Lyle, in his way, and took the boys in hand to help out. Still, they were hard memories, when their world fell apart. He was an irascible old heathen. It wasn’t fair that he still lived and Lyle had died so young. She’d never been able to forgive him for that.

      “Is that so?” Fiona said archly. “And what do you recommend?”

      “Oh, I dunno, mum. Needs might to gang to the doctor, if he would. I dinnae ken about doctors. Mebbe you could chap him up, get him to go.”

      Fiona glared at the broad back of the old woman who spun to face the soup pot, stirring a wooden spoon slowly. She willed the lady to turn back, to look her in the eye, so she could show her contempt for this idea in a glance. But Cook kept stirring, round and round, steam rising.

      

      Fiona waited until four, when Callum returned from wherever he’d been, to check on Mr. Craigg. Her son looked a bit wind-blown, his hair askew, boots muddy, as if he’d been out walking in the hills. His color was good, ruddy, and she made no issue of his disappearance, just asked if he would go with her to Moss Cottage.

      They walked solemnly, in silence, as if the duty must be done. Needs must, she thought sourly as he rapped his knuckles on the rough old door. It had been years since she’d been this close to the cottage. The state of it appalled her— the peeling paint, the creeping mold, the missing shakes from the roof. Why had no one kept up on the maintenance? She must have a word with Gunni. It was his job to point out things that needed to be done if she wasn’t at home. Although, in truth, she’d never had a message like that from him in the three years he’d lived here. He was very attentive to the livestock, however.

      She had hoped Jinty Arbuckle would take on that task, living-in through the year as well. Fiona rarely got into the Highlands past October. That month was often busy with shooting parties and deer-stalkers. After the snows came she preferred the city.

      Her ankle had pulsed from an old sprain as she’d walked across the yard and up to the cottage. She wondered if Hugh and Davina would take good care of Kincardie House when she was gone. Callum would be in America, far away. Would this be her last summer in the hills? She took a deep breath and told herself to stop being ridiculous. She was not yet seventy-five. Still the years took their toll. Just look at Mr. Craigg. She remembered him so young and vital, walking the hills with his dogs.

      Callum was knocking again. He called out for the old man and tried the latch. The door creaked as it swung open.

      “Mr. Craigg?” Fiona said loudly. “It’s Callum and Fiona calling.”

      They stepped into the gloomy sitting room. It smelled of coffee and grease. There was his breakfast plate by the sink, still covered with a tea towel. She lifted a corner to confirm that the food was untouched.

      Callum went into the bedroom and returned. “He’s not here.”

      “Oh, for goodness sake. Missing again? What is wrong with the man?” Fiona crossed her arms and frowned.

      “He’s probably around the yard somewhere,” Callum said, stepping back into the afternoon shadows. “I’ll take a look. You go back to the house, Mother.”

      Was everyone to give her orders now? She felt a flare of irritation at Callum, and at Craigg. Not to mention Mrs. MacKeegan who had sent her on this fool’s errand.

      “Let’s check the barn,” she said.

      Callum pushed back the heavy barn door to let sunshine into the space. They stood for a moment, allowing their eyes to adjust. Callum recovered first and began checking stalls.

      “Where was his pony? I thought it was here.” He pointed out the first stall.

      She stepped forward into a spot of sunshine coming through the roof. The storm damage was severe here. They would need an entirely new roof on the barn, she thought, calculating the costs with chagrin.

      Callum said, “Pascal moved her. That’s right. That’s why Mr. Craigg went out in the storm that night. Because Pascal moved the pony to the back, out of the rain.”

      He walked to the far end of the barn and peered over the high gate. “Not here either.”

      “So that solves the mystery,” Fiona declared. “Mr. Craigg has taken his pony out for some air.”

      She waited outside while Callum latched the barn door again. He had a bit of worry on his brow. She decided to ignore it. If he wanted to get in a lather about the old man, well, she couldn’t stop him.

      They were walking back across the matted lawn when Callum said, “Annie is coming for dinner, Mother. Try to be pleasant.”

      She felt a little dagger to the breast. She ignored it, holding her head high. “Whatever do you mean? I am always courteous to your friends, Callum. Far more than pleasant.”

      He held the front door open for her, a wry look on his face that she didn’t recognize. It made the dagger twist a little. Her son, criticizing her demeanor, her manners. Laughing at her. How dare he? She clenched her jaw and squinted at him in a way she did when he was naughty as a boy. He didn’t seem to catch it.

      “You know what I mean, Mother,” he said. “As they say in America, play nice.”
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          France • Wednesday

        

      

    

    
      By the time Merle sat down at the rough-hewn farm table for a bowl of soup and fresh bread, she was so tired she could barely eat.

      She checked her watch for the time then remembered she’d left it on the nightstand at Pascal’s in the early morning. Dutiful that she was, Merle had gotten up at bird-chirp o’clock, before five as instructed. Pascal looked so comfortable, sleeping on his side. She lifted the sheet to see his naked ass one last time. He would leave early as well, he’d told her. His duffle bag for travel sat by the door. She stepped over it into the misty dawn.

      The sky was pink above the hill opposite Pascal’s. Yellow daisies grew next to the road, nodding with dew. The wind was still but held sweet scents of grasses as she passed the fruit trees blooming their guts out. Why didn’t she get up this early every morning? It was magical.

      She turned into Irene’s lane, the only sound her running shoes scraping on dry gravel. As soon as she arrived she was pressed into duty, sitting with a goat who seemed to be about to deliver. How they could tell she had no clue. Irene and her daughter scurried around, calling to each other in incomprehensible French, ducking into barns and sheds, jogging into fields.

      By ten a.m. two kids had been born, one in the pasture on her own and one in the barn with Merle and Louise helping Irene. Well, Louise did the helping, Merle just hung around, watching, running for things.

      Then, a little later, things got dicey. A maman was in trouble, off by herself in the pasture, struggling with her delivery. Irene sent Louise in the house for supplies and enlisted Merle to hold the nanny goat’s head and gently soothe her. Irene did some internal rearranging and they coaxed the mother through. Merle tried to avert her eyes from the sight of Irene’s arm disappearing up the business end of the birth canal but found she couldn’t. She was fascinated. New life, adorable, pint-size goats with tiny ears, struggling to stand on wobbly legs, latching on for sustenance: it was all too amazing. The definition of springtime. Printemps à la campagne.

      In the farmhouse kitchen Irene was slathering bread with fresh goat cheese, a splatter of mud smearing her cheek. Her eyes flashed with the morning’s success. She chattered to Louise who duly translated bits and pieces.

      “Mama is very happy as all three are females,” Louise said. “She will keep the best for the herd and get a good price for the other two. All three appear healthy.”

      Merle stared at her soup, carrots awash in broth, willing herself to pick up the spoon. Her arms ached. She’d helped carry a goat from the barn, a baby back to the barn, and a big bag of feed. It was a good ache, satisfying, but more of a workout than pushing papers around in Manhattan.

      “Mama asks if you enjoy yourself,” Louise said softly.

      Irene’s round cheeks were bright, her eyes glistened; she was trying not to laugh. Merle smiled at her. She couldn’t think of all the grammar and sputtered,“Trop de travail.” Much work. “But yes, I very much enjoyed myself. It was amazing, thank you. The babies, the wonder of new life. The care and love you give your animals. It is very impressive.”

      Louise smiled then, a rare event, and translated for her mother.

      “Merci beaucoup, madame,” Irene said.

      They sent Merle home with a crock of goat cheese and told her she could return in the evening to help feed the newborn kids if she desired. She tried not to hug Irene but failed, giving the woman as big a hug as her puny arms would allow.

      She shuffled back down the lane to Pascal’s cottage. Thank god they let her have a break. It would have been embarrassing to have to beg. Throwing herself on the bed, Merle kicked off her shoes and slept like a rock for two hours. When she woke the sun was slanting through the western windows, creating patterns on the walls.

      Her head was still fuzzy with sleep. She stared at the ceiling, seeing images from a dream that swirled in her mind: a French aristocrat in a fancy collar, a black-haired lady goat-herder, blue hair ribbons, a moonless night sky, feet running up the stone steps.

      How silly. She blinked, her thoughts crystalizing. Like those ridiculous gothics—

      Oh.

      The story came to her like a summer thunderstorm— sudden, loud, relentless. The stiff, buttoned-up baron, the comely peasant girl— but was she a peasant or an orphan? Was the word ‘comely’ used anymore? Details, details. Merle sat up in bed, a charge of electricity like lightning running down to her fingertips.

      Her heart was beating wildly. No Liaisons Dangereuses, no French farce, this story would be set in the countryside, high on a hill, in a remote château. The Dordogne? In winter, cold, bare branches on trees. Unhappy loners, tragedy, lost in their misery. Maybe a ferocious storm, a weather bomb, would hit, like in Scotland.

      Or. . .

      Out of bed, in a frenzy, she rifled through her bag for her notebook and a pen. In the kitchen she poured herself a large glass of rosé and sat at the small table.

      She opened her notebook, ripped out her to-do lists, and began to write.
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          On the TGV

        

      

    

    
      Pascal locked his car in the lot at the modern Avignon railway station, bought a ticket, and jumped onboard the last car of the high-speed train, the TGV. He’d torn across the coast on the A9 from Agde. Before he could find his seat the train pulled out, heading north to Paris.

      His assigned place was next to a young woman with a baby. On his seat the child was laid out, legs wiggling in the air. He kept walking through the car, looking for somewhere to land. As the train reached maximum speed he was tucked in next to an empty seat, by the window, in première class. He’d have to use his badge to remain but he had no worries. No more passengers would board. This was a direct route, no stops. Ah, French trains. They were the best.

      The light was fading from the flat, vineyard-filled Bouche de Rhône as they climbed higher into the Massif Central. The day had been long but productive. The team that came together in the small coastal town of Agde, full of holiday makers, sailboats, and sandy beaches, had worked hard. Two officers were already embedded undercover at the winery. The evidence of fraud, of switching native grapes with imported ones, was unmistakable. Not unexpected here on the Mediterranean coastline where boats could come and go with little oversight. A long-time smuggler’s haven, a backwater far removed from the chic resorts of the Côte d’Azur.

      But not far from the eyes of the Police Nationale. This particular winery had been under suspicion for a couple years, since their prices seemed too good to be true. Then they won a wine-tasting contest that brought them more publicity and the prices went up like a rocket. Good for business, bad for gangsters. The investigation would break in just a few days, with multiple arrests.

      At dinner Pascal received a reply on one of his inquiries about the other matter. His team was deep into their buckets of moules when the email arrived on his mobile phone. Attached to the email from a friend in Paris was a newspaper article. Another one about Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. He clicked open the attachment.

      The screenshot appeared to be an article on a website of some sort. Something called Français Pour L’amour, or ‘French for Love.’ It was written in a slang sort of French that was used by young people and immigrants. And perhaps tourists. The article’s headline read ‘J'ai Dit Ne Pas le Faire’ or ‘I Said Don’t Do That!’

      He recognized the locale of the photo, the Tuileries, the famous gardens in central Paris. In the large fountain near l’Orangerie, where children often sailed colorful boats and office girls took in the sun, stood a woman up to her knees in water, drenched to the skin, dripping from her arms, her blue skirt, her hair. Her white blouse was nearly transparent, her black lingerie visible. Her hair covered much of her face, dark brown strings to her chin.

      The email from his colleague read: “Is that your man on the left, behind the green chair?”

      Pascal left the table on the outside patio and found a dark corner inside the restaurant. He squinted, enlarging the photograph on his tiny, ridiculous phone. Behind the green chair stood a man in a hat, laughing, one hand on the back of the chair. It looked like Bruno but it was hard to tell.

      He took a close look at each person in the photograph, school boys, couples, elderly women, before returning finally to the woman in the fountain. With a shock he realized it was Elise Bennett, Merle’s sister. That was her chin, with the dimple. And floating in the water was her yellow sac à main, a bright sunny handbag. He remembered it because it was quite expensive, an Hermès. Possibly a knock-off but recognizable all the same. He wanted to examine it in Scotland, check for authenticity, but never had the chance.

      And there was Bruno, standing back, his chest concave from laughter. His ugly face contorted in glee. Pascal felt a familiar hatred pulsing up from his chest.

      Bruno.

      What had happened? Had she tripped and fallen into the fountain? Why wasn’t he helping her out? Had someone— Bruno?— pushed her? Had she simply lost her balance reaching for a sailboat? She looked ridiculous, humiliated. And he stood by, joining the general mirth.

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Elise was in Paris, and that Pascal would find her and save her.
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      Francie Bennett sat in the waiting room at the police station where Jinty Arbuckle was being held, waiting to see her. This would be their third conversation and the only one without her lawyer, Glynn Barra. Glynn didn’t act keen on Francie befriending her client. There appeared to be some competition for the young woman’s affection in Glynn’s mind. Or maybe she just didn’t like Francie.

      She adjusted the neckline of her blouse, buttoning up one more level. France realized she could be irritating. Intimidating at times, when it suited her as it often did. And meddling in affairs where no one wanted her interference. But that was the way things got done, she thought stubbornly. If you didn’t push, the status quo would just float along and pretty soon Jinty Arbuckle would be locked up for the rest of her life.

      Although Glynn did explain that the charge would probably not be first degree murder or whatever the legal term was here, but more likely the American equivalent of manslaughter. Jinty didn’t claim to try to hurt Miss Petrie, just admitted to giving her a shove. A fatal shove as it turned out, but still unplanned. So perhaps fifteen years of her life. Whatever the sentence it was unwarranted and unjust and way too long.

      Francie hadn’t admitted to Glynn that she was well and good plastered by the time of the events that evening. She hadn’t gone looking for the stupid sheep. She had drunk who-knows-how-much wine at lunch and dinner, then in the evening wandered around outside with a wine bottle by the neck, guzzling more. Later she drank more, cognac by the fire. She couldn’t even remember seeing Jinty come into the drawing room, when she supposedly voiced concern about Vanora’s whereabouts.

      It was troubling. The devil-may-care drinking seemed perfect at the beginning of the week. Whisky tour + solo-at-the-wedding: blotto here we come. It seemed like the practical choice. And then the storm hit and the power went out. Who wouldn’t turn to a nice red for solace?

      She decided she needed to stop drinking. Or decrease anyway. A glass of wine at dinner, that was all. So far she’d been good for exactly three days and she felt much better. And kind of righteous. That would wear off but the other good feelings would remain— blissful calm, clear thinking, and a positive outlook. Well, a girl could hope.

      She had Jinty Arbuckle and her impossible confession to thank for turning around her decline into alcoholism. But now, Francie thought as she opened her binder on her knees, she had to get the girl to retract her confession.

      The Medical Examiner’s report had just come back. The autopsy on Vanora Petrie hadn’t shown anything unusual. Death by drowning, muddy water in her lungs. A horizontal, elongated bruise across her forehead where she had either clocked herself and had help getting clocked. It was kind of hard to imagine going down that hard in a mud puddle. But there were some rocks hidden in the water. One large rock, flat on top and eighteen inches wide, was right under the surface of the puddle, the police determined.

      Still, connecting Jinty to the death was a stretch in Francie’s opinion. They hadn’t actually linked the push that Jinty claimed she exacted on the housekeeper to the woman’s fall into the water. Jinty said she saw Vanora go down but Francie didn’t believe it. There was not much to believe in the young woman’s tale.

      Francie had been poking around in Jinty’s background. She had one last interview to do, with Mrs. Logan. She wasn’t looking forward to that. Callum’s mother was such a dragon lady. Francie wasn’t afraid of her. She just knew the woman would be difficult. It appeared to be her middle name. And Francie wasn’t sure she could stop herself from saying something nasty about the way Fiona had treated Annie.

      The matron called her name. Francie gathered her things and was led to an interrogation room where Jinty sat, prim and proper in her street clothes. She looked a little worse for wear, her hair greasy and lank, dark shadows under her eyes. But she hadn’t yet been formally charged. Was it a sign? They weren’t making her wear ugly prison garb, and they allowed Francie, her pseudo counsel, to interview her alone.

      Jinty blinked up at her silently, her dark eyes troubled. Francie arranged herself on the chair and her notes on the table before stretching out a hand. “Good afternoon, Jinty. Are they treating you well?”

      The young caretaker gave her hand a quick shake then put both hands in her lap as she shrugged.

      “How’s the food? Is it rank?”

      Jinty squinted at her, annoyance across her eyebrows. “Why are you here? Where is Glynn?”

      “She’ll be in to see you later,” Francie said, smiling. “She said we could talk. Is that all right?”

      “Are you my counsel then?”

      “No. Glynn is your counsel but I’m helping her. You know I’m a lawyer in the US?”

      “Like your sisters.” Jinty looked skeptical.

      “Right. So I’ve heard your story about what happened that night, when Vanora went missing. And I’ve talked to the others, to my sisters, to Mrs. MacKeegan, to Killian and Gunni.” She paused for a reaction but there was none. “No one saw you outside that night, Jinty. Not after the search for the sheep.”

      “Well, I was, wasn’t I? I went back and forth between the house and quarters.”

      Francie nodded. “‘Quarters’? Is that what you call your rooms? It sounds sort of like the Army. Did you have any problems with Mrs. Logan, Jinty?”

      “No, mum.”

      Francie hated that practice of calling everyone ‘mum.’ It made her feel ancient. “You can call me Francie. I’m trying to be your friend, Jinty.” The young woman slouched but said no more. “How about with Killian? Any issues?”

      “No.”

      “You like him, isn’t that right? Does he like you?”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      “He’s not easy to talk to. He almost walked out on me. Kinda cute though, isn’t he?” The young woman’s face was unresponsive, stony and resigned. Francie continued, “What about Gunni? He’s a piece of work.”

      Jinty straightened then, blinking before regaining her composure. “No problems.”

      “Is that so? Were you keeping tabs on Gunni? Reporting on his behavior to Mrs. Logan?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you are in charge of the staff. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      No answer.

      “So if Gunni did something, or Vanora, or even Killian did something that was dangerous or wrong, you would report it to Mrs. Logan.”

      “But no one did anything wrong.” Her voice rose a little. “Except me.”

      Francie opened her binder and leafed through several pages. “Gunni is related to you, isn’t he? What is he, your second cousin?”

      Jinty swallowed hard and finally nodded.

      “Did you take this job to make someone in the family happy? To report back to them about Brian? That’s Gunni’s real name, right? Brian Gunn.”

      Jinty folded her arms across her chest.

      Francie pushed on: “Is it your grandfather you report to? Or your mother?”

      She said nothing.

      “Or do you go directly to Gunni’s father, your mother’s cousin? That would make sense. He’s in Australia, right? But with email and all, that’s not a problem.”

      Jinty put her arms on the table and laid her head on them. Her shoulders looked small, her spirit broken. It was the biggest reaction Jinty had to anything for three days. Francie sensed a crack in her facade.

      “What about Mrs. Logan? Does she know you’re covering for Gunni? Does your mother know you’re doing this for the family, laying down your future? Does Gunni’s father know you’re going to prison for his son? Maybe we should write him in Australia? I have his address. Brisbane, correct? Should I drop him a note?”

      After another long silent pause, Francie went on. “Gunni’s been in a few scrapes, I see. Fighting, mobbing, drinking. Glasgow’s a rough town. He went to school there for a while, before his father took off for Australia. Gunni ran with a crowd who liked to mix it up. He’s doing much better up here in the Highlands. But there was one incident last year. Where is it? I have it here somewhere.”

      Francie made a point of shuffling papers, trying to get the girl to look up. She didn’t.

      “Here we go. ‘Breach of the peace, malicious mischief, indecent exposure, running sheep through the village without a permit, uttering threats.’ Kind of went on a little rampage, didn’t he? Maybe some Scottish ale involved? Was that when his grandfather contacted Mrs. Logan again?”

      Francie turned to a page. “Because that wasn’t the first time they’d spoken. Gunni’s grandfather is an old friend of Mrs. Logan. They went to school together, years ago. Isn’t that a coincidence? Or not. Seems like everybody went to school with everybody in Scotland.”

      More silence.

      “Because Grandpa got Gunni his job, didn’t he? Just like he got you your job, by calling in a favor to Mrs. Logan. And part of your writ is to keep Gunni in line. Keep an eye on him. Discourage him from drinking too much and creating scenes in the village. To keep him safe and sober up in the hills. Protect the family name and reputation.”

      Jinty sat back then, her face reddened but still fierce. Her arms across her chest were stiff with something— fear or fury. Her mouth twisted as she said in a low voice, “So we’re related. So what?”

      Francie closed her binder with ceremony. “Do you think he pushed Vanora that night? Did you see it?”

      She blinked furiously and for a minute Francie thought she would keep up the charade. The clock ticked on the wall. Finally Jinty shook her head: no.

      “Did he tell you he pushed her?”

      She shook her again.

      “Did anyone say they saw Gunni push Vanora that night?”

      “No.”

      “So you don’t know if Gunni pushed her that night but you have reason to believe he might have done it, is that right?”

      Jinty shrugged and looked at the side wall.

      “No one saw what happened, Jinty. Not you, not my sisters, not Mrs. MacKeegan or the old guy. Nobody. Not even Gunni.”

      She examined Francie’s face then, as if searching for answers.

      Francie leaned toward her. “For all we know the woman toppled over and hit her head on that rock. Her blood alcohol was pretty high.” She leafed again through to the autopsy report. “Point one. Legally drunk. And maybe too intoxicated to navigate an enormous puddle at night while balancing a plate.”

      “No one knows what happened to her, Jinty. Not you. Because you never saw Vanora Petrie that night. You cared about her, didn’t you? You were worried about her. You came back to the main house to see if anyone had seen her. My sisters went to the kitchen with you and you saw that the plate was missing. But she never made it to Mr. Craigg’s that night. She only made it as far as that puddle.”

      “Where was Gunni?” Jinty whispered.

      “Out wrestling sheep,” Francie said. “Pascal said he left him in the some pasture about eleven-thirty. When he came by the gate, Vanora was gone. Was she at the gate when you went by?”

      “No. But I looked for her after midnight.”

      “And did you find her?” Jinty shook her head. Francie sighed inwardly. Jinty was fully engaged in her own retraction now. “Did you see anyone outside?”

      “No.”

      “You came and went through the front door, correct? Did you look at the puddle as you went by?”

      Jinty blinked, hunching now. “The moon had gone down and it was verra dark. The power was out, remember.”

      “So she might have been in the water then?”

      Tears ran down Jinty’s face now. Francie reached out for her but she shrank back, crying hard. “You can’t blame yourself.”

      “I— I called her a blootert, a drunk. She was stealin’ sips from a bottle in her apron alla time like we couldn’t see her doin’ it, or dinnae care. After dinner we were in the kitchen and she was raggin’ on about the dark and doin’ the washin’. I had jist had it with her. She turned on me then and told me to mind me own business and that all o’ you were down in the cellar, grabbing bottles like they was free and drinkin’ all the family wine.” She sobbed and brushed her eyes.

      “She was right about that. We all had too much to drink that night. Except you, Jinty.” Francie let her cry for a minute then said, “Why did you think Gunni was involved? Because of the brawling?”

      “Vanora hated him. She was always callin’ him a sheep-shagger, an idjit. Right to his face! She was a bossy one. She would tell him what to do and he dinnae like it.” Jinty peered up at Francie with bloodshot eyes. “I saw him push her once when she was clingin’ on him. He disnae like to be touched.”

      “Pascal mentioned that,” Francie said. “Gunni is an interesting individual. He is pretty anti-social. And your cousin. But not, as far as the evidence goes, a murderer.”

      You could almost see the relief come off Jinty in waves. Fresh tears fell on her cheeks as she shook her head, a half smile twisting her lips. “No. No, he’s not.”

      “And neither are you, Jinty Arbuckle.”
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      Pascal smoked a cigarette outside the Police Nationale headquarters in the center of Paris, waiting for Yves to emerge. He checked his watch. His colleague was twenty minutes late, nothing really. Yet Pascal was anxious. He wanted to get on with this, find Bruno and Elise, get the goods on the little man, and make sure Elise was all right.

      He hadn’t told Merle about this plan, in case it all went badly. He didn’t know Elise that well, but from her behavior this week at the wedding events she seemed to enjoy playing the wild one, tweaking her nose at her more conventional sisters. Pascal didn’t see Merle that way, as conventional. American, yes, and definitely not French. But he supposed the youngest sister had a certain license. She could play the rebel and they would pat her on the head. He just hoped her wildness hadn’t got her in over that pretty little head.

      He brought up the website photograph on his phone and the humiliation she must have felt stabbed him again. He hoped Elise hadn’t read the comments on the blog which were numerous and in six or seven different languages. The photo had been posted to Facebook and Twitter, strangely enough, as if the people in it had no rights to privacy. The French took privacy very seriously but that wasn’t the case everywhere. The top comment, in French, read: “Watch where you’re going, idiot! You’re not in Kansas anymore.” The next, in German: “American whore! Looking for gold in pigeon shit hole.” They got increasingly vile.

      He clicked off his phone and stamped out his cigarette. Where was Yves? He glanced around at tourists taking photographs with their phones like the one of Elise, and mothers with children in strollers, students in tight jeans, old men tottering along.

      He suddenly wondered how he could have left Merle behind in that awful little cottage with no one but crazy Irene for company. Irene, who had a good heart, frequently smelled of the barnyard. When Merle could be here, basking in the golden sunshine of Paris, wearing something sexy and short, showing off her legs, enjoying spring in the City of Light. Why had he not brought her? He wanted to spend every free moment with her, he knew that now even though it was impossible.

      He realized he’d left Merle at his place for an unconscious reason: to keep her there, to himself, as long as possible. If she was in Paris she’d be distracted by— whatever. Museums, bridges, meals, other men. He wanted her to himself. This was not a pleasant realization. He couldn’t keep her hostage. She needed to make her own decisions. She would soon go home. She promised to come to the Dordogne again in the summer, just a month or two away, but what would he be doing then? He had an idea it would be a busy summer, as it always was in the South.

      Then she would go home. Her home, far away. He could already feel the empty ache of her absence. It was slightly ridiculous, he admitted to himself. And yet.

      Yves Souci emerged at last from the blocky yellow stone edifice. He paused, checking his watch, and looked around for Pascal. He raised a hand in greeting and headed to where Pascal stood by a lamp post.

      They walked to a nearby café and found a table on the sidewalk, under an umbrella. Yves was always concerned about sunburn. He was very fair, a Norman from the north coast. Pascal had spent the night on Yves’s sofa, in his cramped apartment in the 14th. They ordered salads and a small pitcher of rosé. As Pascal sipped his wine he thought of Merle again, alone, drinking rosé with the goats.

      He leaned forward, knowing he was making too much of this situation but unable to dial back his impatience. “What have you found?” he asked Yves. “His address?”

      Yves’s eyebrows jumped. “Last known, that’s all. He doesn’t own a flat.”

      “No? I assumed.” Pascal looked at the scrap of paper Yves pushed across the table. Pascal turned on his mobile and entered the address, squinting at the map. “I hate this tiny thing. I will get a new one next month, I hope.”

      “Remember when we all wanted tiny phones?” Yves shook his head. They were the same age, and had trained in the acadèmie together. It seemed like, and was, decades ago. “Do you ever see— ” He waved his hand, trying to remember.

      “Clarisse?” His ex-wife. “No.”

      “Pity. I try to stay friendly with the exes,” Yves smirked. “You never know.”

      “I do know,” Pascal said, feeling sour as usual at the topic. “Are you with someone now?” Not that Yves was ‘un playboy’ except in his mind. His fair skin had wrinkled badly and his blonde hair was shot with white. Still, advancing age never stopped a Frenchman.

      “Bien sûr, mon ami. Her name is Amandine. She is a model.” He was quite proud of himself. “She is crazy about me.”

      “Bravo.” Pascal raised his wine glass to Yves. Be nice, he told himself. You need him. “And what of this Bruno Nordvilles-Moura? What do we know about him?”

      “His record of arrest and imprisonment, as I said. His family is an old one, some Italian in there and a former Count somewhere to the North but penniless, I’m told. I don’t know what he’s up to now. Still digging around. He’s been banned from the wine trade but that doesn’t mean he won’t stick a toe in where it doesn’t belong. We will find out.”

      “And is someone actively looking into that?” Pascal knew how these things worked. No one would look twice at Bruno unless someone raised a flag.

      “Well, you, my friend,” Yves crowed.

      Pascal shook his head. “I want to stay out of this. It’s personal.”

      Yves nodded. “A woman? Of course.”

      Pascal smiled. “Can you help me? I hate to ask you for more favors, Yves. But it is rather urgent.”

      Yves wiggled his eyebrows. “Of course it is, you sly fox. I will do my best.”

      

      Bruno’s last known address was beyond the Boulevard Périférique, the ring road that marked the old city walls around Paris. They had been torn down centuries before but the stigma remained, you were ‘inside’ or ‘outside.’ In Bruno’s case he was far from any view of the Seine, as he had claimed. His view, if he had one at all, would be of Les Puces, the flea market that operated several blocks away from his Rue du Plaisir address.

      The street had not been aptly named. The only pleasures evident here were the selling of tired furniture in open doorways and garage spaces, and even that looked more flea-bitten than pleasant. The number for Bruno was a white house with a boldly blue metal shuttered door. Pascal banged on it. It wasn’t apparent if this was also a garage, or a large shuttered doorway. The two-story brick buildings were well-kept for the area, their front fences painted bright colors of the desert.

      He moved to the indigo gate, half shuttered behind the wrought iron, also blue. It was locked. In the tiny garden were children’s toys, a small tricycle, a ball, a folding chair. He called out: “Allo? Il y a quelqu'un?” No point in announcing the police in this neighborhood.

      Although an upstairs window was open, no one appeared. He looked for a buzzer but didn’t find one. He walked down the street to the open garage with the oriental rugs stacked on end. “Allo? Monsieur?”

      A door opened in the back and a man appeared. He was dark-skinned, wiping his hands on his pants, smiling. “Bonjour, monsieur. What can I help you? You would like a rug today?”

      His French was stilted, accented like many in the north of Paris. He looked over Pascal and his eyes rounded. He knew Pascal was police. No point in even saying it. His smile froze.

      “I am looking for someone who lived three doors down the street.” Pascal brought up the website picture on his phone, the only recent one he had of Bruno. He zoomed in on the laughing face. “This man. Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. French. Short.” He held up his mobile. “Do you recognize him? He lived in the house with the blue fence.”

      The man relaxed a bit, squinted at the screen, bent closer. “No. I am sorry.”

      “Have you lived here long?”

      “Since summer past.”

      “And your name, monsieur?”

      The man blinked nervously. “I am Persian, sir. Like the rugs.” Pascal merely nodded, waiting. “Habib Rostam. Monsieur.” He bowed slightly.

      Pascal clicked off his phone. “Who on the street can help me, Habib? Do you know who lives in the house with the blue fence?”

      “I only know family here. We keep to ourselves. I am sorry, monsieur.”

      Although he returned to the house with the blue fence Pascal got nothing from Rue du Plaisir. He knocked on more doors, stopped a car, talked to a pedestrian, an old woman, went round to the small grocery on the next block. No one remembered Bruno, or they weren’t talking.

      The address was probably years old. Bruno had been in the countryside, at the winery of his friends, for at least two years as they planned their scheme. Pascal walked back to the Porte de Clignancourt Metro station. He was wearing the new boots he’d bought in Scotland and missed his old, rain-ruined ones. His feet hurt.

      At least the weather was fine. Merle would have enjoyed it.

      The call from Yves Souci came as he emerged at Châtelet and walked through a nursery vendor’s potted plants toward the river. The Seine smelled a little bad today, fishy. A breeze picked up from the North, fluttering awnings and ladies’ skirts.

      “You ready for this, eh, d’Onscon?” Yves asked.

      “Ready for what?”

      “He’s working for us.” Yves laughed. “Yes, he is working for the Wine Fraud Division.”

      “Bruno Nordvilles-Moura?”

      “The one and only. He has been pressed into duty. That is how he got out of prison early. Nobody tells me anything around here,” Yves complained.

      Pascal sat on a bench in a little green space. “What is he doing for us?” It was hard to imagine him as a useful creature.

      “They sent him to the UK. He was undercover as a winery expert. That is not his real name, you know.”

      “But his arrests, those were in his name?”

      “They have arranged things so we can see, but not for general consumption. You know their intrigues, Pascal. They love nothing better than to obfuscate. And who suffers? We who are supposed to be working for them, with them.”

      Pascal swore. The administration of the Police Nationale was just like other branches of government, full of twisted motivations, dark schemes, and old friendships. Most of the time they worked, but every so often it was just a pile of crap.

      “Who’s brilliant idea was it to send a known scam artist, a con man, undercover?” he asked.

      “Oh, I did not ask,” Yves said flatly. He sighed.

      “So that address you sent me to, where no one knew him?”

      “Phony as the river is long.”

      “Did they tell you his real name? Where he lives?”

      “I’m sorry. I cannot.”

      “Cannot, or will not?”

      “My hands are tied, Pascal. Someone high up is pulling the strings on this one. I did hear one thing. That he has returned to Paris because he believed his cover was blown in Scotland. He was to look for indications of origin irregularity. Like French grapes in their own bottles there. Why would anyone do that? It’s all nonsense. But they say he felt exposed and feared for his safety.”

      Pascal looked at the clouds. “Well, I nearly pounded his head in.”

      “Bien sûr.”

      “Can you tell me who he is working with? Anything, Yves.”

      “Dommage. From the top, mon ami.”

      Pascal stared at the greenish water flowing to the sea, a slow, inexorable march to oblivion. How would he find Elise now? He wanted to go back to Merle, curl up in bed and smell the scent of her neck. He could get the next TGV, be in Avignon by eight. It was just as well he hadn’t told Merle anything. She wouldn’t be disappointed in him.

      He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his mobile still in his hands. What more could he do? He would text one of the sisters, see if they’d heard from Elise. He scrolled through his contacts. Callum. He would call Callum.

      The Scot answered quickly. “Pascal! We were just talking about you and Merle.”

      “Ah, yes? Something nice, I hope.”

      There was a scuffling then Annie came on: “Where are you, Pascal? Is Merle there?”

      “No, I am in Paris on business. She is in the South. Annie, have you heard from Elise?”

      “I think Francie has. Hey, Francie. Tell Pascal what you heard from Elise.”

      Francie came on the line. It was hard to keep up. So many sisters and they sounded one like the other.

      “Hey, where are you? Is it sunny and warm?”

      He didn’t want to talk about weather. “Did you hear from Elise? I think she is in Paris.”

      “She is! How did you know? She texted me this afternoon. Just a little check-in so I wouldn’t worry. After last summer when I got nabbed by dog-nappers I got a little fierce about checking in. I’m proud I got through to her on that.”

      “Where is she?”

      “With that douche-bag, Bruno. She didn’t sound that happy, to tell you the truth. She was doing that fake enthusiasm thing. Lots of smiley emojis.”

      “Does her mobile work? Did she text from it?”

      “I think so. Wait, it was a new number.” Footsteps, jangling keys. “Here you go. Ready?”

      Pascal put his phone on speaker mode and tapped in Elise’s phone number. “Merci. I may check in on her while I’m in the city.”

      “Are you coming back, Pascal?” Francie asked.

      “I don’t think so. But it was very nice seeing all the sisters. I hope your father does well. À bientôt.”

      He hung up and dialed Elise. It rang four times and disconnected. No voicemail. He looked at the number again. It was a French mobile number, not a US one. Had Bruno given her his phone? Or bought her a burner?

      He stood up. It was nearly six o’clock. He had just enough time to get someone to trace a cell phone signal before they all went out for aperitifs.
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      Francie handed Callum back his mobile phone. They sat in the drawing room at Kincardie House where outside the late afternoon sun shone on the trees by the river and glinted off the cars in the gravel parking area. Gunni and Killian had finally towed the enormous oak tree out of the drive this morning. All day the whine of the chain saw had permeated the air as they cut it up. It was finally quiet.

      She frowned, thinking about the call. Pascal was worried about Elise. She could tell. He didn’t call to chat.

      Annie and Callum were drinking wine by the cold fireplace. This room looked so different today compared to the night after the storm, the night the power was out and Vanora went missing. That night, by firelight, through a haze of cognac, everything looked a bit magical. Tonight the red upholstery looked faded and worn. The walls appeared dusty, the wood panelling cracked. The paintings of ancestors and various stags of yore looked a bit sad, like they didn’t understand all that they lived and loved was over.

      Francie sat back in the little flowered chair and stared at Elise’s text. It was short and simple, with lots of smileys. Why did it seem like her little sister wasn’t happy? There was no clue there, just a feeling. The main point was that if Elise was having a blast with her new boyfriend, running around Paris, she wouldn’t have bothered to text. She would have been too busy being a fabulous Parisian then Instagramming the parties and shoes. That was the crux of it. Elise wouldn’t be thinking about her sisters. Francie switched her phone off, remembering when they were so cut off out here, so truly ‘powerless.’

      “What did Pascal want?” Annie asked from across the room. Francie moved closer, to a straight-back chair by a side table. “Is Merle having fun?”

      “He was in Paris,” Francie said. “He seemed a little worried about Elise.”

      “Our wild child. It does seem a bit nuts to be running off with that bore.”

      “More like perv. What does she see in Bruno?” Francie mused, shuddering.

      Callum poured Francie a glass of wine. She took it then checked herself, setting it on the table. “Speaking of Bruno I got a call from Hugh today,” Callum said, taking his seat again. “Their scheme has been nixed by the organizers. The winery is a no-go. Hugh has lost that work. It’s disappointing. He has plenty, of course, but he was counting on that being a multi-year income stream.”

      “So Bruno is out of that money too?” Annie asked. Callum shrugged.

      “That’s too bad,” Francie said. “But seriously? A vineyard in Scotland? Whose hare-brained idea was that? It’s not warm enough here for grapes, is it?”

      “A doolally plan, I told Hugh,” he agreed. “But Bruno was doing all sorts of temperature and soil samples and other tests, scouting the right aspects of hillsides, analyzing the drainage. They thought he knew what he was doing.”

      Annie squinted at Callum. “Bruno never seemed like the scientific type.”

      Francie laughed. “No.” She took a tiny sip of wine and pushed it to the back of the table. “Is your mother joining us, Callum?”

      “She’ll be down for dinner. You’ll stay, won’t you?”

      She checked her watch. She’d been expecting the call from Glynn Barra by now. It was getting late. “Let me just make a call.”

      Outside Kincardie House Francie dialed Glynn’s number. When she returned to the drawing room, the atmosphere looked brighter, the colors clearer.

      She smiled at Callum. “I need to speak to Fiona.”

      

      The dismissal of charges against Jinty Arbuckle, through her retraction of the confession, lightened the atmosphere at dinner. The death would likely be deemed an accidental drowning. Glynn Barra had given Francie the good news, congratulated her on getting Jinty to talk, but said the paperwork wouldn’t be finished until morning. One more night in the slammer for Jinty, but then she’d be free.

      Francie stayed for dinner although she had told her mother and father she’d join them at the Hydro. She felt like celebrating, but watched her wine. One glass, that’s all, her good angel intoned. Callum and Annie seemed like their old selves, touching hands, heads together, whispers, sly smiles. That left Francie to talk to the old bat, Mrs. Logan. But even she was relaxed and superficially pleasant, even while giving her son and Annie little darting looks.

      Mrs. Logan’s final participation in Jinty’s case was after-the-fact but important for Francie. It dotted all the i’s. Fiona knew of the family connection between Jinty Arbuckle and the sheep man/cousin, and hoped when she hired Jinty that Gunni’s carousing would be corralled. You couldn’t really expect a Scotsman to not drink and cut loose once in a while, Fiona admitted, feeling generous. But she agreed with her old friend, Gunni’s grandfather, that the young man needed someone to keep tabs on him. That was where Jinty came in. She could stay through the cold seasons and watch out for bad behavior. The cold and isolation could be hard on a man. Just look at ol’ Craigg, cantankerous old thing. He hadn’t performed any care-taking duties for years, since his arthritis had gotten so bad. It seemed like a win for everyone, Fiona Logan said.

      Had Gunni done something bad that night? Had he and Vanora had an argument, a pushing match, or worse? Neither Fiona nor Francie thought so. But they’d probably never know. The sheep were Gunni’s main concern and no one saw him after Pascal left him in the far pasture, counting his herd and looking for strays. He may have disliked Vanora, but really, who didn’t? Even Mrs. Logan said she would likely have fired the woman before the summer was out. Her drinking, laziness, and insubordination were legendary.

      Francie wouldn’t have used those words herself. The dead are gone. They couldn’t defend themselves. Vanora’s reputation wasn’t going to improve, not after falling down drunk in a mud puddle. But it wasn’t helpful, or nice, to have people disparage you after you’re gone.

      Francie left the three of them at the dinner table, foregoing her dessert. “Must run,” she explained vaguely. In truth she was dying to drive triumphantly through the glen, pedal to the floor, wind in her hair, while shouting at the top of her lungs: Jinty is free! Freeing someone was an incredible feeling. Exonerating them, repairing their reputation, taking away the stain of guilt, giving them back their lives: it felt like a whole new bright, shiny world.

      She loved Scotland.

      Francie realized, rounding the last hill as the houses appeared, lights twinkling in windows, that she wanted more of this. Not Scotland but this feeling of justice and exoneration. She could eat this up like cake, like chocolate cake with curls on top. Why not? She would change her focus in law. Forget about spats between neighbors, hideous prenups, frivolous lawsuits, business contracts, and incorporations. She would defend the innocent. She would find the truth, and free those unjustly accused.

      She would make a difference. As they say, one life at a time.
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      The gravel crunched under the tires of the BMW as Pascal pulled up to the cottage. It was late morning and the birds had quieted in the trees. He cut the engine and felt the fatigue and relief settle into his bones. Everything was still.

      He nudged Elise. Curled into the passenger seat she opened her eyes, blinking against the morning sun. “Where are we?”

      “My place. Merle is here.” He snapped off his seat belt and opened the car door. He waited for Elise to join him then they went into the cottage.

      The night had been long for both of them. They were exhausted. It had begun at ten the night before when Pascal had finally reached Elise on the mobile number. He had told her to leave it on, to stash it somewhere, and they would trace the signal. She put it in a wastebasket in the bathroom, under the plastic liner. She didn’t know where she was staying, having arrived in the dead of night and apparently been inside ever since. Except that day at the Tuileries, of course, their first day in Paris when she realized what an asshole Bruno really was. After that he’d basically held her captive in the dank apartment. A friend’s, he said. His own was being renovated, he said.

      It had taken several hours for Pascal’s colleagues to get the permissions and trace the signal. Even then it was a vague clue, a city block. When Elise finally returned to the phone, at nearly three in the morning, Bruno was sleeping. She called Pascal and they worked out a plan for her to signal him. The apartment buildings in that district were four and five floors, with shutters and grates over the windows. Elise followed his instructions, opened the shutters and the blinds, left a light on in a bathroom facing the street, and waited. It took Pascal three false turns and then finally victory. He saw her face in the window. After signaling her to remain in the apartment he waited below on the street, in his car, vigilant. He  caught the street door after Bruno left in the morning and ran up the stairs, finding her behind the door in two tries. Pascal had to break down the door but it wasn’t his first time. They went to the railway station immediately, and now here they were, far from the clutches of the little Napoleon.

      Elise was disheveled. She hadn’t bathed since her fall into the fountain, she explained, and out of spite Bruno had hidden her suitcase. The first thing she did at Pascal’s was head for the bathroom for a hot shower. He checked the bedroom. Merle wasn’t there. He looked in the orchard, on the patio, but she wasn’t there. He called her mobile phone. She didn’t answer.

      On the kitchen table a mess of paper and pens and dirty wine glasses and plates lay in jumbled heaps. A mess unlike Merle, he thought, a little worry beginning. He looked at the open notebook covered with scribbling, dense sentences in her terrible handwriting about someone named Odette. Was this a case she was working on? But she didn’t do that sort of law, did she?

      He waited impatiently for Elise to clean up. When Pascal had met her at the door that morning they searched the apartment for her suitcase. They found it in a back closet, hidden under a pile of old linen. Why Bruno had to further humiliate her by keeping her filthy and smelling of pond scum was a mystery. Perhaps the sisters were right, he was perverted.

      Elise emerged from the bath with wet hair and a smile on her face. She wore white slacks and a red blouse and looked more rested than he felt. The drive from Avignon was longer than he recalled.

      “That was heavenly,” she said. She looked around the house, the kitchen in disarray, the bed with a lump of blankets, the underwear on the floor. “Where’s Merle?”

      “Come. Let’s take a walk.”

      

      When they entered the barn they paused to let their eyes adjust. Pascal whispered, “Merle?” but there was no answer. He stepped farther in, Elise at his heels.

      Irene had told them she was in here. She’d been a bit mysterious about it though. Both Irene and her daughter were drinking espresso in the kitchen so it appeared there no ongoing births. Unless they were leaving that to Merle already.

      They found her curled into the straw in a stall, a small goat in her arms, the nipple of a bottle in his mouth. Both of them had their eyes closed, sleeping like, well, babies. Elise bumped into Pascal when he stopped to stare down at them. She gave a little gasp.

      “Oh my god, that is precious,” Elise whispered. She pulled out her mobile phone, also recovered in her suitcase, and snapped a photo of her sister cuddling a goat. She covered her mouth, giggling.

      Pascal squatted down, sitting on his heels. Merle looked so peaceful, her hair hanging over half her face, her lips fluttering in a light snore. The kid, a buff and white little beast, all knobby knees and kitten ears, opened one brown eye and twitched. He sucked fiercely on the nipple and squirmed. Merle patted his back, eyes still shut. “It’s okay, Henri. Je suis ici.”

      The little goat relaxed at her voice then spied Pascal again.

      “Moi aussi,” Pascal whispered. He touched the kid’s soft nose. Merle opened her eyes then.

      “You’re back,” she said sleepily, jostling the kid in her arms. She blinked up at Elise. “You too. Oh, thank god. Here.” She handed the goat to Pascal and stood up. He took Henri, juggling him and his bottle like a basket of bones. “Careful,” she warned. “He’s just a baby. Two days old.”

      Merle hugged Elise. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” Elise put on her brave face but it cracked a little. “What a wanker, as they say.”

      “But you’re not hurt?” Merle turned her, checking all sides. “Or here?” She patted her heart.

      “Just feeling stupid.” Elise grimaced.

      “How did you find her?” Merle asked Pascal who was now nuzzling the goat to his own nose. “Where were you?” she asked Elise.

      They looked at each other as if pondering the tale. Elise said, “He called me. I was in Paris, locked into an apartment but I had no idea where. I sent a text to Francie and Pascal was able to trace it. We had to use signals.” She smiled sadly. “At least he didn’t have to wear a blue coat and march me down the aisle.”

      Merle crossed her arms, smiling at the Lydia reference, Pride and Prejudice always with them, one of the touchstones of their lives. Were they somehow acting out their destinies in the shadows of those fictional sisters? Merle was pretty sure she and boring, sanctimonious Mary had nothing in common. But just in case she made a quick promise to be less judgmental. Elise had escaped her French Wickham. It was enough.

      “Pascal is no Mr. Darcy anyway,” Merle said.

      “Are you sure?” Elise smirked. “But what have you been up to? Nursemaiding baby goats?”

      “Just kidding.” Merle smiled. “That’s a joke. Kidding is like lambing, but for goats.”

      Elise knelt down and took Henri from Pascal’s arms. “He’s adorable. Is he yours?”

      “No. I guess he could be. Irene only keeps the females, for the milk, for cheese. She sells the males. Isn’t he adorable? I’m in love.”

      Pascal stood up and watched the women fawn over the kid. It was the hormones, he guessed. Maternal instincts. He didn’t tell them that Irene sold her male goats to a farmer who raised them for restaurant fare. Let them love for awhile.

      Merle showed her sister where the other kids were hanging out in the pasture, dancing in the spring sunshine, where some of the bique-chevreau, mother-baby pairs were isolated, bonding in sheds. Henri was returned to his mother who sniffed him but appeared disinterested, munching grass as if nothing had happened. She had another young one. Perhaps she was overwhelmed.

      Back in the farmhouse Merle introduced her sister to Irene and Louise and they accepted a small cake to take home. Elise exclaimed about the blooming fruit trees, buzzing with insects, all the way back to the cottage. It was as if nothing had happened, as if she hadn’t been held against her will. Pascal didn’t understand women but he understood putting evil behind you and moving forward.

      They stepped into the kitchen and Merle immediately began apologizing for the mess. “I’ve been working on something. I went at it all night, like a fever, then I went over to help at Irene’s.”

      She was gathering up her papers, putting glasses in the sink. Pascal touched her arm. He repeated her words, softly: “It’s okay. Je suis ici.” She stopped, turning to him as he gently placed her arms around his neck. She glanced at Elise, a little embarrassed, as he kissed her. He whispered, “I missed you, chérie,” in her ear.

      They ate the cake, a classic quatre quarts pound cake, dense and sweet, as Elise told the story of her three days in Paris. It wasn’t a pretty one but she endured the telling of it until she asked Pascal how he had known she was in Paris. He was vague but she kept asking. Eventually he showed her the photo on his phone, her dripping in the fountain, lingerie on display. Merle snatched it from her, staring.

      Elise’s face reddened. “How the hell?”

      “The Tuileries,” Pascal said.

      “It’s a public garden,” Merle said gently. “Anyone can take a photo. But what a bastard, whoever posted it.”

      “What website is that?” Elise demanded, recovering from her shock.

      Pascal clicked his phone off. “I don’t know. Someone sent it to me.”

      “What happened?” Merle asked. “There. At the fountain.”

      Elise bit her lip. “It was our first day in Paris. It was okay for a while then he started teasing me. Holding my purse over the water. He climbed up on the wall of the fountain and threatened to throw it in. It was ruined, you know. By the water. I had to throw it away.”

      “Was it real Hermès?” Pascal couldn’t help but ask.

      “Are you kidding? No. Still it cost fifty bucks. Stasia got it for me in New York. Anyway I got up on the edge too, in heels, to get my purse back. My passport was in there, credit cards, everything. He wouldn’t give up. He just kept swinging it close then pulling it away.”

      “Like a child,” Pascal muttered.

      “Finally he lets go, flings my purse up in the air, like somehow I could catch it. I reach for it and— splash. In I go.”

      “What a creep,” Merle said. “Good riddance.”

      Pascal pondered telling the women that Bruno worked for the Police Nationale, but it was too ridiculous. Even as an informant it gave all of them a black eye. He would never get that image out of his mind, Bruno laughing at Elise, giving the crowd permission to demean and shame her. With any luck Pascal would get him fired.

      “Were you worried about me? I should have stayed with you in Scotland. I shouldn’t have run off. I didn’t want you to try to discourage me. It seemed so exciting. I hate being told not to do things. You remember. It makes me just want to do it all the more.” Elise rubbed her face, hunched into a kitchen chair. “It was stupid, I know. But I just wanted some fun, you know? A few days in Paris, with a hot Frenchman. You understand, Merle.” She glanced at Pascal then back at her sister.

      Merle took her hand. “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that every girl wants a few days in Paris with a hot Frenchman.” She winked at Pascal. “You just have to be choosy.”

      

      They all took long midday naps. Pascal and Merle curled together on the bed as the day warmed outside, still in their clothes, hers smelling of hay and goat. Elise stretched out on the lumpy sofa, fast asleep in seconds. The phone call woke Merle. She checked the time: 3 pm.

      “Stace?”

      “Hi. How are you?” She sounded nervous, causing Merle to sit up in bed.

      “Fine. Elise is here. Pascal rescued her from that creep.”

      “Good news.” She sounded distracted. “Listen, you guys need to come back here. Now.”

      Merle rubbed her eyes. “My flight isn’t until Sunday. I’m helping feed baby goats and— ” She almost said ‘writing a novel’ but swallowed the words.

      “Get back here in the morning. Can you do that? Bring Pascal and Elise.”

      “Wait. Tomorrow? We’re out in the country somewhere, Stasia. Not close to an airport or anything.”

      “So are we, remember? Just— can you do it?”

      “What’s going on? Is it Daddy?”

      Pascal rolled over and looked at her. Merle whispered, “It’s Stasia.”

      “No, Daddy’s fine. We’re all healthy. Except for Oliver who hurt himself throwing bowling balls on the grass but he’s fine. Just a broken finger. You have to come tomorrow, Merle. Seriously.”

      “Why are you being so adamant and so mysterious at the same time?”

      She sighed. “Because I’m hopeful— but not one-hundred-percent positive.” She lowered her voice. “About our favorite couple.”

      Merle gasped. “Really?”

      “And Francie got that Jinty girl off. She retracted her confession. Francie is high as a kite. In a good way.”

      “Wow. Any other news?”

      “Nothing that can’t wait until I see you tomorrow. Now get off this call and make reservations.”

      Stasia clicked off, leaving Merle staring at her phone. “We’re supposed to go back to Scotland tomorrow. General Stasia’s orders.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Can you go? She says I should bring you with me.”

      He propped himself up on an elbow. “Is it a wedding?” He groaned. “Not again.”
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      Annie arrived at Kincardie House at ten in the morning. She and Callum had promised each other a hike into the hills, to one of his favorite childhood spots hidden away somewhere. There was talk of exotic flowers and clear mountain lochs. The day was bright and clear with hardly a breath of wind. It felt like a gift after all the rain.

      So today was the day. She stood in the yard, reluctant to go inside, to leave the warmth of the sun, and watched the taxi back out and rumble over the metal bridge. The new bridge didn’t have the charm of the old one, not the looks of it or the sound. This one could be in a city somewhere, all industrial and cold. Still it had gotten her back with Callum and whatever happened next.

      He emerged from the coach house, wearing a jacket, green khaki trousers, and hiking boots and carrying a backpack. Every day he was in Scotland he looked more Scottish to her: ruddy, wind-blown, hardy. Nothing like the big city investment banker he impersonated in New York. Even his accent came back, thick and amusing.

      “I was looking for Mr. Craigg,” Callum explained, his smile drooping with worry. “He still hasn’t returned, or else he popped in and left again.”

      “That seems unlikely.” The man was more tortoise than hare.

      Callum nodded. “Just talking to Killian, the chauffeur. He hasn’t seen him for days. I tried to find Gunni but he was up and out before dawn.”

      “He knows the hills. He wouldn’t be lost, would he?” Annie asked.

      “Knows ‘em like the back of his hand.” Callum shouldered the backpack. “He would take the sheep out for months at a time, in the bygane.” He laughed at himself. “Back in the day. Sounding more like a native every day.”

      Annie wore hiking boots too, and old jeans, a waterproof jacket, and a small pack with a water bottle and granola bars. She jammed her canvas hat on her head and they strode out, over to the gate leading to the pastures then on to the wildness beyond.

      They walked for nearly an hour, up through the grassy pastures, cleared centuries before for livestock, on through low woods under-grown with bluebells and glossy green ground covers. The sun dappled the ground as it cut through the new leaves on the low-growing trees. They emerged on top of a ridge, skirted it, and climbed more in the open, on rocky outcroppings and ledges of limestone. Heather grew low and prickly, blooming pink and white.

      As they descended the other side the going got easier and they could talk. Callum took her hand. At last she felt relaxed enough to broach the subject.

      “I’m glad you told me about your father,” she said. “Now I understand your mixed feelings about coming home.”

      He nodded, still skittish about the subject, she thought. She squeezed his hand, encouraging him. “There’s more,” he said finally.

      “More?” she asked, stopping on the trail.

      “About the disease. It’s genetic. Inherited.”

      “Callum, I know. I read all about Huntington’s after you told me about your father.”

      His head whipped toward her, questioning. “You know about the genetics?”

      “I looked it up.” Annie dropped his hand and stepped closer to him. “That’s why Hugh and Davina have no children. Of course. But you and Hugh have been tested, right?” Her voice was gentle, reassuring.

      “Both of us were tested when I was nineteen. The test had just come out.”

      “And what are your CAGs?”

      He looked her in the eye, surprised. “You did look it up.” She smiled. “I have 32 repeats. Hugh has 29. We won’t get Huntington’s. Below 40 repeats is good. But that middle range, where Hugh and I are, means we could pass it on.”

      “Your children might have the full disease?”

      He nodded. “It’s a horrible thing, the suffering, the decline. Like Alzheimers and Parkinson's and ALS, all at the same time. I watched my father. It was agonizing, even as a child. I could never take the chance.”

      “Was that why you broke it off with Davina?”

      Callum frowned. “God, no. We were young and I wanted to go to Philadelphia. Just as I said.”

      She nodded. “Then I can tell you that if I wanted to have children I would had them by now. So we’re on the same page there.”

      He took her hand again and they walked in long, hopeful strides down the hill, past an old crenelated castle, a ruin with a miniature moat and drawbridge. Over stiles and through pastures, past houses small and grand. No one cared if you walked through, Callum said, as long as you didn’t let the livestock out. At the far end of one pasture, off in one corner, stood a couple shaggy golden brown Highland cows with wide, pointy horns like Texas Longhorns and heads like buffalo. Their heavy bodies and long hair were impressive but not particularly frightening. They chewed slowly, staring intently at the two hikers.

      “Don’t look at them,” Callum said, scampering up the stile’s steps and offering her a hand. “They’re curious, and mean devils. One caught me in the pants and threw me up in the air when I was a boy.”

      “That must have caused a scratch.”

      “Couldn’t sit down for weeks.”

      She slapped him where the horn must have hit and they both laughed.

      “So where is this fabled loch?” Annie asked.

      “Around the next hill,” he promised. “You’ll see.”

      They ate lunch along the shores of the loch, hidden away in the high country surrounded with bog orchids and heather. Callum spread their feast on a large, flat rock and poured wine, cut cheese, and fed Annie olives. They dozed in the sunshine until Callum’s watch began to buzz, signaling time to head back. He was more the planner than Annie was, thank goodness. They gathered everything into the packs and found the trail again.

      “Did I tell you my mother has fired the chauffeur and is determined to get a modern automobile? She’s got her eye on a red Range Rover.”

      Annie looked surprised. “Wow. What happened to spur that on?”

      “Seems Killian’s been stealing petrol and selling it in the village. That’s why there was no fuel for the generator after the storm.”

      “But she could have gotten a new chauffeur.”

      Callum smiled. “That was my doing. I told her the Rolls was too much trouble to keep maintained, which is true. That a new vehicle would be cheaper in the long run. And that having a chauffeur is bloody expensive. Pinching pennies is the way to Mother’s heart.”

      They took a different route back to Kincardie House, over a hill east of the shimmering loch. It was steep but Annie kept up with Callum, pausing near the summit to admire the view and catch her breath.

      “It’s so wild,” she said. “And beautiful.”

      “I have something to show you. Over here.” He led the way to the very top of the trail then across an open area full of grass and boulders. He stopped near a stone wall, part of an old structure now covered with moss and lichen, its broken pieces in heaps on the ground.

      “What is it?”

      “A bothy. A sheepherder’s hut from long ago.” He moved closer, touching the stones. “I would come up here and play soldiers. This was the bunker. Over there— ” He turned to a slight rise with low-growing shrubs. “Hugh set up his siege with some of his friends. We bombarded each other with mud clods.”

      “What fun.”

      “Yes, it was. I’d almost forgot about the bothy. I’ve forgotten so much about Scotland, about those days.” Callum walked around the other side of the ruin, pausing to shade his eyes. “Is that a horse?”

      Annie joined him. “Where? Oh, yes. It’s white. A little pony.”

      Callum took a few steps toward the horse then stopped. “Mister Craigg has a white pony,” he said quietly. He looked around. “He might be nearby.”

      They called for the old man then, as they slowly approached the little horse, trying to keep from frightening it. When they got close they saw it still had a halter over its head, and a lead rope trailing the ground. It whinnied at them, afraid, prancing a bit and backing away.

      “We’ll get Gunni to come up and catch her,” Callum said. “She doesn’t know us.” They backed away, out of the berry bushes they’d entered, to the open grass by the bothy. Annie turned back to the ruin.

      “Can we look inside? Maybe he left her some feed or something.”

      The roofless structure was nearly overgrown. In another century it would blend into the rocky mountain top completely, its worn stones tumbling with frost and snow. Annie stepped through an opening in the rocks. The space was shadowy, one wall still tall and fairly intact. She looked at the lumps of grass and stone then stopped abruptly.

      “Callum.” She looked behind her and called louder: “Callum!”

      They found the body neatly placed between two large stones, wrapped in a blanket. Only the feet were visible, Mr. Craigg’s old broken boots.

      They kneeled beside him, pulling down the blanket flap to expose his face, whiskered and sunken, copper pennies on his eyes. His skin was bluish, transparent, and didn’t smell fresh.  Annie covered his face again, tucking in the blanket that had been ceremoniously wrapped around the man. Someone had carefully arranged things for him, up here in the hills he loved.

      They stood, heads bowed, thinking about the old man, dying here in a place where he’d spent his best days. It seemed fitting. Whoever had wrapped him in the tartan blanket had taken great care. But maybe hadn’t thought it all through.

      “We can’t leave him here,” Annie said softly. “The animals.”

      “I’ll carry him down,” Callum said.

      “Give me your pack.”

      Callum picked up the body, legs stiff and boots dragging down. “Is he heavy?” Annie asked.

      “Not much to him.”

      But carrying a body, however emaciated or well-wrapped, is never simple. Callum staggered, maneuvering through the doorway, out into the grass. Annie followed. The pony stood closer now, out of curiosity perhaps. A pretty thing, like a Shetland pony but with a long white coat and a black forelock hanging over her eyes. She whinnied again, stepping closer.

      “Wait,” Annie said to Callum. “Set him down for a moment. For the pony.”

      The wind picked up. The pony blinked her extravagant eyelashes, watching the tall grass bend and dance. Callum set the wrapped figure on the ground. The pony whinnied at them again and stepped closer to Mr. Craigg’s body.

      “Move back,” Annie whispered, pulling Callum’s arm. The pony walked cautiously toward them, ears forward, nickering, kicking in fits and starts, smelling the wind. She was tentative. Then finally she was on ol’ Craiggie, at his wrapped head, nuzzling the blanket as if trying to wake him. She raised a hoof as if to remind him to get up now, quit playing around, or else to kick him in the head. Then she lowered her bent right knee gently against his shoulder. She made another sound, half-sigh, half-cry, and dropped her muzzle against his chest.

      Annie took Callum’s hand, squeezing it. “Do you think he knew?” she whispered. “That he came up here to die in the hills he knew and loved?”

      Callum closed his eyes, feeling the pony’s grief for himself. This journey home was so different from he’d thought it would be, so moving and heartbreaking and yet elemental in its way. It was as if the rocks and the bens had been waiting for him. Scotland would always be in his core, no matter where he went. He knew now he couldn’t deny that. And Mr. Craigg would always have a place in his heart. He had been like a father, helped him become a man. That corner of his heart was also for old times, for days with his father, when they were all young, for the generous spirit of the folk, the laughter and honesty. He silently wished the old man a smooth journey over the last hill, over the horizon, feeling a prick of tears at his passing.

      When Callum opened his eyes he saw Annie was next to the horse, hand on the halter, talking in a soothing voice, petting her neck. She did that for a long five minutes, calming the pony like a horse whisperer. How did she do these things, he wondered, grateful and amazed. Then Annie looked up at him, indicating it was time to pick up the body again.

      Callum had a piece of rope in his pack— he’d come to the hills, to the loch, prepared as any Scout, a habit so ingrained it came without thinking. He tied Mr. Craigg’s body across the pony’s back while Annie kneeled at her head, rubbing the furry forehead, pulling weeds from her black forelock while talking softly of her beauty and grace and the bag of oats waiting in the barn.

      When Callum was done and had tested his work for slippage and balance, tucking in ends of blankets and tightening knots, he nodded to Annie. She picked up the rope on the halter and stood up.

      She swung her backpack over her shoulder. “Now, sweet thing, we all go home.”
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      The sound of the bag-pipes carried for miles on the wind, drifting down like feathers from far above them at the top of the hill. Merle settled on the wooden seat of the hay wagon, smoothing the unfamiliar dress. How had Stasia done it? The dresses were incredible, simple and divine. She checked the pin that held her short-brimmed hat in place, tightened her shawl on her shoulders, and tried to breathe.

      Pascal touched her arm as he passed. “See you up there. À bientôt.” He shouldered the bag of supplies and joined the other men heading up the trail to the mountain top.

      Elise and Francie clambered awkwardly up the steps in their tight dresses and chattered as they sat opposite her. “What a kick,” Francie said. “Look at that matched pair. I just learned that’s what you call matching horses when they pull your carriage.”

      “Some carriage,” Elise said, curling a lip. “What would Jane Austen say? I hope I don’t get splinters.”

      “After all this a couple splinters in your hindquarters is a small price to pay,” Merle said. “Have you seen Annie?”

      “Stasia was getting her last stuff ready, touching up her makeup,” Francie said. “And rounding up rain jackets, just in case.”

      “Please God, don’t let it rain,” Elise whined. “We’ve suffered enough.”

      Merle felt she was beyond prayers at this point. She was sure Annie, a not-so-closet Buddhist, would agree. What would be, would be. If it rained it rained. Still she tried hard to steady her nerves, the swift changes sending all well-laid plans to the back row.

      They’d flown in yesterday and rented a car in Aberdeen, arriving at the Hydro in time to hear the news of the death of Mr. Craigg. Hard on the heels of that tragedy was the announcement of a special ceremony for Callum and Annie. Not a wedding exactly, although its exact nature was shrouded in Highland mist.

      Stasia wasn’t very good about secrets she was excited about. When she brought out the redesigned bridesmaids dresses it was obvious it wasn’t a farewell picnic. The dresses amazed the sisters. Stasia had gotten rid of yards of taffeta leaving a slim navy skirt, trimmed away the awful sleeves and snipped the gargantuan bow, fashioning an elegant tartan top with scooped neckline, slim sleeves, and a tiny metal buckle on grosgrain ribbon at the waist. All those years at Gamine weren’t for nothing. Merle’s dress fit perfectly, down to the length of sleeve she liked, hitting right at her wrist. Stasia also found them all navy flats and matching pashmina shawls.

      Merle tucked her shawl closer as they waited, the driver of the wagon holding the horses’ halters and stomping his feet. The weather was sunny but brisk. It was just after eleven in the morning and the birds were noisy in the trees by the river. Finally the door opened and Mrs. Logan and Mrs. MacKeegan made their way across the yard. They both looked coifed and ready, in their Sunday best, although the cook carried a pair of rubber boots, just in case.

      The driver helped them up into the wagon where they sat next to Merle. Cordial nods all around, then silence.

      “Fine day, innit?” Mrs. MacKeegan said finally. “Lookin’ bonny, y’are.”

      “You look very nice yourself, Mrs. MacKeegan,” Merle said. And she did, with her hair out of its usual cap, copper shot with silver and curled properly, accenting her rosy cheeks. “Isn’t this fun, out in a wagon?”

      Fiona Logan raised her eyes skeptically but was mum. Did she know what was up? They fidgeted awhile longer then at last Annie and Stasia appeared at the front door, carrying canvas bags over their shoulders. Annie was wearing her raincoat and leather hiking boots that Merle recognized from years past. What dress was she wearing? Merle couldn’t tell. Her hair was loose down her back. Stasia wore what the other three wore: the redesigned bridesmaid’s dress and shawl and flats. And an angry expression. Merle sighed. There was always one sister who was pissed off. Today it was Stasia.

      The driver helped Annie up onto the seat next to him in the front, then Stasia in the back. They stashed their bags between their feet and the driver snapped the reins. With a jerk, and a mutter from Mrs. Logan, they were off.

      Jack and Bernadette Bennett had volunteered to go up on an earlier run of the hay wagon. They would get things arranged for whatever was happening. They had left the Hydro right after breakfast and hadn’t been seen since. Merle wondered if Hugh and Davina were coming. No sign of them either.

      The road, such as it was, was rough. A tractor path at best, it swung past the gate to the pasture, round a pond behind the house, down a hill and back up the other side, veering north at some point toward the hill that had been pointed out as the destination. They had been warned that the wagon couldn’t make it all the way to the top. How far would they would have to hike in tight dresses and fancy shoes? Then Merle imagined Pascal sweeping her up off her feet and carrying her. Well, all right. That would work.

      Elise had been contrite and embarrassed about running off with Bruno, moping around Pascal’s cottage, feeling stupid. That lasted a few hours into the evening until Pascal told her that her ‘boyfriend’ was actually working as an undercover informant for the French authorities. She exclaimed then, “I knew it!” and pranced around like she’d been clairvoyant and they’d all been wrong about the evil munchkin. It was a little hard to take but Merle was so mellow from goat-cuddling and cheese-eating and gothic-romance-writing that she tuned out her little sister. Let her crow. She normally had very little to crow about to her big sisters, sadly.

      Pascal had taken another three-day weekend, something the French honored with reverence. Even after a week’s vacation, time off was sacred. He was dismissive of Annie and Callum’s plans, whatever they were. But he had stopped growling, Weddings! under his breath. Merle knew he adored Annie so she just smiled.

      Merle noticed she was ignoring a lot of stuff that would have bugged her usually. It did help with anxiety and obsessive list-making, just blocking annoying stuff, things you couldn’t really handle or control. Was it the writing? Did losing yourself in a fictional world make the real one a little more bearable? It seemed entirely possible.

      Her three days in France were a dream already. No schedule, no mealtimes, no one telling her to eat something healthy— or eat something. No one criticizing her clothes, her hair, her teeth whiteness. No running for trains, no bumping through crowds, poked by umbrellas, no smiling and lying at people she could barely tolerate.

      Farmers, goats, wine, time. It expanded in her mind as a little silver-lined cloud she rode on, her story unfolding like a magic carpet, her heroine so tormented and brave and homely. Not comely! Homely was the thing. Nobody wanted to be comely anymore, how gauche. Live by your wits, lass.

      She hadn’t told Pascal her plans yet. She hadn’t told anyone, a speck of nervousness bubbling up. She would give him a hint before they went home tomorrow. But her sisters? They could wait. She needed to discuss things with Tristan before she quit her job and went to live in the Dordogne and write her novel.

      There. She’d said it ‘aloud’ to her brain. Write my novel. Quit my job. Live in France.

      Oh, God. It was frightening to even think it. And beyond exhilarating.

      Francie was talking to the two older ladies. Something about Jinty, the caretaker.

      “Is Jinty coming today? Is she— available?” Merle asked.

      “Oh, aye. Up at dawn, she’s been. You’ll see her in a crack,” Mrs. MacKeegan said happily. “Thanks to your sister, we’ve got our Jinty back.”

      Francie beamed happily. She’d never looked prettier, Merle thought, the sunshine playing across her freckles, the little straw hat on the back of her head, letting her auburn hair fly over her neck and cheeks. She clutched her shawl with one hand and reached out for Merle’s with the other.

      “Thanks for giving me that card,” Francie said. “The lawyer, Glynn Barra. Together, well, we were quite a little team of pit bulls.”

      Merle squeezed her hand. “Good work, Francie. I knew you could figure it all out.” She realized that Francie looked really good, like sparkly good. Was it because of her legal victory or because she cut down on her drinking? Last night at the big family dinner she’d had just one glass of wine and told Merle confidentially she had to watch herself. Merle was so proud of her, on all counts.

      “I believe Glynn will be here today,” Fiona Logan announced, sitting stiffly on the swaying seat. “She’s an old friend of Callum’s. They were quite close. They went to university together.”

      Francie’s eyes widened at Merle. Elise piped up: “So did Davina, right? Are all of Callum’s old girlfriends going to be here?”

      Mrs. Logan blinked at the impertinent girl and Merle stifled a laugh. “I was wondering about Hugh and Davina myself.”

      “They spent the night at the house,” Mrs. Logan said. “And went up the ben earlier.”

      “The ben?” Elise asked.

      “The mountain,” Mrs. MacKeegan explained. “It’s called Ben Cardie.”

      Just as the path got so rocky they had to hold onto the sides of the wagon to keep from being thrown out, the driver pulled the horses to a stop. The sound of bagpipes was louder then abruptly stopped just after they did. The driver hopped down then lifted Annie by the waist, just like in an old novel. She patted her hair, smoothing it down, and waited for her sisters.

      When everyone had dismounted, or whatever you called hopping awkwardly from a hay wagon in a tight skirt, the women gathered in a group and began climbing the final stretch of the path. It led behind some rocks, up and around. The older ladies were slow, clutching onto each other, and Merle worried they should have had some help. The cook was taking tiny steps with breathy pauses.

      Annie stopped, looking back. She turned back in the direction of the mountain top and gave her best dog whistle. All the women blinked, surprised, then she did it again. Suddenly Callum and Hugh appeared around a boulder, both in their kilts.

      Annie shouted to them to come help their mother. They sprinted down the path, sporrans bouncing, racing to see who would get to Mother first. Merle and Francie laughed as Hugh pushed his little brother out of the way and took Fiona’s arm. Callum took Mrs. MacKeegan’s and the party walked the rest of the way to the top.

      When they rounded the last turn and entered a grassy pasture strewn with mossy rocks the sun was shining. The breeze had died down to a low roar, kicking up tablecloths that had been expertly tied to table legs. A single bagpiper, a man with a lengthy beard, bowed legs, and a flapping tartan kilt, stood on a flat boulder on the far reaches of the grassy area. When they arrived he began a cacophonous dirge, slow and melancholy and extremely loud, as only a bagpipe can be.

      Chairs were set up, just twelve or so, enough for the older guests. Fiona Logan and Mrs. MacKeegan were deposited next to three older gentlemen in tweeds. They nodded and smiled, apparently all acquainted. Jack and Bernadette also were sitting. Merle made her way across the spongy turf, so glad they swapped flats for heels.

      “Everything okay?” she asked her parents.

      Bernie patted the folding chair next to her. Merle perched on it and leaned in to hear above the racket of the pipes. “You look nice. Is it a wedding then?” Bernie shouted. “Nobody tells me anything.”

      Merle shrugged. “I thought you knew.”

      “Why the secrecy?” Bernie looked annoyed.

      Merle patted her arm. “All will be revealed.”

      As Mrs. Logan predicted, Glynn Barra lurked in the back, sipping what looked like champagne. She was talking to Jinty Arbuckle and smiling. Francie dashed up to them and hugged them fiercely. They both looked embarrassed by the display. Hugh and Davina seemed busy conferring, heads together over by the bagpiper. Standing that close must be bad for one’s hearing, Merle thought.

      Pascal appeared, carrying a tub of ice with Gunni. They set it down by the table and stretched their backs. Merle excused herself from her parents to join him. As she walked over to the table the wind caught her hat and it broke loose, flying, causing a general commotion of running and laughing. It careened into the bagpiper, bounced off him, and sailed out over the glen. The piper didn’t miss a cacophonous beat.

      When Pascal returned from his chase with no hat, he put his arms around Merle. “I’ll hold you down, madame. No blowing off the mountaintop.” She buried her face in his chest, happy, taking in the scent of him. She couldn’t believe she had to go home tomorrow, back to grim, regimented city life. Back to life without Pascal.

      Then her plan popped up, all shiny and enticing. “Pascal?” She craned her neck to look up at him. “I want to— ”

      The bagpipe suddenly silenced. In its place a bell chimed. Everyone turned toward Hugh Logan who held a small silver bell and a tiny, round-ended hammer. He hit the bell slowly, with ceremony, until all were quiet. Then a few more for good measure.

      The vibrations of sound died slowly, on the wind. Hugh lowered the bell and hammer to the ground then began to speak.

      “Friends, clansmen, countrymen. We are gathered here to say farewell and cheerio the nou to our tribesman, our devoted friend, Hector MacRoberts Craigg.” A murmur of approval rose from the old gentlemen. “He was a native son, a Scot through and through, a soldier, a man of the land who loved it all from glen to ben, and walked the heather many miles with his trusty dogs and his wee pony, Annabelle, much beloved, who was with him to the end and then some.”

      Callum appeared in front of Pascal and Merle with two small glasses of whisky. He hurried around the gathering, delivering drams to everyone as Hugh spoke of Mr. Craigg’s adventures in the war with their grandfather, his heroism in Italy, his care for the house and all who lived in it, of his abiding love of sheep that he had passed on to anyone who would listen, and especially to young Gunni.

      The younger sheep man had found Mr. Craigg up here, lifeless, in the ruined sheepherder’s hut. Frightened, he returned later to wrap him reverently in a blanket. That much Merle had learned from Annie yesterday evening. Gunni didn’t feel it was anyone’s business but Craigg’s where he died and how he rejoined the earth. But modern practices prevailed, and Mr. Craigg would be cremated later in the week and his ashes strewn high in the beloved hills.

      Gunni and Jinty stood behind the table, pouring drams of whisky and handing them to Callum. Gunni had removed his knit cap and combed his straw-like hair. He looked a bit lost. Jinty wore a solemn gray dress with a little tartan collar and had a deer-in-the-headlights look about her as well. She was obviously trying hard to be calm and efficient. Glynn and Davina whispered, standing in the back of the chairs.

      “Mr. Craigg, whose full name was a mystery to most of us until today,” Hugh said, “was a second father to Callum and me. He was also a cousin to our grandfather, a MacRoberts. That was also news to me. Mr. Craigg didn’t flaunt his clan connections, only his ability to take charge of the Highlands he loved. He taught me and Callum how to ride, back when we had horses at Kincardie. How to drive a car too. He taught us how to train a dog although neither of us has owned one thus far. He taught us how to stalk deer, although we never got the hang of that either.” He smiled. “We could have been better students, eh, Callum? But we couldn’t have had a better teacher, a better friend, than our Mister Craigg.”

      Callum handed his brother a dram of whisky and took his place next to him.  Hugh said, “One thing he taught us well was how to appreciate a good whisky. So now, his favorite bevvy, a well-aged, or not, Speyburn— as he declared, ‘never a swally better’— we drink a wee dram in memory of our friend, our clansman, Hector MacRoberts Craigg.”

      “Never a finer man be!” hollered one of the old gents.

      Everyone kept their drams aloft, waiting. Callum cleared his throat.

      
        
        “Under the wide and starry sky, Dig the grave and let me die.

        Glad did I live and gladly die. And I laid me down with a will.

        This be the verse you grave for me: Here lies where he longed to be;

        Home is the sailor, home from the sea, And the hunter home from the hill.”

        

      

      The three old gentlemen stood then, pushing themselves awkwardly to their feet. Their whisky splashed, one wet another’s sleeve, and there was cursing, followed by laughter. They righted themselves then held their glasses high. The middle one in the tam o’shanter said in quavering voice: “If there’s another world, he lives in bliss; If there is none, he made the best of this.”

      With a nod from Hugh the piper began to play ‘Amazing Grace.’ Callum looked at Hugh and they drank their whisky in a single gulp, as intended. The old men followed suit, and around the gathering whisky went down the gullet. Merle felt hers burn and thought of ol’ Craiggie in the kitchen, drenched to the skin, grinning toothlessly and eating toast. One of a kind, he was. The friends clapped each other on the shoulder. The bagpiper did his thing for quite awhile then the notes faded away.

      Oliver in his full Scottish regalia, and his sister Willow in a pretty green dress and flowers in her hair, appeared at the front of the gathering. As the music ended Hugh took a bouquet of bluebells from Willow.

      “We are also remembering another of our Kincardie family today. We mourn the loss of Vanora Petrie who kept us all fed and clean this past week while the house was full. She was a good lass. We shall miss her. Godspeed, Vanora.”

      Murmurs of her name rippled through the older people. Oliver and Willow went through the crowd, handing each a bluebell solemnly. Merle whispered, “Godspeed, Vanora,” as Oliver handed her a limp stem of flowers. Pascal squeezed her shoulder.

      Callum disappeared during this part of the ceremony but Hugh remained at the front of the gathering. When everyone held a bluebell he cleared his throat.

      “Now, friends and clansmen, we have another occasion, a happier one. We are gathered here to witness the ceremony of commitment and hand-fasting for Callum and Annie!”

      Francie stepped closer to Merle. “What is that?” she whispered.

      The bagpiper began again before Merle could answer, a livelier tune with many high notes. Then, from behind a rock, Callum and Annie appeared, he still in his ceremonial kilt with the black jacket, and she in the cream wedding dress. Instead of heels she wore her leather boots, and Merle saw now that they matched Callum’s boots, lovingly worn, laced to mid-calf. She had a tartan ribbon in her hair. Behind them walked Stasia, carrying some lengths of fabric and another bouquet of bluebells.

      Francie and Elise moved closer so they could see. They tried to pull Merle with them but she resisted, holding Pascal’s hand.

      Hugh, it appeared, was the officiant. Merle felt her heart swell. Pascal leaned into her ear, kissed it and whispered: “I knew they were too smart for marriage.”

      Callum began with a simple poem that Merle remembered as he went along, lyrics to one of their favorite Beatles songs.

      “To make you mine, Be the only one.” He pushed a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “Love me all the time and we'll go on and on.”

      Annie placed a hand on his shirt front. “Someday when we're dreaming, deep in love, not a lot to say.”

      He finished the verse: “Then we will remember, Things we said today.”

      Hugh said his lines then, reading from a card: “When you love someone, you do not love them all the time— despite the words of ancient wisdom from the Fab Four.” He grinned and the crowd tittered appreciatively. He sobered himself and continued: “You do not love in exactly the same way, from moment to moment. It’s an impossibility.  We insist on permanency, on duration, on continuity, when the only continuity possible, in life as in love, is in growth, in change, in freedom.

      “The only security is not in owning or possessing the beloved, not in demanding or expecting. Happiness lies neither in looking back to what was, nor forward to what might be, but living in the present and accepting it as it is now. Love is flexible, love is kind. Love is everywhere. The promises you make today to love each other, and the ties that bind you together here, strengthen your union and will cross the years and lives of each soul’s growth.”

      Then the business of hand-fasting began. Now Merle dragged Pascal a little closer so she could see what was happening. Stasia stepped forward and gave Annie and Callum each a few sprigs of bluebells. She draped the two long pieces of fabric, one of one tartan, a second in a different plaid, over her own forearm.

      Annie and Callum joined hands. Stasia wound one tartan then the other around their clasped hands as Hugh murmured some kind of blessing. Stasia finished wrapping their hands in the fabric, tied a loose knot, and stepped back. Reaching awkwardly for the ends Annie and Callum tightened the knot of fabric, pulling as they laughed and literally tied the knot. A hushed pause fell over the mountaintop group.

      Then there was kissing.

      That was it. Short and sweet, just the way Annie wanted it. No big hoo-ha. Merle glanced at Jack who was dabbing his eyes with a handkerchief and handing it to Bernie. Stasia was wiping her eyes, as was Rick. Francie and Elise hugged, smiling. Hugh and Davina linked arms, struggling not to break their faces with smiles. A few hoots rose up, the bagpiper launched into another ear-splitting tune, a smattering of applause was heard, cries from the old gents and the Bennett sisters. The beaming couple turned to face the gathering, bound hands raised, delirious grins on their faces.

      Annie and Callum made their way around the crowd, hugging everyone, kissing everyone, doing a fling to the music with a few. Callum got his mother to her feet and made her move around in a circle. Then he and Oliver threw arms over each other’s shoulders and did something with their feet that might be called dancing.

      When they came to Merle and Pascal there was a group hug, followed by a longer one where Annie slipped out of her hand-fasting bonds for a moment and held Merle to her tightly. They blubbered for a moment, expressing their love.

      And then it was time for the party.
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      Cher Pascal,

      It is our anniversary, chéri! On June 22, two years ago, you came to the stone house in the Dordogne (which we still must name) and began working your magic with pigeon guano. A fateful and smelly day. You persevered, even though it has become clear to me that you have a very sensitive nose.

      But the roof is done and the pigeons are history. All that remains is for the two of us to be under the same roof again. I will be there very soon. And I have some news. I didn’t want to mention it, to promise anything that might not happen. (Do you do that? Protect the ones you love from disappointment? I think you might.) I wanted to be sure. So here’s the deal.

      I started writing a novel in your kitchen. Did you see it, could you tell? I want to finish it in France. It is set there, in the Dordogne (I think) and there are too many locales and customs and language questions for me to do it long distance. It is historical, a gothic romance of the sort that is probably old-fashioned and passé. But whatever. I’m doing it for myself.

      That means, voilà! I am taking a leave-of-absence from my job! Before that Tristan will come to France with me for the summer, for four weeks, starting in July. I will not go back to work until after the new year. Can you believe it? The workaholic is taking time off.

      I will need to go back in the fall to get Tristan settled in school. Believe it or not he has been studying so hard that he has enough credits to start college in September. And he got a very good scholarship! What a little smartie! It will be hard for me (he’s so tall and responsible and grownup, I could just cry!) If I’m off in la belle France it might not be quite so hard. It’s time for us both to start new lives, n’est-ce pas?

      I would say all three of us, including you, but I don’t want to presume. You have your work. I will have mine, this “project” of writing a novel. I am petrified. Will you hold my hand— when I’m not holding a pen? Will you explain the enigmatic ways of the French for me? I will also need a steady supply of espresso, rosé, baby goats, and full body massages. Can you arrange?

      

      
        
        À bientôt, mon cœur,

        bisous,

        your blackbird

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keep in touch

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I hope you’ve enjoyed this Bennett Sisters mystery.

        Writing a review will help others

        find a good book to read!

      

      

      

      
        
        The next book in the series is

        The Frenchman.

        Sign up for the newsletter to hear about new releases, giveaways, contests, and more

        Click here

        or copy and paste into your browser:

        http://eepurl.com/A6bsD

      

      

      

      
        
        Visit me online at

        www.lisemcclendon.com
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