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Chapter 1

She was wet. She was cold. She was late.
Slippery fingers made her fumble with her keys and it took two 

attempts to unlock the heavy wooden door before she could dart 
through and slam it closed, shutting out the squall.

She took a moment to examine the tattered article in her hand, 
her umbrella ripped apart by the wind, before ramming the 
useless object into the waiting mouth of the waste bin, striking 
out with her foot for good measure.

'A lot of bloody use, you were!'
She shrugged off her coat, shook free a shower of water 

droplets and hung the sodden garment on the provided hook, all 
the while directing a blue streak of vehement curses toward the 
unseasonably foul weather. 

'And what time do you call this?'
She wheeled around, her hand to her mouth, stifling the squeal 

of fright erupting from her throat. Her wide eyes sought the 
source of the unexpected voice and she found it, seated at the 
kitchen table.

Leaning back in his chair, arms folded across his chest, a man 
peered at her over a pair of reading glasses. His face carried an 
expression of quiet amusement. 

'Good morning.'
Gaping at him, she slid her hand from her mouth, letting it lie 

protectively at her throat where a scared half to death pulse 
fluttered beneath her fingers. 

'Did I startle you?' 
Her head bobbed in reply.
'I'm sorry, but I couldn't resist.'
A tiny taut smile twitched her lips and she found a voice, small, 

nervous and tight. 'You…you're not supposed to be here…why are 
you here?'
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'Because it's my house,' he said, as if addressing a half wit. 'And 
if you're not who I think you are one of us is in serious trouble.'

She continued to stare at him, letting a drop of water run down 
her nose and cling to the tip. A flick of her hand brushed it away. 
He opened a drawer in the dresser behind him, pulled out a 
cotton tea towel and tossed it over the table.

'Thank you,' she said, guardedly as she reached for it. 
She dried her hands and face and stemmed a rivulet of water 

leaking from her hairline. He watched. Everything.
'I hope I'm not wrong in assuming you're my accident-prone 

housekeeper's sister…um...' He pulled a scrap of paper from his 
shirt pocket and squinted at it through his spectacles. 'Me-gan...at 
least I think that's what it says...I can't always read my own 
writing.'

'It probably does, yes, I mean no, no you're not wrong…I'm 
her…Megan…Megan Thomas.'

'You sure?'
'Yes.'
'Good, I'm glad we've sorted that out.' He stood, and with a 

welcoming smile, offered his hand. 'Nathaniel Mackie. It's very 
nice to meet you, Ms Thomas.'

Megan's own smile remained small and cautious as she warily 
placed her hand in his; warm smooth skin, the grip firmly 
masculine. 

'Just Megan, please,' she said.
A perfunctory shake and the essentials of introduction were 

complete. Mackie gestured for her to sit, and while she continued 
to dab her wet hair with the towel, he poured coffee into a squat, 
round mug, passing it over the tabletop to her. She thanked him 
and tasted the contents carefully; it was strong and quite 
delicious.

An expensive brew, a good start.
'You're late, Just Megan,' Mackie said.
'Ah, well, now that wasn't my fault. I set off in plenty of time. 

It's been pouring with rain all night and there was a flood on the 
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road. I had to detour and because I'm fairly new to the village, I 
got a bit lost. I know it's a pathetic excuse, but it's the truth.'

'I'm sure it is. And what happened to your brolly?'
'The wind ripped it in two…serves me right for buying cheap 

rubbish.'
By now her initial surprise had subsided, her heart rate 

returned to normal and her composure reinstated itself. Mackie, 
though, appeared to be waiting for her to say something else. An 
apology for her outburst and tardiness, perhaps? 

'I'm sorry for being late and so…vocal,' she offered.
He shrugged. 'It's nae bother, although last time I heard 

language like that was on a Saturday night down the docks.'
She felt heat rising in her neck and feared she might blush. 
'I'm really sorry. Rebecca told me you would be away until 

tomorrow; I wasn't expecting anyone to be here. I don't say things 
like that in company, honestly.'

'I'm very glad to hear it. It's not at all ladylike.'
She took a long slow drink of her coffee, savouring its richness, 

and scrutinised Mackie over her cup. Her sister Rebecca's 
description of her employer had been fairly accurate; mid-fifties 
perhaps, with soft grey-green eyes, brownish hair nicely greying at 
the temples. Clean shaven, a smart if casual dresser, overall well 
groomed. Rebecca had, however, forgotten to mention his gently 
rolling Scots accent and that in a stern sort of way, he was quite 
handsome. 

'Rebecca said you'd gone on a business trip,' she said.
'That's right.'
'What sort of business?'
'None of yours.'
'Where'd you go?'
'Glasgow.' 
'Really! That's a fair old way. How'd you get there? Train?
'No.'
'Fly?'
'No.'
'Then you must have a car?'
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'Aye I do, and before you ask, it's in the garage and that's why 
you didn't see it. Do you always ask so many questions of people 
you've only just met?'

'Was that too many? I thought it was just right.' 
Mackie cleared his throat, taking back command of the 

conversation. 'Rebecca left me a message telling me about her 
accident and to expect you in her stead. Any idea how long it's 
going to take?'

'How long is a piece of string?'
Silence. 
'It's a complicated break to her elbow and they had to use all 

kinds of fixings to stabilise it,' she explained quickly. 'It's likely it's 
going to be a good few months.' 

He shrugged. 'I see.'
'You can't rush these things.'
'No.'
'I'm happy to do the work until she gets back,' she said, folding 

the towel neatly on the table, pressing the creases until they were 
straight and sharp. 'If that's all right with you.'

Silence.
'I actually started yesterday. Rebecca insisted I should, even 

though you weren't here. She thought I should get my bearings. 
It's a big house, all those bedrooms and bathrooms, there's a lot 
to take in.'

'Were you late then, too?'
'No! I'm an excellent timekeeper…usually.'
'That's good to hear, at least one of us will be.'
He took a drink from his mug, allowing her to notice the plain 

gold band on the third finger of his left hand. Rebecca had said he 
was a widower. 

Don't stare.
'You have a beautiful home,' she said, admiring the ceiling rose 

from which hung a light designed to resemble an antique oil lamp. 
'It's quite charming. Victorian isn't it? You must be very proud of 
it. I would be.'
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He shrugged again. 'It's just a house. It serves its purpose. It 
keeps me warm and dry and gives me somewhere to work and 
sleep in peace. What else would I need?'

How sad to have such an indifferent attitude towards his 
splendid home. After all, it should be where the heart is...

One of the most imposing old granite houses in the village of 
Kirkton, Struan Lodge stood in proud isolation, set back from the 
road and enclosed by a high wall, ensuring privacy and security. A 
pair of wrought iron gates granted access to a wide gravelled 
driveway which swept in a lazy arc around a gigantic ancient oak 
tree and through immaculately maintained garden to deposit 
visitors at a front door guarded by twin bay trees in terracotta 
pots.

On her first visit the day before, Megan had made a tour of the 
house to acquaint herself with the layout. Even with Rebecca's 
detailed plan and written directions in hand, the sheer number of 
rooms overwhelmed her.

She had taken in a cavernous sitting room, enormous dining 
room and Kew garden sized conservatory on the ground floor – all 
impeccably decorated, spotlessly clean and tidy and, it appeared, 
rarely used.

A curved staircase then carried her up from the imposing 
hallway to the first floor where she counted seven double 
bedrooms and four bathrooms, including an enormous family 
bathroom with roll top bath, toilet, bidet, shower and enough 
space between them all to hold a dance. Apart from the master 
bedroom with its en suite bathroom, Mackie's own she 
concluded, all the others also appeared not to have been troubled 
for a long while.

She peered out of one of the bedroom windows and over the 
extensive rear garden. Even outside, everything was as neat as a 
pin. Neatly clipped shrubs bordered an expanse of manicured 
lawn in one corner of which stood an spectacular apple tree, its 
gnarled trunk surrounded by a slatted wooden bench. She saw 
too a vegetable patch and a well stocked greenhouse.
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An elderly man in Wellington boots puffed on a pipe clamped 
between his teeth as he trundled a wheelbarrow across the lawn. 
When he reached the garden wall, he took out a pair of secateurs 
and through clouds of tobacco smoke, began snipping at a fading 
rambling rose. He, she presumed, would be Old John, the taciturn 
gardener.

After her tour, she returned to the kitchen. It didn't take long 
to come to the conclusion that this was undoubtedly the hub of 
the house's activity, and along with the laundry, the scullery and 
the utility room, would be the suit of rooms where she would be 
spending most of her time. A combination of rustic charm and 
modern efficiency, they too were immaculately clean. There was 
no doubt Rebecca did a good job keeping the place spic and span, 
and she would have her work cut out maintaining such a standard.

If only you could be this tidy at home, Becca, she thought.

Mackie folded up his newspaper, revealing a small, red 
notebook on the tabletop.

Megan swallowed down a fleeting panic. The notebook was 
hers. In her rush to leave the previous day she had inadvertently 
left it behind. It contained details of all her chores and 
responsibilities - and a few notes of interest about Mackie himself, 
including some personal comments. 

If he's read it, I'm doomed.
'How did Rebecca manage to rope you into standing in as my 

châtelaine?' he said, drawing her attention off the book and back 
to him.

'Erm...I owed Becks…Rebecca, a favour.'
'What sort of favour?'
'A personal one, and if you don't mind me saying, that was a 

quaintly old-fashioned term you just used.'
'I am old-fashioned. Would you prefer some other title?'
'A rose by any other name…' 
She took long, delicate sip at her coffee, feeling his eyes roving 

over her in the ensuing silence.
'I suppose your sister has told you all about me,' he said.
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She nodded. Rebecca had indeed given her an inkling of what 
to expect of Mackie's personality, of his likes and dislikes, his 
peccadilloes and his eccentricities. It was quite a list. 

'She told me everything she thought I ought to know,' she said.
'Did she now?'
'Yes.'
'I see.'
She steeled herself. Here it comes.
'Let me guess...I'm fussy?'
'Yes.'
'Difficult? Demanding?'
'Yes and yes.'
'Pedantic? Fastidious? Downright pernickety?'
'Your words, not hers.'
'I may be all those things and more, because I have high 

standards, some might say too high.'
'So do I, and trust me there's nothing here I can't manage.'
He raised his eyebrows. 'Is that a fact?'
'Yes,' she said confidently. 'I've worked and lived with the 

masters of difficult and demanding all my life and from what I've 
seen so far I don't think you'll give me too much cause for 
concern.'

'I see. That's your first impression of me, is it? Manageable?' 
'Maybe,' she said, 'I like to wait and see. Sooner or later the 

true colours show through.'
He took off his glasses, folded them and put them in his shirt 

pocket, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms again.
'And what colours are you looking for?'
'I can't tell you that. Trade secret.'
'What if I'm putting on a show, using fake colours to put you off 

the scent?'
'You can try, but it won't work. I can always sniff the real ones 

out. It's a gift. Comes part and parcel of being a woman.'
A wry smile played on his lips. The hide and go seek challenge it 

appeared, had been issued. Let the games begin.
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Their eyes remained locked until, suddenly aware that their 
casual exchange had somehow veered toward the overtly 
flirtatious, Megan averted hers to concentrate them on her coffee 
cup.

Mackie picked up the notebook and fanned through the pages. 
'I had a read of this last night,' he said. 'Very handy. Some 

interesting observations have been made.'
Megan worried her drink with a teaspoon. 
'It was Rebecca's idea. She thought it might help me get things 

in order. Prior preparation is the key to efficiency after all.'
He flicked the pages again. 'And it might well be if it weren't for 

a few key points you missed.' 
'I thought we'd covered just about everything.'
'Not quite.' He leaned forward and rested his arms on the 

table. With barely a pause, his manner switched from one of 
friendly welcome to totally businesslike. Whatever he had to tell 
her she should consider of utmost importance and it would be in 
her best interests to listen and take note. She followed the cue 
and immediately gave him her full attention.

'Assuming I do take you on,' he said. 'And I haven't yet made 
that decision, there are a few other issues you might wish to take 
on board. Are you listening?'

'Yes.'
'First off, don't answer the phone, not even the extension. It 

won't be for you. I work from home most of the time and more 
than likely any calls will be business and as I prefer to screen my 
calls, I let the answer machine pick up. If you need to make calls 
for anything pertaining to the house such as organising deliveries 
et cetera, ask me first. I don't want you hogging the line. No 
personal calls, for the same reason. If you do find time for chit 
chat, use your mobile.' 

He didn't give her a chance to explain that she didn't have a 
mobile phone to use.

'Next point,' he continued. 'As you already know, Struan Lodge 
is a gey big house and you'll have the run of it – except one room. 
I have a study at the front of the house. It is to be considered 
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completely private and out of bounds. If the door is closed I 
expect not to be disturbed unless it is a most dire emergency. You 
can go in there to clean by invitation only. Is that clear?'

'Absolutely.' 
She made sure her impassive expression did not betray the fact 

she had already violated his sacred space the previous day.
'As far as you are concerned, how you structure your day to do 

your work…once you get here of course, is entirely up to you. You 
are free to come and go as you please. I have no interest in the ins 
and outs of your shopping trips or the current price of haddock. 
Understand?'

'Perfectly.' Did he really feel it necessary to make a dig at her 
lateness again?

'As for my comings and goings,' he said, 'I sometimes have to 
go away on business and it can be for a couple of days at a time. I 
will try and give you as much notice as I can.'

She nodded again. 'Fair enough.'
'As for your working hours; weekdays only, eight 'til six; 

weekends by mutual arrangement with a day off in lieu. Again, I 
will give you as much notice as I can. I wouldn't want to interfere 
with your social life.'

She snorted. 'There's not much chance of that, I don't have 
one.'

'Then there'll be no problem, will there? Have I made 
everything clear?'

'As crystal.'
'You don't want me to go over anything again?'
'No.'
'Is there anything you want to ask me?'
She mirrored his posture. 'Yes, three things. Firstly, I know 

you're expecting me to cook for you, but I warn you now, I don't 
do fancy stuff, just plain and simple. If you're expecting some 
exotic Cordon Bleu concoction you're going to be disappointed. If 
that's going to be a problem, I'd rather you tell me now and save 
us both the embarrassment.'
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He shrugged. 'I'm no gourmand, so whatever you knock 
together will be fine.'

'You might want to reserve judgement until you've tasted it. 
Even our dog turned up its nose at my offerings.'

'Secondly?' he prompted.
'How do I pay for things? Groceries and such like? My own 

pockets are rather shallow and I take it you won't want the 
supermarket budget range.'

'I'll give you a credit card to cover expenses, legitimate ones 
that is. I'll be checking the statement closely and any abuse will 
mean instant dismissal.'

'I wouldn't dream of it,' she said, deeply annoyed by his 
presumption of dishonesty.

'Next?' he said.
'Do you have any preference as to how you would like to be 

addressed? I'm assuming I should call you Mr Mackie like Rebecca 
does.'

He leaned back in his chair and regarded her. 'But you're not 
Rebecca are you?' 

Somehow she didn't think he intended to say that out loud, but 
let it slide. He took a moment's contemplation. Was it such a 
difficult decision?

'I suppose we can dispense with formality when it's just the 
two of us. If we keep it on a fairly casual footing I'll call you Megan 
and you can call me Nat.'

'Nat,' she repeated. 'Okay. That's short and sweet. I can work 
with that.'

'Of course if there are other people about, I expect you will 
have the intelligence to use your discretion.'

'Of course.' 
I know my place.
'Anything else?'
'I don't think so. You'll let me know in due course then?
'About what?'
'About whether I've got the job or not?'
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'I thought you'd already started.' His smile was broad and 
friendly smile and crinkled the small lines at his eyes. He raised his 
coffee cup in a mock toast. 'Aye, I think we'll give you a go.'

She gently tapped her empty cup against his and the deal was 
done. A short, clumsy silence then grew between the new 
employer and employee before he inhaled and slapped his palms 
noisily on the table top, making her jump.

'Right,' he said, 'I'd better let you get on with your work. 
Enough time's already been wasted on idle blethering. You'll have 
plenty to do. I believe you have a few errands to run.'

On her visit the previous day, she had picked up a note he left 
for Rebecca before went on his foreshortened trip - a list of things 
he wanted her to take care of, and some involved going into the 
nearest town – a more than twenty-mile round-trip.

'You are joking!' she said. 'In that?'
He glanced at the window. Driven by a gusting wind, the rain 

drummed a tattoo against the glass. 'It's just a light shower...for 
these parts at least,' he said, standing. 'There's an umbrella in the 
closet you can use. Help yourself. Try and bring it back in one 
piece.' He slid the chair under the table. 'Welcome to Struan 
Lodge, Just Megan. I hope you don't find your time here 
too…arduous.' 

He tucked his newspaper under his arm and left the room, 
leaving behind the faintest trace of his cologne.

Megan's nostrils flared as they took in the scent and it tickled 
something deep within her, causing a small smile to play across 
her lips.
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Chapter 2

With her first full day's work at the Lodge over, Megan's deep 
sigh when she got home that evening was one of both relief and 
fatigue. She draped her still wet coat on the back of a chair to dry 
and yelled out, 'I'm home!' 

No answer.
She took her time selecting and uncorking a bottle of red wine, 

poured herself a large glass and took a taste. Rich and dark and 
warming - perfect.

Bottle in hand she wandered into the sitting room of the 
homely cottage she shared with her sister, Rebecca. Cuddled up 
on the sofa with her boyfriend, Paul, Rebecca looked surprised to 
see her.

'How long have you been home?' she said.
'Just a few minutes.'
'I didn't hear you come in.'
'I'm too tired to make any noise.'
Megan dropped into the easy chair, kicked off her shoes and 

took a long, satisfying drink of her wine. She dropped her head 
onto the back of the chair and closed her eyes. The fire blazing in 
the hearth and the dimly-lit, shabby comfort of the room 
welcomed her home, as did Paul's warm greeting. 

'Hey babe. How ya doin'?' 
She liked Paul and responded equally kindly. 'Hi sweetie. Fine 

thanks.'
'Hard day?' 
She took another drink. 'It was okay, once I got over the shock.'
Rebecca's attention immediately shifted onto her. 'What 

shock? What's happened?'
Megan peered at the dancing firelight through her wineglass. 

'Your man Mackie, the one you said would be away for two more 
days? He came back early from his trip and he was there waiting 
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for me. There I was dripping like a mop and cursing like a sailor 
and he's sitting as calm as you like at the kitchen table and taking 
it all in. He scared the living be-Jesus out of me and made me look 
a complete ninny.'

Rebecca giggled softly and Paul nudged her to be quiet. 'Not a 
great first impression then?' he said.

'Not one of my best, no.' She rubbed at her toes and made a 
mental note to wear more comfortable shoes in future.

'So what do you think of him?' said Rebecca. 'Miserable old git 
isn't he?'

'Becca! That's an awful thing to say!'
'You don't know him like I do, Paul, and if you did, you'd agree 

with me.'
'Well I think he's really rather sweet,' said Megan.
'Sweet?' Rebecca spluttered as if trying to spit out a wasp. 'He's 

not sweet. Grumpy, complaining, crabby, crusty, yes, any of those, 
but never sweet. Are you sure you were at the right house?'

'He was a little reserved maybe, a bit stuffy and up himself, but 
I think that's part of his charm and he made up for it by being well 
mannered and courteous. Overall, I rather like him. Why didn't 
you say he was quite a looker too?'

'He is not!'
'I think he is.'
'Pah! It's all a front. I've warned you already - never judge a 

book by its cover, no matter how pretty, because if that book is 
called Nathaniel Mackie and all the pages are coming loose, watch 
out.'

Rebecca had told her some horror stories about Mackie's past, 
about how, in the years since his wife's death, his moods had 
become increasingly unpredictable and he could be erratic and 
temperamental, and that was on a good day. The depth of his 
depression in the early days of his mourning had been such that 
more than once, she feared for him taking his own life. 

The situation had improved, but he could still turn on a 
sixpence. One minute he could seem perfectly normal, the next he 
would fly into a temper for no good reason, liable to shut himself 
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away in his study for days at a time during which he wouldn't be 
seen, wouldn't eat and wouldn't talk to anyone - and when he did 
surface again, he was often drunk.

Megan had seen no hint of anything wrong at her first meeting 
with her new employer and wondered if Rebecca could possibly 
be exaggerating or had maybe misinterpreted the situation?

She slumped further down in her chair, sipped at her wine and 
chatted to Paul for a few moments. During a lull in the 
conversation, she glanced over the rim of her glass at Rebecca 
regarding her closely whilst idly twisting a lock of hair around her 
finger, a long-standing nervous habit which always signified she 
was fretting over something. 'What's the matter, Becks?'

Rebecca shook her head. 'Nothing,' she said with strained 
casualness and deliberately turned her eyes to the TV. She leaned 
against Paul, her finger continuing to twist compulsively at her 
hair, unconsciously revealing her second thoughts about sending 
her sister to stand in for her at Struan. He put his arm tenderly 
around her, taking care with her injured limb, and kissed her 
head.

From the slouched comfort of her armchair, Megan smiled at 
two people so at ease in love and made her conviction – 

'I know you think you've made a big mistake putting me in 
Struan, Becky, that much is obvious, but what else could we do? 
You didn't ask to have your arm broken, although it was your own 
silly fault. We both know how things have been in the past with 
me and men and what you said about Nathaniel Mackie being 
damaged goods, but I'll be careful. I won't let him get under my 
skin, not this time…I've learned my lesson. I'm strong enough, I 
can cope. I'm going to be alright this time. I'm going to watch 
myself and keep my distance. I'll keep my head down, and do my 
job and not get involved. A man like him could drain me dry, but I 
won't let him. It's just a job. He's just my temporary employer. It's 
only for a few months.'

In her own mind at least, her argument sounded convincing 
enough.
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The TV weather forecast finished and the bulletins turned to 
sport. Paul, quickly engrossed, paid no heed to the women's 
resumed conversation.

'So what did Mr. Mackie have to say?' Rebecca asked, dragging 
Megan out of her thoughts.

'Nothing much,' she said. 'There was a bit of chitchat, a passing 
mention of the weather, a sort of an interview, the giving of 
orders and instructions and explanation of how I should have 
plenty to do…and then he threw me out into the rain again.'

'He didn't ask about me, did he?'
'Er…no, not really. Sorry.'
'No, he wouldn't,' Rebecca muttered, and rubbed her painful 

plastered arm as it rested in its sling.
Megan took another large drink and topped up her glass. 'I left 

the notebook behind and he looked at it. He seems to think we 
missed a few things out.'

'Like what?'
'He was quite specific about my not trespassing in his study, 

almost threatening in fact.'
'Did he suspect you had already been in there snooping about?'
Megan shook her head. 'No, I don't think so…and I wasn't 

snooping, I was just getting the lie of the land. He does seem 
pretty firm about maintaining his privacy - stay out of my private 
space or else is what it basically comes down to. So I have to ask, 
Becks, is there anything else you might have forgotten to 
mention? I don't want something trivial upsetting the applecart.'

Rebecca shook her head slowly. 'I don't think so. But after all 
these years it's all just second nature to me; I can't remember 
every tiny detail. If I think of anything I promise I'll tell you.'

Megan stretched out her legs and rested her head on the back 
of the chair, letting her eyes fall closed. She hadn't eaten since 
breakfast and the wine being rapidly absorbed by her empty 
stomach was beginning to have a not unpleasant effect on her 
head. 

'What do you think then?' Rebecca asked. 'Do you think you 
can keep in his good books long enough…until I'm better?'
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'It's more a question of whether he can stay in mine,' Megan 
said. 'I think he got the message that I won't truck any nonsense 
from him. I'll do my best for him, but if he doesn't like it, tough, he 
can take care of himself. Providing he plays fair, I think we're 
going to get along just fine.'

She sat up and gulped down the last of her wine. Her day's 
work was not yet quite over. 

'What do you want for dinner?' 

Home alone at Struan Lodge, Nathaniel Mackie absent-
mindedly thumbed through the notebook Megan had left behind 
again. It was full of neatly handwritten directives, essential for the 
smooth running of a house of Struan's size, and some notes 
pertaining to him in particular. 

One page mentioned coffee and cheese, his two main 
addictions, were always to be in stock, even listing his favourite 
brands. Another detailed how she should keep an eye on the 
liquor stock, to remember that what was on view was not always 
the truth, and to be aware that he kept a bottle hidden in the 
bottom drawer of his desk. 'How the hell did she know about 
that?'

Next to the note, he spotted a cryptic symbol; an upward 
arrow and punctuation marks arranged to resemble a sad face. 
'And what is that supposed to mean?'

He puzzled over the mark, turning the book over to get another 
angle, but was unable to decode its significance. He dismissed it as 
probably not important, put the book aside and poured himself 
another stiff measure of Southern Comfort. He filled his mouth 
with his favourite comforting liquid and thought back over his first 
day with his new housekeeper.

His first perception, that she might be a little bird-brained, 
could not have been wider of the mark. Confident and obviously 
highly intelligent and as sharp as a tack, he had to admit the 
woman intrigued him.

Once recovered from her initial surprise, she had not shown 
any fear when he challenged her, maintaining eye contact when 
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speaking to him. She had nice eyes; a bright, intense blue that 
looked right through him. He suspected he wouldn't be able to 
hide much from her and it would be a waste of time trying. It was 
apparent to him also that she would stand up for herself, and any 
demands she considered unreasonable, should he be foolish 
enough to make them, would no doubt be met with a 
stubbornness which would easily match his own.

Apart from her eyes, he was finding it difficult to picture her 
properly in his mind. Every time he had seen her, she had been 
either dripping wet or scowling with annoyance.

He couldn't make an accurate guess at her age, forty-ish maybe 
and he supposed her to be average looking for someone of that 
age with clear skin and, on the rare occasion he saw it, a ready 
smile. He gauged her height to be about five foot four in her socks 
and although it was difficult to see her figure hidden beneath her 
dowdy overall, he felt confident in his assumption that all her 
'bits' were Nature's own. The true shade of her neatly bobbed hair 
was hard to determine due to its perpetual dampness, although 
he couldn't help noticing the striking silver-white streak running 
through it from crown to jaw line.

Physical characteristics aside, there was something else about 
her he couldn't quite put his finger on; an odd yet strangely 
attractive quality. He had experienced it whenever they had 
happened upon each other during the course of the day. It was 
elusive, intangible, ethereal almost, and it exuded from her like a 
wispy aura; something impossible to interpret or define with 
words, but most definitely present and it disturbed him 
somewhat.

Despite his misgivings, he found himself looking forward to 
seeing her again the next day…his curiosity had definitely been 
piqued.
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Chapter 3

She arrived the next day as Nat, still in his dressing gown, was 
finishing his breakfast. She let herself in without fuss and gave him 
a cheery, 'Good morning,' as she hung her coat on the hook 
behind the door.

'Good morning...and on time too.'
She slipped her tabard apron over her head, fastening it at her 

waist, and as she tamed a stray wisp of hair with her hand, she 
became aware of him watching her. 

'What's the matter?' she said, checking herself over. 'Have I got 
my pinny on back to front?'

'No. It's fine.'
'What then?'
'Nothing. You look different that's all.'
'Different good or different bad?'
'Good…definitely good.'
The day before, she had resembled a frightened wet hen. Now 

she looked a completely new woman; dry and smiling; smartly 
dressed in a floral shirt and grey slacks. Her salt and pepper 
coloured hair now tidily groomed and the streak even more 
distinctive than before. He couldn't take his eyes off it.

She slipped off her outdoor shoes and pulled a pair of white 
trainers from a plastic carrier bag, stepped into them and, putting 
her foot on a chair for support, deftly laced them up. The plastic 
bag she folded into a neat square and pushed it into her apron 
pocket. Now comfortably shod, she smoothed the creases from 
the front of her tabard, folded her arms and looked squarely at 
him.

'Are you absolutely sure you want me to be here, Mr Mackie?'
He regarded her impassively, chewing slowly on his toast. 

'Don't you want to be here?'
'I think so. I suppose so. For the most part...'
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'You don't sound so sure?'
She straightened her shoulders confidently. 'Yes, I'm sure. I do.'
He swallowed his mouthful. 'Well then, what's your problem?'
Her shoulders sagged slightly again. 'I've been thinking that 

maybe we got off on the wrong foot yesterday and I might have 
made bit of a show of myself.'

He leaned back in his chair. 'In what way?'
'I got the impression you might think me a bit of a mouthy 

showoff.'
He stuffed the last of his toast into his mouth. 'It never crossed 

my mind. Why should it?'
'It's just...you...er...I was nervous and I've never done this type 

of work before...'
'Slumming it, eh?'
'I wouldn't say that exactly. It's something...different, out of my 

field, a whole new ball game so to speak, but once I get my hand 
in, it'll be fine.'

'I'm sure it will be and I'm happy to see you came back. To be 
honest, I thought I might have scared you off. And it's Nat, 
remember?'

'No, you didn't scare me…not at all, and sorry, yes…Nat.'
'I'm not really the ogre Rebecca has no doubt painted me to 

be,' he said. 'I can be quite friendly once you get to know me.'
'Then I look forward to getting to know you.' She grinned and 

reached for the kettle. 'First order of business every day. I can't 
work without at least one cup of tea inside me…two preferably.'

'Then don't let me stand in your way.' He scraped his chair on 
the tiles as he stood.

'Coffee at eleven, lunch at one,' she said, clearing away his 
used breakfast things.

'Whatever you think is best,' he said unsure as to whether it 
was a question or a statement, but as soon as those five words 
left his mouth, he had unwittingly taken his hand off the wheel, 
leaving Megan in total charge of both the house and himself.

He picked up his newspaper and left her to her work.
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He soon began to take pleasure in Megan's company and 
sought it out. Her directness and quick wit engaged him. She 
listened intently when he talked, no matter how dull the subject 
and he enjoyed the novelty of her attention.

He couldn't recall ever having idled time away with Rebecca 
and as a result, he knew next to nothing about her. He had the 
distinct impression she considered him an interloper in his own 
home; another object to be kept clean and tidy and she would 
much rather polish windows than hold a conversation with him. 
Now he came to think of it, it wasn't remoteness maintained out 
of respect, it was a wide, cold chasm of detachment because quite 
simply, she didn't like him.

Considering the two women were sisters, they could not have 
been more different. They didn't look or sound alike and their 
mannerisms and mind-set were poles apart. There would never 
be any chance of mistaking one for the other. He wanted to know 
more about Megan.

After the first week, when she had settled in and appeared 
comfortable with her position, he felt it safe to ask her about her 
decision to move from an industrial town in the north of England 
to the small Scottish village of Kirkton. She picked at the crust of 
her lunch-time sandwich, keeping her eyes on her plate.

'Dad struggled on for eight years without Mam after she died. 
He missed her terribly and I don't think he could take it any more. 
He stopped looking after himself and just…gave up. Officially, he 
had a heart attack in his sleep and never woke up. He probably 
didn't know anything about it. It would never appear on any death 
certificate, but I think he died of a broken heart. When he'd gone, 
I had no reason to stay there any more.'

When he said, 'I'm truly sorry,' she felt his sympathy was 
genuine.

He let her have a quiet moment to her thoughts before he 
steered away from the obviously still painful subject. 'Why move 
to Kirkton?' he said. 'You could have gone anywhere. There's a 
whole wide world out there.'
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'It was Rebecca's idea. She'd already made the break and 
settled here and knew I would have just rotted away in that 
grubby little town all on my own. After Dad's funeral, she made it 
quite clear she wanted me to move up here and live with her, to 
leave the whole sorry lot behind and start afresh. She threw me a 
lifeline and I grabbed it with both hands…and here I am.'

'And are you happy here?'
'As happy as I can be living with Rebecca.' She smiled wistfully. 

'God knows she would try the patience of a saint, but she's my 
little sister and I love her. And I owe her...a lot.'

'So that's the favour you owed her. How she talked you into 
standing in for her when she hurt herself. Good old emotional 
blackmail?'

She laughed. 'Sort of, but I don't mind, and now I'm here it's 
not so bad.'

'And what about me?'
'You're not so bad either.'

The couple fell into a routine of sharing morning coffee at the 
kitchen table. Every day at eleven o'clock by the chime of the 
grandfather clock in the hall, when Nat was home and if she didn't 
have to be out running errands, she called him to join her.

'What kind of work did you do?' he said, carelessly dunking a 
biscuit into his coffee. Part of it broke off and fell into the mug. 
She pulled a face of disgust as she watched him fish the soggy 
fragment out with a spoon, suck it off and wash it down with a 
mouthful of coffee. 'Waste not, want not,' he said. 'You were 
saying...about your work.'

'It wasn't very interesting.'
'Tell me anyway, I'd like to know.'
'I was the personal assistant to a hospital consultant for over 

fifteen years.'
'What department?'
'Emergency medicine.'
'Now that must have been exciting. All that blood and gore 

and...stuff.'

22



-  -

'Not really. I had very little contact with actual patients. For the 
most part it was a wearisome slog through mountains of 
paperwork and filing - bloody hard work for very little reward. 
Personal assistant, private secretary, general dogsbody…stick 
whatever label you like on it. You think of it, I did it…and a lot of 
things I shouldn't have. Some of them were barely legal.'

Nat's eyebrows rose in fascination. 'Care to be more specific…?'
'I'd rather not. Let's just say he was not a nice man; arrogance 

and rudeness personified, with no respect for personal privacy or 
property and with a chronic case of wandering hands. It was a 
challenge and a half to get him to work in the first place and then 
to keep him sober long enough not to kill anybody while he did it.'

'Jings, tough call. You must be made of stern stuff.'
'You'd better believe it. A hide like an elephant's, me.'
'It's heartening to know I'm not the only difficult employer 

you've had?'
She sniggered. 'You think you're hard work? Believe me, 

there'll never be anyone anywhere to compete with him.' 
'So why stay there so long?'
'Bills don't pay themselves and I like to eat at least once a day.' 

She sat back in her chair. 'Do you know what hurt the most? After 
everything I did for him, all the rules I broke and the risks I took? 
He didn't even bother to say goodbye on my last day. No phone 
call, no message, not even a cheap bunch of dying flowers from 
the petrol station. The ungrateful bastard was too busy playing 
golf to make the effort.' She put her hand to her mouth. 'I'm sorry. 
There I go with my potty mouth again.'

'Don't worry about it. I'm sure he deserved it,' he said. 'Just out 
of curiosity, how do I measure on your troublesome employer 
scale?'

'So far, you're not even giving it a nudge.'
'Hmmm.' 
He risked a sideways look. The inscrutable deadpan look on her 

face said it all. On pain of death, he was on no account to try to 
improve his score.
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Not wanting to appear too intrusive into Megan's privacy, he 
waited two more days before he made any more personal 
enquiries. The opportunity arose whilst he was sitting at the table 
waiting for her to serve him his lunch.

'I couldn't help but notice your ring. Is there someone special in 
your life at the moment?' he said.

'Do you mean a man?' She snorted. 'No chance! I don't have 
the time or the energy to waste on lost causes. It's just an empty 
trinket. Aren't they all?' 

She realised her blunder as soon as the words left her lips and 
glanced round at him. 'I'm so sorry, that was very insensitive.'

'It's alright,' he said, his gold band already hidden under a 
protective hand.

She turned back to stirring the soup warming in a pan on the 
stove. 'I'm very happily divorced, thank you very much. The ring is 
purely decorative. I've no time for men; selfish, conniving bastards 
every man Jack of them.'

'Aren't you supposed to say 'present company excluded'?'
She looked at him askance and he nodded, understanding. 

'Point taken.'
'It was my own fault, I should have known better,' she said 

bitterly. 'It only lasted three and a half years, but it was long 
enough.'

'What happened?' 
'What always happens, he left me for someone else. He took 

everything I had, physically, mentally and emotionally, and then 
he turned round and said he'd had a better offer.'

He watched with growing caution as she began to stir the soup 
in a dynamic figure of eight, flushing with hostility toward her ex-
husband.

'He was a manipulative, deceitful, faithless piece of shite who 
screwed every woman his shadow fell on, and if I ever clap eyes 
on him again, I swear to God I'll knife him.' She gave the large, 
metal spoon a vicious mid-air twist. 'I'll cut out his dirty black 
heart and shove it on a spike. And then for good measure, not to 
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mention the sheer, glorious pleasure of it...' She jabbed the spoon 
savagely upwards. 'I'll ram a red hot poker up his arse!'

She banged the spoon on the side of the pan and Nat visibly 
recoiled at the loud metallic clang.

'Jesus! I hope you don't ever get that pissed off with me!'
'Don't you worry yourself,' she said, smiling with all the 

serenity of an angel. 'You have a long way to go yet and I've 
calmed down a lot since then. If you piss me off, you'll know all 
about it, long and loud, believe me.' 

She placed his bowl of soup on the table in front of him and 
picked up a heavy serrated bread knife. 

'Bread and butter?' 
He looked at the knife, blade glinting in her hand and 

considered his options. 
'If you don't mind,' he said, teasing it her from grasp. 'I'll do it 

myself.'

Contrary to Rebecca's gloomy predictions, Megan found Nat 
could at times be fun to be around.

He often amused her with his dry, irreverent sense of humour 
and could become flustered by the simplest of tasks. Finding the 
end of a roll of sticky tape or folding up maps were his particular 
bugbears. To her these were so pitiable as to be comical.

'Don't just stand there, woman, help me with this fuc…blasted 
thing,' he pleaded when faced with an overly large and 
particularly uncooperative map which had managed to drape 
itself over the whole of his desk.

'For Heaven's sake it's just a piece of paper,' she said, as if 
speaking to a petulant child. 

'Aye, it may well be,' he complained, 'but it's got a life of its 
own. It doesn't like me.'

'Don't be so silly.' 
She shooed him out of her way. A quick flick of her hand 

brought order to the crumpled mess and with a few deft 
movements, folded it back into its original form, not a crease out 
of place.
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The triumph of single-mindedness over incompetence.
She held out the map, eyebrows raised in an unspoken, 'That 

wasn't so hard now, was it?' and he meekly took it from her.
Saying not another word, she turned on her heel and walked 

from the room, her lips pressed tightly together to suppress a 
smile as a faint, 'Thank you,' floated out after her.

Once out of sight she generated a grin so wide it almost split 
her face in two. Laughter welled up and she let it go, not caring 
whether he heard or not.
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Chapter 4

The day after his return from another business trip, Nat took 
advantage of a spell of good weather to spend an entire sunny 
morning washing and polishing his Range Rover.

Megan took his coffee out to him, but before handing it over, 
she took a moment to survey how carefully he wiped the cloth 
over the body of the vehicle. 

Anyone would think he was in love with that car, she thought. 
Talk about your proverbial pride and joy…

'You can do mine if you like,' she said, tipping her head towards 
her own means of transport - a tiny blue Citroën C1 squatting, 
mud spattered and rusting on the gravel.

He afforded it a fleeting glance. 'I don't think I'll risk it,' he said, 
dryly. 'It might just come apart at the seams under the weight of 
the bubbles.'

She chuckled at his witticism and handed him his mug. 'You 
might be right.'

In reverential silence, they both stood and admired his massive 
vehicle.

O.V.E.R.F.I.N.C.H - with her finger, she traced each of the silver 
letters attached to the shimmering green bonnet. 'What does that 
mean?' she asked.

'That it has special added extras.'
She caressed the front grille. 'Like what?' 
'Whatever I wanted. It's what they call a bespoke vehicle, so I 

got to choose the fixtures and fittings, wood fascias, fancy 
wheels…'

'Hmm…a car with wheels,' she murmured. 'Who'd have 
thought?' She moved around to the side of the vehicle. 'You 
haven't told me what it is you do that allows you to buy a fine 
motor like this.'
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He quickly stepped up and swept his polishing cloth over where 
she had touched, wiping away any stray fingerprints.

'I buy and sell land.' 
She began to slowly circle the car, deliberately draping her 

hand on the bodywork. 
'What sort of land...and don't say dirt and grass or I will have to 

hurt you?' 
'Whatever is most suitable for the purpose,' he said. 'Depends 

on what the client wants to build – hotel, golf course, shopping 
centre, housing estate. Had to find the acreage for a holiday camp 
once. Turned out to be more like a prison camp than a leisure 
facility.'

At the back of the car, she touched each of the letters on the 
personalised plate, NAT 50. 

'Sometimes it's just for investment,' he said, wiping vigorously 
at the plate. 'If I find some going spare, I'll make a bid. Got quite a 
portfolio. When the right buyer comes along I sell it on and make 
myself a nice fat profit.'

'Blimey, a country landowner. You must be loaded.' 
She shielded her eyes and peered in through the driver's 

window at the plush leather and wood interior and the vast array 
of knobs and buttons. She could see his reflection in the glass as 
he hovered fretfully behind her, cloth at the ready to polish away 
her handprint. 

He sniffed and shrugged. 'I get by.'
'Hmmm.'
She crunched her way over the gravel to the low garden wall, 

sat primly on it and sipped from her mug. 
Satisfied she wasn't going to suddenly spring up and touch the 

car again, he buffed at the glass until every trace of mark had 
gone, gave the bonnet a final wipe over, pocketed the cloth and 
sat beside her. 

'Didn't you bring any biscuits?'
'No, you already ate them all,' she said. 'I have to say I'm a little 

disappointed.'
'In what?'
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'Your choice of career.'
'Why so?'
'I'm sure being a glorified estate agent is a perfectly decent 

occupation, but I somehow imagined you might do something a 
bit more high-powered.'

'Like what?'
She shrugged. 'I don't know…a top ranking financier, fancy 

lawyer, something in oil, an international arms dealer perhaps.'
'Sorry to disappoint you, but nothing quite so interesting here 

at all. Just plodding along making a do where I can.'
She smiled. 'So why don't you tell me something about yourself 

so that I can give you a fascination factor. You know all about me, 
but you've told me next to nothing about yourself.'

'What you see is what you get there too. I have nothing to 
declare. Plain and boring Mr Ordinary.'

'Aw, come on, I don't believe that for a second. You must have 
plenty to tell. You're a man of the world, a cosmopolitan 
sophisticate with a whole lifetime of experience to choose from. 
Tell me something shocking…something from your hidden 
depths…a secret from your past…'

His back stiffened and he sat upright, his entire demeanour 
suddenly changed. His grey green eyes fixed her with a hard, cold 
stare and his mouth drew into a grim pale line. He leaned toward 
her and his sudden close proximity forced her to back away and 
widen the gap again. When he spoke, his voice was low and tight 
with anger.

'Now you listen to me woman, and listen good, because I don't 
want to have to repeat myself. As far as you're concerned, my 
private life is just that…private. Understand? It is absolutely none 
of your, or anyone else's damned concern, so keep your nose out. 
It's not an issue to be gossiped about with your sister, speculated 
on with those busybodies down at the Post Office or discussed 
over the garden fence with the old trout next door. Do I make 
myself perfectly clear?' 

Not daring to breathe, Megan nodded. 
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'Good! Now, get back to the work I'm paying you for, mind 
your own damned business…and keep your hands off my fucking 
car!'

Shocked and frightened by the abrupt change in his 
temperament, she forced out a fragile apology, got to her feet 
and fled for the safety of the house.

After fifteen minutes spent brooding on the wall, Nat had 
calmed down somewhat. He took the cleaning rag from his pocket 
and gave his car a final wipe over. Content with the standard of 
finish, he tidied the cleaning materials into the garage and 
returned to the kitchen. In silence he washed his hands.

Megan held out a towel for him to dry them. As he took it, 
their fingers accidentally touched and she withdrew hers as if 
burned, tucking them firmly into the pocket of her tabard.

'I'm sorry I yelled at you,' he said. 'I shouldn't have, I know, but 
you overstepped the mark.'

She didn't look at him, keeping her eyes on the towel. 'It was 
my fault. I wasn't thinking.' 

'No, you weren't.' He held out the towel for her to take. 'Don't 
do it again.'

She glanced up and met his eyes for an instant. 'I'll try not to.' 
Immediately she corrected herself. 'I won't.'

'See that you don't.'
He clapped his hands loudly, startling her, and rubbed them 

briskly together. 'Now, if there's any chance of some lunch, I'd 
appreciate it. I'm famished!' 

'Yes...erm...t- ten minutes okay?'
'Unless I faint from malnutrition first.' 
He then strode out of the kitchen as if nothing had happened 

at all. Another about face to leave her confused and uncertain.
Having witnessed Nat's volatile temper firsthand, it troubled 

her deeply how easily a seemingly trivial comment could set off 
such fury. Rebecca had cautioned her it could happen, but she 
hadn't heeded the warning. She would have to be more careful in 
future.
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It's never a good idea to prod a sleeping bear with a sharp stick, 
she told herself.

From then on she made a concerted effort to curb her tongue 
and become more observant of his moods, and soon became 
adept at spotting an impending change by the set of his face, by 
his mannerisms or simply by the change in tone of his voice.

Often she could turn him around with a kind word, careful 
attention and an encouraging smile. Other times she simply 
needed to stop talking, walk away and leave him alone. When his 
temper did get the better of him he was usually apologetic and 
remorseful afterwards, but not always.

Despite her preparedness, Nat still managed to perturb her.
He called her into the study one afternoon. She hadn't been in 

the room since her initial furtive survey of the house, but it looked 
different from how she remembered it. He had seemingly taken it 
upon himself to tidy up and move the furniture around.

As he busily sorted books into a pile, she stood patiently in 
front of the fireplace, waiting for her instructions. The only sound 
in the room, apart from the quiet thud of book being stacked 
upon book, came from the hypnotic ticking of the walnut-cased 
mantle clock. It reached into the expectant silence and as it did, 
she allowed her eyes to wander around the revered study, noting 
the odd mix of old and new items, each contrasting the other. The 
massive, antique oak desk dominating one side of the room 
carried Nat's shiny ultra modern laptop. The flat screen TV and 
satellite system looked out of place besides the wooden wall 
panelling and the high, stained glass window with its Victorian 
window seat cushioned in plush green velvet, in patches a little 
threadbare. A functional, high-backed office chair stood in stark 
black newness compared to a shabby brown leather armchair of 
considerable age, both it and its matching footstool almost worn 
through to the stuffing in places.

Against the walls, shelves groaned with books of all shapes and 
sizes, hundreds of them, and with there being no more room, they 
stood piled on the floor.
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The tidier room brought into view a piece of furniture she 
hadn't seen before. A cupboard of highly polished mahogany, a 
little over five feet high and shaped like a narrow coffin, lurked in 
the corner of the room as if it didn't want to be seen, bolted to 
the wall and carrying a very sturdy lock.

When the clock on the mantle unexpectedly chimed out the 
half hour, it drew her eyes away from the cupboard and onto it, 
and then onto the elegant picture frame standing beside it. The 
frame's ornate body encased a colour photograph of a woman in 
her late thirties with long brown hair, hazel eyes and a soft, 
friendly smile. Her arms were hugged around the neck of a large 
white dog.

This must be his wife…what was her name - Joanna?
Out of the corner of her eye became aware of Nat watching 

her as she scrutinised the picture.
'She's very pretty,' she said, and heard him inhale deeply.
'Aye, she…was,' he said, almost inaudibly.
'You must miss her.'
He touched his fingertips to the photograph, at the woman's 

cheek. 'That's a bit of an understatement. When she went she 
ripped my soul in half.'

He gazed into the woman's motionless eyes, and Megan, never 
having seen a man's face so full of sorrow, genuinely thought she 
felt her heart move in her chest. 

'Aren't you going to give me the usual platitudes?' he said, his 
eyes roving over the photograph. 'How about, 'I'm sorry for your 
loss', or 'what a terrible tragedy' and all that worthless claptrap.'

'Would it make you feel any better if I did?'
His head shook slowly. 'Not in the least.'
'Then I won't.'
He smiled gently and to her surprise, briefly touched his hand 

to her arm, accepting her quiet sympathy with good grace. 
'Thank you.'
He took a deep, cleansing breath before returning to the 

business for which she had been summoned. 
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'Put those in the recycling will you…' he said, indicating a 
collection of magazines piled in a precarious hip high stack. 'And 
these books…' He pointed to several piles on the floor. 'Find some 
boxes and take them down to the dump or the charity shop, 
whatever you want. I don't want them any more.'

She examined the heap. 'There aren't any valuable ones are 
there? There's a market for old books, you know. If you've got any 
first editions or rare ones—'

'No, there's nothing here worth keeping, but if you come 
across something you fancy, help yourself.'

'Thank you. That's very generous.'
He rearranged the books into a steadier pile and Megan 

glanced over at the strange cupboard again. 'Can I ask you?' she 
said, pointing at it. 'What's that?'

'What?' He saw where her hand pointed. 'Ah, that's a gun 
cabinet.'

'Guns?' She felt a tell-tale twinge of alarm. In her book, guns 
were for one purpose only - killing.

'I have a pair of rather fine shotguns,' he replied with apparent 
nonchalance.

She looked apprehensive. 'Are you allowed to have them in the 
house? Is it safe?'

'Perfectly. I'm all legally licensed and they are well locked up as 
per regulations. Everyone around here has guns. It's a country 
thing. They are rather nice. Would you like to see them?'

'Erm…' She hesitated, unsure if a refusal would offend. 'Not if 
it's any trouble.'

'None whatsoever.' He dug in his front trouser pocket and 
pulled out a well-loaded keyring. At his desk, he unlocked a small 
drawer from which he withdrew a small metal box. Another key 
opened the box, to reveal a third set of keys inside. He used those 
to release the guns from their secure holding place.

He selected one of the matched pair, broke the barrel to 
ensure it was not loaded and showed it to her. When they were 
both satisfied of its safety, he joined it together again with a 
metallic click and held it out to her.
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She had never touched a real gun before and took it carefully in 
her hands. Its weight surprised her; she reckoned it at around 
seven pounds, maybe more.

'Rather nice' didn't come anywhere near sufficient enough a 
description, it was a thing of beauty. The polished barrel shone 
like a silken mirror and the exquisite hand tooled Turkish walnut 
stock, glowed. The metal side panels had been skilfully engraved 
with tiny, detailed images of foliage, rabbits and birds, and sitting 
neatly in a small scrolled panel, the maker's name - Holland and 
Holland - one of the most prestigious manufacturers of firearms in 
the country.

Not merely a weapon, this was a craftsman produced work of 
art – a labour of love. She turned it over in her hands to see all its 
aspects. It did not disappoint.

'It's so beautiful,' she said, breathless with admiration.
'They're completely hand-made of course, takes hundreds of 

hours of work.'
'I'll bet.'
'They're a fine pair aren't they?'
'Indeed.' She ran her fingertips over the engravings, 

appreciating the subtle delicacy of the work. The etching was so 
fine and clear, the images might well have been photographs.

'Look at this incredible workmanship,' she said, her voice low 
with respect. 'It must have taken an age to do. They're absolutely 
amazing.'

'Each panel takes about three months,' he said. 'One error 
and...'

He drew his fingers across his throat. 
'Really?'
She drew her eyes from admiring the gun and onto a smiling 

Nat. He appeared to be enjoying her appreciation of his toys.
'I don't want to be rude I have to ask...were they expensive?'
He shrugged. 'Not really. Only fifty thousand.'
Megan's mouth fell open with astonishment. 'Fifty 

thou...what…lira?' 
'Guineas actually, and that's just for one.'
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'What?'
'Shotguns are always sold in pairs.'
'Why? You can only use one at once.'
'It's tradition. I got them second hand, and fifty grand each was 

a half price bargain. Brand new, those babies would have cost 
about the same as than the Range Rover.'

'Maths was never my strongpoint,' she said. 'But all told, 
between two guns and one car that's very nearly a quarter of a 
million pounds! I've never seen that much money in my whole 
life.'

'Aye, not far off,' he said, untroubled by her incredulity. 'Guns 
like these are an investment, however, and will go up in value. 
The car unfortunately won't and is losing value every day, but it is 
a necessity. Still, it's worth it. Where does it say a necessity 
shouldn't be a comfortable one?'

The same place it says someone not a million miles from me 
has more money than sense.

'You hold it like this,' he said, moving behind her and reaching 
his arms around her, pressing his chest and belly against her back. 
She could feel his body heat through his shirt and smell his 
cologne. Her pulse and respiration quickened; imperceptible to 
him, but very noticeable to her.

He helped her position the gun with the stock resting against 
the fleshy front of her shoulder. With one hand he guided hers to 
support the gun from underneath, and with his other placed her 
finger on the trigger. As soon as it touched the cold metal, 
Rebecca's voice echoed at her.

'More than once I thought he might top himself,' she had said. 
'He used to have a shotgun, I think he still might, and I played it 
out in my head, over and over, what I'd do if I came in one day 
and found him dead…'

Quite clearly, inside her head, she heard the resonating blast 
from the discharging weapon, gasped audibly, and an involuntary 
shiver ran through her. Nat felt it and pulled away to put his 
hands on her shoulders. 'What's wrong?' he asked.
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She shook her head and tried to swallow down her fright and 
held out the gun for him to take. 'Would you put it away now 
please?' 

'Sure.' He took it from her, puzzlement on his face. 'What's the 
matter?'

She couldn't tell him she had just had a mental picture of him 
slumped in his chair with half his head blown away, blood and 
brains splattering the walls and ceiling. Her stomach writhed and 
she felt sick. 'Nothing,' she lied. 'Please…will you put it back in its 
box and lock it up?'

He did as she asked and she paid close attention, ensuring all 
the locks had been properly secured. 'Okay now?' 

'Yes, thank you.' She gave him a small, relieved smile. 'I'm sorry 
to be bothersome.'

'No, it's my fault. I shouldn't have given it to you. I didn't think 
it would frighten you.'

She shook her head. 'No…no it's not that. I wasn't frightened of 
it. I was admiring it as a work of art and not fully appreciating the 
fact you could actually, really kill someone with it.'

'You can rest assured I've never killed anything with it. Not so 
much as a rabbit. It's just for clays and that's perfectly harmless if 
noisy fun.'

'Well, that's alright then,' she said, unconvinced.
'Would you like to have a go? I'll take you if you like, if you're 

interested. You can try it for yourself.'
She shook her head again. 'Thank you, but no. It's kind of you 

to offer and I appreciate it.' She began to edge her way towards 
the door. 'I'll, er, go and find you those boxes, shall I?'

She turned and left the room and crossed the hall without so 
much as a backward glance. It was a long time before she 
returned.
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Chapter 5

One afternoon, not long after the incident with the shotguns, 
Megan was at the kitchen sink, peeling vegetables for Nat's 
evening meal. He was filling the coffee machine and they were 
chatting as they usually did. In the background the radio played. 
She liked the radio on as she considered the house far too quiet. 
He tolerated it as a gesture of good will, so long as it was not too 
loud or interfered with his work.

In the middle of a sentence, she broke off speaking and stood 
absolutely still, her eyes glassy and staring somewhere into the 
wall, seemingly seeing nothing.

Curious, he went nearer to get a closer look. To all intents and 
purposes, she had gone into a trance. Her pupils had dilated and 
she seemed completely transfixed as she listened intently to a 
slow, melodic love song, its subtle drum back beat accompanied 
by a mournful cello and the male vocalist, deep and mellow.

An ethereal instrumental began. It built in intensity, rising 
suddenly to an orgasm of sound, and she inhaled deeply as the 
music filled her. Her head fell back and as her eyes closed, a large 
tear slipped out from under the lid and slid slowly down her 
cheek.

To Nat, it could have been any song played on any radio a 
hundred times a day, but for her the music was literally 
enchanting and he couldn't draw his gaze from her. He had never 
before seen such an intense reaction to a piece of music and it 
both fascinated and frightened him in equal measures.

After just over four minutes, the song ended and she drifted 
back. She blinked, inhaled sharply and quickly wiped the tear 
away with the side of her hand.

'Are you all right?' he enquired with a mixture of confusion and 
concern.
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'That was so…' Her voice had a dreamy quality to it, as if she 
had just woken from a deep sleep. She took another sharp intake 
of breath and snapped back into ordinariness. Her pupils returned 
to normal size.

'I'm sorry, were you saying something?' she said, seeing him 
still staring at her.

'No. Not really.'
His attentiveness began to unnerve her. 'What's wrong?'
'With me? Nothing.' He frowned perplexedly at her. 

'Megan...where did you go?'
'What do you mean?'
'Just now. You were listening to something, a song, on the 

radio and … I can't find any other way to describe it, but it…it took 
you away. You weren't here.'

She laughed softly, dismissing his concern. 'Oh that. It happens 
sometimes. A tune will reach right in there...' She tapped the side 
of her head with her finger. '...and take over.'

'What was it…the song? Why was it so special?'
'I don't know, I've never heard it before, but I certainly hope I 

get to hear it again. It was quite lovely.'
She inclined her head to look around him at the gurgling coffee 

machine. 'Coffee's ready,' she said, and returned to her vegetable 
preparation as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened at all.

On the way back to his study, Nat glanced at the illuminated 
radio display and made a note of the station. A short telephone 
call later, he had the name of both the artist and the song.

Megan's reaction to a simple tune had left him baffled, but 
now he thought he understood why she behaved as she did when 
he gave her the gun. Anyone who reacted as she had to a piece of 
music had to have something special deep inside them - a 
sensitive soul. He had seen a different side to this woman who 
had breezed wet and cursing into his house, and he felt strangely 
comforted by it. He had only known her for a few weeks but 
already felt he could trust her completely and that she would not 
let him down.
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Two days later Megan arrived at work to find a CD case on the 
kitchen table with a note attached that said simply,

'Enjoy. N.'
She opened the case to see a song title halfway down the 

playlist, highlighted in bright yellow. She smiled, delighted with 
her gift. He had clearly made the effort to go out and find this for 
her simply because he thought she would like it.

'That was a very generous thing you did,' she said when he 
came in for coffee.

He took his seat at the table. 'It's a scurrilous rumour, I deny 
everything,' he said. 'What did I do?'

'The CD, silly.' She placed his coffee in front of him. 'How did 
you know which one it was?' She took a new box of biscuits from 
the cupboard, tugged off the lid and placed the box on the table.

'Deduction my dear Watson,' he said, tapping the side of his 
nose with his forefinger. He peered into the box.

'You didn't have to go to all that trouble.'
'It was nae bother,' he said. He picked out one biscuit, changed 

his mind, opted for another, and then for good measure, took two 
more. Megan snatched up the lid and covered the box, curbing his 
greediness. 'Why?' she asked.

'Because you liked it, it meant a lot to you,' he said. 'And to be 
honest, Meg, I've never seen anything like that before; it gave me 
the willies. It must be one hell of a special thing to affect you like 
it did, and you should be able to enjoy it whenever you want to.'

She smiled as she realised, for the first time, he had called her 
Meg, not Megan or even the comical Just Megan. She found she 
liked it. She liked it very much. 'I'm really touched,' she said. 
'You're very thoughtful. Thank you.'

'Thoughtful, moi? Hmm.' He dipped his biscuit into his coffee. 
'Not my usual epithet, so don't spread it around. Somebody might 
think I've gone soft.'
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Chapter 6

Nat drove out of the gates of Struan Lodge and took the road 
leading directly to Aberdeen city centre. It would be a good 
twenty-five mile drive, but on a clear, frosty morning, in a warm, 
comfortable car, the journey would not be unpleasant. The 
countryside droned by mostly unnoticed. Driving almost on 
autopilot, he had his mind on other things, namely details of how 
he would best pitch his proposal to a new client he had arranged 
to meet at his rented office in Albyn Place. 

He anticipated a quick meeting, hoped for it, because for the 
rest of the day he had other plans - a pub lunch, a short walk onto 
Union Street for a new pair of shoes and home again.

As he thought of home, his attention immediately dwelled on 
Megan. The charismatic woman had only been in his employ for a 
few weeks, but had already begun to have an influence on him, to 
change things and only, as far as he could see, for the better.

Every morning, without fail, she greeted him with a smile and 
enquired, 'How are you today?'

She listened good-naturedly to his moans and grumbles, of 
which there were plenty, doing her best to cheer him up if she 
could and intuitively leaving him alone if his mood warranted it. 
He smiled as he thought of her.

Sensitive and thoughtful she might be, but she took no 
nonsense from him, no matter how difficult he could be and she 
wasn't afraid to put him in his place when she thought he needed 
it, which, he had to admit, was fairly often. 

She had intriguing blue eyes; bright and intelligent. They 
fascinated him. They gave the impression of being able to see 
right into him and read him like an open book. She always seemed 
to know exactly how he was feeling and adjusted her behaviour 
accordingly.
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He imagined he could smell her perfume, subtle and familiar. 
He couldn't quite place it exactly, but it was definitely something 
floral and it reminded him of the old-fashioned roses in his 
garden…

He snapped out of his daydream and back into the real world 
as his reflexes took over, stamping both his feet on the brake 
pedal, pushing it right down to the floor.

'Jeeessuuus!'
There came a dull thud from outside and the car screamed to a 

halt, coming to rest in the opposite direction of travel and on the 
wrong side of the road. It rocked violently with the inertia, its 
brakes and tyres smoking, a fine trail of black rubber laid in a 
sweeping arc on the tarmac.

Inside, Nat sat motionless, gripping the steering wheel so 
tightly his knuckles turned white. He exhaled a deep, shuddering 
breath, the pounding of his heart drowning out the thrumming of 
the motor. He pulled on the handbrake, slipped the car into 
neutral and stepped out. The sour odour of burning rubber hung 
over the road.

He had no idea what had happened, but felt certain he had hit 
something. He bent down to examine the front of the car to find a 
small patch of blood and hair attached to the grille covering the 
fog lamp. Frantically he looked around, but saw no sign of a body, 
human or otherwise, anywhere on the road.

He checked the deep muddy drainage ditches running down 
the sides of the road. Nothing there. He returned to the car to 
take a closer look at the patch of gore and breathed out a white 
cloud of relief as he recognised it as deer hair.

There was no sign of an injured animal. The car had probably 
struck it a glancing blow and it had run off, too shocked to feel its 
wound, making off over the fence and into the undergrowth 
before he had even seen it. There was nothing he could do about 
it now. 

He said a silent prayer of thanks for there having been no other 
vehicles on the road. Help for an accident out in the sticks was a 
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long time coming and most casualties didn't make it to hospital in 
time, even if they were ferried there by the Air Ambulance.

Finally satisfied there was nothing more to be done, he 
manoeuvred the car back into the right direction and continued 
his journey. He checked the clock. Providing he kept his eyes on 
the road ahead and didn't get distracted again, he shouldn't be 
late.

He didn't really need the office, but it gave him a professional 
image. In addition, it was somewhere he could control who he 
saw and when he saw them…or not. He didn't want people calling 
unannounced on his own front doorstep.

He had plenty of time before his meeting; his client had not yet 
arrived, and he settled down in his chair at his desk to wait.

Tucked away under the eaves of the four storey building, the 
window to his office was tiny. He had positioned his desk to catch 
as much natural light as possible, angling the blinds to let in the 
maximum amount without admitting prying eyes from the 
building next door. He opened the sash to admit a breath of fresh 
air and peered down into the square below.

As usual, it was busy with the comings and goings of 
pedestrians and shoppers and the occupants of, and visitors to, 
the various offices around him. He watched the activity for a few 
moments before closing the window again and swivelling around 
to his desk to occupy himself with sorting through the 
accumulated heap of mail, mostly junk and bills, and returning 
overdue telephone calls.

Half an hour past the appointed time there came a bad-
tempered knocking on his door. He answered it and ushered his 
guest into the cramped, but clean office.

'It's a bugger to park around here,' blustered the portly man in 
a navy blue suit, his face red and sweating from his exertion of 
having had to climb several flights of stairs to reach the top floor. 
He loosened his tie. 'And what sort of office building doesn't have 
a lift in this day and age?' 
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Nat apologised for the building's failings and offered the man a 
bottle of mineral water from the mini-fridge. 'I'm sorry, but the 
building is old and it's been listed, we couldn't have one if we 
wanted one, and if it wasn't listed, there simply isn't enough room 
for one.'

'Sodding Planning and their rules and regulations,' puffed the 
man, and gulped down the water. The men settled into a pair of 
tub chairs and the meeting began.

Two hours and a swift handshake later, the man was gone, and 
Nat was glad to see him go. Both the meeting and the client had 
been tedious and had drained his enthusiasm. Every proposal had 
been agreed to without argument. 

'You're the expert, that's what I'm paying you for,' the man 
kept saying. He even agreed to Nat's outrageously inflated fee 
without negotiation. 'Seems fair enough,' he said when presented 
with the projected expenses.

There was no challenge, no difference of opinion and no sense 
of achievement.

Nat looked over the paperwork, at the signed contract, and 
felt…empty. There was no drive, no motivation – nothing. Once, it 
had raced through his bloodstream like quicksilver; now, it had all 
gone and in its place, a vacant dark hole. He opened his briefcase 
and tucked the papers into it. With a heavy sigh, he clicked the 
lock closed.

He had almost killed himself to get the contract signed, but 
what did he have to look forward to in order to fulfil it? No doubt 
it would entail a few hundred solitary miles on the road, 
negotiation with the landowner to seal the best price and a dozen 
or so hours in his study on the telephone and internet. Even the 
prospect of a big fat cheque at the end of it didn't cheer him any. 
Was it really worth it?

He felt something was missing, that there should be more to it. 
There used to be. He used to look forward to the challenge. He 
used to enjoy it. Something had gone wrong. Maybe it was 
because the client had been a boring, pompous prick, but maybe 
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there was something more to it. Maybe there was something 
wrong with him.

Pull yourself together, man! Get a grip! he admonished himself 
as he rubbed little circles on his temples with his fingers. The 
room felt stuffy. He needed some fresh air. A glance at his watch 
told him it was nearly one o'clock - lunchtime.

He stopped in at the pub around the corner from his office 
building for a pint of light beer and a ham salad sandwich. It was 
noisy with chatter and intrusive muzak, and neither did his 
growing headache any favours. He spoke to no-one except the 
waitress who took his order and brought his meal. 

When a group of raucous builders from the construction site 
down the road invaded the pub, he abandoned both his food and 
drink.

Braving the still chilly day and the crowd of shoppers, he 
wandered up and down Union Street for an hour. Having trudged 
from shop to shop without having found what he wanted, he 
picked up a coffee from the Starbucks across the road and 
returned tired and frustrated to his office.

He leaned wearily back in his chair to sip at the hot sweet brew 
and let his eyes scan the room. The office was small but tidy. It 
didn't have the space for clutter. When his vision fell on the large 
map of Scotland, covering most of one wall, Megan's voice 
sounded clearly in his head.

'For Heaven's sake, it's just a piece of paper!'
He couldn't fold maps; he had never been able to. They 

conspired to defeat him and she had made fun of his ineptitude. 
He smiled and closed his eyes at the thought of her merry 
laughter drifting across the hallway.

At four-thirty, he woke with a start, having fallen asleep in the 
chair with his head lolling almost on his left shoulder. Now he had 
a stiff neck and a throbbing headache. He stretched himself to 
ease the stiffness and his extended arm knocked over the paper 
coffee cup. The top came loose and tepid brown liquid spilled 
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onto the desk top, dribbling over the edge and down onto the 
carpet.

He cursed aloud as he attempted to mop up the spillage with a 
copy of the free newspaper retrieved from the wastebasket, 
managing to get most, but leaving a damp sticky patch on the 
carpet.

Spilling the coffee was the final straw. He now felt thoroughly 
miserable and desperately wanted to go home. He knew when he 
got there, Megan would be waiting for him with her smile, a hot 
cup of tea and a welcome, and, if he was lucky, she might even 
offer to massage and soothe his sore neck.

He would tell her about the accident, complain about his day 
and she would listen. She always listened. She would smile at him, 
say the right thing and make him feel better. He wanted to feel 
better. He snatched his jacket off the back of the chair, and left 
the office.

He had left it too late. All too soon he found himself caught up 
in the laboriously slow-moving traffic as the city workers tried, like 
lemmings, to flee to the sanctuary of the suburbs and outlying 
villages. An accident on the road further hampered his progress.

He switched on the radio for company. The news proved to be 
the usual litany of crime, politics and the prediction of economic 
disaster; the weather forecast wintry showers with snow at higher 
altitudes. He switched the radio off and drove the remainder of 
the way home in gloomy silence.

It was dark when he finally pulled into the gates of Struan 
Lodge. He pressed a button on a gadget on his dashboard and a 
hundred yards up the driveway, the signal was received and the 
electric garage door slid open ready to receive him. At his 
approach the security light came on, flooding the parking area 
with glaring white light and revealing the absence of Megan's car. 
There would be no welcome home and no smile for him today, 
and his neck would go unsoothed.

Disappointed, he edged the car into the garage. As the door 
glided silently home, he grabbed his things and exited through the 
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side door to let himself into the house. He dropped his briefcase 
on the table and hung his jacket on a chair back.

The kitchen stood in darkness, save for the red light on the 
oven keeping his evening meal warm. It would be something 
tasty, no doubt; Megan's cooking wasn't really as bad as she had 
led him to believe. However, he wasn't interested in eating right 
now. Maybe later. Probably not. He didn't really care. He was too 
tired to care.

The door to the hall stood open, and beyond it a table lamp 
glowed gently, without which the house, silent apart from the 
quiet hum of the refrigerator, to not seem completely lifeless.

He took two bottles of chilled strong beer from the fridge, 
grabbed the bottle opener from its hook, and crossed the hall into 
his study, closing the door behind him.
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Chapter 7

Megan returned to Struan in cheerful spirits, having been out 
for the morning running errands and enjoying lunch at a very nice 
diner. Uproar assaulted her as she stepped into the house and her 
good mood shattered.

In his study, Nat, obviously infuriated, paced as he yelled. With 
him on speakerphone, and with all the doors between them open, 
she could hear both sides of the conversation quite clearly.

The appalling language from both parties shocked even her 
with its obscenity. Another outburst of mutual cursing and 
swearing, threats of legal action, a final vulgar insult…and then 
everything went quiet.

The sound of breaking glass made her look up from her 
industrious unpacking of the morning's groceries and pay 
attention. Seconds later there followed a strange sound, much 
like a voice, but with a peculiar, strangled edge.

The wrenching in her gut told her something was very wrong 
and she abandoned her task, tearing across the hall to the study 
to find Nat on his knees, one hand clutching at the desk leg, the 
other clawing frantically at the front of his shirt.

A glass beaker used for holding pencils lay smashed around him 
on the exposed wooden floor. She ran across the room and fell to 
her knees before him, ignoring the shard of glass cutting into the 
flesh of her leg.

His fingers scrabbled to undo his collar and tie as he grasped at 
air with rapid, shallow, ineffective breaths.

She took his hand away, loosened his tie and undid the top two 
buttons of his shirt. His hand went immediately to his throat to 
seek relief that did not come.

'I…I'm having…a heart attack…help me!' he rasped, wide eyed 
and terrified.
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She looked him over carefully - whey faced, but not grey, 
sweating but not clammy.

She grabbed his hand and took his pulse; very fast, but regular 
and strong.  'Any pain in your chest? Down your arm?'

'I...can't...breathe...help...'
His hyperventilating was running out of control and she took a 

firm hold of his head and made him look at her.
'Nat, shush…listen to me. It isn't your heart, okay. You're not 

having a heart attack - you're just breathing too fast and you're 
not getting enough air. You need to slow down or you're going to 
pass out. Do you understand?'

'Can't...breathe...'
'I know.' 
She remembered the apples she had bought that morning and 

the paper bag she brought them home in. She made to get up. 'I 
need to get something from the kitchen, okay? Something to help 
you. I'll be one second. Don't move.'

In panic, he grabbed her sleeve and pulled her back down to 
him. 'Don't…leave me,' he pleaded. 'I'm…going…to die…help 
me…Meg…I…don't want…to die!'

She broke free of the strong, painful grip on her arm to place 
her hands against his head and hold him still, forcing him to look 
at her. His eyes wandered for an instant, lack of oxygen affecting 
his ability to concentrate.

'Look at me, Nat! You're not going to die! Do you hear me? You 
are not going to die! I won't let you!' She shook him gently to get 
his attention. 'Listen to me! Are you listening?' She could see he 
wasn't. 'Breathe with me, dammit. Come on, slowly in…and 
out…and again. Come on, try.'

Her effort was already lost cause. As he drifted toward 
unconsciousness, his eyes lost focus and rolled; his head flopped 
to his shoulder and he became an insensible, unresponsive 
weight. Unable to hold onto him, she let him slide to the ground 
where the side of his head struck the floor with a dull thud.
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Almost immediately, oblivion released him from the grip of his 
panic attack and his breathing began to slow, becoming deeper 
and more consistent.

She strained to heave him onto his side and arrange him into a 
classic recovery position, snatching the cushion from the chair and 
sliding it under his head for what little comfort and protection it 
would offer. She then sat on the floor beside him to tend to her 
own wound.

A small sliver of glass had pierced the fabric of her trousers and 
lodged itself in the skin of her knee. She rolled the leg material 
and plucked at the sharp shard with her fingernail, carefully 
working it free, all the while trying not to look at the bright red 
blob oozing from the nick. She managed to fight off the wave of 
nausea which usually accompanied even the briefest sight of her 
own blood.

Nat's breathing became regular and even, and it took a little 
over five minutes more before he groaned and rolled slowly onto 
his back. He blinked open his eyes and stared up at her looking 
down on him.

'Lie still.' She took his hand to feel for his pulse, now slowed 
considerably from the hammering it had been just moments ago. 
Hers, however, was racing. 'Just rest,' she said. 'You'll be okay in a 
minute or two.'

Ignoring her counsel, he tried to sit up. Overcome with 
dizziness, he lay back down.

'Do as you're told why don't you?' she chided. 'Be still.'
'Wha' happened?' he said, groggily rubbing the small bump 

beginning to form where his head had struck the floor.
''You had a panic attack and passed out.'
'Huh?'
'You got yourself all het up over something and when you 

couldn't get your breath, you passed out. You had a panic attack.'
'Where the hell did that come from?'
'You were yelling at someone on the phone. I heard you when I 

came in. You were pretty upset. It must have been the trigger. Do 
you remember what it was about?'
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He frowned. 'No. I thought I was having a heart attack. I 
thought I was dying. Are you sure I didn't have a heart attack?'

'Quite sure. Has this ever happened to you before?'
'No. Never.' He rubbed at his head again and winced, obviously 

in some pain.
'Let me see,' she said, and ran her hand gently over his scalp, 

feeling the bump. He flinched again.
'Ouch! Be careful woman, I might have a fractured skull.'
'Don't be such a baby. It's just a bruise, nothing major.'
He sat up carefully and rubbed the back of his neck. 'I think I'm 

okay now.'
'Just a minute.' She took his pulse once more - normal, strong 

and regular.
'What's the prognosis, nurse?'
'You'll live.' She stood and offered her hand. He took it and got 

slowly to his feet, supporting himself on the desk.
'Any dizziness?' she asked.
'No.'
'Good. You'll need to take it easy for a while. Shall I make you 

some tea?'
'On this occasion, I think that might be a good idea.'
'Go into the kitchen then while I clear up this glass, and I'll be 

with you in a minute.'
She watched as, a little unsteady on his feet, he left her to her 

chore. When he had gone, her knees buckled and she sank to the 
ground. Overcome by a cold shudder, her self-assuredness 
abandoned her and her shaking hands went to cover her mouth to 
stifle a cry.

'What if I'd been wrong? What if it had been his heart after all? 
He could have died right here on the floor? Oh God! I could have 
killed him!' She pulled herself up short. 'Stop it, he's fine. It was 
just a panic attack and he's fine. If he had been really sick, you 
would know.'

She admonished herself for being foolish, closed her eyes and 
with deep breaths, counted slowly to ten, concentrating on 
regaining her poise. Calmer, she carefully picked up the pieces of 
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glass and wrapped them in a newspaper taken from the desk, all 
the while ignoring the small red stain growing on the leg of her 
jeans.

It took a few moments more before she could put on a 
convincing mask of total serenity and join Nat in the kitchen, 
where he sat at the table waiting for her. He still looked a little 
pale and as she passed him, she placed her hand on his shoulder 
as a touch of reassurance.

She slid a mug of hot tea across the table to him, receiving a 
mumbled, 'Thanks,' in return. He had not spoken until then, 
preferring to concentrate on folding and unfolding a piece of 
paper, bending it backwards and forwards along a crease until it 
began to tear, using the idle repetition to focus his mind. He put it 
aside and cupped his mug with both hands. Finally, with the trace 
of a tremor in his voice, he spoke.

'I don't mind admitting, I was really scared there, Meg. I didn't 
know what was happening. It came on all so suddenly; I couldn't 
stop it. The more I tried to fight it, the worse it got. I was so sure I 
was going to die.' His voice dropped to be barely audible. 'I'm not 
ready to die, not yet.' He picked up the piece of paper again and 
carefully folded it into a small, neat square. 'Can I ask...are you a 
spiritual person, Meg?'

'Do you mean…do I believe in God?'
'Hmm,' he nodded. 
'Not as such.' She sipped her tea. She didn't know anything 

about his beliefs, but considered there to be no harm in being 
truthful about her own. 'I believe every natural, living thing has its 
own spirit,' she said. 'And some non-living things too - rocks, 
mountains and rivers certainly do. But if you are asking if I believe 
in a single, all powerful entity that dictates our lives then, no, I 
don't. Life is too cruel for that. I believe every man is responsible 
for his own actions, his own conscience and ultimately the fate of 
his own soul. What about you?'

He took a moment to answer. It appeared to be something he 
had to think about. 'I'm not sure any more, not that I ever was. I 
was convinced I was dying and I…I don't know…there was a 
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second when I thought, 'What if I do die and I get wherever I'm 
going…and there's nothing there. What happens to me then?' It 
was…unsettling to say the least.'

He clasped his hands together as he tried to hide how deeply 
disturbing a brush with his own mortality had been, his fingers so 
tightly interlaced as to be bone white. When Megan placed her 
own small, warm hand over them, she felt them relax a little.

'It's over now, you got through it and you're okay,' she said, 
kindly. 'But I think you should take it as a warning not to get so 
stressed in future.'

He closed his eyes, inhaled deeply and slowly blew out a 
controlled exhalation. 'I hope to God it never happens again,' he 
said, adding, 'Thanks for your help.'

'I'm not going to say, 'It was a pleasure', because it wasn't. I 
was probably just as scared as you.'

He huffed. 'I doubt that.'
'No, probably not,' she agreed. 'Now drink your tea. It'll make 

you feel better.'

Later that afternoon she found him asleep in his chair, his feet 
up on the footstool and his newspaper draped across him like a 
paper blanket. She watched him as he slept. His hands, peacefully 
folded across his chest, rose and fell with the regular rhythm of 
his breathing and his face looked relaxed and calm, the lines and 
frowns of stress ironed out.

A Shakespearean quote flitted into her mind; Sleep that knits 
up the ravelled sleeve of care.

She reached out her hand and let it hover just an inch over his 
head, his hair brushing her fingers. She could touch him and feel 
him stir. She wanted to, but she didn't.
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Chapter 8

Nat's panic attack frightened him and he provisionally agreed 
he would try to cut down his workload and relax more. He did not 
keep his word. When a major business opportunity in Ireland fell 
into his lap, he snapped it up.

'You come highly recommended, Mackie, and I guarantee it'll 
be well worth your while,' his Irish contact told him.

A long way out of his usual remit, it would require a good deal 
of travel and inconvenience, but the lure of a large amount of 
hard cash at the end was too much to resist. Rather than 
decrease, his work and stress levels increased to nearly breaking 
point.

'You said you would slow down,' Megan said when she saw the 
small suitcase he carried. He obviously intended to be away 
longer than overnight.

'I will, I promise, as soon as I'm done.'
'And how long will that be?'
'I said, soon.'
'You said that last week.'
'Are you keeping tabs on me now?'
'You don't look well, Nat.'
'I'm fine, stop worrying.'
'Easier said than done.'
He sighed. 'Look, Meg, this deal…I know it's going to be tough, 

but it'll be worth it in the end. The commission could come in at 
about a hundred thousand.'

'That's very nice for you, I'm sure. But all the money in the 
world is no good if you're not around to enjoy it.'

'What do you mean by that?'
'The attack you had before, Nat, it was a warning, but you're 

not listening. Next time you might not be so lucky, it really could 
be a coronary.'
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He all but scoffed at her. 'There's not going to be a next time. 
I'm fine, now leave it.'

She opened her mouth to say more, only to be cut off before 
she got a word out.

'I said leave it!' The sharpness of his tone told her she would be 
wasting her time arguing with him.

She shrugged her shoulders. 'Okay, whatever you say. You 
obviously know what you're doing. It's nothing to do with me. I'm 
just the cleaner.' Seconds later, with her in the laundry room, the 
door between them had been firmly closed.

She didn't say goodbye, he thought. She always says goodbye.

On his return three days later, Megan deliberately avoided any 
reference to the reason for his absence. He worked on furiously, 
spending hours on the telephone and internet, seemingly 
oblivious to anything but the work. He rarely left his study. Trays 
of food were returned untouched, and he only slept when too 
tired to stay awake. Megan also noted with consternation how 
much more he was drinking.

One morning, concerned at not having seen him for more than 
thirty-six hours, she entered the study and found him asleep at his 
desk, having been overcome with exhaustion. She woke him 
gently and insisted he take to his bed and get some proper sleep. 
He rebuffed her sharply, following it with an order for her to get 
out and leave him alone. As he wasn't going to listen to her, she 
kept her own counsel. Aching with anxiety, she tried to carry on as 
if nothing were amiss. 

It took another three weeks of worry and tension before he 
announced the job to be finally over.

'That's it, all done and dusted,' he said, rubbing his hands 
together, obviously pleased with himself. 'I said it would be tough, 
and it was, but overall I think it was pretty successful.'

As Megan sorted his socks into pairs, he related how he had 
met the challenge head on, had negotiated a fair price and had 
banked himself a good commission - not as much as he'd hoped, 
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but substantial nonetheless. His display of self satisfaction did not 
impress her. She had long since reached the end of her tether.

'That's so very nice,' she said, not looking up from her work. 'I 
am so pleased for you. I hope you and your accountant are 
deliriously happy together.'

Her sharp, sarcastic comment cut him to the quick. He had 
expected her to be pleased with his news, not throw it back at 
him. 'What the fuck is that supposed to mean?'

'Nothing…and please don't swear at me.'
'It's my house and I'll swear if I want to. What did you mean by 

it?'
'Nothing. Forget it.'
'I thought you'd be pleased. The job is over and there's money 

in the bank. What more is there to it?'
'It's not just about the money is it?'
'It's what keeps a roof over my heid and you in a job.'
'And was it really worth ruining your health for the sake of 

padding out your bank balance?'
'I don't know what you mean.' He spread his arms wide in a 

'look at me' gesture. 'I'm perfectly fine.'
She dropped the final pair of socks into the laundry basket. 'No, 

you're not, Nat. You haven't been fine for weeks.'
'You're being paranoid. One little incident…' He made a 

pinching motion with his fingers.
'Then I suggest you take a long, hard look at yourself, because 

from where I'm standing, it's none too pretty.'
'You don't know what you're talking about.' His defensiveness 

told her he knew exactly what she saying; he just didn't want to 
hear it.

'Well, let's try these caps on for size shall we, and see how they 
fit?' She ticked off each point on her fingers. 'You look like death 
warmed over, you're not sleeping, you're not eating, you've worn 
the same clothes for three days in a row, you're always in a foul 
mood, and you…well to be brutally frank, you smell like a 
distillery. If you're trying to put yourself in an early grave you're 
certainly going the right way about it!'
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'Don't push it, Meg. Just DON'T!' he said. 'There is NOTHING 
wrong with me!'

The tight set of his jaw and hardness of his eyes told her 
control of his temper was already beginning to slip, but she 
couldn't seem to stop herself.

'There is a lot going wrong with you, Nat, and when you end up 
laid out on a trolley in the emergency room with a real heart 
attack or a stroke, maybe then you'll listen to someone...if you get 
the chance.'

He glared from under brows knitted into a deep scowl and 
growled at her through clenched teeth. 'That's more than enough 
from you, woman! I strongly suggest you watch that tongue of 
yours! Not one more fucking word...I'm warning you!'

Megan's own fury boiled over. 'Don't you use that tone with 
me, mister. I'll say what needs to be said—'

'I won't tell you again—'
She crossed her arms defiantly. 'You're going to have to, or else 

fire me, but it won't change the truth!' 
'Okay, if it's what it takes to shut you up; you only have 

yourself to blame.' He inclined his head sharply towards the door. 
'You're sacked…get out.'

She stood her ground, her blazing eyes locked on his.
'NOW!' he roared.
She drew in a deep breath. 'As you wish, Mister Mackie,' she 

said stiffly, as she marched across the kitchen, grabbing her coat 
and bag from the hook behind the door, slamming the wood into 
the hole behind her as she left.

The echo of her leaving resounded around the silent kitchen 
and jolted Nat back to his senses. He sagged against the worktop 
and looked around the empty room as it screamed her absence.

'Oh shit, what have I done? She's gone! Meg's gone! 
Shit...shit…! Get her back you bloody fool! Get her back!'

He yanked open the door and as fast as the deep gravel and his 
stockinged feet would allow, ran along the path to find her. 'Meg!' 
he yelled. 'STOP!'
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She was already standing by her car, rooting in her bag for her 
keys. He reached her and grabbed her by her arm. 'Please, Meg, 
don't go. I didn't mean it. I'm sorry.'

'It's too late for being sorry, Nat. You've gone too far this time.' 
She shrugged his hand away and pulled the keys from her bag, 
tears of frustration perilously close.

'Come back inside, Meg.'
'No.' 
'Please…don't go. Come back inside, let's talk about this.'
'There's no point, you won't listen. You never listen.'
'I will, I promise. Please, Meg?'
'You've made a lot of promises, Nat, but you don't keep any of 

them. I don't think you know how.'
'I will this time, you have my word.'
'I don't believe you.'
She selected a key and offered it to the lock. It slid home and 

she turned it. As she withdrew it, the tremor in her hand caused 
the keyring to slip from her grip and fall into the gravel. He quickly 
bent and picked it up. 'Please, come back inside with me,' he said.

'Give me the keys.'
'Not until you agree to come back inside with me.'
'No.'
'Why, Meg?'
'Because I've had enough. I was wrong. I made a mistake. I 

thought I could handle being here, handle you. I thought I was 
strong enough, but I'm not. You've beaten me. You win.' 

'Don't say that…I don't want you to leave…I'm really sorry.'
For a brief moment, she thought he meant it. When it passed, 

she held out her hand for the keys. 'Don't say what you don't 
mean, Nat. Please give me the keys.'

He cupped her open hand with his and dropped the keys onto 
her palm, closing her fingers over them and holding her hand 
tightly enclosed within his own. The warmth of his skin against 
hers ruptured her resolve and it crumbled. Still, she let her eyes 
wander anywhere except his face.
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'I don't want you to go, Meg. I was wrong and I am sorry. 
Please…won't you even look at me?' His voice had taken on a 
softer note and touched her with its sensitivity.

Finally, she forced herself to look at him and could see, this 
time, he was telling the truth.

'Please, Meg, let's go inside. It's cold out here...' He looked 
down at his unshod feet, wiggling his toes. 'And I haven't got any 
shoes on.'

He had already put his arm around her shoulder and was 
slowly, step by step, leading her back to the house. Against her 
better judgement, she allowed him to do it.

He led her into the kitchen and sat her at the table. Their rôles 
now reversed, he found himself the one making the comforting 
cup of tea.

She sat with her head bowed. 'I've been worried sick these last 
few weeks,' she said. 'You've been driving yourself into the ground 
and I've not been able to do a damned thing about it.' Her voice 
cracked and she put her hand to her mouth to cover her distress. 
Over it, her large, moist eyes gave her away and Nat tore a piece 
of kitchen towel from a roll on the wall and handed it to her. She 
dabbed at her leaking eyes.

'Every morning I've been coming in here with my heart in my 
mouth,' she said. 'I was dreading what I might find, always afraid 
something might have happened to you. I was scared, Nat.'

He remembered what she had told him about her father; 'I 
found him in his bed one morning… he'd died in the night…in his 
sleep… we didn't even get to say goodbye...'

'I had no idea I'd made things so dreadful for you, Meg,' he 
said, gently. 'I didn't mean to.'

'It's not about me, Nat, it's about you,' she said, slapping her 
palms flat on the tabletop, needing to emphasise her point. 
'You're making yourself ill, but you just won't see it.'

He laid his hands over hers. 'I can't believe I've been so selfish. 
I'm so sorry.'

She fell back in her chair, sliding her hands out from under his. 
'But you're not sorry, not really...are you?' she sighed. 'You always 
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say you are because it's easy, it's just words. I don't even think 
you know what it means.'

'I do. What else can I say to convince you?'
'Nothing, because you won't mean it. It'll be a waste of words.'
'So tell me what it is you want and I'll do it.'
She pressed her fingertips against her brow, creased with 

frustration. 'You just don't get it, do you? It's not about what I 
want at all, it's about you taking care of yourself. If anything 
happens to you while I'm here, I'll feel responsible, and spend the 
rest of my life blaming myself because I didn't do anything about 
it.'

'You're not responsible for me and if anything does happen to 
me, it will never be your fault.'

She folded the paper towel in half, and half again, pressing 
down on the crease. 'Will you at least slow down a bit? Can't you 
take some time off and rest, just for a while?'

'I'm done…for the time being.'
'Until the next job?'
'There won't be another job like this. They only come around 

once in a blue moon.'
'But you wouldn't turn it down, would you?'
'No I wouldn't...I can't. But I'll be more careful I…' He almost 

said 'I promise' again, but knew she would never accept it.
In the study, the telephone began to ring. He let it ring half a 

dozen times and she watched him fidget at the sound. Unable to 
bear it any longer, he leapt to his feet. 

'I'll have to get that, it might be important and the machine is 
off,' he said, almost running from the room.

She screwed up the neatly folded piece of kitchen towel and 
tossed it into the trashcan. 'Don't waste your time, Megs,' she said 
to the empty room. 'He won't listen. Nothing will change.'

Later that day, after Megan had gone home, giving her solemn 
word she would return the next day, Nat took some time to go 
over their conversation.
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She had been upset, but she was right. He didn't feel well and 
even though he was exhausted, he wasn't sleeping. He had lost 
weight and drank far too much. He agreed he often said things he 
didn't mean and pledged he would try to take better care of 
himself. He also decided he would make the effort to be more 
honest with her; she at least deserved the consideration.

They reached a compromise and he hoped the argument 
would soon be forgotten. He had upset her and it troubled him 
how close he had come to losing her.

However, things didn't work out quite as he planned. Despite 
all his good intentions, he was still unable to sleep properly. 
Gradually his tiredness overtook him, and he became irritated at 
the slightest thing.

Megan often fell into the firing line of his temper, but not 
wanting to resurrect their previous argument, she absorbed it like 
a sponge. This only served to infuriate him further.

The atmosphere between them strained, and he took to 
staying out or shutting himself away to avoid confronting her. The 
combination of his irritability, insomnia and alcohol soon began to 
take its toll.

60



-  -

Chapter 9

Nat craved some peace. A meeting with his bank manager, a 
business lunch, followed by a token, guilty spell at the gym, had 
left him drained. Lack of sleep over the previous few nights had 
not helped, and now Megan had decided to vacuum the staircase. 
The overly noisy, elderly machine had an uncomfortable pitch 
which grated on his nerves, adding to his torment. He closed the 
sturdy oak door to the study, reducing the racket to a more 
tolerable, low distant drone.

Cocooned in comfortable quiet, he poured himself a stiff 
measure of Southern Comfort and glass in hand, settled down in 
the old armchair. He rooted out the remote control from down 
the side of the cushion and flicked on the TV. He found a football 
match, halfway through, no score. He left it playing in the 
background as he reached down to pick up a book casually tossed 
onto the floor beside the chair. A folded down corner marked his 
place. He took a long slug from the glass and began to read.

Gradually the combination of words and alcohol made his 
eyelids heavy, his chin drooped onto his chest and he fell into a 
doze. A tapping on the study door startled him awake.

He sat up sharply and rubbed his eyes. 'Go away!' The knocking 
came again, but louder.

'Not now!'
The knocking became a thunderous hammering.
He hauled himself out of the chair and wrenched the door 

open. 'Bloody hell, woman, can't I have a minute's…..' His words 
died on his lips.

The empty hallway beyond stood in complete darkness. He 
didn't understand why had it gone dark so quickly and why had 
Megan not put on the lights? He must have been asleep for hours 
and she had gone home. If so…who the hell was banging on the 
door?

61



-  -

'Nathaniel…?'
He spun round at the sound of the voice behind him, and 

staggered back into the room, his eyes wide and his jaw dropped 
open. Breath escaped with an audible squeak through a throat 
clenched shut with fright. Between himself and the fireplace 
stood a vision so impossible, its very appearance made him doubt 
his own sanity.

Enveloped in a voluminous white garment soiled with dirt and 
slime and mould, a woman stood at the mantle, looking at the 
photograph of…herself. She turned to face him. The smile she 
offered had nothing to it - it was cold and soulless.

Within her face, its skin chalk white and waxen and at points so 
thin the fine bones of her skull were visible beneath the surface, 
her eyes lay sunken within heavy shadow; deep dark holes with 
no spark of life, yet he surely saw something move in there. Her 
once glorious shoulder length mane of dark hair hung in a series 
of limp and lank rats' tails.

'Joanna?' he breathed.
'Hello, darling,' she said in a soft husky whisper that could only 

have come from the lips of a lover. 'Have you missed me?'
'Jo?'
She turned back to the photograph. 'I was so pretty then, 

wasn't I?'
'Aye,' fell from his mouth.
'Do you think I was pretty, sweetheart?'
'Aye, you were...beautiful.'
She sighed. 'Not so much so now, eh? It's been a long time, 

Nathaniel…such a long time. How long has it been, four years? No 
nearly five. Goodness, how time flies when you're dead. You did 
know I was dead, didn't you darling? Of course you did, how could 
you not?'

Nat continued to stare, not believing his own eyes. He closed 
them tightly, but the image had already burned itself onto his 
retina. Behind his eyelids he could still see the shadow of her. He 
shook his head, trying to force away both the image and the 
hysteria threatening to well up and overwhelm him.
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I'm holding a conversation with a corpse. I'm obviously 
hallucinating. Too much drink – that's it. Too much drink and not 
enough sleep. It's finally driven me mad.

When he dared open his eyes again, the woman was still there. 
'This…this is not real…you're dead…you're not here,' he muttered.

'Oh, Nathaniel, we're hurt.' She cocked her head to one side. 
'Anyone would think you didn't want to see us?'

Us?
She took a step forward. Nat took a matching step backwards, 

needing to preserve the space between them. 'Stay away…don't 
come near me…'

'That's not very nice,' she said, and took another step toward 
him. He again matched her advance with a retreat and his legs 
collided with the chair. The seat knocked against the back of his 
knees, collapsing them. He lost his balance and sat down heavily 
on the seat. The blood drained from his face leaving him almost as 
pale as the spectre, and he broke out in a cold sweat. The chilly 
dampness gathered between his shoulder blades and ran down 
his back.

She stood over him, blocking him and looking down into his 
terrified face as he cowered in the chair. 'I've come to see you, 
darling,' she cooed. 'I've been so lonely without you.'

His heart pounded in his ears and he began to breathe in sharp 
shuddering gasps. She leaned down to him, putting her face close 
to his, and his nostrils filled with a smell of something…bad - the 
metallic smell of old blood mixed with the antiseptic odour of a 
hospital, that and…something he couldn't identify, and didn't 
want to.

'Please, leave me alone…' he whimpered.
Locked into the embrace of the chair with Joanna in front of 

him, he couldn't move if he wanted to, even if fear hadn't 
paralysed him

'Let me touch you, Nathaniel,' she said, and put her cold, 
mottled hand to his cheek.

He flinched and croaked, his voice almost lost to his terror. 
'No!'
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She ran her bony fingers down his cheek and over his lips, her 
torn nails sharp against his skin. 'I want to kiss you, Nathaniel. I 
miss your kiss.'

He squeezed his eyes closed again and turned his face away 
from the approach of her blue tinged lips. She pressed them to his 
cheek, icy, dead like half frozen meat, and he reeled from her 
foetid breath.

'Go away…for God's sake…go away,' he sobbed, tears stinging 
his eyes.

She put her mouth to his ear and whispered, 'I have something 
for you, Nathaniel. Look at what I've got for you.' She stood up 
and put her hand inside a tear in her shroud. Slowly and carefully, 
she withdrew it and he could see, delicately held between the 
fingers and thumb of her right hand, a perfectly formed miniature 
foot, attached to the body of a tiny baby, an immature foetus slick 
with clotting blood, bluish-grey in colour and completely lifeless, 
the umbilical cord still attached. A small trickle of dark blood 
leaked from the cut end.

'This is your son, Nathaniel. Isn't he beautiful?'
He felt dizzy. The apparition began to swim before him and he 

thought he might faint. He prayed he would. He wanted oblivion 
to envelop him so he wouldn't have to see any more.

The spectre put the dead baby to her breast and held it there 
as if trying to feed it. Its head flopped and its face turned towards 
him, its mouth slightly open and its eyes fused shut.

Nat began to shake uncontrollably. Try as he might, he could 
not close his eyes against the vision.

'Go away, you're not real!' he babbled in a paroxysm of panic. 
He could now feel his heart hammering in his chest, hard enough 
to convince him of the imminence of a coronary. A real one this 
time. He pressed the heels of his hands hard against his eyeballs, 
'You're not real, you're not!'

Yet the vision endured, a look of heartrending sadness on her 
face as she cuddled the baby's corpse. 'We died, Nathaniel. Where 
were you when we died?' The woman's eyes filled with tears 
which overflowed down her cheeks. 'We needed you, Nathaniel. 
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We were dying, and you weren't there. You should have been 
there. Where were you?'

'I can't take any more...please…go away.'
The woman put a hand to her head. 'It hurts, Nathaniel. My 

head hurts so much. Something inside…something's wrong…it's 
bursting…tearing…'

He watched mesmerised as her tears began to colour. They 
changed as they took on the hue of blood. They became blood. 
Long red streaks coursed down her cheeks and dripped from her 
chin, soaking into her filthy, once-white shroud. A trickle leaked 
from each nostril and ran down into her mouth staining her teeth 
and lips a dull scarlet. Droplets oozed from her ears and hung 
from the lobes like bright rubies.

'Look what happened, Nathaniel. Look what you did. You 
wanted this baby.' She held up the infant's body by its ankle. Its 
oversized head swung limply on its skinny neck.

'You wanted it …I did it for you...and look what it did to me! 
You killed us!'

'No!'
'This is your fault, Nathaniel. We're dead…and it's your fault!' 

Specks of bloody foam formed at the corners of her mouth and 
spat out as she spoke.

It was too much for Nat and reason left him. 'I'm sorry, 
Joanna…please…I'm sorry…I'm sorry,' he gibbered.

'It's too late for being sorry, Nathaniel…it's far... far...too...late.'
'It's not my fault…I didn't know…it's not my fault, it's not.' He 

clamped his hands over his face to block out the images and 
thought he could hear someone, somewhere, sobbing. He did not 
realise it was himself.

'Nat?'
'It's not my fault, it's not...'
'Nat? Open your eyes. Look at me.'
'NO!' He didn't want to open them; he didn't want to see any 

more, his shattered wits couldn't take it. He could feel his arm 
being gently but firmly shaken, and made a half hearted effort to 
shrug it off. 'Let go. Don't touch me!'
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'Come on, Nat, you need to wake up.' The voice didn't belong 
to Joanna. It was different; stronger, gentler. He took the chance 
and forced his eyelids apart, fully expecting to see the Joanna 
apparition filling his field of view. His eyes felt gritty and heavy 
and he had trouble focusing. He blinked hard a few times to clear 
his vision and saw, not the waxen-faced revulsion, but Megan's 
concerned face, her clear blue eyes just a few inches from his 
own.

'That's it. Wake up now.'
He sat up quickly, knocking the empty glass off the arm of the 

chair to bounce harmlessly on the rug. He glanced around the 
room with frightened eyes. 'Joanna!'

'There's no-one here, Nat, only me. You fell asleep.' She 
stroked his arm. 'You were shouting out. Did you have a 
nightmare?'

He swallowed; his throat felt dry and sore, and rubbing his eyes 
to wipe away the last remnants of sleep, he felt dazed and 
disorientated. 'Aye.'

'Are you alright?' Can I get you anything?'
'No thanks.' He tried, and failed, to give her a smile of 

reassurance. He swallowed again to lubricate his parched throat. 
'I'm okay.'

She retrieved the dropped glass. 'Does this happen often?' 
He dragged himself out of the chair and arched his back, 

working out a stiffness gathered from being awkwardly slumped. 
'Now and again, but not usually so...graphic. I was probably over 
tired and had too much to drink.'

He couldn't deny the dream had certainly scared him. The 
adrenaline still coursing through him caused his hands to shake, 
and he thrust them into his pockets so she wouldn't see. He could 
feel his heart still racing and realised he was breathing too quickly; 
he made a mental effort to slow it. He didn't want to endure 
another panic attack.

'What time is it?' he asked, although he was wearing a 
wristwatch and the clock stood large on the mantle.

'It's just gone six.'
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'And you're still here. I'm sorry, it's my fault.'
'It's your fault!' echoed Joanna's voice back at him.
'It's not a problem. I have nothing else to do.' Megan smiled 

reassuringly. 'I can stay a while if you want some company.'
Could she tell he was fighting the odds to remain calm?
'No, I'm fine now,' he said. 'You go. I'll see you tomorrow.'
'Are you sure?'
'Aye, go home.' As she stepped through the doorway into the 

hallway, he called after her. 'Meg?'
She turned. 'Yes?'
'Thank you.' This time, he truly meant it.
'Goodnight, Nat.'
She was gone and he was alone with the recollection of his 

nightmare. He shivered with the memory and cast a wary glance 
at the mantle and the photograph of the smiling, vibrant woman 
with the dog.

'It's your fault.'
That night he slept with the bedroom light on.
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Chapter 10

Nat hadn't had a full night's sleep for nearly a fortnight. 
Nightmares still plagued him and some nights he was too afraid to 
even try to sleep. As a result, he had become even more 
exhausted, morose and irritable.

His mood showed no signs of improving, but Megan refused to 
be goaded by his filthy tempers. They had another falling out, 
which quickly deteriorated into petty bickering. He insulted her by 
calling her a meddlesome Sassenach witch. She rebuffed him with 
a tart, 'Get stuffed' and stubbornly defied him to dismiss her 
again.

With an outburst of foul language, he stalked off in a huff, 
slammed the door of his study and she neither saw nor heard 
anything more of him for two days.

On the morning of the third day she had had enough of walking 
on eggshells. Whether he liked it or not she was going to have it 
out with him and force him, if necessary, to talk to her. She 
knocked on the study door. Not expecting, and not receiving, an 
invitation to enter, she went in.

Nat was squatting by the bookcase, looking for something on 
the lower shelves. He didn't look up or even acknowledge her 
presence. She cleared her throat, demanding attention. He 
ignored her. She cleared her throat again, louder.

'What do you want?' he said, his voice loaded with contempt.
'To talk to you,' she said.
'Well, I don't want to talk to you. Leave me alone.' He pulled a 

book from the shelf and examined it briefly, before pushing it 
back into place.

'I haven't seen you for over two days. I needed to know if 
everything was alright.'

He picked another book. 'Everything's fine. Why shouldn't it 
be?'
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'I don't know. That's why I'm asking.'
'Whether it is or not, it's none of your business. You can go 

now.' He found the book he wanted and stood up. He still didn't 
look at her. 'Are you still here?'

'You missed breakfast today.'
'And that is your concern, how?'
'I'm just saying. You're going to have to eat sooner or later, or 

you'll make yourself ill.'
'And I will do so when I'm damned well good and ready.'
'Will you at least come and have lunch with me now?'
'No.'
'Then shall I fetch you something—?'
'I said no!'
'It won't be any trouble. What would you like?'
'I'd like you to go away.'
Silence.
'Okay, but before I do, I just want to say I think you're spending 

far too much time cooped up in this room. It's not good for you. 
You need to go outside. Why don't we go for a walk and get some 
fresh air while it's fine? It'll blow the cobwebs away and make you 
feel a whole heap better.'

He looked up from the book, his eyes flint hard. She had said 
the wrong thing in the wrong way and it became immediately 
obvious in the way his shoulders stiffened. He slammed the book 
closed. 

'I won't tell you again. If you know what's good for you, you'll 
leave now.'

'Do you want me to make you up a tray...for lunch?'
'GET OUT!' he bellowed, and simply wanting her to go, took a 

step forward, raising his arm and pointing at the door.
Megan, however, saw something quite different - an enraged 

man advancing on her with his hand raised and in her mind, it 
could only mean one thing.

Instinctively, she closed her eyes and threw up her arms in a 
protective shield around her head. A small whimper escaped her 
as she turned and ducked and steeled herself for the blow.
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The implication of what she imagined he was going to do 
brought Nat to a dead halt mid-stride and filled him with shocked 
horror. His bad humour evaporated and he reached out to 
reassure her he intended no malice.

'Oh Jesus, Meg! No…no…no, I would never...!'
Instantly she backed away, her face ashen and contorted with 

fear. He stepped away, giving her safety in space and leaned back 
against his desk, his face in his hands, deeply shaken. It sickened 
him to think she could ever have thought him capable of hurting 
her in such a way. He had never struck a woman in his life.

'I'm so sorry, Meg,' he offered in quiet apology.
In a few short seconds, she recovered herself. She had misread 

the signals and knew he had not meant to harm her at all. Her 
response had been automatic, and possibly more dramatic than it 
needed to be.

'It's alright,' she said, softly. 'It was my fault. I should have left 
when you told me to. I just don't listen. I'm the one who should be 
sorry.'

Nat folded his arms close to his body to assure her of his full 
control of them. 'I'd never hurt you, Meg, never.'

'I know,' she said. 'I already said it was my fault. You didn't do 
anything wrong. It was me, I…misunderstood.'

'Please believe me, I wouldn't…' He stepped towards her again. 
She raised her hands, palms out in a defensive posture, clearly 
telling him not to come any closer. He got the message and 
backed off. At that moment, of the two of them, she considered 
he might be the most upset.

'It's okay,' she said, offering a crumb of consolation. 'There's no 
harm done. Please…just forget it.' She reached the door and 
turned the handle. 'I'll leave you alone. I shouldn't have bothered 
you.'

She slipped out through the door, closing it quietly behind her. 
Nat watched her go. There was nothing else he could say. Their 
relationship could be permanently damaged, destroyed even, and 
it was his fault.

70



-  -

He left it a full two hours before he went to find her, in the 
laundry, busy with ironing, and he loitered in the doorway until 
she acknowledged his presence with her usual welcoming smile.

'Hello,' she said, brightly.
He leaned against the door jamb. 'Can I talk to you?'
'Of course you can, always. You know that.'
'I thought you might not want to. After what I did…' He stuffed 

his hands into his pockets. 'I'm so sorry, Meg.'
'You didn't do anything,' she said, folding a T-shirt. 'I said it was 

my fault. I should have left you alone as you wanted. Forget about 
it, I already have.'

'I'd like to, but I don't think I can. You looked so terrified.'
'It was a momentary impulse, I assure you. I'm fine, really.'
He sighed and looked at the floor. 'Why is it I always feel I have 

to be apologising to you for some stupid, thoughtless thing I've 
said or done?'

'You don't.'
'You know I'd never intentionally hurt you, Meg. Your 

friendship means everything to me. I don't want to do anything to 
jeopardise it.'

His uncharacteristic confession took her by surprise, but she 
hid it well, spreading a shirt on the ironing board and smoothing it 
out with her hand. 'We can be friends, Nat, provided you 
remember two things,' she said.

'What…anything…'
'Firstly, you can just talk to me, quietly and reasonably. You 

don't need to yell at me, or swear. I don't like it.'
'I can't seem to help myself, but I'll try not to. What else?'
'Try not to do or say anything impulsive and silly. You'll just end 

up embarrassing us both and regret it later.'
He nodded. 'Not a problem. I can do that. At least I'll give it my 

best shot. You have my word.'
It took no more than a week before he broke that particular 

promise.
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Nat had known Phil McNeil for more years than he cared to 
remember and when McNeil called him up out of the blue and 
invited him to have a drink with him, he gratefully accepted. 

The bar McNeil suggested, a well known but rather seedy 
establishment tucked away down a ginnel off the High Street in 
town, proved to be surprisingly busy for a weeknight. McNeil had 
commandeered a booth and was already well established when 
Nat arrived. They greeted each other like long lost brothers.

'Long time no see, my man!' McNeil effused, clapping Nat on 
the back and shaking his hand vigorously. 'How have you been?'

Nat felt genuinely happy to see his old friend. 'I'm fine, just 
fine. It's good to see you.'

'How's business?'
'Good. It's going good.'
'Fantastic!' gushed McNeil, 'Let's get some drinks in.'
In short order, they downed several scotch-on-the-rocks swiftly 

followed by pints of beer, and soon an impressive collection of 
empty glasses began to gather on the table between them. Their 
conversation, dominated by the typically male-orientated subjects 
of sports and politics, cars and women, was frequently coarse and 
interspersed with bouts of raucous laughter.

Nat was having a good time and McNeil was just about to order 
another round when two women approached their table; one a 
blonde, the other a brunette. Neither was particularly young, but 
they were still attractive in their tight fitting dresses and high 
heels. The brunette sported an impressive cleavage, barely 
restrained by the neckline of her dress.

McNeil sprang to his feet. 'Ladies! You made it.' He greeted 
each of them with a kiss to the cheek and led them over to the 
table. 'Nat, I want you to meet some lovely friends of mine.'

Nat stood politely as McNeil introduced the pneumatic 
brunette. 'This is Elaine.' They nodded their acquaintance. 'And 
this is Irana.'

'Nice to meet you,' said Nat, and lightly shook the blonde 
woman's hand. She gave him a sweet smile with even, white 
teeth.
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'Come on ladies, sit yourselves down. I'll get your drinks…the 
usual?'

The women squeezed themselves into the booth, Elaine on 
McNeil's side of the table and Irana sliding in beside Nat, forcing 
him to shift further into the corner. McNeil headed towards the 
bar, leaving Nat alone with the two strangers. He returned a few 
moments later with a tray laden with glasses, and accompanied by 
the bottle boy. He waited for the lad to clear away the empties 
before distributing the new drinks respectively.

'Cheers,' he said, holding up his glass. Each of them touched 
their glass to his with a light clink.

'Cheers,' they all said in unison.
The foursome then exchanged genial small-talk and banter 

until the two women excused themselves to go to the powder 
room. When they were out of earshot, McNeil turned to Nat.

'So?' he asked, his eyebrows raised.
Nat swallowed a mouthful of beer. 'So what?'
'What do you think?'
'About what?'
'Jesus man! The girls!'
'Oh,' Nat said. 'Very nice. Why are they here?'
'Because I thought we both deserved a little female company, 

my friend. I don't know about you, but it's been a while for me 
and I'm about ready to give the little man a bit of exercise, if you 
know what I mean.' McNeil drained his glass. By now his copious 
intake was beginning to have an effect. 'So how long has it been 
since you last dipped your wick, Nat,' he asked. 'I'm guessing at 
about a year?'

'Something like that,' Nat said, his sex life not a subject he was 
keen to discuss, particularly in an insalubrious dive like this. 'But 
that's not why I'm here. I thought it would just be us, catching up.'

'It was, but now it's more. Come on, relax a little. When did you 
get to be so uptight? Even a monk is allowed to enjoy himself 
once in a while. They're great ladies, you'll love 'em. Yours is the 
blonde by the way - unless you already have one at home you're 
not telling me about.' McNeil exaggerated a wink.
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'Nope,' said Nat.
'What about that flighty housekeeper of yours, what's her 

name…?'
Nat almost said 'Megan' but corrected himself in time. 

'Rebecca,' he said.
'What about her, given her one yet?'
'Not a chance.'
'Why the hell not, she's there for the taking isn't she?'
'Because she's not my type,' he said. 'And if I did make a move 

on her she'd cut off my bollocks with a rusty blade!' 
Rebecca would, but what about Megan; what would she do? 

Probably hold her coat while she did it.
'Whoo-hoo…feisty!' McNeil guffawed his amusement. 'So, what 

about it? What have you got to lose?'
Nat considered the proposition. He was a red blooded man, the 

woman was available and it had been a long time.
The two women returned, the couples paired off and the 

drinks continued to flow freely. McNeil and Elaine were soon 
engaged in each other, and Irana, taking her cue from her friend, 
cosied up to Nat.

'Is Nat short for something?' she purred with an accent he 
couldn't quite place, but assumed to be Eastern European.

'Nathaniel,' he said.
'Is a lovely name, it sounds so…biblical.'
'I believe it is. It means something like 'gift of God'.'
She took a delicate sip from her glass. 'And is that what you 

are, Nathaniel, God's gift?'
'I've never had any complaints.'
She giggled coyly and put her hand on his knee. 'Phil told me 

you would be quite the charmer.'
'Did he now? What else did he say?'
'Not much. He told me you were handsome and pleasant and 

he also said he thought you might be a little lonely and in need of 
cheering up.'

'Really?'
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'And he also said you don't live too far from here and you 
haven't had any company for a while. Might we keep each other 
company?'

Nat took a mouthful of his drink. 'Phil has a lot to say for not 
saying much.' he said.

She sipped from the glass again. 'Don't you think it's a bit noisy 
in here? I can hardly hear myself speak. It's hot too. Do you think 
we might be more comfortable somewhere else?'

'Where did you have in mind?'
'How about your place?'
The drink may have had an influence on his decision making, 

because he suddenly thought getting out of the stuffy, crowded 
bar might not be such a bad idea.

McNeil, deeply occupied with poking his tongue into Elaine's 
cleavage, gave his friend's departure nothing more than a cursory 
wave.

Nat struggled to put one foot in front of the other as he 
weaved his drunken way to his car. Irana, clinging to his jacket 
sleeve, tottered along behind him in her heels. If he had any 
inkling how far over the legal alcohol limit he was, or that he was 
almost physically incapable of driving, he didn't care. More by 
good luck than good management, he managed to get both 
himself and Irana back to Struan Lodge without incident.

Any real conversation on the journey would have required 
some degree of cognitive thought and reasoning, and as Nat 
possessed neither in any measure, the ride progressed in near 
silence. Irana, however, had her hand on his leg the whole time 
and stroked it provocatively, slowly inching her way toward his 
crotch. 

They were on each other before they were properly through 
the door; kissing and pawing each other hungrily. A trail of cast off 
clothes led through the hall and up the stairs and into the first 
bedroom they reached; the front guest room.

They tore at the remainder of each other's clothing until they 
were both naked. He took a firm hold of her, pulled her to him 
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and kissed her fiercely. He then lifted and dropped her none too 
gently onto the bed, falling on top of her.

After next to no foreplay, they indulged in an act of drunken, 
empty sex, almost animal-like in its urgency, devoid of any desire 
or passion or emotion, designed to satisfy a purely physical need. 
Although both climaxed, neither experienced a sense of fulfilment 
or satisfaction. Within half an hour, it was over. They separated 
and lay on their backs on the bed.

Irana fell almost immediately into post coital sleep, while Nat 
lay staring at the ceiling. The whole room seemed to be moving 
around him and he felt nausea reminiscent of seasickness. Too 
much drink, the woman's heavy perfume and the exertion of the 
sex act had all served to turn his stomach.

Stubbing his toe painfully on the bed leg on the way, he 
stumbled into the bathroom, fell to his knees and vomited 
copiously into the toilet bowl. For a good while he clutched at the 
cold white porcelain, retching violently, ribbons of spittle hanging 
from his chin.

As he waited for the queasiness to subside, he suddenly felt 
very tired indeed. He folded his arms over the bowl, rested his 
head on them and fell asleep.

Irana, hardly disturbed by his noisome misery, stirred on the 
bed and turned over.
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Chapter 11

Megan swept in through the back door, bringing with her a 
flurry of snowflakes and a frigid draught. She closed out the 
wintry weather and stamped her boots on the stiff coir mat to 
shift the snow gathered in their treads.

'Sorry I'm late,' she said. 'But this snow caught me a bit—' 
Too late, Nat tried to block her view into the room, but she had 

already seen. 'Unawares...' she finished.
'Megan!' He seemed surprised to see her. 'I...um, thought you 

weren't coming in today.'
'You know it'll take more than a bit of snow to keep me from 

my duties, Mr Mackie,' she said formally, looking past him to the 
reason for her propriety, sitting at the head of the table, dressed 
in his bathrobe and sipping tea from one of the china cups kept 
for best.

Megan, sensibly she thought, had dressed appropriately for the 
weather in corduroy trousers and a thick, padded anorak zipped 
up to her throat and encased her feet in heavy waterproof boots. 
She had rammed a bright yellow bobble hat on her head and 
pulled it down over her ears. Between her rosy cheeks, her nose 
glowed a fierce red where the cold had nipped at it. Compared to 
the woman at the table, whose understated elegance could not 
be concealed even by Nat's shapeless bathrobe, she felt positively 
dowdy. Her instantaneous assessment of the stranger also left her 
with a twinge of envy.

Of average height, although skinny with it, her face had a fine 
structure, with a neat, straight nose and full lips. A dishevelled 
mass of bottle blonde curls crowned her head, dark roots plainly 
visible and in need of a touch-up. Curled around the teacup, her 
thin, ring decorated fingers ended in scarlet talons. Under 
Megan's scrutiny, she shifted in her seat and Megan made out the 
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outline of breasts which seemed suspiciously pert for a woman 
whose age she estimated to be somewhere in her early forties.

Her eyes darted back to Nat, silently challenging him for an 
explanation. He swallowed his unease.

'Erm…this is Irana,' he said, introducing the woman. 'She's 
an…um, acquaintance. Irana this is Megan, my general factotum.'

The two women regarded each other with a palpable coolness.
'Good morning, ma'am,' said Megan, stiffly. Irana, holding 

herself erect in her seat, her chin tilted upward, merely nodded a 
haughty acknowledgement. Both women simultaneously turned 
their attention on Nat who, feeling tension building between 
them, looked edgy and ran his fingers through his hair, making an 
unsuccessful attempt at tidying himself up.

He looked as if he had dressed in a hurry that morning with his 
shirt crumpled and his pants creased. He was unshaven, and had 
dark shadows under his eyes. He blinked a lot and frowned as if 
the bright light in the kitchen hurt his eyes, signs Megan had seen 
often enough before to know them for what they were...he had a 
stinking hangover.

He sidled round the table to Irana and put his hand on her 
shoulder. 'It's time I took you home,' he said. 'Megan has work to 
do and we don't want to be in her way. Besides, I don't like the 
look of this weather. It might worse before it gets better.'

Irana nodded and got to her feet, and Nat, giving Megan a 
guilty glance over his shoulder, escorted her from the room and 
upstairs.

What a cow! Megan thought, pulling a face of revulsion as she 
unzipped herself from her coat and tugged off her boots.

She poured a cup of tea from the still hot teapot and sipped at 
it as she planned her chores for the day, all the while listening 
intently for any sounds from beyond the kitchen door. Hearing 
nothing significant, she gave up and turned on the radio.

She then heard the front door slam. A few moments later, 
Nat's car started up and drove away. He had ushered Irana 
through the little used front entrance in order to deliberately 
avoid her.
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Megan's first duty any day was to make up Nat's bed and 
change the towels in his en suite; a prime example of his fussiness 
- he liked fresh linen each and every day.

On entering his bedroom she discovered his bed still neat and 
tidy – it had not been slept in. A quick room by room search 
determined, however, the one in the front guest bedroom to be in 
a state of disarray.

The duvet had been draped over the bed frame, the blue 
cotton undersheet roughly separated from the mattress and left 
in a creased heap in the middle of the bed, the white stains on it 
telling their own undeniable story.

The pillowcases were smeared with makeup and lipstick, and 
the whole room reeked of a cloying, cheap perfume. The 
bathroom didn't smell too fresh either. The toilet seat had been 
left up, and the sour odour of stale alcohol and vomit hung in the 
air.

Despite the deep chill outside, Megan threw open the window 
to rid the room of the bad air. She gathered up the soiled sheet 
and pillowcases and pushed them deep into the laundry hamper. 

After handling them, she felt a very urgent need to wash her 
hands.

'Oh, Nat, what have you done? You silly, silly man?'

'Where shall I drop you?'
It was the first time Nat and Irana had spoken since leaving the 

house. She gave him an address in town. When he pulled up 
outside the indicated green door in a quiet side street, she turned 
to him. 'Thank you for a pleasant time. Nathaniel.'

Nat sniffed. 'Aye,' he muttered.
'Shall I see you again, soon perhaps?'
He gave her a false, insincere smile and shook his head. 

'Thanks, but I don't think so, sorry.' He took his wallet from the 
inside pocket of his jacket and opened it. 'It was fun while it 
lasted. Another time maybe, but not yet.'
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She looked at the open wallet, and then at him. Before he 
could react, she dealt him a full open-handed slap across the side 
of his face. 'You bastard,' she yelled. 'I don't want your money! I 
am not a whore.'

Rocked back in his seat by the blow, his skin burned where her 
hand had connected, the sting making his eyes water. 'I never said 
you were,' he protested. He had intended to offer her one of his 
cards, as a courtesy, but before he could, she had already let 
herself out of the car and was marching towards the green door. 
He waited as she let herself in and slammed the door behind her, 
before reaching across the passenger seat to pull the car door 
closed.

'Bloody women. Who needs 'em?' he muttered, examining his 
face in the rear view mirror. He rubbed the sore spot on his face; 
it had been quite a belt and the skin would no doubt colour.

He took his time returning to Struan after dropping off his 
guest. He sat outside in the car for a few moments, contemplating 
the hand shaped print on his face. He had imagined it developing 
like a Polaroid print, but it was nowhere near as bad as he 
expected. If he was lucky, Megan might not even notice.

Ah, crap, Megan.
The look of abject horror on her face when she clapped her 

eyes on his be-robed guest brought on him an uncommon stab of 
guilt. He had put her in an awkward position and no doubt 
embarrassed her, and that wasn't in her job description. If he got 
in first with an explanation, he might be able to forestall her 
questioning him.

He let himself into the kitchen. She wasn't there. He drew 
himself a glass of water, took a large draught from it, and went in 
search of her. He found her in her usual haunt, the laundry, sitting 
on a low stool with her legs crossed over, sewing a button onto 
one of his shirts. She was concentrating hard, the tip of her 
tongue poking out between her lips.

He knocked sharply on the doorjamb, attracting her attention. 
She looked up and flashed him a brief smile of acknowledgement, 
albeit not a particularly welcoming one. He leaned against the 
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doorframe and took a sip from the glass of water. 'You really don't 
need to do that,' he said. 'I usually just buy a new shirt.'

'Just because you have money doesn't mean you have to waste 
it,' she said, and carried on sewing.

He sniffed and cleared his throat. It felt dry and scratchy. 'I, 
erm, feel like I owe you an explanation for this morning, 
for...whatshername...Irene.'

'Irana,' she said, not looking up.
'What?'
'Her name was Irana.'
'Was it? Hmm. You might be right.'
'And you don't need to say anything about her because I don't 

want to know. What you do in your own home is your business, 
and absolutely nothing to do with me.'

'Well I want to tell you anyway.'
She sighed unenthusiastically. 'Okay, if you must.'
He took another gulp of water to wet his dry throat and began. 

'I went out last night with a mate, Phil McNeil. We've been friends 
for ever, but I hadn't seen him for ages. She was a friend of a 
friend of his and he introduced us. We got to chatting and had 
quite a bit to drink…and coming here for some peace and quiet 
seemed like a good idea at the time. I'm not sure, but I think it 
was her idea. Anyway one thing led to another and...well, in a 
nutshell, there you have it.' He sipped at the water again. 'I didn't 
know her from Adam and I won't be seeing her again.' He rubbed 
his face where Irana had slapped him.

Megan, who had listened to the whole tale in silence, snipped 
the end of the thread and folded the shirt into her lap. She looked 
directly at him, sighed and shrugged. 'Why are you telling me 
this?'

He rubbed his temples with his fingertips, feeling the 
beginnings of an unpleasant headache. 'I don't know,' he said. 'I 
just thought you ought to know.'

'And what is it you want me to say?'
'I don't know.'
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'How about, 'it's okay, you made a silly mistake and it might be 
for the best if you didn't do it again'?'

He smiled dryly. 'That might do for a start.'
She got to her feet and stood in front of him. Still clutching the 

shirt, she looked up at him with an expression he couldn't quite 
determine and his inner voice warned him he wasn't going to like 
what she had to say. He had already learned to his cost how 
ruthless her tongue could be when she had a mind to use it.

She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. 'Let me get the 
story straight in my head,' she said. 'You picked up a strange 
woman in a bar and she persuaded you to drive her here, in the 
middle of the coldest night of the year, on a pitch black icy road, 
whilst you were off your head with drink.'

A statement of the facts or a question? He wasn't sure. He 
pursed his lips. 'Aye, I suppose I did.'

'Did you have any idea of the risks you were taking? That road 
is lethal at the best of times. You could have been killed! Worse 
than that, you could have killed some other poor innocent 
bugger!'

'But I didn't.'
'Only because you must have some kind of guardian angel who 

does night duty. And what about the other danger?'
'What other?'
'With her! The woman! Jesus Christ, Nat, she might have cut 

your throat in your sleep. She could have stolen your wallet and 
ransacked the place.'

'Now you're being ridiculous!'
'Am I? These things happen. Read the papers!'
'Not in a backwoods place like this they don't.'
'And you were lucky you weren't caught by the cops. If you 

had, you would have lost your licence for sure. You might even 
have gone to prison…and then where would you be?'

'In prison.' 
His flippancy only served to inflame her further. 'Don't get 

smart with me, matey! This has to be, by far, the most incredibly 
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idiotic thing you've done…as far as I know, although I have no 
doubt you can put me right on that score?'

'No…no, you might well be right. I'm sor…'
She jabbed the air in front of his face with her forefinger. 'Don't 

even say it, Nat. Do NOT! You're not sorry, not at all! You didn't 
consider the consequences for a second, did you? You'd have no 
licence, no job, no money, no house - you could have lost 
everything all for the sake of a quick drunken grope!'

He shook his now throbbing head and scowled at her. 'I should 
have known better than to say anything to you. I should have 
known you would react like this; blowing it up out of all 
proportion.'

'Well, excuse me, but I told you not to say anything. You 
insisted on confessing it all to me because you thought it would 
make it go away and you could forget about it—'

'I did not—'
'And don't forget, you are the one who put yourself and others 

in danger. How else do you expect me to react? Do you want me 
to just ignore it and pretend it never happened?

'Maybe I do.'
'Well, I won't.'
'That much is for damned sure.'
She cocked her head to one side, ignoring his acrimony. 'Was it 

worth it?' she asked.
'Was what worth what?'
'The sex? Was she any good? More to the point, were you?'
Nat felt himself redden at her brazen audacity. 'Um...I don't 

really know, I can't really remember. It's all a bit of a haze.'
'And I don't suppose you used anything,' she said, knowing full 

well he hadn't. He gave her a blank look. 'Did you use protection? 
A condom?'

He flustered like an embarrassed teenager. 'Er...no…no, I 
didn't.' He took a long drink from the glass.

'Let's hope you didn't get her pregnant then.' Her tone 
softened and she looked at him with earnest concern. 'It's not 
worth the risk, Nat. There's a better way to go about it.'
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'About what?'
'Finding a decent woman to have a relationship with, to settle 

down with and have a family with. Picking them up in bars and 
having casual sex is not the way.'

His face clouded with irritation at her presumption. 'That's not 
what I was doing,' he said with a scowl. 'I didn't set out to end up 
with her, but I did. I'm sorry she wasn't up to your impeccably 
high standards. It was a mistake, okay? I won't be seeing her 
again, but it wouldn't be any of your business whether I did or 
not. Would it?' He rolled away from the door and stormed into 
the kitchen.

At least I do have standards, she thought to his retreating back.

She stayed in the laundry. There was more work to do. She 
took the bed linen from the washer and put it in the dryer. A few 
minutes later, a contrite looking Nat reappeared in the doorway.

'I'm sorry, Meg. I've done it again, haven't I, blowing up at you 
for no good reason?'

'Yes, you have.'
'I know you only ever have my best interests at heart and I 

appreciate it, I really do. But believe me, I had no interest in the 
woman apart from…' He hesitated. '…apart from the sex, and 
even that was a spur of the moment thing.'

'And I just can't seem to help but interfere,' she said.
He dropped down onto the stool and sipped at the water. 'Aye, 

it's a bad habit you're cultivating there. You might want to nip it in 
the bud before it gets out of hand.'

She leaned against the dryer, feeling it vibrate against her back. 
'What a pair we make.' She looked down at her feet. 'I know you 
think it's too late for you, Nat, and that you think you're too old to 
find someone again,' she said, 'but the truth is, you're never too 
old and there is someone out there for you. Someone who's good 
and decent, who'll love you back and give you what you need. You 
just have to get out to the right places and find her, not try and 
pick her up in some dubious hangout. A good-looking chap like 
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yourself should have no trouble, they'll come to you like flies 
round a jam jar.'

He gave a small, sardonic snicker. 'No,' he said. 'It is too late 
and I am too old. I've already tried to play happy families once, 
and failed miserably. I'm not willing to jeopardise someone else's 
happiness just to satisfy my own.'

There was nothing left to say, the discussion had reached a 
stalemate.

Nat stood and wandered across the hall to his study. His firm 
closing of the door told her, 'I don't want to talk any more.'

He lowered himself into his chair, dropped his head against the 
back and closed his eyes against the snow bright daylight. His 
throat hurt and the headache was now on him with a vengeance.
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Chapter 12

Nat's headache didn't get any better. In fact, it got very much 
worse. By evening, it was pounding so hard he could feel it in his 
eyes. He began to feel feverish and decidedly poorly. In the 
kitchen drawer he found painkillers, swallowed them down with a 
large glass of water and crawled into bed.

When Megan arrived next day, she found the back door locked 
against her and had to use her keys to let herself in. The usual 
morning smells of brewing coffee and burnt toast were 
conspicuous by their absence. Nat, it seemed, was not yet up.

'Having a lie-in, you lazy beggar? It's alright for some.'
She pottered around as quietly as she could so as not to disturb 

him, but when he hadn't appeared by late morning, she 
considered he had been indecently idle enough and went to rouse 
him.

She knocked lightly on his bedroom door and waited for a 
reply. Not receiving one, she opened the door a little and peeped 
through the gap. The room was dark, but she could make out a 
shape on the bed. 'Nat, are you awake?' she said, keeping her 
voice low. 'It's almost noon.'

In response, the shape stirred, groaned and hacked out a 
rough, deep cough.

That doesn't sound good, she thought. 'Are you okay, Nat?'
A hoarse voice sounded in the dark. 'No, Meg. I think I'm sick.'
She crossed the room to the bed, taking care as her eyes 

adjusted to the gloom, and switched on the bedside lamp. Nat 
immediately screwed up his eyes against its feeble light, but it was 
enough for her to see he was, indeed, unwell.

She laid her hand on his flushed and perspiring brow. It was 
furiously hot to the touch, and his pulse raced at his burning neck.

'You're very hot,' she said. 'Do you have a headache?' 
He blinked his affirmation.
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'Do you feel achey?'
'Hmm.'
'How's your throat?'
'Like sandpaper,' he rasped in demonstration.
'And a cough obviously.' She touched his brow again. 'Well, 

from the symptoms, it looks to me like you might have picked up a 
touch of the 'flu.' 

He groaned his agreement.
'You stay where you are,' she said. 'I'll nip to the pharmacy in 

the village and get something to make you feel better. Okay? I 
won't be long.'

An hour later, she had dosed him with paracetamol and hot 
lemon and Manuka honey tea, and left him in the dark to sleep. 
She called in on him between chores throughout the day to see 
how he was faring, but to her dismay, he was not improving. By 
evening, his condition had worsened considerably. His fever had 
increased and he was restless. In her opinion, if only for safety's 
sake, he was in no fit state to be left alone. She called Rebecca.

'He's sick, Becks. I think it best I stay here with him.'
'All night?'
'I have to, I can't leave him on his own.'
'No, of course you can't. Have you called a doctor?'
'I will when I've finished talking to you.'
Her call to the out-of-hours medic confirmed her diagnosis and 

gave her advice on how to deal with Nat's fever - regular doses of 
paracetamol, keep him cool but not chilled and make sure he 
drank plenty of water.

She returned to his room and prepared herself for a long night. 
Although she carried out the doctor's instructions to the letter, he 
didn't seem to be getting any better.

His fever made him delirious and agitated. He threw off the 
covers and fidgeted and mumbled in his sleep. More than once he 
cried out for Joanna. Megan hushed and soothed him as best she 
could, gently wiping his face and body with a moist cloth, leaving 
behind fine droplets of water to evaporate and carry away heat. 
He tossed and turned fitfully all through the night, one moment 
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sweating and irritable, the next shaking with chills and she did 
what she could to make him comfortable.

Around dawn he finally settled and fell into a deep sleep. 
Exhausted herself, Megan dropped into a chair by the bed, folded 
her arms on the pillow beside him, dropped her head onto them 
and drifted off into a doze.

She woke with a start to find her back and neck stiff. Carefully 
she stretched herself, cracking her spine and loosening her 
shoulders. The bedside clock told her it was almost eleven in the 
morning.

Nat was still sound asleep. Gently she laid her hand on his 
forehead. His fever was no longer the furnace it had been in the 
middle of the night. The immediate crisis appeared to be over.

Feeling it safe to leave him to sleep for a while longer, she 
went downstairs to make tea and find something to eat, and using 
the extension in the kitchen, she telephoned Rebecca again.

'How is he?' Rebecca asked.
'He's pretty sick, Becks. He frightened me there for a while, but 

I think he's going to be okay. I'm going to stay here for the day just 
to make sure. Can you do me a favour?'

'If I can.'
'Will you pack me a change of clothes and ask Paul if he'll drop 

it off for me?
'Sure. Is there anything else you need?'
'Not at the moment, thanks, but if I think of anything I'll let you 

know.'
'Okey doke. Take care, Sis.'
'I will. Bye bye.' 
She hung up

When she returned to Nat's room later that day, he was just 
beginning to rouse. She switched off the table lamp and drew the 
curtains back to let a little daylight into the muggy sickroom. She 
opened the window too, allowing some fresh air to circulate.
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In the grey daylight, Nat looked very pale and completely 
washed out. With his sunken eyes surrounded by deep, purple 
shadows, a newly revived corpse might have looked healthier. 

'What time is it?' His words through dry lips and sore throat 
were frail and strained.

'It's just gone two in the afternoon,' she said.
'You said it was nearly noon.'
'That was yesterday. You've been very ill all through the night.'
'Have I?'
'I'm afraid so.'
'And have you been here all the time?'
'Yes, I have.'
He shivered. His profuse sweating had soaked into his pyjamas, 

bed sheet and pillows. They were dark with damp and had turned 
clammy, cold and uncomfortable.

'I won't be a minute,' she said and disappeared from the room 
to return moments later laden with clean bed linen and fresh, 
plump pillows. 'Now that you're awake, let's see if I can't make 
you a little more comfortable,' she said.

Using a trick learned from her mother, a nurse of forty years' 
experience, she removed his sheet from under him, replacing it 
nimbly with a newly laundered one. With a fair amount of 
embarrassment for them both, she managed to relieve him of his 
damp pyjama bottoms and fit him with a clean, dry pair.

He sank into the heap of clean pillows, embraced by their 
softness, and closed his eyes, thankful for the coolness of the 
fresh linen against his skin.

'Comfy?' she asked.
He smiled his appreciation. 'Much better, thanks.'
She sat on the bed and held the mug while he, not having the 

strength to hold it himself, swallowed down his medication with a 
mouthful of warm tea. 

He suffered a sudden spasm of coughing and fell back again 
onto the pillows, his strength drained.

'Thank you for looking after me.' The whisper was so frail, it 
barely made it to her ears. Unable to keep his eyes open, he 
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allowed them to fall closed, asleep again before he had finished 
speaking.

She brushed back his hair and planted a light kiss on his 
forehead. 'You're welcome, sweetheart.'

Shortly after three, Paul arrived with an overnight bag Rebecca 
had packed. 'How's the patient?' he asked.

'He'll live. It's just a dose of the 'flu. A few days in bed and he'll 
be as right as rain. He's fussing already. Thanks for these.'

'My pleasure, doll,' he said. 'If you need anything else, just yell.'
'I will. Will you stay for some tea?'
'No, Becca's got me running some errands for her. I'd best get 

on.' With a bright, 'Cheerio,' and a wave, he departed.
After he had gone, Megan washed her face and changed her 

clothes. It felt good to freshen herself up.

Nat slept on and off, for the rest of the afternoon and well into 
the evening. Sleep, always the best medicine in Megan's book, 
seemed to be doing him good. Between chores, she called in to 
check on him.

At around ten p.m, he woke and seemed more alert. She sat on 
the bed and put her hand against his brow. It was still very warm, 
but nowhere near as hot as it had been. 'How are you feeling?' 
she asked.

'Like death,' he croaked and frowned at her. 'Why are you still 
here?'

'Because you pay double time at weekends, remember, and I 
need the money. Besides, where else am I going to go on a 
Saturday night?' She offered him a glass of water. 'You'll be 
pleased to know your fever's coming down.'

He swallowed the cold liquid gratefully and settled back on the 
pillows. 'You called me sweetheart,' he said.

She wiped a stray dribble from his chin. 'I call everybody 
sweetheart. I was just being friendly.'

'No, I'm sure that one was just for me…and you kissed me.' He 
pointed to his forehead. 'Right there.'
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'Nah, you must have been dreaming. What would I want to do 
a thing like that for? I don't want to catch your nasty germs.'

'Because I think you like me.'
'You do flatter yourself.'
She wiped his face and neck with the facecloth and he moaned 

his appreciation of its damp coolness. She dropped the cloth into 
a basin of tepid water, wrung it out and folded it neatly before 
wiping the inner part of each of his arms, dampening the skin 
inside his wrists where the moisture would draw heat.

Without warning, he seized hold of her hand. 'I'm sorry, Meg.'
'For what? It's not your fault you're sick. You didn't make me 

stay here to nurse you.'
'Not for that. For other things; for being an absolute bastard to 

you over the last few weeks. I don't know what came over me. 
I've been in a kind of dark funk and I know I've given you such a 
hard time.'

'No, you haven't...well, not more than usual.'
He stroked her fingers and toyed with her silver ring, turning it 

around and idly rubbing his thumb over the elephants engraved 
into it. 'I have, and you know it…you shouldn't waste your time on 
me.'

'I haven't got anything else to do…although the oven could do 
with a good clean.' She offered him the glass of water and noted 
his gloomy, downcast countenance. She also offered him a light 
smile to show she was teasing. 'You didn't really think I would 
leave you to suffer on your own, did you?'

'No,' he said weakly. 'You wouldn't do that. But you ought to by 
rights, I deserve it.'

'Blimey, you really know how to feel sorry for yourself, don't 
you?'

For a moment he was quiet, and then he said, 'Do something 
for me, Meg?'

'I will, if I can. What do you want?'
'I want you to kiss me again, just so I know I wasn't dreaming.'
The request caught her off guard. When he had been in a semi-

conscious state, in the throes of delirium, she didn't think he was 
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actually aware that she had kissed him, and it had seemed a 
harmless enough gesture at the time. If he had been fully awake, 
she wouldn't have done it.

Apparently, it seemed, he had been aware, and now he wanted 
her to repeat it. Feeling it would be churlish of her to refuse a sick 
man's wish, she lightly touched her cool lips against his damp 
forehead.

'Don't get used to it,' she said, dismissing the action as an 
insignificant frivolity. 'I'm just taking pity on a sick, helpless man.'

'Thank you,' he said, quietly. 'That was nice.'
She quickly changed the subject. 'Can I get you something to 

eat? You haven't had anything but tea and water for the last forty-
eight hours. You must be starving.'

'No thanks, I don't think I'm up to eating anything yet. My 
throat is still sore.'

'Is there anything else I can do for you?'
'Actually…there is,' he said. 'Can you help me get to the 

bathroom…I really need to pee.'

Under Megan's careful nursing, Nat slowly improved. He still 
slept a great deal, but when he was awake, she sat with him and 
kept him company during the day, chatting or reading to him. At 
night, under strict instruction he should not get out of bed, she 
left him alone.

'I don't want to come in and find you at the bottom of the 
stairs with a broken neck,' she told him. 'That would take a bit 
more nursing than I can manage.'

'You can stay over some more and make sure I don't get into 
trouble,' he suggested.

'If I stay overnight again, the neighbours will talk.'
He waved his hand dismissively. 'Let them. I don't care.'
'But I do. I have my reputation to think of. Besides, that chair 

will be the crippling of me.'
He patted the bed beside him 'You could always get in here 

with me. There's plenty of room.' His returning sense of humour, 
no matter how misplaced, she regarded as a sure sign of recovery.
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Nat rubbed his hand over his scratchy face. It made a sound 
like coarse sandpaper. 'I need a shave before I'm mistaken for the 
local hobo.'

'Are you sure you're up to it?' Megan asked. 'You're still pretty 
weak.'

'I'll manage if you help me, and I'm sure it'll make me feel 
better.'

She agreed and brought a bowl of hot water and shaving 
accoutrements from the bathroom, and set them out for him to 
use.

'I take it I can trust you not to cut my throat?' he said.
She had seen men shave themselves many times, but had 

never done it for them. 'I don't know, are you willing to risk it?'
'There's nothing to it,' he assured her.
'Alright, on your own head be it. I hope you don't bleed too 

freely.'
She draped a towel over his chest and under his chin. He 

dipped his hands into the bowl and wiped hot water over his 
beard. She shook the can of foam and sprayed a small white blob 
into the palm of his hand. It began to grow alarmingly. 'Is that too 
much?' she asked.

'No, that's fine.' He spread the white foam across his face, 
working it into his whiskers. He then picked up the razor and took 
off the cap. 'Now,' he said, taking her hand and positioning her 
fingers around the razor handle. 'You hold it like this...' He put the 
blade to his face. 'And you just…stroke so…'

Their hands moved together and the honed edge cut through 
the foam and stubble, leaving a clean trail like a harvester through 
a wheat field.

'Now you do it,' he said.
'What if I cut you?'
'You can't. It's called a safety razor for a reason. Off you go.'
She caressed the blade over his cheek and down his chin, 

matching the stroke she had made previously. 'Like this?'
'Perfect.'
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He allowed her to move his head wherever she needed it to be 
as she continued removing the stubble and foam, dipping the 
razor into the water between passes and tipping his chin to shave 
his throat.

All the while, he watched her face closely, particularly the way 
her eyes moved, and he could see her confidence growing with 
every stroke of the blade. Soon the combination of the gentle 
touch of her hand on his face and his neck, the smell of her 
perfume, her physical closeness, and the way the tip of her 
tongue stroked across her lips as she concentrated, began to have 
a startling and disturbing effect on him. Alarmed, he focused on 
not reacting. He prayed she would be so intent on not slitting his 
jugular, that the state of his growing arousal would go unnoticed.

When she finished, she cleaned the remnants of foam from his 
face with the towel. 'How's that?'

He ran his hand over his newly naked chin and cheeks and 
smiled. 'Nicely done. Good job.'

She slowly caressed her own fingertips down his smooth cheek, 
nodding her own approval. 'Hmm. Not bad for a first go.'

'How…how do I look?' It bothered him to hear a slight quiver in 
his voice.

'Human again. Much better.'
She removed the shaving materials to the bathroom, and in her 

absence, Nat slipped his hand under the duvet to take the 
measure of what she had done to him – his cock was already half-
masted, his erection still developing and making its way through 
the opening of his pyjama bottoms. A few more minutes and she 
couldn't have helped but be aware of it.

Oh, dear God, he thought. Did she see it? Did she feel it? Is it 
possible to die embarrassment?

If she had seen, or felt, anything, she stayed silent.

As quickly as it had arrived, Nat's headache resolved. His 
temperature returned to normal and although still a bit unsteady 
on his feet after nearly a week in bed, he had recovered enough 
to sit in the chair.
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'I think I'm in dire need of a shower. Any chance of a helping 
hand? I am still a bit…weak.' He faked a cough for effect, but 
Megan was not fooled. She declined the invitation and left him to 
manage quite adequately by himself.

The rest of his recuperation passed uneventfully. For another 
week, under Megan's eagle eye, he spent his time sleeping, 
watching TV or reading, gradually rebuilding his strength…and his 
appetite.

One afternoon during his convalescence, Megan answered a 
tuneful knocking on the kitchen door.

'Megan Thomas?' asked the florist's deliveryman.
'Yes,' she replied cautiously.
'Then these are for you.' He handed her a conical green 

cellophane package tied up with ribbon. She stared after him, 
mystified, as he strode off along the path to his waiting van.

At the table, she carefully unwrapped the package. Inside were 
a dozen tightly coiled, crimson headed long-stemmed roses. A 
spray of tiny white flowers, commonly known as baby's breath, 
and large green ferns complemented the scarlet blooms perfectly.

She put her nose to the bouquet and inhaled. Disappointingly 
the flowers had no fragrance, but they smelled fresh.

Tucked in the packaging she found a small white envelope, and 
inside it, a card.

'For my favourite nurse, thank you for taking such good care of 
me. Love, Nat.'

She put the card in her pocket and knew exactly where to find 
the perfect vase.

She was still arranging the striking bouquet when Nat ambled 
into the kitchen. 

'Is there anything to eat?' he said. 'My stomach thinks my 
throat's been cut.' 

He sidled up to her and peered over her shoulder, inspecting 
the flowers. 'Very nice,' he said, with approval.

Megan grinned at him. 'They're beautiful, Nat. How did you 
know I liked roses?'
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'Oooh, picked up on one or two subtle clues. Your perfume, for 
instance, and your hand cream, also the fact you live at Rose 
Cottage, and that you always choose roses for the display in the 
hall. And I see you found the Mackintosh rose vase.'

''Tis the last rose of summer, left blooming alone; all her lovely 
companions are faded and gone',' she said, as she carefully 
inserted the last stem into the display. Nat ran his fingers up and 
down the instantly recognisable stylised flower etched in the 
glass. Pensive sadness clouded his face.

'Joanna bought this from the Mackintosh museum gift shop in 
Glasgow. It cost a fortune. She wrapped it in so much newspaper, 
and fretted about it all the way home in case it should get 
broken.'

'She had exquisite taste.'
He quietly cleared his throat. 'Aye, she did.'
'Would you rather I didn't use it? If it's special to you…'
'No, no, of course not. It…it should be used. Take the flowers 

home with you. Take the vase too.'
'No. I'd rather keep them here where I can enjoy them, if that's 

alright with you.'
'If that's what you want.'
'It is. Thank you.'
He kissed her tenderly on her cheek. 'No Meg, thank you, for 

looking after me so well.'
He left her to fuss with the flowers while he rooted around in 

the cupboard and the fridge for a snack and a drink. With his 
hands full, he picked up an apple in his mouth and, resembling a 
suckling pig prepared for the plate, walked leisurely back to the 
study to watch football on TV.
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Chapter 13

Nat didn't celebrate Christmas, which came as no surprise at all 
to Megan. He declared it to be over-commercialised, exploitative 
claptrap, and as such, there were to be no cards, no tree and no 
decorations, in fact no festivities of any kind. To him, it would be 
just another normal working day. As a result, he was reluctant to 
allow her to take time off to spend the holidays with Rebecca and 
Paul. She insisted as he worked her to the bone she needed the 
break and eventually, to keep the peace, he relented.

She returned to Struan after four days' leave to find the place 
exactly as she'd left it – spotless. It was as if he hadn't used a 
single cup or plate while she'd been away.

'It looks like you don't need me,' she said, half joking. 'Maybe I 
can go part time, let's say two days a week…' 

He looked horrified at the prospect but did not argue the case.
It wasn't long before she discovered why the place was so 

clean; the recycling box held ample evidence. He had favoured 
drinking over cooking and eating a proper meal, managing to get 
through several dozen bottles of beer and a variety of spirits in 
her absence.

She made him well aware of her displeasure, particularly in 
light of his recovery from the flu being so recent. There followed a 
few days of tension between them until their normal domestic 
routine resumed.

Hogmanay also passed unobserved, an event Megan imagined 
to be verging on blasphemous to a full blooded Scotsman, and the 
New Year slipped in virtually unnoticed under a thick blanket of 
snow.

While waiting for hot, soapy water to fill the bowl in the sink, 
Megan peered out through the kitchen window, mesmerised by 
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the large flat flakes of snow floating lazily down from loaded 
clouds to add to the already considerable accumulation.

A robin attracted her attention as he paid a visit to the bird 
table, which she dressed without fail every morning. His chirpy 
appearance and cocksure attitude made her smile. She watched 
him as he ate his fill of her offerings, dried mealworms and 
wholemeal bread, and then satisfied, fly away. Once he had 
vacated the table, the other birds felt brave enough to approach 
it. That beautiful little bird, she had observed, was a greedy, red-
breasted bully.

She turned off the tap and plunged her hands into the water. 
Immediately she felt a sharp stab in the fleshy part at the base of 
her left thumb. She withdrew her hand from the water and red, as 
bright as the robin's chest, began to mingle with the white froth of 
the suds.

'Oh, crap! No!' she groaned and turned on the cold tap, 
running the water over her hand. The foam dispersed under the 
flow, revealing both the extent and the cause of the injury. She 
had sliced herself on a submerged paring knife. She remembered 
dropping it into the bowl just before she filled it.

The cut was not deep, but bled freely, and the diluted blood 
ran down her wrist to her elbow and dripped to the floor. She 
reached for a tea towel and pressed it hard against the wound, 
needing not only to stem the flow of blood, but to hide it from 
view.

Blood or vomit, or any other bodily fluid, presented her with no 
problem, so long as it belonged to someone else. When it came to 
her own, it was a totally different matter. She knew what was 
coming. Her head began to feel light and queasiness gnawed at 
her stomach. Closing her eyes she willed it away. It stubbornly 
refused to go.

When the buzzing started in her ears, a feeling of intense cold 
washed over her. Her legs turned to water and could no longer 
hold her. She scrabbled at the worktop to stop herself falling. Yet, 
she didn't fall; she was being held up, and through the drone in 
her ears heard Nat's muffled, 'Whoa! I've got you.'
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By pure happenstance, he had been crossing the hallway, on 
his way upstairs, when he glanced through the open kitchen door 
to see Megan at the sink, ghostly white and swaying on her feet. 
He was halfway to her when her legs buckled. He lurched forward 
to grab her as she sank toward the solid stone floor tiles. If she 
had hit her head on them, she would very likely have fractured 
her skull.

She felt hands take hold of her from behind and manoeuvre 
her until her backside hit something soft, and allowed the back of 
her head to be pushed, bending her far forwards until, through 
vision fogged at the edges, she could see her feet. Her injured 
hand was taken from her and she felt pressure against the cut, 
bringing about an exquisite stinging, burning pain. The voice 
spoke again. 

'That should do for a while.'
Her head slowly began to clear and she regained her senses to 

find herself sitting on a kitchen chair, her head between her knees 
and her eyes on a pair of brown carpet slippers that did not 
belong to her. 

Nat watched with deep concern etched on his face as she 
slowly sat up and took a deep cleansing breath. He took hold of 
her slender white wrist, as cold as marble under his hand. 

'Take it easy, Meg. Don't make any sudden moves.'
She nodded and looked at her injured hand, wrapped tightly in 

a large white handkerchief, and tied up with a neat knot. An 
effective temporary dressing; very little blood showed through 
the fabric. 

She smiled weakly. 'I'm better, thanks.' 
'You don't look it. You're as white as a sheet.'
'I'm not good with blood, especially my own.'
'Who is?' He directed her attention to her hand. 'You might 

need to get that looked at. Get your coat and I'll run you down to 
the medical centre.'

She shook her head. 'No, there's no need. It's not too bad; it's 
just a nick. I'll stick a Band-Aid on it and it'll be fine. Don't fuss.'
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'I want to fuss. I don't often get the chance to.' 
He opened a drawer in the dresser and pulled out a green box 

bearing a red cross and the words 'First Aid'.
'There must be some kind of a jinx,' he said.
'What do you mean?'
'Two housekeepers injured within a few months. You don't 

have any other sisters for me to have a go at, do you?'
He returned to his seat and opened the box, taking out a 

packaged dressing square and a roll of gauze bandage. He took 
her hand in his again and began to undo the knot at her wrist. A 
single drop of watery red oozed from the edge of the cut, and he 
tenderly wiped it away with the handkerchief.

He examined the wound closely. 'Hmm. I think you're right, it's 
not actually very deep. I don't think it will need stitches. You were 
lucky.' She refused to look.

He opened the package and applied the small, white square to 
the wound. She winced. 'Am I hurting you?' he said. 'Tell me if I 
do.'

'Not at all,' she lied. It did hurt. It burned and throbbed with 
pain out of all proportion to the severity of the injury. Not that 
she would admit to it; he was trying his best.

He unwrapped the gauze bandage and applied it carefully, 
once around her wrist and then several times around the base of 
her thumb, securing the gauze square within the layers, every 
move made with utmost care so as to not cause further 
discomfort. He tied the ends of the bandage neatly at her wrist. 
All the while she watched his face; it was a study in concentration. 
He glanced up to see her watching him, and flashed her a small 
smile. She returned it, self-conscious at having been caught 
observing him so closely.

'There…how's that?' he asked.
She held up her hand and examined his handiwork. 'That's 

perfect, thank you…and no.'
'No?'
'No other sisters. You're stuck with me for the duration I'm 

afraid.'
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They looked at each other for a moment, eye to eye. 'Good,' he 
mimed.

He insisted she sit quietly for a while, since he thought she still 
looked pale. He made coffee for them both and they sat, drinking 
and chatting until her normal colour returned and she felt better. 
He put the dirty mugs in the dishwasher, along with the cutlery 
from the now cold bowl, and closed the door with a flourish.

'Use it,' he instructed, drying his hands. 'That's what it's for. I 
don't want you cutting yourself any more.'

'It's expensive and wasteful when there's only the two of us,' 
she argued. 'It's more economical to use the sink.'

'Not when you're paying in blood, it's not. And I'm not a pauper 
yet. I think I can stretch to running it once a day.'

He emptied the water from the bowl into the sink. After a 
moment spent watching it, he frowned. 'Hmm,' he muttered.

'What's the matter?'
'The water's not going down,' he said.
Megan went over to see. 'It looks like the trap's blocked. You 

need to clean it out.'
The expression on his face told her she may as well have been 

speaking Martian. She opened the cupboard under the sink and 
indicated the plastic pipework within.

'See the bendy thing there?' She pointed at a U-shaped piece. 
'That's the trap. You need to take it off and clean it out.'

He shook his head, his mouth twisted in disgust. 'No thanks. I'll 
call a plumber. Where's the phonebook?'

'Don't be ridiculous! You don't need a plumber. It's easy…even I 
could do it.'

He took a step back and spread his hands. 'Please…be my 
guest.'

Rummaging through the cupboard, she found what she had 
been looking for, a pair of bright pink rubber gloves. As she eased 
them over her newly bandaged hand, she muttered under her 
breath. At one point, Nat was certain he heard the words, 
'Clueless waste of space'.
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Working through the throbbing pain she proceeded to deftly 
disassemble the pipework, catching the run-off water in the bowl. 
The trap was indeed blocked with sundry detritus - cold solidified 
fat, tea leaves, and other unidentifiable horrors which she scraped 
onto a sheet of newspaper. After rinsing the trap clean in the run-
off water, she reassembled it.

Nat watched the whole operation from the safety of a kitchen 
chair, clearly impressed. 'How'd you learn to do that?'

'I lived with men…remember?' she said with sarcasm. 'When 
was the last time this was cleaned?'

He shook his head and shrugged. 'I don't know, years probably. 
You'll have to ask Rebecca.'

She started to wrap the unappealing, smelly muck in the 
newspaper ready for disposal, when something deep within it 
glinted, catching her eye.

'Hello, what do we have here?' she said, poking about in the 
goo with a knife. She carefully extracted the mysterious object.

It was a ring; a small gold band set with bright orange stones 
she identified as fire opals. 'Ooh, treasure!' she declared, and 
rinsed it under the tap. She dried it and held it up. It caught the 
light and sparkled. She held it out for Nat to see.

'Look what I found. Is it one of Joanna's?'
'Aye, it is.' He took the ring from her. 'It was one of her 

favourites…I remember when she lost it…she was distraught.' He 
ran his finger along the faceted stones. 'It was in there all the 
time?'

'It must have been. If you cleaned your sink a bit more often, 
you would have found it sooner.'

'Thank you,' he said absently, closing his hand around the ring 
and clutching it tightly. He got to his feet. 'Excuse me.'

He strode quickly from the kitchen and up the stairs, leaving 
Megan to finish cleaning up.

It took her nearly half an hour to finish cleaning up the mess 
and to clean and bleach the sink, removing both the noxious smell 
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and any residual germs. Nat had still not returned. Under the 
pretext of having to replace toilet rolls, she too went upstairs.

Without making a sound she crossed the landing to Nat's 
bedroom, to see him sitting on the floor surrounded by an 
assortment of boxes, and the wardrobe where he still kept all 
Joanna's things standing open.

She lingered in the doorway, watching as he leafed through a 
photograph album. When he sensed her observing him, he looked 
around to her with damp, red eyes. A small, sad smile, and the 
merest nod of his head, silently invited her to join him.

She slipped off her shoes and padded across the rich cream 
carpet to where he sat, placed her hand on the nape of his neck, 
and knelt down beside him. Joanna's jewellery case stood open by 
his side, the fire opal ring now filling a long vacant slot in the ring 
holder.

Nat had a heavy, white leather-bound album clutched against 
his chest. He sniffed and wiped his eyes. 'Our wedding photos,' he 
said. 'It's been a long time since I've looked at them. You finding 
the ring just reminded me.'

'Can I see?' She stroked her bandaged hand across his 
shoulder. 'I'd really like to.'

He opened the book and drew back the sheets of tissue paper 
protecting the pictures. The first photograph had been taken 
outside a picturesque church on a bright, sunny day. Joanna was a 
vision of loveliness in a long white dress finished with lace and 
pearls and a wide, tartan sash. Her hair, piled high on her head, 
had been decorated with small, white flowers, and she carried a 
magnificent bouquet of red and white roses.

Nat was equally resplendent in a full dress kilt of matching 
tartan, complete with sporran. They were both smiling broadly, 
and the way they were looking at each other made it obvious to 
even the most casual observer that they were a couple deeply in 
love.

'You both look absolutely stunning,' Megan said. 'That outfit 
really suits you. Nice knees.'
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Nat smiled. 'Joanna was so beautiful…so happy.' He turned the 
pages, taking his time as he pointed out all the members of his 
family; his parents, his brothers and sister, and his numerous 
nephews and nieces. He had an anecdote to go with each one. He 
passed casually over Joanna's family, admitting he couldn't 
remember all their names, but as he was not in touch with them 
any more, it didn't really matter.

Megan listened attentively, and every now and then, as Nat 
reminisced, she would move her hand over the soft cotton of his 
shirt in a small, caressing arc so that he could take comfort from 
her warm, light touch and quiet presence.

He took out another album, one filled with photographs either 
of himself, or just Joanna, or more often, the two of them 
together.

'How did you meet Joanna?' Megan asked.
'Erm…' He scratched his eyebrow with his thumbnail. 'In the 

park near my parents' home in Edinburgh. I was jogging—'
Megan's eyebrows rose. 'You... jogged?'
'Aye,' he said with bland innocence. 'I worked hard and played 

hard. Jogging helped me relax.' A smile touched his lips as he 
recalled the meeting. 'She was on the same path, coming towards 
me, being walked by her dog. We came together, and as we 
passed, our eyes met and we smiled…and the vicious brute went 
for me. I thought it was going to maul me. I panicked, managed to 
trip over my own shoes and fell flat on the tarmac at her feet. I 
took a lump out of my elbow. See.' He presented his right elbow 
with its small, round scar. 'She gave me some first aid with tissues 
from her bag and tied it up with a hankie.'

'Like you just did for me?'
'Aye, much the same. I saw her again a couple of days later; 

same park; same path; same dog. We got to chatting, she 
apologised for her dog's behaviour and I asked her out for a drink 
to thank her for her kindness. The rest, as they say, is history.'

Megan sighed softly. 'Oh, how romantic. Just like out of Mills 
and Boon.'
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When he had exhausted all the albums in his collection, she 
helped him pack them away in the boxes and back into the 
wardrobe. 'I haven't had a particularly interesting life,' he said, 
closing the door on them. 'I hope you weren't too bored.'

'Not at all, I love looking at photos. It was a pleasure to see 
them. Thank you for sharing.'

He sighed, wistfully. 'It all seems such a long time ago. I'd 
forgotten so much…' He appeared to be on the edge of 
withdrawing again.

'Are you alright?' she asked, pulling him out of his reverie.
He smiled and nodded and rubbed at his eyes. 'Aye, I'm fine.'
She picked up her shoes. 'Are you coming back downstairs?'
'Aye, I'll be down in a minute.'
'If you're not, I'll come back up here and get you,' she 

threatened.
'I'll be down, I promise,' he said, and gave her an agreeable 

smile.
'Now, that's something you can wear more often.'
'What's that?'
'A smile,' she said, as she trotted down the stairs. 'That really 

suits you too.'
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Chapter 14

A sudden loud rapping at the back door startled Megan.
Not expecting a visitor, and unable to see the parking area 

from the kitchen window, she opened the door with caution.
A man stood on the doorstep, stubbing out a cigarette with the 

toe of his shoe. Of average height, about Nat's age with brown 
eyes and grey brown hair receding at the hairline, he wore jeans 
and a casual jacket over an open necked shirt, and his face carried 
the most artificial smile she had ever seen. She felt the back of her 
neck begin to prickle.

'Well, good afternoon darling,' he said, running his hand 
through his hair. 'Philip McNeil, I'm a friend of Nat's. Can I have a 
word with him?'

Nat hated unexpected visitors, and for a moment she was 
unsure of what she should do with this one. She couldn't deny Nat 
was home, his car was parked outside, and McNeil could not have 
failed to see it. And she couldn't just close the door in his face 
either. That would be the height of rudeness. She had no choice 
but to admit the man.

'Erm…he's pretty busy, but I'll see. Won't you come on in?' 
She opened the door wide. McNeil wiped his snowy shoes on 

the doormat and sauntered into the kitchen.
'Take a seat,' she said, and pulled out a chair.
'You must be Rebecca.' McNeil oozed, looking her over. He 

leaned back on his seat with an air of sleazy nonchalance. 'It's nice 
to finally put a face to the name. Nat's told me all about you.'

'Has he indeed?' 
She didn't like this man. He smiled too widely and smelled of 

whisky and cigarettes, and although not drunk, he was certainly 
on his way. He had a leeriness about him that made her 
uncomfortable and unwilling to correct his mistaken identity. 
Surely Nat would have better taste in friends.
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'Wait here for a moment would you please?' she said, keeping 
a respectable distance between them. 'I'll go and see if I can find 
him.'

'You do that, sweetheart.' 
He winked, and she bristled. She left him sitting in the kitchen 

and went to find her employer, pretty certain she knew where he 
would be.

'Come in!' A muffled command from inside the study. 
A pause before she gingerly opened the door. 'Sorry to disturb 

you—'
 Nat peered at her over his glasses. 'It's okay. What can I do for 

you Meg?'
'There's someone here to see you,' she said. 'He says his name 

is Philip McNeil.'
He whipped off his glasses. 'What? Here?'
'He's in the kitchen.'
Nat looked aghast at the news. 'Ach, shit!'
'Shall I get rid of him? I'll tell him you're too busy to see him.'
He put his glasses in his shirt pocket. 'No thanks, Meg, I'll see to 

it. You'd better show him through and erm, coffee please, good 
and strong. Knowing Phil he'll probably need it.'

She cocked her head in the direction of the kitchen. 'Is this the 
same Phil…last Christmas?'

Irana
Nat groaned his displeasure. 'I'm afraid so.'
Megan went to find the errant guest, led him to Nat's study 

and left the two men alone. A few minutes later, she returned 
with a tray of coffee and biscuits. The men stopped speaking as 
she entered the room, a sure indication they had been talking 
about her. She set the coffee tray on the desk and left them to it.

'So that's her is it…Re-be-cah?' McNeil said when she had gone. 
'I thought you said she wasn't the friendly type. She seems like 
she might scrub up well and pass muster. If you're still not 
interested I might give her a go.'

'What do you want, Phil?'
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McNeil helped himself to a biscuit. 'I haven't heard from you 
for weeks,' he said. 'I was having a very nice lunch at that pub 
down by the bridge and I thought, 'I'll just call in on my good 
friend Nat and see how he got on with the lovely Irana'.' He 
winked, and clicked his tongue salaciously. 'She's a cracker isn't 
she?'

'I don't really remember,' he said, pushing down the plunger in 
the cafetiere. 'It was ages ago…and I'd had quite a skinful.'

'You could have at least called and thanked me afterwards,' 
said McNeil.

'For what?'
'For setting you up with some much needed entertainment, 

you sad loser.'
'Aye, it was a real joy.'
McNeil pulled out a packet of cigarettes and offered them to 

Nat, who declined.
'Since when?' he said, lighting his own.
'Since I quit, four years ago.
McNeil blew out a thick grey cloud. 'My God, man, what's 

happened to you. Talk about going straight; you'll be wearing a 
cardigan and carpet slippers next.' He glanced at Nat's feet. 'Oh I 
see you already are.' He took a long drag from the cigarette and 
returned to the subject at hand. 'I noticed you and Irana had both 
fucked off somewhere that night. Where'd ya go? A penny knee-
trembler in the alley? A quickie in the back of your car?'

Nat emptied paperclips from a small dish and passed it to 
McNeil to use as an ashtray. 'Neither. If you must know, we came 
back here...and don't get ash on the rug.'

'Nice!' said McNeil with approval.
'I'm surprised she didn't tell you.'
'No, she didn't say anything. She probably wanted to spare 

your blushes. Did you get the lovely Rebecca to join in and have 
yourself a nice little threesome, eh? It feels good to be the meat 
in the sandwich I can tell you.' He sniggered down his nose, 
blowing smoke.
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'That's enough, Phil,' Nat warned, disgusted by the squalid 
insinuation.

'Fancy another date with her?' McNeil persisted. 'I'm sure she's 
still available if you are.'

To infect me which God knows what next time? I don't think so. 
'Not interested,' he said.
'Not up to it, eh? She is a bit of a goer. Is she too much for you, 

old timer? Maybe I can find you one more your age? It's pension 
day at the Post Office on Thursdays.' McNeil snickered at his own 
joke.

Nat felt his temper rising, but kept his voice calm. 'I think you 
should leave now, Phil. I really am rather busy.'

McNeil, however, did not appear ready to leave. 'Oh, come on, 
not yet. Your lovely serving wench has gone to all this trouble, we 
ought to enjoy it. Are you going to pour that coffee or not?' He 
picked over the plate of biscuits and as he did so, ash from the 
end of his cigarette fell onto them. 'Where is the little woman by 
the way? I want to get a good look at her.'

'Go home Phil. You're pished. I can smell it from here.'
McNeil let out a pitiful groan. 'Now then, Nat, buddy, be a pal. 

It's a long way home and I've had a big lunch. I thought I'd just 
chill here for a bit. Maybe I could settle in the chair for a bit of a 
nap.'

'I don't think so.' Nat strode across the room and jerked the 
study door wide, a clear indication McNeil should leave. 'If you 
don't mind, like I said, I am rather busy and would appreciate it if 
you would just fuck off out of my sight!'

McNeil shrugged his resignation, stubbed out the cigarette on 
the makeshift ashtray and ambled through the doorway. 
'Whatever you say, me old mucker. It's your house.'

Nat ushered McNeil into the kitchen, where Megan, at the 
kitchen table busily engaged in clipping flowers for an 
arrangement, glanced up at the pair and sensed the tension 
between them. She also noticed with trepidation the tight-lipped 
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set of Nat's face - a sure sign the blue touch paper of his temper 
had already been lit.

McNeil sidled up to her, pressed himself against her and 
murmured in her ear. 'Bye bye, Rebecca. So nice to meet you at 
last. Take care of my mate, Nat, won't you sweetheart? You know 
what I mean.'

He grabbed her backside with his large hand and squeezed it 
painfully. She started with a cry, and her dropped scissors 
clattered onto the table.

The firework exploded.
With a rush of adrenaline, lips drawn back in a snarl and a low 

growl rumbling in his throat, Nat launched himself at McNeil, 
grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket and hauling the stunned 
man across the room toward the rear door, at one point lifting his 
feet clear of the ground. Without loosening his grip, he snatched 
open the door and bodily ejected him from the house.

McNeil managed a single step backwards before he stumbled 
and sat down in an accumulated drift. Nat followed him out and 
stood over him, his face dark with rage. He bent forward to jab his 
finger into his former friend's face and force his rage-filled threat 
through tightly clenched teeth. 

'Her name is Megan, and if you ever…EVER lay a hand on her 
again, I swear to God, I WILL KILL YOU!!'

He stood and stepped away, allowing McNeil to scramble to his 
feet.

'There's no need for that, mate,' McNeil said quietly, but with 
the trace of a nervous quiver as he brushed clinging snow from his 
trousers. 'I was just being friendly to the lady.' He looked past Nat 
to Megan hovering in the background. 'No harm done. See. She's 
fine...aren't you darlin'?' His lecherous grin towards her tipped the 
balance.

Another wave of fury erupted from Nat. All the pent up wrath 
he possessed travelled down his arm and into his full fist, 
propelling it into McNeil's nose, shattering bone and cartilage 
with an audible crack. McNeil, knocked off balance, rocked back 
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two steps and both hands flew to his face. Red liquid began to 
leak from between his fingers and drip into the snow.

A yelp of horror rose from the direction of the kitchen door as 
Megan witnessed the attack. McNeil's screaming however, 
drowned out her cry.

'Ayabastard, Mackie! You broke my nose! You broke my 
fucking nose! Look at me! I'm bleeding!'

'Then let me do you a favour and put you out of your misery!'
Beyond reason now, Nat's hand closed around McNeil's throat 

and pushed him hard up against the house wall, bouncing his 
head against the granite block, where he held him at arm's length, 
digging his fingers into the flesh around his windpipe, squeezing it 
closed. McNeil, helplessly being strangled, could only look on 
through eyes bulging with fear, as his assailant's other hand, now 
formed into a tight, white fist, drew back to deliver another blow 
to his already shattered face.

'Nat, STOP IT! Stop it…DON'T! Let him go!'
He paid no heed to Megan heaving on his arm, or her 

desperate pleadings. With his jaw set rigid and his eyes full of 
murder, he wanted to kill this man.

She ducked under his arm and put herself between the two 
men. If he wanted to hit McNeil again, he would have to go 
through her first. 'Please, don't hurt him, Nat! Let him GO!'

McNeil's fingers continued to rive at the hand at his throat. 
Blood flowed from his right nostril and over his lips. It gathered on 
his chin and dripped onto Nat's shirt sleeve, the spreading red 
stain turning the once blue material a deep purple.

'Don't do this, Nat…please!' Megan begged with desperation, 
her slight hand covering his clenched fist. 'You're better than this. 
Please. Let him go. It's not worth it.'

She finally reached him. Without averting his fiery glare, he 
lowered his fist and released his grip. A choking cough escaped 
McNeil's throat and he seized his chance to dart away before Nat 
changed his mind and decided to finish him.

'You should go now, Mr McNeil,' said Megan, still hanging onto 
Nat's arm, feeling his muscles tensing under her hand as he 
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continued to stare blankly at the empty space where McNeil had 
just been.

Rubbing at his bruised neck with one hand and reaching for a 
handkerchief with the other, McNeil turned on his heel and 
marched down the path as quickly as the slippery snow would 
allow.

'You've gone too far this time!' he spat back over his shoulder. 
'I'll see you in court!!' 

He scuttled around the side of the house and disappeared.
'Get lost, you fucking IMBECILE! Show your face here again and 

you're a DEAD MAN!' Nat shrieked after him.
A moment later, an unseen car started up and drove away.
Megan had already retreated inside the house. Nat too went 

indoors, closing the door on snow that would melt and take 
McNeil's blood with it, as if nothing had happened out there. 

'Well that was fun,' he said, rubbing his hands together.
He caught sight of Megan staring at him with wide, terrified 

eyes. 'Are you alright?' 
She clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. If she had 

been able, she would have run away and found somewhere safe 
to hide, away from this horror, but she couldn't move. Anger and 
fear rooted her quaking to the spot.

'Everything's okay,' said Nat, examining his knuckles. 'I'm not 
hurt.'

'You're not hurt?' Megan's outrage ripped the breath from her 
body. 'How...in the name of sanity...could any rational person...? 
Don't you...don't you realise what you've done?'

'Of course I do. I just gave Philip McNeil the most well deserved 
pasting of his life. Better late than never, I say.'

Two large wet tears dripped from her eyes. She put her hands 
over her face, held them there momentarily before sliding them 
away again, drawing in a long, ragged breath. 'What exactly did he 
mean by, 'You've gone too far this time'? Have you done this sort 
of thing before?'

He shrugged. 'Take no notice of him. He's talking out of his 
arse. Forget him. He's not important.'

112



-  -

'Don't lie to me, Nat.'
'I'm not. It was nothing and it was a long time ago. I can't even 

remember it. I'm more concerned about whether he hurt you?' 
He stretched out his hand and touched her arm to offer her 
reassurance.

She shrugged it away. 'Get off!'
He tried again. 'Meg?'
'No! What makes you think you can smash a man's face in with 

your right hand and then try and placate me with your left? Don't 
you dare go thinking that trying to be calm and comforting will 
make everything okay, because it won't. It was a horrible, vicious 
thing you did and I'd rather you didn't touch me right now.'

The experience had both terrified and distressed her. She had 
never seen Nat act so aggressively, and she really didn't like it at 
all. He had been sharp with her vocally, when she had deserved it, 
but she had never seen him resort to any kind of physical violence 
apart from the odd slamming of doors. She didn't think he had it 
in him. It troubled her to have been proved so wrong, even if he 
was only defending her. Too upset to accept his consolation, she 
began to wonder whether she knew him at all.

Nat drew himself a glass of water from the tap, leaning back 
against the sink as he drank from the dripping tumbler. Megan, 
seeking diversion, returned to the table and occupied herself with 
finishing the floral arrangement. For a few, tense minutes the only 
sound in the room was the sharp, angry snip of the scissors 
against innocent flower stems.

'Phil's a prick,' said Nat, breaking the silence. 'He's always been 
a prick. He's had it coming for a long time.'

'You shouldn't have hit him, Nat,' she said, without looking up 
from her work.

'It was only a tap.'
'You broke his nose! I heard it, and he was bleeding all over the 

place.'
'It was just a wee bit of gore. He can spare it. And with the 

amount of alcohol circulating in his system, he wouldn't have felt 
a thing.'
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'You were throttling him.'
'He asked for it.'
She threw the scissors down onto the table. 'For crying out 

loud, Nat, you threatened to kill him and if I hadn't stopped you, 
you may well have done just that!'

'He molested you. He needed teaching a lesson.'
'He squeezed my bum, that's all. I was shocked, but there's no 

real harm done to me. You caused a real injury. Actual physical 
assault. Grievous bodily harm. An arrestable offence. My arse isn't 
worth fighting over by anybody, and it's certainly not worth 
ruining a long standing friendship over or getting a criminal record 
for.'

Nat snorted. 'I don't need friends like him.'
'Keep punching them in the face and you won't have any at all.' 

She picked up the completed floral arrangement and carried it 
through to the hall.

Nat had always considered McNeil to be one of his closest 
friends. When he had been invited to go out, he had gone 
willingly.

At the time, he thought he was genuinely pleased to see his old 
friend, but on reflection, the only reason he accepted the 
invitation was to alleviate his own loneliness. He wanted company 
and didn't care where it came from. He had foolishly, and 
drunkenly, allowed McNeil to pimp Irana onto him without 
realising the implications, and it only served to compound his 
misery.

Without Megan's intervention, he would have pummelled 
McNeil's face to a bloody pulp and enjoyed doing it. McNeil's 
manhandling of her was merely a catalyst for the release of a 
deep-seated, simmering rage. How far would he have gone if 
Megan had not been there to stop him? Would he have killed 
McNeil? The prospect that he possibly could, made him shudder.

Megan returned to clear up the mess on the table.
'So, do you think McNeil will report you?' she asked.
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'Nah,' Nat scoffed. 'He hasn't got the balls. He'll stew about it if 
for a day or two then forget it.'

'If he involves the police, you could be in so much trouble.'
Nat shook his head. 'Don't worry, he won't. He and the polis 

don't get on. He skates a little too close to the edge himself to 
want them asking any questions and digging up any dirt.'

'What fine company you do keep,' she muttered. 'Do you think 
he'll come back here?'

'Not if he knows what's good for him. If he does come back, I'll 
forego the preliminaries and just tak his heid clean off.' 

His accented pronunciations brought about a flicker of a smile 
and she felt some of her nerviness slipping away.

'You've had a bit of a shock,' he said. 'Do you want to go home 
early? I don't mind if you do.'

'No. I don't know if I can trust you to be left on your own.' She 
dug about in a basket of laundry and pulled out a clean shirt. 'Give 
me your shirt,' she said. 'I'll see if I can get that blood out before it 
stains.'

Without argument, he stripped off his shirt and exchanged it 
for the offered clean one. Megan tossed the soiled garment into 
the washing up bowl, covering the stain with a good measure of 
table salt, and immersed it in cold water where it would be left to 
soak for the rest of the day. She turned her attention to Nat, 
turning down and neatening his shirt collar before tentatively 
picking an imaginary piece of lint from his shoulder.

'What is it?' he asked.
She sighed heavily. 'I know you've made a lot of promises, ones 

you've never intended to keep, but I want you to solemnly swear 
to me, Nat, on your honour, that what just happened out there 
will never, ever happen again.'

He neatly rolled up his sleeve to just above his elbow. 'I don't 
think I have a lot of honour left, Meg, so I can't guarantee I could 
keep that promise.'

'You really need to learn to curb your temper, Nat. One day it's 
going to get the better of you and you'll end up doing something 
you really regret.'
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He folded the other sleeve. 'I won't regret hitting Phil; he 
deserved it...and more. But I do regret upsetting you and I'm 
really very sorry.' To prove he meant it, he put his hands on her 
shoulders and gave them a light squeeze. Encouraged when she 
did not shrug him off, he laid a brief kiss on her head.

She watched him walk away across the hall to his study, 
tucking his shirt into his trousers.

Left alone in the silent kitchen, she suddenly felt uneasy and 
dropped the latch on the rear door, testing the handle to ensure it 
was secure and she was safe.

Nat might be content to live with the fact he had been keen to 
batter in a man's head with his bare hands, but she certainly 
would not forget it in a hurry.
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Chapter 15

'Megan! I can't find my keys!' Nat yelled, wriggling into his 
jacket and rummaging through his pockets.

'Fruit bowl!' she bawled back from the laundry.
He had developed a habit of throwing his keys casually on the 

kitchen counter when he came in. She always retrieved them and 
put them in the fruit bowl where they would easily be found 
again. He never remembered where they were, even though she 
reminded him almost every day.

'What? Where? I can't see them…Meg-an!'
Suddenly behind him, she reached around into the ceramic 

bowl and extracted the keyring. 'For goodness sake, how many 
more times - apples, bananas…keys.'

He snatched them from her with muttered thanks. She helped 
him on with his jacket, handed him his briefcase and he had made 
it halfway through the door when he stopped.

'Look, I know its short notice,' he said, 'but what are you doing 
next Wednesday night?'

'Erm…nothing. Why?'
Witness my sad and empty social life.
'I've invited a few people around for a wee dinner party and I'll 

need you. You'll be able to come won't you?' 
She looked at him agog. Was that an invitation to dinner? She 

didn't have chance to ask.
'We'll talk about it when I get back,' he said, and with a bright, 

'Cheerio,' he was gone.

'You want me to WHAT!?' 
Megan had waited patiently for Nat to come home, eager to 

hear his news, but was not prepared for what he had to say.
'I need you to take charge of the catering.'
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She felt her face redden with indignation. 'You are joking!' she 
exploded. 'You know I can't cook, I told you that on the very first 
day! I'm from the land of black pudding, tripe and cow heels, not 
hâute cuisine. Let me emphasise – I-don't-cook!'

'Your cooking's not that bad, I usually manage to keep it down, 
but don't worry, you don't have to prepare anything, it's all 
arranged.'

He explained how entertaining at the Lodge was to be an 
exercise in deception. The food would not be cooked there, but 
delivered ready to serve from a high-class restaurant in town. Nat 
had a long-standing arrangement with them. He called, they 
delivered, wine included. No-one was any the wiser and it made 
him look good.

All she needed to do was plate up using Struan's own crockery 
and cutlery, and serve each course. She would ensure the wines 
were poured as and when requested, and then be on hand to deal 
with the clearing away afterwards. It couldn't be simpler and the 
whole ordeal shouldn't take more than a couple of hours, three 
tops.

She stared at him, stupefied. 'You want me to be a waitress 
and do the washing up?'

'What's wrong with that?'
'A waitress?'
'It's always been part of the job, ask Rebecca.'
'How strange she never mentioned it. I wonder why.'
She stood with her arms folded tightly across her chest, glaring 

at him. Despite her agitation, he remained as calm as a millpond, 
totally unmoved by her outburst. 

'I really would appreciate your co-operation, Meg. These are 
important people. I've been trying to deal with them for months. I 
need to put on a show, to butter them up a little and loosen their 
cheque writing hands.'

She shook her head emphatically. 'I can't do it.'
'Why not?'
'Because I've never been a waitress in my life—'
'Don't be such a snob.'
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'I am not a snob, Nat. If you'd let me finish, I was going to say I 
can't do it because I've never had to. I don't do parties and I've 
never even been to a formal dinner.' Her voice went very quiet. 'I 
wouldn't know what to do.'

He couldn't quite believe what he had heard. At last, he had 
found a chink in her armour of efficient competency, and it 
delighted him. Now he could play her at her own game.

He cupped his hand to his ear. 'I'm sorry! Would you mind 
repeating that? I didn't quite catch it.'

'I said I wouldn't know what to do. It's out of my sphere of 
experience. I'll probably make a complete hash of it and ruin the 
whole night.'

He began the game by piling on the guilt. 'Oh, now that's a 
shame,' he said with an air of deep disappointment. 'I'm sorry you 
feel that way because...' He pressed his hand to his heart. '...I have 
every confidence in you.' Sigh. 'But if you really feel that you just 
can't do it...'

Followed by a little flattery...
'I really thought a woman of your admirable capabilities would 

make short work of a simple thing like a dinner party.'
And the icing on the cake...
'I suppose I'll just have to cancel the whole thing. All that 

work...'
Silence.
'If it's so important you can't cancel,' she said finally.
'But you said you won't do it. What else can I do? I was rather 

counting on you...' He let out a long dramatic sigh and shrugged.
She suddenly inhaled deeply, let it out very slowly and rolled 

her eyes. 'Okay, I'll do it…but this one time, and one time only.'
He beamed at her. 'Really?'
'Yes, but under duress mind. I'm not happy about it, I'll tell you 

that for nothing. And you can wipe that silly smile off your face.'
He dropped the grin and reinstated his expression of utmost 

solemnity.
'I'm doing it because it's important to you…for your business,' 

she said.
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'Of course you are and I really, really appreciate it.'
'I'll do my best and I'll try not to embarrass you. I can't say 

fairer than that.'
'Understood,' he said and nodded, his face still an immutable 

mask. 'You are a jewel amongst women.'
His left eyebrow twitched almost imperceptibly and it dawned 

on her what had happened. He had subtly, but expertly, 
manoeuvred her to exactly where he wanted her, and she had let 
him do it. She narrowed her eyes at him. 'You devious conniving 
bastard.'

In celebration of his oh too easy victory, he restored his boyish 
grin.

A few minutes before the guests were due to arrive, Megan, in 
a simple black dress, white apron and much umbrage, fussed with 
the dining table's floral centrepiece. She stood back to admire her 
work and was satisfied. 

'Self-praise is no recommendation…except in this case. Good 
job, Meg.'

As she put the final touches to the glasses and cutlery at the 
table, Nat rushed into the dining room in a state of agitation. He 
wore a formal dinner jacket over a crisp white shirt, and in his 
hands flapped the ends of an untied bowtie. 'Help me with this 
buggering thing will you, Meg, I can't do it?'

'Dearie me, something you can't do?' she chuckled. 'How the 
mighty are fallen.'

'Cut the cackle and do something? This is serious.'
'For goodness' sake.' She made him stop fidgeting and stand 

still. 'It's a simple sequence of loops and folds, a child of five could 
do it. Chin up.' After a few moments' concentrated effort, the bow 
sat neatly tied at his throat. 'There, done. How's that, not too 
tight?'

'It's perfect. Thank you. How come you know how to tie a 
bowtie?'

'It's your tie, how come you don't?'
'I do. It just wouldn't go right this time.'
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'Nervous?'
'Clumsy. How do I look?'
She straightened his collar, tweaked the tie straight and looked 

him up and down with a critical eye, picking a loose hair from his 
shoulder. 'You look…quite splendid.'

The dinner party passed off without incident.
Despite her trembling hands, Megan muddled through plating 

up and serving the meal to all four guests and the host. She didn't 
spill soup in anyone's lap or forget the gravy; she ensured 
everyone's wine glass was kept topped up, and when they had 
done, she cleared away without fuss. Not one of them 
acknowledged her presence or thanked her for her effort.

They were appalling people; loud, rude, arrogant and rich, with 
a veneer of civility that peeled away as the wine flowed, revealing 
even more vulgarity underneath When they did deign to speak to 
her, she replied with all the sincerity she could muster, which 
didn't amount to a great deal.

When one of the men put his hand up her dress, it took all of 
her self-control not to stab him with a fork.

Even Nat ignored her. When she did happen to catch his eye as 
she served him his dessert, she gave him a look so cold it would 
have made a penguin reach for a muffler. He smiled weakly at her 
before returning his attention to his dish of cranachan.

Between courses she sought refuge in the kitchen. There she 
disposed of the tell tale signs of the evening's deception - the foil 
trays and cartons and wine carriers from the restaurant, and fed 
the pile of dirty dishes and glasses to the hungry dishwasher. 
Eventually she was called on to serve the final course - coffee and 
mints. It would be over soon.

It wasn't.
They then moved onto brandy and Cuban cigars for the men, 

liqueurs and chocolates for the women. The chatter became more 
strident and more uncouth, and that was just from the women.

Pompous arseholes, she thought as waves of coarse, drunken 
laughter drifted through to where she rested her now bare feet 
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on the cool tiles. A crumb of consolation came in the form of a 
half-empty bottle of expensive red wine.

She yawned. She was tired. It had been a long day and an even 
longer evening. To save her having to drive home alone in the 
middle of the night, Nat insisted she stay over at the Lodge. 

Crawling away to bed couldn't come soon enough.
Eventually, the laughter died away and the evening broke up. 

The guests were ushered out of the front door to effusive 
goodbyes, and two large, powerful motors were heard crunching 
their way down the gravelled driveway. 

Megan doubted either driver could pass a breathalyser test, 
and a fleeting, despicable thought crossed her mind.

What if I tipped off the police?
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Chapter 16

Nat waited until the last of the tail lights were out of sight 
before he closed and locked the front door. He put out the lights 
and went in search of Megan. He owed her thanks for what had 
turned out, as far as the business was concerned at least, to be a 
very successful evening.

'There's no need to stay in here,' he said from the kitchen 
doorway. 'They've gone. Come through to the study and have a 
nightcap.'

She followed him across the hall to his private room, where he 
motioned for her to sit in the easy chair. He took off his jacket and 
undid his bow tie, leaving it to hang loose around his neck. He 
undid the buttons of his stiff collar. From the large bottom drawer 
of his desk, he took out his not-so-secret bottle of Southern 
Comfort and two glasses. He poured her a generous measure.

'Can I talk to you yet, or are you still mad at me?' he asked, 
handing it to her. He sat on the edge of the green velvet window 
cushion, his forearms resting on his knees, his own equally loaded 
glass cupped in his hands.

'No, not any more,' she said, taking a sip from her drink and 
letting it slide down her throat, appreciating its warmth. 'That fine 
bottle of red washed it all away. Thanks for abandoning it.'

'You're welcome to it. You did a great job tonight, Meg. I can't 
thank you enough. I really appreciate it.'

'Like I said, it was a one time deal. It's over and done with. I'm 
not doing it again.'

'It wasn't that bad.'
'It was dreadful! Those people were dreadful! I hated every 

minute of it. Don't ask me again.'
'Understood,' he conceded.
'I mean it, don't ask me.' She took a small sip from her glass 

and watched Nat roll and rub his neck. 'You look tired,' she said.
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He gave her a weak smile. 'I am. It's been a long day.'
'Tell me about it. I've been at it since six this morning. You 

didn't get up until nine.'
'Only because you took it on yourself to go banging on the 

florist's door to get first pick of the flowers. They looked very nice 
by the way.'

'Thank you.'
He drank deeply from his glass and smacked his lips. 'I should 

sleep well tonight,' he said absently. He looked across at Megan 
and her expression of quiet disapproval.

'Do you need a drink to help you sleep?' 
'Sometimes,' he admitted.
'Why?'
'I have trouble dropping off sometimes.'
'Are the nightmares still troubling you?'
'No.' He averted his eyes, looking into the cut crystal drinking 

glass. He was lying, she was certain of it.
'I don't believe you,' she said.
He gave a small derogatory laugh, conveying an unspoken, 'I 

don't care whether you do or not,' after which the ticking of the 
clock filled the silence hanging between them.

She sat back into the chair, feeling it sag slightly. 'I used to have 
nightmares,' she said.

'Did you?'
'Hmm. I used to wake up in a sweat, crying and screaming. It 

was awful.' 
'What brought them on?'
She took a drink, held it in her mouth and swallowed. 'I had an 

accident with my car. I knocked down a little boy in the street.'
'Christ, Meg! You didn't...?'
'Oh no, he wasn't badly hurt, thank God, just a broken leg. He 

had run out into the road, chasing after a ball. It was an accident, 
pure and simple, but I couldn't help but blame myself, thinking I 
should have seen it coming; I should have braked sooner, and a 
million other what ifs. It played merry hell with my conscience and 
I couldn't get past the guilt. Even after I'd been to see him in 
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hospital and knew he was going to be fine, and his mother and the 
police all said it wasn't my fault, I couldn't get over it. I didn't sleep 
properly for weeks after.'

Nat was hanging onto her every word. 'Do you still...have 
them?'

'No. The boy saw to that.'
'How?'
'He sent me a little card he had made himself and he wrote in it 

that it wasn't my fault and he was sorry for having upset me. The 
minute I read that sweet little note...everything was fine again.'

Nat looked at her with suspicion. 'Why are you telling me this?'
'Because nightmares are a symptom of some kind of 

disturbance in your life, or in your mind. Put that disturbance right 
and the nightmares will go away. Mine went away with that sweet 
card from a seven year old boy.' She wet her lips from her glass. 
'What will it take to make yours go away?'

The question caught him off guard and he stared at her. Her 
eyes locked onto his, waiting for his answer. He looked away, 
drained his drink and poured more, emptying the bottle.

'Absolution,' he said into his glass, swirling the liquid. He took a 
large gulp.

'For what?'
'I killed my wife.'
Megan felt her heart skip a beat and a cold hand of fear 

gripped at her throat, tightening her voice. 'What do you mean?'
Rebecca had told her next to nothing about Joanna's death 

because she herself didn't know anything. The words 'tragic' and 
'complications' were mentioned, but never 'killed' or that anyone 
was to blame. Nat had never spoken of it.

'I killed her,' he said. 'It was my fault she died. I forced her to 
do something for me and it killed her. Mea culpa. And if 
nightmares are the only punishment I get, it's the least I deserve.'

He got to his feet and stood stock still, staring out of the 
window. The darkness outside and the lighting in the room turned 
the glass into a dark mirror, and in it she could see his reflection, 
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although not clearly enough to make out his expression. She could 
have been watching a ghost.

She got up from the chair and touched her hand to his back. He 
shrugged it off, threw his head back and emptied his glass. Unable 
refill it from the empty bottle, he put it on the TV table and thrust 
his hands into his pockets.

'Do you...want to tell me what happened?' she said.
'No.'
'It might help to talk about it.'
'I don't want any help.'
'It can't hurt...'
He whirled on her. 'I said I don't need any help!'
She immediately backed away, her eyes wide in a face paled in 

alarm. Nat blew out his breath and laid his hands on her 
shoulders. 'I'm sorry, Meg. That was totally uncalled for…' He 
sighed deeply and sat heavily on the plush seat, leaning his head 
back against the cold window, his eyes closed.

Megan slid into place next to him. She tugged on his shirt 
sleeve, forcing his hand from his pocket. She took it in her own, 
rubbing her thumb over the thick gold band chaining him to his 
guilt.

'You need to talk to someone about it, Nat. It might bring you 
some peace of mind. Have you ever seen a grief counsellor?'

'I was offered one, but I turned it down.'
'And all this time you've been bottling it up, trying to pretend 

that everything's all fine and dandy, when in reality, it's starting to 
seriously affect your health, both physically and mentally.'

'Is that your diagnosis, Ms Freud, that I'm slowly cracking up 
and taking giant strides along the road to self destruction?'

She did not dignify his sarcasm with a response.
'I don't want to talk about it,' he said. 'If I talk about it, it might 

go away…and then how will I be punished for what I did?' He 
sighed despairingly and pinched his eyes and the bridge of his 
nose. There was a long contemplative pause as he stared 
unblinking at the ceiling. 'Will you help me, Meg?' he said, his 
voice unsteady.
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She stroked his hand. 'Of course I will, if you'll let me.'
'Then tell me what to do?'
She enclosed his hand in both of hers. 'You open your mouth 

and you let the words fall out and we'll sort them out later.'
He sat up and wiped his free hand down his face, dragging it 

against his cheeks and over his chin. Suddenly he looked very tired 
indeed and seemed to age before Megan's eyes.

In his throat, a lump had grown so large he thought it might 
choke him. He tried to swallow it down but it refused to go and he 
had to force words out past it. 'I don't know where to start?'

Megan gave his hand the lightest squeeze of encouragement. 
'Wherever you like,' she said.

He tried to moisten his lips with a tongue as dry as parchment, 
despite all the liquid he had consumed over the evening, and 
forming the words as if they were made of broken glass, he told 
her everything he could remember.

'I wanted a child so much,' he said. 'It meant the world to me. 
Because Joanna loved me and wanted to make me happy she…'

He told of his and Joanna's delight at her falling pregnant, and 
how, when she was late into the sixth month of her pregnancy, 
she complained of feeling unwell at friend's coffee morning 
before collapsing. He recalled how the ambulance had taken 
almost an hour to reach her and how he had raced the eighty 
miles back over the mountains from Inverness to get to her, 
putting his own life at risk.

'When I got to the hospital…I was already too late…' He wiped 
his watering eyes on his shirt sleeve. '…she was dead. They said 
she'd died in the ambulance, the baby too. They never had a 
chance. It was too quick and the hospital too far away.'

'What happened?'
'She had a weakness in one of the blood vessels in her brain.'
'An aneurysm?'
'Aye. That's what they called it. The pregnancy made her blood 

pressure rise enough to rupture it. It was…almost instantaneous.'
'Oh Nat…'
'They said she didn't suffer.'
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'Perhaps not, if it was so quick.'
'I'll always wonder if the baby did. He was inside her. Was he 

aware of what was going on? Did he know her heart had stopped 
and her brain had died, and he was going to die too?'

'I'm sure he didn't.'
'They couldn't save him. If we had lived nearer to the hospital, 

he might have had a chance. But not out here. It was too far and 
too late.' He directed his curse toward the ceiling. 'God! I hate this 
fucking place!!!'

 She clasped his hand tightly, and he laid his over hers, holding 
on with equal force.

'So that was it,' he said. 'My beautiful Joanna was gone. Just 
like that. She left me and took my son with her. We didn't get to 
say goodbye…she always said goodbye…even if she was only 
going to the store, she always...' The words were lost in an 
erupting sob. He held his jaw tense with his teeth gritted, 
breathing raggedly through them as he fought for control of his 
now rapidly deteriorating composure. 'My baby…my son…I never 
even got to meet him…he never got to take his first breath...or 
feel the sunshine…' Cold pressure built throughout his body and 
he began to shudder as the strain took hold. Another loud sob 
escaped him.

Megan released herself from his grip and cradled his face. 'Oh, 
sweetheart, you're not to blame for anything…it was an 
accident…you weren't to know. Nobody knew.'

Burning tears flooded into his eyes, dividing his vision, blurring 
and distorting her until he could only see her as through a 
kaleidoscope.

'It is my fault! It's all my fault! If I hadn't...hadn't forced her to 
have my baby, she would still be here now! I killed her…I killed my 
baby…I murdered them!!'

'NO!! None of it is your fault. It was an accident. You are not to 
blame. You must believe that. You must!'

'I CAN'T!!'
He began to tremble violently as control slipped inexorably out 

of his grasp. He snatched at it. A pointless act; it was too far gone. 
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And then he felt it; the touch of Megan's fingertip as she brushed 
it over his cheek to wipe away one of his spilled tears.

Like a spear head, it pierced the abscess of his years-old grief, 
swollen and ripened to a pulsating head, rupturing it and allowing 
its putrid, corruptive contents to gush forth. And with it went his 
remaining strength, and he collapsed into a heap of unendurable 
wretchedness.

Then he felt himself all together enveloped and lifted. Arms 
were about him; Megan's arms, enfolding him, bearing him, 
holding him with determined ferocity. He surrendered to their 
strength, their warmth, their safety, and wrapped his arms tightly 
around her slight frame, clinging to her with the desperation of a 
drowning man to a piece of driftwood. With his face buried in the 
crook of her neck, he lost himself to chains of loud, racking sobs 
which shook his entire body, and his unchecked tears flowed so 
profoundly they soaked through the fabric of her dress.

She held the shattered man, enclosing him in her arms and 
rocking him as she would a distressed child, stroking his hair and 
kissing his head.

After a time his grip on her loosened. He sat up, blinking hard 
to clear his eyes. Emotion had tightened his voice into a hoarse, 
barely audible whisper. 'I'm sorry.'

She shushed him and brushed his hair from his face. 'It's 
alright. You have nothing to be sorry for.'

Her hands found his face again, now flushed and hot. Gently 
she pressed her lips to his cheek, the skin beneath still slightly 
salty. 'It's okay,' she whispered. 'Everything will be okay. You'll be 
okay. It's just going to take some time. And if you want, I'll help 
you.'

She looked into his eyes with their still damp lashes; heavy 
browed, grey-green and full of despair. She stroked his cheek, 
wiping away the last remnants of wetness and kissed it lightly. It 
was a meant as a gesture of reassurance; a light touch; no more 
than a brush of her lips.

And then his mouth was on hers and she couldn't breathe. His 
arms were around her, one hand clasping at the back of her head, 
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his fingers entangled in her hair, the other grabbing a handful of 
the back of her dress. He held her in a crushing, vice-like grip and 
she couldn't move. She balled her hands into fists and pushed 
them against his chest. Without room for leverage her efforts to 
make him release her were ineffective. He pressed his lips hard 
against hers over and over again.

'Nat, stop it!'
He took her face in his hands and the kiss became deeper and 

more intense.
'Nat..! Nat! Stop it! Let go! I don't want this. Get OFF me!'
With all the strength she could muster, she struck out with 

both her fists and pushed against him. He fell away from her, and 
free of his constraint, she immediately leapt to her feet to take 
refuge behind the high backed office chair, using it as a shield. 
Panting for breath, she wiped her mouth with the back of her 
hand. Nat stared up at her, wide-eyed as the realisation of what 
he had done hammered down on him.

'Oh God…oh Christ, Meg I'm so sorry! I…I shouldn't have done 
that; I'm so sorry. Please…forgive me…'

She clung onto the back of the chair, crying and shaking with 
shock, her fingernails digging into the leather. Sickened to the 
heart by what he had done, Nat's face crumpled with further 
agony and he dropped his head into his hands. 'I didn't mean it, 
Meg…I don't know what came over me. Please, forgive me…I'm 
sorry…'

Megan's emotions formed themselves into a tight tangled 
knot. Her heart raced, primal instinct telling her to make her 
escape while she could, to get away and hide. Instead, she 
remained immobile as a statue, frozen in indecision. She should 
despise him for what he had done. He had just attacked her in the 
most appalling way, yet her one and only thought was to gather 
him into her arms again, to hold him to her and ease his distress.

Slowly she came out from behind the chair and made towards 
him, but before she reached him, he leapt to his feet and strode 
to the mantle where his dead wife's photograph stood. He didn't 
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look at it, too ashamed to. Instead, he rested his forehead against 
the cold stone of the fireplace.

Megan moved silently to stand close behind him.
'Don't come any nearer,' he said, his voice taut with the anger 

and disgust he now felt for himself. 'It might be best if you went 
now, for your own sake.'

Ignoring his warning she stroked her hand over the back of his 
shoulders. 'Please Nat, let me stay with you,' she said softly.

He shook his head. 'Go up to your room, Meg. Go upstairs and 
make sure you lock your door.' It was an order, not a request.

He felt her hand move over his back again, but before he could 
more firmly demand she leave him, the touch had gone, and so 
had she. The next sound he heard was the soft click of the study 
door closing. The room had never felt so empty.

He swallowed down Megan's abandoned nightcap and went in 
search of something else, anything else, to drink.
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Chapter 17

Nat slowly opened his eyes. They felt heavy, like glass marbles 
jammed too tightly into his skull. He lay still, spread-eagled on his 
stomach on the bed, staring into the far distance until full 
consciousness returned.

His head pounded out a rhythm in time with his heartbeat and 
he tried to wet his parched lips with a tongue that had both the 
taste and texture of a dog's blanket. 

What time is it?
He had to lift his head to see the bedside clock; 10.45 a.m.
With a groaned, 'Urgh,' he collapsed back onto the bed, his 

cheek connecting with the cold, damp patch where he had 
drooled in his sleep.

He rolled onto his back and sunlight, streaming through a gap 
in the drapes, acupunctured his eyes with dazzling needles. He 
threw his arm over them, giving shade from the blinding abuse. 
Carefully, he sat up and tested his equilibrium. It seemed to be in 
working order. It was then he noticed he was still fully dressed 
and still wearing one shoe.

What the hell happened last night?
He had no idea. His headache certainly indicated he might have 

had quite a bit to drink and he could only imagine he had crawled 
upstairs in the early hours of the morning and passed out on the 
bed before he could undress. At least he had managed to make it 
onto the bed this time, and not under it.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, kicked off the odd 
shoe and rested his elbows on his knees, raking vigorously at his 
scalp with his fingers to get some circulation going. He hacked out 
a cough to clear his dry throat.

The fuzzy memory of the previous night began to clear. He 
remembered the dinner party well enough; the food, the 
abundant wine, the dreadful guests. After that, it all became a bit 
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of a blur. There was something else...something important, 
something about Megan. In a rush, everything came to him; 
talking, touching, holding, tears and…

'Oh God, I kissed her! I kissed Megan!'
He dropped his head into his hands and let out a long, agonised 

moan.
'Please, God, please tell me it it's not true…tell me I didn't do 

it…tell me it was all a bad dream...' That he received no response 
to his plea on high, confirmed his suspicions. 'Oh shit!'

Receiving an urgent message from another part of his body, he 
stripped down to his underwear and staggered into the bathroom 
to pee. He stood over the toilet and while he waited for the 
release to begin, he pondered.

'Maybe she didn't stay the night. Maybe she went home. 
Maybe she'll be so disgusted with me she won't come in today. 
Maybe…'

A series of knocks at his bedroom door interrupted the flow of 
both his urine and his thoughts, quickly dispelling his maybes.

'Oh shit…what the hell am I going to say to her? I don't want to 
face her. I can't…'

'Just a minute!' he called, and urged his reluctant bladder with 
a muttered, 'Come on!'

It seemed to take an eternity until he was finally relieved. He 
rinsed his hands, dried them and threw on his bathrobe. 'Come 
in!'

A smiling Megan entered the bedroom carrying a breakfast tray 
precariously balanced on her forearm, the morning's newspapers 
clutched in her hand. She deposited her cargo on the bed while he 
stayed in the bathroom doorway, fumbling with tying the belt of 
his robe.

She looks inordinately cheerful…considering, he thought. But 
this is Just Megan, remember. Looks can be deceiving. Still waters 
run deep and hide big, sharp rocks...

'Good morning,' she said. 'I thought you might like some 
breakfast. I'm sorry it's so late, I overslept.' She looked the 
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dishevelled man over and sniffed. 'So did you by the look of you. 
You alright?'

'Hmm,' he nodded.
'Good.' She went to the window to draw the drapes fully open, 

fussing with them until they hung straight and neat. He blinked in 
the bright light.

Say something. Tell her, man…tell her now…do the right thing. 
He coughed nervously. 'Meg—?'

'It's a lovely day outside. I might walk into the village today.'
'Yes, fine, whatever—'
'There are some aspirins for you on the tray; I thought you 

might need them.'
'Aye. Meg—?'
'I brought you the papers too.'
'Thanks. I—'
'Do you want something else for your breakfast besides toast 

and marmalade? It'll be no trouble…I can do you bacon and eggs if 
you like…'

He rubbed at his rough cheek, eyes screwed closed in 
frustration.

'For Christ's sake, woman, will you please shut UP and let me 
get a bloody word in!'

The sound of his own voice reverberated through his head, 
eliciting a bolt of dull pain.

She stepped towards him and fixed him with her luminous blue 
orbs, lowering her voice to be a barely audible breath of sarcastic 
air. 'Oh, I'm sorry. Is that better?'

'Much. Thanks.'
'What's the matter? Do you have a bit of a hangover?'
'Not yet, but I'm getting there.'
If he imagined she would have an ounce of pity for his pathetic 

state, he was sorely mistaken. He slowly massaged his temples 
with his fingers. 

'Shall I get you the aspirins?' 
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'No, they can wait.' He dragged the chair out from where it 
stood against the wall. 'I have something I want to say to you first, 
and I need you to sit down here, shut up and listen.' 

He kept his words measured and carefully spoken, leaving her 
in no doubt he had something important to say. That was when 
he noticed her eyeing up the distance between herself and the 
open doorway.

'Can't it wait for another time? I really am rather busy. I have a 
mountain of dishes to do…and my chores and—'

She took a single step towards the gap. He skipped in front of 
her, blocking her retreat.

'No.' He closed the door, barring her exit completely. 'Sit.'
She reluctantly lowered herself into the white Lloyd loom chair, 

sitting primly on the edge of its blue cushioned seat, her legs 
crossed at the ankles and her hands folded demurely in her lap. 

'If it's about last night, Nat, I don't want to talk about it,' she 
said, looking at her hands.

'It is and we have to.' There was a small pop and a creak from 
his knee as he knelt down on the floor in front of her. He took one 
of her hands, interlinking her small fingers between his larger 
ones. He took a deep preparatory breath and began.

'First of all, Megan...Meg, I'm begging your forgiveness. What I 
did last night was terrible, awful in fact, and you have every right 
to be angry. But I am sorry…it was an accident…I didn't mean to 
do it. I got overawed and out of control, I couldn't help myself. I 
give you my word, my solemn oath on my liver, that I'll never, 
ever do it again.'

'With the state your liver must be in, you might as well swear 
on a pile of cabbages. They won't be wasted. I'll be able to make 
Broken Promise soup with them.'

Silence fell and she regarded him with a face so still it might 
have been cast in plaster and his eyes roved over it, looking for 
the smallest sign of...anything. 

He could take the tension no longer and tightened his grip on 
her hand. 'Please Meg, say something.'

'Such as?'
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'Anything.'
'Okay. Get up, Nat, you look silly.'
Tighter, and she flinched with pain as his ring dug into her skin.
'Please, just say you forgive me, Meg…please.'
'Why should I?'
'Because I need you to. I'm really, really sorry.'
She held his pleading gaze for what seemed an age. 'Then I 

forgive you,' she said finally, and heard him breathe a relieved, 
'Thank you'.

He released her hand and she rubbed her bloodless fingers, 
blotchy red and white from the pressure, the indent of his ring 
clearly visible. Using the chair arm for support, he got to his feet 
and moved to the window.

'Can I go now? I have things to do,' she said, already half risen 
from the chair.

'Not yet. There's something else.'
She sat back into the chair and sighed. 'Go on.'
He pressed his throbbing forehead against the window pane 

and gazed out over the sunny garden while the cool of the glass 
leached into his skin. 'I think…I think maybe it's time for you to 
leave here…leave me.'

Megan stared up at him, open-mouthed in disbelief.
'You've been wonderful and you've taken such good care of 

me...' he said. 'But it's not good for you to be here any longer. Last 
night brought it home to me how bad things have got, how bad 
I've got. It's not fair you should have to bear the brunt of it 
and…you don't have to any more. It's not safe for you here…you 
should go.'

Megan leapt to her feet and started towards the door. 'That's 
stuff and nonsense and you bloody well know it!'

He seized her elbow and pulled it roughly, forcing her back into 
the chair. 'Sit down, I haven't finished yet.'

She prised his fingers from her and bounced to her feet again. 'I 
think you have! And don't you think I'm leaving here until I'm 
good and ready.'
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He grabbed her tightly by her upper arms and she could feel 
each finger and thumb as it pressed into her flesh. 'You'll do as 
you're told, Meg, and I'm telling you to leave, now! Find 
somewhere better, somewhere safe.'

'You can say whatever you like, I'm not going!'
'Then it looks like I'm going to have to sack you…again!'
A flush of anger crept into her cheeks. 'Yes! Go on! Do that, 

because it's the only way you'll get rid of me! And then I'll sue you 
for unfair dismissal.'

His hold on her remained intent and he gave her the slightest 
shaking. 'Don't you understand, woman, if you stay here, I'm 
going to damage you. You've been so patient with me, with the 
way I can be, the things I've done…it should be obvious to you 
that I'm not good to be around. You need to go before it's too 
late, before I really hurt you.' He loosened his grip and tenderly 
rubbed her arms where he suspected he might have bruised her. 
'There's something wrong with me,' his said, his voice softened. 'I 
can't be trusted. I drink too much, I say things I shouldn't, I get 
over-emotional and act like an idiot. I debased myself and hurt 
you. You don't need that.'

He sat heavily on the bed, neither noticing nor caring that he 
had caused rapidly cooling tea to slop out of the mug and onto 
the plate of toast beside it. His face carried an expression of such 
hopeless contrition, she could not doubt of the validity of his 
remorse and that he might, for once, be being completely honest 
with her. She pushed the tray aside and sat beside him, the last of 
her indignation dissolved.

'There's nothing wrong with you, Nat. By anyone's standards, 
last night was…difficult. You recalled a very traumatic time in your 
life, one that even now is still raw and hurting, and you got upset. 
You were looking for some kind of consolation…solace, call it what 
you will. To be honest, I'd be more concerned about you if you 
hadn't.'

He stared fixedly at his own hands, clamped together in his lap. 
'I should have been more in control of myself, instead of babbling 
on and blubbering like an imbecile.'
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She shuffled up beside him until their arms touched. 'I know 
you're feeling bad right now, but you'll get better. Guilt and grief 
are powerful, destructive emotions, and they don't like being 
bottled up. You've tried to do it, to ignore them or hide them 
away, but they didn't go away did they, they got stronger. By 
finally expressing them you've weakened their hold on you.'

He picked at his fingernails. 'Do you think so?'
'I do. Plato said, 'It is easy to forgive a child who is afraid of the 

dark; the real tragedy of life is a man who is afraid of the light.' 
You've taken the first step out into the light. You grasped a very 
painful nettle, and now everything's out in the open you can start 
to deal with it. You've made progress.'

He chewed on his thumbnail. 'I made a complete arse of myself 
is what I did...and embarrassed you.'

'You did nothing of the sort. There's nothing wrong with being 
emotional, I do it all the time.'

'You're a woman you're supposed to.'
'And a man isn't?'
'No! At least not in front of others!'
'Rubbish!'
'And being emotional is no excuse for doing what I did.'
She made a game attempt at being dismissive of his error of 

judgement. 'It doesn't matter…' she said, with an encouraging 
smile.

Nat flew to his feet, leaning forward, his face close to hers, his 
eyes sharp and keen. 'It does matter, Meg! It really, really does. I 
want it to matter. It should never have happened. I attacked you! 
God damn it all to Hell, I want you to be angry. I want you to be 
fucking furious about it!'

'I'll admit, at the time, I was. In fact if there had been anything 
sharp to hand I would have stabbed you with it - but now I'm not. 
I said you're forgiven, so you are, and you should make nothing 
more of it. End of.'

'Urghh!' he grunted, sagging over with his hands on his knees 
and his chin dropped against his chest, frustrated by her 
rationality. He turned his eyes up at her. 'You, Just Megan 
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Thomas, are without doubt the most infuriating bloody woman on 
the face of this whole damned planet...and you're driving me up 
the wall with your never-ending fucking niceness!' His shoulders 
dropped again. 'I'm sorry…I'm sorry…I shouldn't swear. I know you 
don't like it. I'm such an oafish brute. I'm sure you can't help being 
a good person.'

He came to sit once more on the bed, his head in his hands. He 
let out a low, pitiful moan and Megan moved her hand gracefully 
up and down his back, stroking the soft velour fabric of his robe.

'You are not a brute, Nat, far from it. Believe it or not what you 
are is just a man, plain old flesh and blood, nothing more nothing 
less, and along with being just a man go a whole package of 
strengths and frailties, be they good or bad, sensible or downright 
outrageous. Granted, you sometimes let things get a little out of 
hand, but that's just the way you are.'

'I don't want to be like that, Meg. I want to be calm and quiet 
and...normal. But I have all this...this...stuff...rushing around inside 
of me and it makes me do things I don't want to. Sometimes I 
think I might be going off my rocker.'

'There's not much danger of that.'
He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. 'Why are you so 

good to me, Meg when I don't deserve it?'
Her head touched against his shoulder. 'Because, you are a 

good and decent man and for all your faults, I like you...very 
much. What you've been going through these past four years 
is…it's horrible. No one should have to endure what you have. 
You've been so desperately unhappy for such a long time and it's 
not right. It's not fair. I don't want you to be unhappy any more, 
Nat, and as long as I'm here, I'll do what I can to help you feel…' 
She shrugged as she searched for the right word.

'…better?' he asked, offering the simplest one.
She smiled. 'Better, yes. And don't worry. I'm tougher than I 

look. It will take a lot more than you can ever do to damage me.'
Heaving a sigh from the very depths of him, he turned her hand 

over, stroking and tracing the fine creases in her palm and the 
soft, smooth pads of her fingertips.
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'About last night...' he said. 'We were sitting on the window 
seat together…you and me.'

'Yes, we were.'
'And you put your arms around me, and held me.'
'Yes, I did.'
'And it was soft and nice…so comfortable. It made me feel - 

safe…'
She extracted her hand from his and opened her arms wide. 

'Come on then.'
He held back for only the merest moment before leaning into 

them and she enclosed him in a close, soft hug which immediately 
filled him with soothing, comforting warmth. All the 
unpleasantness, anger and shame evaporated like smoke.

They remained in their platonic embrace for a minute or so 
before he sat up. She tidied his tousled hair with her fingers and 
he gave her a small, grateful smile. 'That was very nice. Thank 
you.'

'Any time.'
She got to her feet, picked up the breakfast tray with its now 

cold, somewhat soggy contents. 'Now, if there's nothing else,' she 
said, 'I've got work to do.'

He opened the door for her. 'What I said before, Meg, about 
you leaving. I didn't mean it. I'd really like it if you would stay here 
and take care of me.'

She paused in the doorway. 'And I had no intention of going 
anywhere. You know I can't leave you on your own for more than 
five minutes without you getting into some kind of mischief.'

'So you'll stay?'
'I'd be more than happy to stay and take care of you, for a 

while at least.' She crossed the landing and paused at the head of 
the stairs. 'Get dressed, and we'll start by getting a proper 
breakfast inside you.'
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Chapter 18

The door from the outside flew open and bounced against the 
wall. Nat, a rolling wave of fury as he stormed into the kitchen, 
threw his keys onto the counter. They skidded across the surface, 
coming to a halt when they struck the toaster. He marched past 
Megan without so much as a nod of acknowledgement, crossed 
the hall to his study and slammed the door so hard it rattled in its 
frame.

Megan, at the kitchen table putting a shine on a pair of his 
shoes, could only gawk after him. 'Blimey!' 

She closed the gaping back door before picking up her coat 
from the floor and hanging it and her bag back on the hook. It was 
then she noticed the substantial dent the door handle had made 
in the wall plaster, such was the force of the impact.

'That's going to need a bit of filler and a coat of paint,' she 
observed wryly.

Curious to know what could possibly have induced such a fit of 
temper, and damage, she went through to the hallway and for a 
few moments, listened at the study door. She could hear Nat 
inside, pacing about and emitting a stream of oaths any sailor 
would be proud of. She knocked on the door.

'Fuck off!' he bawled from within.
Undeterred she opened the door and went in. 'Go away, Meg!'
He had hold of a new bottle of liquor, trying brutally to twist 

off the cap. The more it resisted him, the more his frustration 
mounted.

'Here, let me,' she said, as she relieved him of his futile charge. 
With her thumb nail she pierced the paper seal, and with a gentle 
turn, the cap loosened and came off. Nat immediately tried to 
take back control of the bottle. She hung on to it.

'Give it to me, Meg. I'm warning you, I'm not in the mood for 
one of your lectures.'
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She released the bottle and allowed him to take it. He poured a 
generous measure of the amber coloured liquid into a tumbler 
and took a long slug. He grimaced as the alcohol burned his 
throat, but it didn't deter him from finishing it with one more 
swallow.

'Does that really help?' she asked.
He wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. 

'It's a start.'
He picked up the bottle again and poured another measure, 

but to Megan's relief, only half as much as before. He dropped 
into his high-backed chair and took a sip from the glass. He rested 
his head against the chair back and closed his eyes. Megan stood 
and patiently watched for any sign of his willingness to talk to her. 
When none seemed to be forthcoming, she prepared to take her 
leave.

'I lost the commission,' he said, his voice heavy and weary. 
'Twenty five thousand pounds down the drain.'

Megan stopped in her tracks and turned back to him. 'I'm 
sorry.'

He sniffed. 'Why? It's not your fault.' He took another drink and 
pinched his eyes. 'It's me. I must be losing my touch. It used to be 
so easy, but now…now it's just such bloody hard work. I'm 
slogging my guts out...and for what?'

She sat on the arm of the old easy chair. 'There'll be another 
one.'

'I don't think so,' he said. 'I think it might be the beginning of 
the end.'

'You lost one commission. It's not the end of the world.'
'If it were the only one.' He looked into his glass and swirled 

the comforting liquid around. 'I lost the last one too; pipped at the 
post at the last push up. Only five grand's worth, but in this day 
and age every penny counts.' He threw back his head to swallow 
the last of his drink and put the empty glass on the desk.

'Why didn't you say?' she said. 'You should have told me.'
'Why should I? It's none of your business.' 
'If it affects you, Nat, it is my business.'
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He leaned back and closed his eyes again, his arms hanging 
limply over the chair arms. Hopelessness hung around him like a 
long, dark veil. He sighed heavily and rubbed his eyes with his 
knuckles.

'I'm tired, Meg. There are too many in the game now. They are 
younger, more aggressive and hungry. They have the contacts, the 
backing and the knowledge. I can't compete with them. I don't 
think I can stomach it any more.'

She took in how fatigued he looked with his pale, drawn face, 
the small lines around his eyes and furrows of worry on his brow 
deeper and more pronounced.

'When was the last time you had a holiday, Nat?' 
'I can't remember. A long time.'
'Then why don't you take one? Go away somewhere. Take at 

least a month away. Rest and relax and get some sun. Things will 
seem better then.'

'It wouldn't make any difference. I'm too old and too tired to 
benefit from it, and as soon as I take my eye off the ball, some 
other bugger will nip in and steal it.'

She laid her hand against his head and brushed short, smooth 
strokes through his hair, offering what consolation she could. 

'I know I'm just the humble cleaning lady, but is there anything 
I can do?'

He opened his eyes and gave her a tired smile. 'No, Meg, not 
this time.' He raised his hand inviting her to put hers in it. He 
closed his fingers around it and rubbed it with his thumb. He then 
put the back of her hand to his lips, and kissed it tenderly. 'And 
you are not just my cleaning lady, Just Megan, you're far more 
important than that. You're a friend, and they're in rather short 
supply at the moment.'

He rose from the chair. Carefully and deliberately, he put the 
cap back on the bottle and handed it to Megan for her to put 
away. His hand weighed heavily on her shoulder. 'I think I'll go and 
have a wee nap,' he said, and traipsed despondently from the 
room.
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When he appeared in the kitchen a couple of hours later he 
looked brighter. He sat at the table and opened his newspaper.

'Good nap?' Megan said.
'Just what I needed. Thanks.'
'Tea?'
'Please.'
She prepared the teapot and switched on the kettle. As she 

waited for it to boil, she gathered up a collection of letters and 
circulars.

'I picked up the post earlier,' she said. 'And I found this.' She 
held up a bright blue envelope. 'It looks suspiciously like a 
birthday card.'

Nat snatched it from her and pushed it under the newspaper.
'Hiding it won't make it go away,' she teased.
His discomfort showed in the puckering of his lip and his light 

frown. 'It's from my mother, she always sends one. I've told her 
not to, but she's my Ma, what can I do?'

'Not a thing. When is it? Not today?'
'Tomorrow. Another year gone by and nothing achieved.'
'Don't be such a misery.'
He saw her trying to hide a sly smile and pointed his finger 

sharply at her. 'Don't you dare do anything, Meg, I'm warning you 
now!'

'Moi?' she shrugged innocently. 'I wouldn't dream of it.'

The next day, she called Nat for his morning coffee. He soon 
settled at the table, absorbed with the crossword in the 
newspaper, alternately sipping his drink and filling in the squares. 
She busied herself at the worktop behind his back.

When she was sure he wasn't paying her any attention, she 
placed on the table in front of him a birthday card, a gaudily 
coloured cupcake complete with glitter frosting and a candle 
burning with a bright yellow flame, and a small bottle of eighteen-
year-old Talisker whisky. She put her arms around his neck and 
kissed his cheek. 'Happy birthday, Nat.'
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'I told you not to, woman!' he scolded, trying and failing to 
affect dissatisfaction. 

'Pah!' she exclaimed. 'As if I wouldn't. Now...' She put her 
hands over his eyes. 'Blow out the candle and make your wish. But 
don't tell me, or it won't come true.'

He inhaled, held it and puffed out the flame.
For his evening meal she prepared the largest steak he had 

ever seen on a plate, and cooked it exactly as he liked it – so rare 
a good veterinarian could have had it back in the field. 

He insisted she stay behind after work and share a tot of the 
fine whisky with him. She agreed, and stayed the whole evening. 
They talked, played cards and listened to music. After a 
gentlemanly, 'May I?' from him and a ladylike, 'You may,' from 
her, she consented to dance with him – a long, slow, close dance.

For the first time in many years, Nat enjoyed celebrating 
becoming another year older, if not wiser, and felt his affection 
for Just Megan begin to grow.

A week later, on a bright sunny morning, Megan was to be 
found sitting on the bench surrounding the trunk of the big apple 
tree in the rear garden, perusing a magazine while enjoying her 
morning coffee, all the while accompanied by a song thrush 
singing gaily from the topmost branch of the tree.

She looked up to see Nat strolling across the lawn towards her, 
his hands deep in his pockets. His presence pleasantly surprised 
her; he hardly ever ventured out into the garden.

He came to a halt a few feet away. 'Can I join you?'
She shaded her eyes with her hand. 'Of course you can. It's 

your garden. You don't need to ask.'
He sat beside her on the bench. 'What are you reading?'
'My horoscope,' she said. 'It's a load of rubbish usually, 

although today there might be a hint of truth in it.'
'How so?'
'According to this I'm on the cusp of Gemini and Taurus.'
He shrugged. 'What does that mean?'
'That I'm two faced, and full of bullshit.'
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Her silliness induced hearty chuckles from them both. She 
flicked over the pages of the magazine and he sat quietly, leaning 
against the tree trunk. Presently, he spoke. 'Are you happy, 
Megan?'

'What do you mean?'
'Just that. Are you happy?'
'You mean with life, the universe and everything?'
'Aye.'
She closed her magazine. 'I suppose I am, for the most part 

anyhow. Why do you ask?'
'I couldn't help but notice you've been a bit quiet for the last 

couple of days, and that's not like you at all. You haven't been 
your normal self.'

'And what do you think is my normal self?'
'Chipper; chatty…cheeky. You haven't been giving me any lip 

lately, and that's worrying.'
She sipped at her coffee. 'I've just had something on my mind 

that's all. It's nothing for you to bother yourself about.'
'Care to share? Maybe I can help.'
'You can't.'
He shifted to the edge of the seat, turning to face her. 'Have I 

done something to upset you?'
She shook her head. 'You? No. Not this time.'
'Then is it something I haven't done?'
'No.'
'Am I not paying you enough?'
'You're not paying me at all.'
He frowned his puzzlement. 'I'm paying someone. If it's not 

you, then who is it?'
'You pay Rebecca and she gives me an allowance.'
'That's not right!'
'It's what we agreed.'
He paused for a moment. 'Are you getting enough?'
She feigned shock. 'I beg your pardon!'
'Money,' he said, realising his faux pas. 'Are you getting enough 

money? Is your allowance enough?'
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'I'm fine,' she smiled. 'At the moment, with the money left over 
from the sale of the house and my savings, I'm managing.'

'I can give you some if you need it. Call it a loan if you want.'
'I don't want, thank you.'
'So if money's no problem and it's not me…this time, what is it 

that's got you so worried?' 
She could see he wasn't going to give up until she gave him a 

satisfactory answer. She had to tell him, even though it was 
probably the last subject he would want to talk about. 

'If you must know, I've been thinking about what I'm going to 
do when I leave here.'

'Oh.' There followed a long, introspective pause. 'Have you 
decided anything yet?' 

'I've had a few ideas. At first, I toyed with the idea of being a 
lady of leisure and not doing anything for a few months, but as 
there are a lot of hours in the day to fill, not to mention bills to be 
paid, I'll need to find myself a job before the money runs out. I've 
always fancied working in a garden centre; I like flowers. I might 
try there. What do you think?'

He picked at the fabric of his trouser leg. 'Would you…would 
you consider staying on here?' he said, hesitantly.

'No.'
'Why not?'
'Because this is Rebecca's job. I'm just minding it for her. You 

do remember Rebecca don't you; my little sister, your real 
housekeeper for whom I am doing this humongous favour? She's 
been at this house longer than you have, and in a few weeks she'll 
be back.'

'You're my housekeeper now. I'll let her go and keep you.'
'You bloody well will not!' Megan snapped. 'How dare you even 

suggest such a thing?'
'But wouldn't you want to stay, if you could?'
Yes.
'No.'
'Why not?'
'For crying out loud, Nat, I can't, so forget it!'
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Nat stood and plunged his hands deep into his pockets. He 
looked up into the bare branches above him. One solitary apple 
had hung grimly on since the previous autumn. Despite being 
shrivelled and gnarled, it seemed uniquely prophetic.

'I was in the house alone yesterday after you'd gone,' he said. 
'It was too quiet. Lifeless. I didn't like it.' He looked down at her. 
Her eyes, hooded by her hands, were turned skyward, watching 
an aeroplane pass high overhead, a tiny silver glint in the blue.

'You've only been here for a few months, Meg, but the 
difference you've made to everything…to me, well it's…' He 
couldn't find the appropriate word and simply shrugged his 
shoulders. 'I'm going to miss our chats and your laugh. I'm going 
to miss the way you don't put up with any nonsense from me, and 
the way you make me feel better when I'm down…' He sat on the 
bench and slumped against the tree trunk, '…oh, for God's sake, 
woman, I'll miss you!'

Megan's eyes remained on the sky. 'If you remember, not too 
long ago, you tried to send me away. You were quite forceful 
about it. You said I should find a 'better position'.'

'I was just trying to do what's best for you. I didn't mean it.'
'And now you've changed your mind. You want to keep me 

here because it's what's best for you, because you think I'm a soft 
touch.'

'That's not what I mean at all! And no-one would ever think of 
you as soft, you're as hard as fricking nails.'

'I have to be don't I, as you and your awkwardness drive me 
slowly round the buggering twist.'

There was a short pause until Nat said, 'You promised to take 
care of me,' in which Megan thought she detected a hint of 
sulkiness.

'And I will, until Rebecca comes back,' she said.
'She doesn't have to.'
'Stop it, Nat,' she warned, and swallowed from her cup; the 

coffee was by now almost cold. 'Please understand, as much as I 
might want to, I can't stay. I'm sorry but that's it. We both knew 
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from the very first day it was just a temporary arrangement. As 
soon as Rebecca is better, she's coming back.'

'I don't want her, I want you,' Nat blurted out before he could 
stop himself. 'You understand me, she doesn't. You know what I 
like, what I want, what I need…sometimes I think, better than I 
know myself.'

Megan's patience frayed. 'Enough! Give me strength! It's like 
talking to a child demanding a new toy. I'm sorry you're not 
happy, but it's fait accompli. We have no choice in the matter.' 
She got to her feet. 'We have a few more weeks yet. Let's just try 
to enjoy it, eh?' 

The discussion over, she wandered across the grass and back 
into the house, leaving him alone on the bench. He admitted 
defeat, and disappointment at his failure etched itself across his 
face. She was right. He was acting childishly and there was no case 
to argue. He shivered, feeling a chill, but not from the frost in the 
air.
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Chapter 19

'I'll be back in harness on Monday morning.' 
Rebecca gleefully waved the slip of paper discharging her from 

the Outpatient department's care and deeming her, sooner than 
either of them expected, fit to return to work. 

'I'm sure you've done a great job, Megs. It couldn't have been 
easy putting up with the old man, but you don't have to worry 
about it any more. I'm back!'

Megan's show of pleasure at her sister's regained health was 
nothing but a sham. Inside, she churned. 'Don't you want to wait a 
bit longer?' she said. 'You need to build up your strength? Why 
don't you take a few more weeks?'

'No way! The sooner I get back there and get things back in 
order the better.'

'Everything is in order.'
'Your order, Meggie not mine. I doubt we're even on the same 

page as far as that's concerned. Cripes, anyone would think you 
didn't want me to go back. Tell him tomorrow, okay Megs?'

'If you're sure.' 
'I'm positive. Tell him tomorrow.'

Megan went into work next day with a heavy heart. Nat had 
gone out early and she was alone in the house. Tucked under a 
dirty coffee cup on the kitchen table, she found a note in his 
spidery scrawl.

'Meg
Give the study a going over please, I can 

write my name in the dust! Coffee also 
getting low.
N.'

'Cheeky bugger!' 
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If the room was dirty, it was his fault. She hadn't been in to 
clean because he had told her not to, and now he had the gall to 
complain about the dust. She screwed up the paper and tossed it 
into the trash.

After her customary cups of tea, she tended to Nat's bedroom 
and bathroom, sorted the recycling for collection and cleaned out 
the fridge, before gathering up her box of various polishes and 
dusters, and her radio, and letting herself into the study. She drew 
the heavy drapes as far back as they would go, allowing daylight 
to flood into the room. Disturbed dust motes swirled in the 
sunlight, dancing and sparkling as they looked for somewhere to 
settle and she could see the room was indeed grimy and well in 
need of a long overdue thorough cleaning.

She switched on the radio, tuned it in to a comedy programme 
and set to work with a will. By lunchtime, the room was spotless.

'Find fault with that if you dare, Mr. Fussy.'
Taking a final look around the room, she idly ran her hand over 

the back of the battered leather chair, appreciating its shabby, 
organic feel. She picked up the cushion and plumped it. About to 
drop it back into the chair, she spotted the telltale spine of a book 
tucked down the side of the seat. She pulled it out. It was one of 
Nat's favourite books, an omnibus of P. G. Wodehouse's Jeeves 
stories. This particular book had been her own reading material 
three weeks before, not for leisure, but to pass the time at Nat's 
bedside.

It had been her day to do the main grocery shop and she had 
come in early to make her list, and collect the shopping bags and 
credit card.

She came to a stunned halt in the hallway when she discovered 
Nat sitting halfway up the stairs, dressed only in his pyjama 
bottoms, leaning against the banister spindles with his eyes 
closed.

'Nat, what are you doing?' she called from the bottom of the 
stairs. He did not respond. She moved up two steps. 'Are you 
okay?'
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At the sound of her voice, his eyes opened and stared glassily 
ahead, giving the impression he was looking right through her. 

Maybe he's been sleepwalking, she thought. Maybe he still is.
She climbed the stairs and sat beside him, noticing the book he 

had clutched tightly in his hand. 'How long have you been sitting 
here?'

'I don't know,' he mumbled, and shivered.
She laid her hand on his bare back, shocked by the iciness of his 

skin. 'Oh, dear God, Nat, you're freezing!'
She took off her fleece jacket and draped it loosely over his 

shoulders, rubbing it briskly in an attempt to generate some 
warmth, but the jacket was too small and her efforts ineffective. 
She turned his head towards her, and he looked at her with 
unfocused eyes. 'We have to get you into the warm, right now. 
You've got to get up.' She relieved him of the book and placed his 
hand on the banister rail. Allowing him to use her for support, she 
took his weight and got him unsteadily to his feet. The effort of 
half-carrying him up the stairs to his bedroom took all her 
strength and breath.

'Let's...get you...in here,' she panted, guiding him to the edge 
of the bed. She lifted his legs and he flopped down onto the 
pillows, curling himself onto his side.

'I'm cold,' he whispered, and began to shiver violently.
'Don't worry, sweetie, we'll soon get you warmed.' She tucked 

the duvet snugly around him and massaged it vigorously to create 
a little heat. Gradually, the shivering ceased and his eyes closed 
and he drifted off into sleep. He slumbered, motionless and silent, 
for the whole of the day.

Megan sat in the chair by his bed. She didn't eat, drink, or take 
so much as a toilet break, and all thoughts of shopping, or any 
other chores, went completely out of her head. She sat and read 
the abandoned Wodehouse book and minded him as he slept.

A little after five o'clock in the afternoon, he blinked open his 
eyes. Sensing him to be awake, Megan glanced up from the book 
and gave him an encouraging smile. 

'Okay, sweetheart?'
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She saw him nod, but did not hear his muffled reply. From 
under the covers, he extended his hand. She took it and he held it 
firmly.

Over a light meal of scrambled eggs, tea and toast, a warmed 
and recovered Nat tried to explain what he believed had 
happened to him.

'I woke up about three-thirty and couldn't get back to sleep. I 
thought reading might send me off again, it usually does. I went 
down to find a book. Halfway up the stairs I came over all 
drowsy…a sudden fatigue like I've never known before, it 
completely drained me. My legs gave out; every ounce of strength 
went; I couldn't even hold my head up. Everything just shut down. 
My head went foggy, sort of dark, like having a hood pulled over 
me. I couldn't move or speak or think… then you were there.'

Megan reckoned he had been sitting on the stairs for more 
than four hours before she found him.

'You were chilled to the bone, verging on hypothermic,' she 
said. 'Didn't you feel cold?'

'Not really. And even if I did, I couldn't have moved if I wanted 
to.'

She kept Nat company in the sitting room until late into the 
evening. They passed the time talking and playing Scrabble. 

'It's your turn,' she said, after an inordinately long pause in the 
game.

Nat fiddled with the letter tiles, rearranging them at random as 
if he were planning his next move, but it was clear his attention 
had wandered elsewhere.

She touched his hand. 'Are you alright?'
He nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off the tiles.
'What's wrong?'
His throat constricted convulsively and clicked dryly when he 

swallowed. 'I'm scared, Meg. I'm frightened.'
'About what?'
He drew his hand across his face and rubbed at his stubbled 

cheek. 'I think it's possible that I might...might be having some 
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kind of mental breakdown,' he said. 'This might be it. I've finally 
cracked like an old plant pot.'

She clambered up from the floor where she had been sitting 
and took a seat next to him on the sofa and put her hand to the 
back of his neck. 'You know you're talking nonsense, don't you?'

'Look at me, Meg. All the signs are there. You can't deny it. 
There is something going seriously wrong with me.'

'You're making a mountain out of a molehill and scaring 
yourself over nothing. You had a peculiar episode to be sure, but 
the reason for it is quite plain.'

'...because I'm coming off the rails.'
'No, because quite simply you are, in both body and soul, 

completely and utterly exhausted. You've been under an awful lot 
of stress lately. You've been overworking and travelling a lot, 
you've been ill, and losing those accounts hasn't helped matters 
much. I know you haven't been sleeping well either. Everything 
has mounted up and it's just got too much for you. Something had 
to give. I really don't think there's anything to be frightened of.'

'So you don't think I'm going out of my mind?'
She ran her hand up and down his back. 'No, I don't.' She laid 

her head against his shoulder. 'But I'll tell you what I do think - 
that you need rest and plenty of it, and the first thing you need is 
good night's proper, undisturbed sleep.'

Reassured, Nat put his arm around her, holding her to him, and 
touched his cheek against her head. They sat quietly together for 
a few minutes until she said, 'Do you want to finish the game?'

'No thanks. I don't think I could manage to spell my own name 
at the moment.'

She looked at his tiles. 'Actually, with those letters, it's 
probably the only word you can spell.'

She made Nat a drink of warm milk with honey and nutmeg. 
'My Grandma's recipe,' she said. 'It works like magic.'

She escorted him back to his room, and as if he were a child at 
bedtime, tucked the duvet around him. 'Comfortable?' 

'Very, thanks.'
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She offered him the mug. 'Then get this in you.' 
He took it and gave the sweet contents a cursory sniff. He took 

an exploratory sip. 'Nice,' he said.
'Good. Then my work here is done. I'll see you tomorrow.'
His free hand seized hers. 'Don't go yet.'
'I have to. It's getting late.'
'Will you stay…just a wee bit longer? Please?' 
She heard the shiver of anxiety in his voice and conceded. 

'Sure. If you like…but only for a little while.'
He patted the bed beside him. 'Sit here and talk to me while I 

drink this.'
She climbed onto the bed and leaned against the headboard. 

'What would you like me to talk about?'
'You,' he said, blowing on the drink and sipping at it. 'Tell me all 

about yourself.'
'Which bit?'
'All of it, from the beginning.'
She snorted. 'Pfft! If that doesn't send you off into the land of 

Nod, nothing will.' She tucked a pillow to her back to make herself 
comfortable. 'Alright. From the beginning. Are you sitting 
comfortably? Then I'll begin. Once upon a time…in a town far, far 
away…' 

She talked incessantly about herself, detailing every aspect of 
her life from birth, through childhood and her school days, though 
her years at college and her first job as a copy typist for a local 
newspaper.

Nat yawned widely. Whether from tiredness or boredom, she 
never discovered, but suspected it may have been the latter.

'That's a clear enough signal,' she said. 'It's time for me to go, 
and for you to sleep. No more chatter, no more argument.' She 
clambered off the bed, and with a light kiss to the cheek, 
reluctantly bid him 'Goodnight'.

When she arrived for work the next day, Nat was already up 
and about, making himself breakfast. He appeared to be in 
reasonably high spirits. A full night's sleep seemed to have done 
him a power of good.
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The incident was never mentioned again, being chalked up as 
'one of those things' and merely passed into the annals of 
Megan's experiences at Struan.

She fingered the spine of the Wodehouse book and recalled 
how, over her time at the Lodge, she had managed times of 
sadness, tears and tantrums and had tolerated all of Nat's 
contrariness, his stubborn moods and his capricious, sometimes 
violent tempers. Quite simply she had grown used to him and 
everything he was and did, be it good, bad or downright awful. He 
had said imprudent things and on occasions behaved appallingly, 
but he balanced those with displays of gentleness, generosity and 
consideration.

She pushed the book into a space on the bookshelf and 
returned to the chair. She sank deep down into it and pulled up 
her knees, making herself very small, and hugged the cushion 
close. Inhaling deeply, could smell Nat on it…a combination of his 
aftershave, sweat and Southern Comfort.

The man certainly had his fair share of shortcomings and faults, 
yet despite them all, and despite herself, she could no longer deny 
one glaring, naked fact - she had fallen hopelessly in love with 
him. She buried her face in the cushion and the tears flowed at 
the injustice. She loved him, and the day after tomorrow, she 
would have to leave him for ever.

Mid afternoon, Nat returned. Megan welcomed him home, 
took his coat from him and made him tea.

'Ah, smashing, I'm ready for that,' he said, gratefully, and took 
it, along with a handful of biscuits, and vanished into his study. 

Megan busied herself doing nothing in particular, passing time 
until she could not put off her news any longer.

Come on Meggie, grasp the nettle, now is as good a time as 
any.

The study door stood ajar, and for a moment she watched 
through the gap at Nat studying his laptop screen. She knocked 
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gently on the door and pushed it open. He viewed her over his 
glasses. 'Come on in, Meg. What can I do for you?'

'I…erm…I just wondered if you…wanted...do you need 
anything?

He shook his head. 'No.'
'Are you sure?'
'Aye.'
'Positive?'
Her out of character hesitancy bothered him and he frowned. 

'What is it, Meg? Is something wrong?'
'Yes…well, no...no…not wrong…not exactly…it might actually be 

good news…for you…what I have to tell you...we talked about it 
before, but I...I don't know how you'll take it—'

He put up his hand. 'Megan! For God's sake, woman, stop 
blethering and spit it out!'

She shifted her weight from one foot to another, cast a glance 
at the plastered ceiling as if looking for inspiration and coughed 
the words loose from her throat. 'Friday will be my last day. 
Rebecca got her discharge and she's eager to come back to work 
as soon as possible. So, she'll be back on Monday, if that's alright 
with you?'

Short and…not so sweet.
'I see,' was all he said.
'I'm sorry I couldn't give you more notice.'
'It's fine, don't worry about it. What day is it today?'
'Wednesday.'
With a sage nod of his head, he drew out a thoughtful, 

'Riiiight.'
She waited for him to say something more, but he had 

returned his attention to the screen. Whatever he was studying 
on there obviously had more importance than anything she had to 
say.

'I'll make sure everything's all in order,' she said. 'The 
changeover will be as smooth as it can be.'

Silence.
'You'll never even notice the difference.'
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He kept his eyes fixed on the screen.
'Fine then. As long as you're happy. I'm sorry to have bothered 

you when you are obviously so very busy.'
She had taken her first steps towards leaving when he spoke 

up and halted her. 'You know I've always been more than happy 
with you…your work, Meg,' he said, taking off his glasses and 
closing the lid of the computer. 'You've done an excellent job. I 
have no complaints whatsoever.'

She turned back. 'You did. You sacked me, remember?'
He smiled at the recollection. 'For all of ten minutes.'
'It won't look good on my résumé.'
'I'm glad you came back.'
She scratched at her head. 'I very nearly didn't. One more 

minute and I would have been gone…probably for good.'
'And left me on my own?'
'You drove me to distraction, Nat. You were being 

unreasonable, irrational, perverse, obtuse—'
'What you are trying to say is, I would have deserved it?'
'Yes, indeed you would, with bells on.'
He swivelled his chair from side to side. 'I've never before had 

anyone speak to me like you do. I've always been used to getting 
my own way.'

'So I noticed, but I've always been of the belief that if 
something needs to be said, to say it, even if it hurts.'

'I found that out the hard way, didn't I?'
'But did you take any heed of anything I said?'
He shook his head. 'No.'
'So, all in all, it was a complete waste of effort and air?'
He gave a resigned smile. 'Aye, I'm a hopeless case.'
'Well, Rebecca is nowhere near as vocal as I am and once 

you've settled back into your old routine, you'll be able to do 
exactly as you please again. You can have it all your own way 
without me breathing down your neck and putting my two 
penn'orth in.'

He touched his head to the back of the chair. 'I'm not sure 
there is an old routine any more.'
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'It's still there, and you'll fall right back into it, and all my 
interference will soon be forgotten.'

'Your interference has kept me in order.'
'Rebecca will look after you, or she'll have me to answer to.'
He sat up again, his expression earnest. 'And what if she 

doesn't? Will you come back?' 
Silence.
He asked again. 'Will you come back?'
'No, Nat, I won't.'
She already knew, once she left Struan on Friday there was a 

very good chance she would never set foot in the house again. 

Nat watched her car pull away down the driveway that night as 
she went home.

In two days she would leave here for the last time, and on 
Monday Rebecca would come back, put on her apron and gloves 
and take charge again. Every trace of Megan's presence would be 
scrubbed and polished away as if she had never been here. 

He felt his heart contract and the light withdraw from the 
world as he poured himself another drink.

Megan's last day in Nat's employ arrived.
Errands in town first thing kept her away from the house until 

almost lunchtime. Toting some last minute groceries and Nat's dry 
cleaning, she found the house deserted.

Nat had meetings in Aberdeen and did not arrive home until 
gone six o'clock in the evening to find her sitting at the kitchen 
table waiting for him.

'I didn't think I'd get to see you today,' she said. 'I've been 
waiting. I didn't want to go without saying goodbye.'

'I got delayed, I'm sorry. It's been a hell of a day.'
'Want to talk about it? I can stay a bit longer?'
And prolong the agony? 'No. You'd best be off.'
'Okay,' she said, unfolding her coat from the back of her chair. 

'Everything's done. I don't think I've forgotten anything and if I 
have, it can wait until Monday and Rebecca can do it.'
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'I know you won't have.' He took her coat from her and held it 
as she shrugged it on.

'Thank you, always the gentleman.' 
When she bent her head forward to fasten her buttons, he 

allowed his fingers to touch her hair. 'Meg?'
She looked up to him, expectantly.
'I, erm, have to say…thank you…for everything you've...you've 

done...for me. I mean it, and I'm…I'm going to miss you.'
'It's very sweet of you to say so, Nat, and I'm going to miss you 

too. Working here's been…quite an experience.'
'A good one I hope.'
'For the most part.'
'Then I apologise for the parts that weren't so good.'
She put her hand against his cheek feeling the roughness of 

weekend stubble coming through. 'You will take proper care of 
yourself won't you, Nat?'

He nodded. 'I will.'
'You'll eat properly?'
'I will.'
'And make sure you get enough sleep?'
'I will.'
'And don't work too hard.'
'I won't.'
'And please, try not to do anything reckless or silly.'
'I'll…try.'
And call me if you need me, she thought, but couldn't bring 

herself to say.
She wanted so much to kiss him. A small farewell peck on the 

cheek could not do any harm, but she didn't trust herself to stop 
there. It took all her self control not to do it.

''Bye, Nat,' she said, holding out her hand for a parting 
handshake. He took it and enclosed it with both his own.

'Cheerio, Meg.'
They held hands for just a second longer than was necessary, 

before she let go and walked away.
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For a long time, Nat stood looking at the door she had closed 
on him, still feeling her hand on his face. Without her presence, 
the house fell into the deep cheerless quiet he had come to hate.

161



-  -

Chapter 20

Rebecca had gone out for the day with Paul and they weren't 
expected back until late evening. Relishing a Saturday afternoon 
alone Megan spread the travel brochures out on the table in front 
of her, and sipped at her coffee as she perused them.

'Somewhere sunny, not too hot and preferably where they 
speak some English…'

The reason for her search for the sun – a distraction from the 
constant stream of complaints from Rebecca about how standards 
had slipped at Struan and jobs had been skimped on or missed 
altogether.  She also needed a diversion from worrying about Nat.

She could just about afford something not too extravagant. At 
the moment an all inclusive week in Barcelona was taking pole 
position.

The peace and quiet shattered when the telephone rang. 
'Hello, Rose Cottage.'
Silence.
'Hello?'
Nothing. She hung up. 
Less than a minute later, it rang again and once more she 

received no reply. She hung up. 
It happened three more times. On the fourth occasion of being 

interrupted, she'd had enough. 
'Now you listen to me you sodding moron,' she shouted into 

the phone. 'You dare ring me again and I'll give your number 
straight to the police. Now fuck off and leave me alone.' She 
slammed the receiver into its cradle. 'Pervert!'

She waited for the phone to ring again, fully prepared to give 
the caller an even sharper piece of her mind. Ten minutes passed. 
Twenty. Finally half an hour had gone by without another call. Her 
annoyance had by now been replaced with curiosity.
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Finding a pencil in the drawer, she picked up the receiver and 
dialled 1471. The synthesised female voice read out the last 
number to have called her, and she scribbled it on a piece of 
paper tacked to the notice board. As she wrote, she found she 
was copying a number already there, and immediately a deep, 
apprehension filled her.

She pressed '3' to connect to the number, only to hear the line 
engaged tone. 

'Bugger.'
She replaced the receiver, gathered her bag and car keys, and 

on her way out, grabbed Rebecca's keys to Struan Lodge from the 
hook by the door.

She drew up the driveway and parked in the shadow of Nat's 
massive vehicle.

Letting herself into the Lodge she went directly through into 
the hallway where she stood and listened. Hearing not a sound 
from anywhere in the house, she called out.

'Nat!'
Silence. She called up the stairs.
'Nat, are you here?'
No reply.
She approached the study door, standing open a crack. 
'Nat? You in here?'
Tentatively she pushed it further open to peep through - a pair 

of dirty, bare feet protruded from beyond the old leather chair. 
Further, and she felt her throat tighten and her heart start pound 
as a primitive terror grew in her.

'Oh God, no!'
She dashed to where Nat was sitting on the bare floorboards, 

propped up against the front of the window seat, legs straight out 
in front of him, arms hanging limp at his sides, hands resting on 
the floor. His head lolled back on the cushion, face turned away 
from her. She edged closer until she could see.

His eyes were half open, seeing nothing, and from the corner 
of his slackly agape mouth trickled a silvery snail trail of saliva.
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'Oh please God, don't be dead!'
She laid her hand on his chest and held it there. When she felt 

it move, she breathed a sigh of relief and her panic diminished. Up 
close, the smell of alcohol was overpowering. Nat was alive, but 
completely smashed. She shook him gently by the shoulder.

'Nat?'
No reaction. She raised her voice a little and shook him harder.
'Nat?'
He made a rumbling sound deep in his throat. Nearly there.
'Nathaniel! Wake UP!' 
She slapped his face, harder than she intended, but it had the 

desired effect. His eyes flickered and his throat moved in a 
convulsive swallow.

'Ow!' 
He groaned and lifted his hand to his slapped cheek, blinked 

hard several times and made a futile attempt to lift his head, as 
unwieldy and uncooperative as a sack of flour. It wobbled 
unsteadily on straining neck muscles, and he rolled his eyes in 
Megan's general direction.

'Meg? Wha'…is that you, Meg?'
'You bastard!' she said, prodding him hard in the chest with her 

index finger. 'You scared me half to death - I thought you were 
dead.'

He ran his hands over himself. 'Nae, 'm still 'ere. 'M no' deid 
yet.'

'No, not dead, just dead drunk more like. Look at the state of 
you!'

His eyes focused on her with some difficulty. 'What're you 
doing here, J'st Meg'n?' His words were slurred and barely 
comprehensible.

'You called me,' she said. 'On the phone.'
'Eh? Why?'
'I don't know. You tell me.'
The telephone lay upside down on the floor beside him, the 

receiver some distance away at the far end of its cord. It looked as 
if he had thrown it. She could hear the 'off hook' alarm beeping. 
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She gathered the pieces of the telephone together and put it back 
in its customary place on his desk.

On the floor close by Nat, an empty whisky bottle lay on its 
side. She picked it up and examined it. Not a drop remained 
within it.

'You've been gone a long time, Meg,' he said in a small, 
plaintive voice.

'Only two weeks.'
'I missed you.'
'Yes, I'm sure you did.' She held the empty bottle up in front of 

his face. 'How much have you had?'
His eyes almost crossed as he tried to focus on it. He shrugged. 

'I dunno.'
'More than this?'
He snatched the bottle from her and turned it upside down. 

'It's all gone.'
She took it back. 'What sort of platinum plated idiot are you, 

Nat? Are you trying to drink yourself to death?'
'Drink. That's what I need...a drink.'
'You've already had more than enough. Let's get you up off this 

floor and cleaned up.' 
She held out a hand. He slapped it away. 
'No…leave me alone! You don't wanna see me.'
'I'm here, aren't I? Now get up Nat, or I swear I'll smack you 

again.'
'I don't wanna get up.'
'Right!'
She straddled him, her arms under his, and heaved, feeling her 

back strain.
'Get. On. Your FEET!' 
'No! Gerroff me!' 
A push overbalanced her and she fell against the sturdy leg of 

the desk, knocking the back of her head with an audible thud. 
Instantly, bright star flashes of all colours darted before her eyes.

'You said fuck off an' leave me alone,' he said, not realising 
what he had done.
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'I didn't know it was you, you berk.' She touched her fingers to 
her scalp and checked for blood. There was none, but her head 
had begun to throb. Slowly, the stars cleared to reveal the awful 
spectacle in front of her. 

Slumped back against the window seat, he reached out for the 
empty bottle, managing to get his fingertips to it. It toppled over 
and spun out of his reach, and he watched with vacant eyes as it 
turned in slow, lazy arcs, coming to rest with the empty neck 
pointing at him like an accusing finger. He swivelled his head to 
look at her.

'You left me on my own. Why'd you leave me, Meg?' he 
moaned pitifully. 'I needed you, and you weren't here. I was on 
my own.' He held out tremulous hands to her. 'I wanted you to be 
here, to hold me, Meg, like you did before, when it was warm and 
safe and you made all the bad things go away and I...I need 
someone to hold me now. Please.'

Stirred by the vision of utter dejection, she crawled over and 
put her arms around him as she had before. He rested limply 
against her.

'It's alright, Nat. It's alright.' She pressed her lips to his hair. 'I'll 
take care of you.'

A bad odour surrounded him and she wrinkled her nose against 
the sour mixture of stale sweat and alcohol, some of which he had 
spilled on his shirt.

'I don't wanna be on my own,' he mumbled miserably into her 
sweater.

'You're not on your own. I'm here now…you'll be okay. I'll look 
after you.'

After a few moments encased in her embrace he appeared 
calmer. 

'Are you ready to get up now?' 
He nodded, and then made a strange gurgling noise in his 

throat. The colour drained from his face, turning it a ghastly grey 
green and beads of sweat broke out on his brow. His throat 
convulsed in a series of rapid gulps. 

'Oh no, no…don't…hold on...'
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In one fluid movement, she grabbed the metal wastebasket, 
wheeled around with it and thrust it in front of him just as he 
leaned forward and vomited noisily, the container saving the floor 
from being soaked in a malodorous combination of alcohol and 
bile. Three times he threw up, with hardly time to draw breath 
between each episode. Even with his cramped stomach emptied, 
he continued to clutch the bin, to retch and spit and groan.

'Better out than in, I suppose,' she said and rubbed his back 
gently with a smooth circular motion, patiently waiting for him to 
finish.

Finally, he appeared to be done and sat up. She extracted the 
bin from his grasp and put it safely aside.

'Now, can we get off this floor?' she said, wiping his mouth and 
chin with a tissue from her pocket.

In a tangle of disobliging limbs, she got him to his feet and over 
to his chair. He collapsed into it with all the strength of a man 
made of straw.

'You'll look after me, won't you, Meg?' he murmured, hardly 
able to form the words, his head flopping against the back of the 
chair.

'Yes, I'll look after you, Nat, I said I would.' She lifted his feet 
onto the footstool.

'You'll stay with me won't you, Meg?'
'Yes, Nat, I'll stay with you.'
She arranged the cushion under his head, all the while 

answering his continuous stream of incoherent questions until he 
eventually passed out, the line between the deep sleep of the 
intoxicated and true unconsciousness somewhat blurred.

From the hall closet she fetched a tartan picnic blanket, and 
draped it over him. Head back, mouth open, dead to the world, he 
began to snore. 

'I wouldn't like to be in your head when you wake up,' she said, 
and kissed his forehead.

The rank acidic smell from the waste bin began to reach into 
the room and she picked both it and the empty bottle from the 
floor. 
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'No glass. You've been swigging directly from the bottle haven't 
you?'

She took the foul smelling items through the kitchen and left 
them outside the back door to deal with later. 

Returning to the study, she pulled out the office chair from 
behind the desk and positioned it beside the armchair to keep an 
eye on her charge. She made herself as comfortable as she could. 
It might be a long wait.

She turned on the TV and flicked through the muted channels, 
not really looking at any of them. Instead her mind buzzed with 
finding a possible reason for Nat's miserable condition. Something 
dramatic must have happened to get him into this state, 
something deeply distressing, but until he was in a position to tell 
her what it was...

While she pondered, she swivelled in the chair. On her final 
sweep, her eyes were drawn to the gun cabinet in the corner of 
the room. Unbidden, a conversation began in her head.

'He's not going to do anything, he can't even stand up.'
'How do you know? Sooner or later you're going to have to go 

home and leave him here on his own. Look at the state he's in.'
'He wouldn't do anything.'
'But he might. Are you willing to take the chance? You need to 

make sure he can't.'
'How?'

Nat slept for more than two hours, and for every minute of it 
Megan fretted about what to do. Finally, she came to her 
decision.

With him still safely asleep, she removed her shoes and padded 
around to the working side of his desk. There were three drawers, 
each one bigger than the one above. She knew he kept what she 
wanted in the smallest, topmost drawer on the right and tugged 
gently on the handle. It was locked. Nat hadn't been out that day, 
or the previous day probably, and she knew where his keys ought 
to be.

168



-  -

From the fruit bowl in the kitchen, she took the keyring and 
identified the key for the desk drawer. Taking care not to make a 
sound, she opened it, took out the metal box containing the gun 
cabinet keys, closed and relocked it. She took the box and 
dropped it into her handbag on the kitchen table, replacing the 
keyring in the fruit bowl. After a period sat at the table, quietly 
contemplating her action, and satisfied she had done the right 
thing, she switched on the kettle to make herself a coffee.

Unexpectedly, Nat's voice drifted across the hallway. 'Meg! 
Meg, where are you?'

'In here!' she called back.
Does he know? Did he see?
She glanced at her bag to ensure the key box couldn't be seen, 

just as Nat reeled into the kitchen, his legs barely operable.
'I'm just making myself a coffee,' she said. 'Do you want one?'
He nodded, pulled out a chair and sat down, rubbing at his eyes 

with the heels of his hands. 'I thought you'd gone,' he said.
'I said I'd stay and I always keep my word.'
She made his coffee extra strong, found him some aspirins, and 

sat with him at the table. 'How are you feeling?'
'Don't ask.' He rubbed his brow with his fingertips and closed 

his eyes briefly. For a moment, he looked as if he might be sick 
again.

'I've seen some sights in my time, Nat, but you really do take 
the cake.' He looked at her with bleary, bloodshot eyes. 'So, do 
you want to tell me what brought this on?'

He sipped at the hot drink and swallowed the tablets. 
'Nothing.'

'Don't treat me like an idiot, Nat, something did, something 
serious. So tell me.'

He continued to stare silently into his coffee cup, clearly still a 
little disorientated.

'You don't even remember calling me, do you?' she said.
He shook his head carefully, afraid if he moved it too quickly, it 

might part company with his neck and float off like a balloon. 
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'Not really,' he said. 'It was you who told me to fuck off and 
leave you alone wasn't it?'

'I'm afraid so.
'You shouldn't swear. It's not ladylike.'
'And you shouldn't make nuisance phone calls even if you are 

leathered. I nearly called the police. Why did you call me, Nat?'
'I don't know.'
She reached out for his hand. 'Why won't you tell me what's 

wrong? Didn't I promise I would always help if I could?'
Moments passed before he took in a deep breath and blew it 

out slowly. 'It's the anniversary of Joanna's death today,' he said. 
'And my son; his birthday…and his death day. If he'd lived, he...he 
would have been five…ready to start school…'

Tightness grew in her chest and she squeezed his hand. 'Oh, 
Nat, I had no idea. I'm so sorry.'

She looked on in dismay as large wet orbs formed in his eyes 
and spilled out, splashing onto the tabletop. He clamped a hand 
over his eyes as if to hide himself, and his shoulders slumped and 
heaved. His hold on her hand tightened so much she heard her 
knuckles crack.

His agony ripped at her and she went to him. As soon as she 
put her hand to his shoulder, he fell onto her, folding his arms 
around her and nestling his head against her breast. 

'I miss her so much,' he murmured, his voice thick and choked. 
'I just want her back. I want to hold her again. I want to kiss her. I 
want...her.'

'I know you do. I know.' She cradled his head with one hand 
and ran the other up and down his back in gentle, comforting 
strokes. His body shuddered under her hands and she kissed his 
hair and rested her cheek against his head, offering comfort being 
the only thing she could do for him.

When he had nothing left and the tears stopped, he sat up and 
wiped his puffy, red eyes with his hands. She rested her hand 
lightly against his cheek and smiled tenderly at him. He laid his 
own hand over it. 'Will you stay with me, Meg?' he sniffed. 'I don't 
want to be on my own. Not today.'
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'Of course I will. You don't need to ask.'
When he seemed more composed and steadier on his feet, she 

suggested he might go and wash his face and change his clothes 
to help him sober up and feel better.

He was gone for a good while, eventually returning to the 
kitchen having put on a clean, grey shirt, and jeans. He was still 
barefoot and hadn't shaved, but she could smell toothpaste and 
mouthwash. He had made an effort, and soap and deodorant 
certainly smelled better than stale sweat, booze and vomit. His 
eyes though were still red and slightly swollen.

Whilst he had been away, she had cleaned out the 
wastebasket. She had also tried to ring Rebecca to let her know 
where she was, and that she might be late home, but there had 
been no answer.

She made sandwiches and tea for them both, and they 
returned to the study with them where they continued their 
discourse as they ate.

With Megan's gentle encouragement, Nat talked more about 
his life with Joanna and the plans they had had for their son, and 
he managed it without breaking down again. He even revealed 
the names they had been thinking of for their boy...it had come to 
a toss up between Simon and Christopher.'

'Christopher is nice,' she said.
'I thought so, too. I would have called him Kit.'
She took a bite of her sandwich and chewed on it thoughtfully. 

'Every year since it happened, you've had to go through this day. 
What do you usually do?'

'I get too plastered to notice,' he said. 'I wake up the next day, 
and it's over.'

'You can't go on doing that. How are you ever going to cope 
with it if you don't face it?'

'It's worked okay so far.'
'But it's not a solution.'
'I know. But it's the best I can come up with right now. 

Unfortunately this time the bottle ran out…and someone woke 
me up.' He rubbed his face where she had slapped him.
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'I'm sorry about that. You frightened me, I thought you were 
dead.'

'It might be best I were,' he said, idly. 'Maybe that would be 
the solution to everything. It's not like anyone would miss me.'

Megan almost choked on her tea. 'How could you say such a 
horrible thing?'

'Because it's true and you know it.'
She grunted wearily and got to her feet
'Where...where are you going?' he said, looking up at her.
'Home, because you're starting to talk rubbish and I'm in no 

mood for it.'
He made a grab for her wrist. 'No, Meg, please don't go. I'm 

sorry; it was a thoughtless thing to say. I didn't mean anything by 
it. Sit down.'

He tugged her hand lightly. 'Please Meg.' 
She retook her seat on the footstool. 'For what it's worth, I'd 

miss you,' she said.
'No you wouldn't.'
'I would. I'd miss you a lot.'
'You don't fool me, Just Megan. I know what you're trying to 

do. You think you can say exactly what I want to hear and it will 
make everything all right. I know. You've done it before.'

'You can't blame me for trying.'
'So it wasn't true. You wouldn't miss me at all.'
'Of course I would.'
'Then tell me why. Go on, convince me…give me one really 

good reason.'
Put on the spot, she flushed. What could she say - I love you 

and if you weren't here, there would be this massive hole in my 
life that nothing and no-one could ever fill?

'I don't know!' she said. 'Probably because you're an endless 
source of irritation, like fleas on a dog…and I'd miss having to 
scratch.'

'Fleas?' he asked, quizzically.
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'…or a blister, like the ones you get on the back of your heel 
that make every step agony… when it you stop walking, the pain 
goes away but in a funny sort of way, you miss it.'

He looked at her as if she'd lost her mind. 'Okaaaayy,' he said, 
humouring her. 'Well, that's…that's good to know…I think.'

'It's the best I can do at short notice. Shut up, and eat.'
'Yes, ma'am.'
He flicked the channels on the TV as he ate his supper. He 

found the news and then the replays of the day's football 
matches. They watched together in a companionable silence, 
punctuated by his outbursts of, 'Open your eyes ref!' and, 'That 
was never offside!'

Megan's eyes were on him more than they were on the TV and 
the anxiety which had plagued her all evening, faded away as the 
alcohol's effects wore off. She marvelled at his capacity to sober 
up almost as easily as he could get leglessly inebriated, although 
he would probably suffer for it later when the aspirins wore off.

She covered her mouth with her hand, stifling a yawn brought 
about by a combination of tiredness and boredom. The clock on 
the mantle chimed. She counted…twelve. Midnight.

She put a hand on Nat's arm. 'It's Sunday, Nat.'
He looked at the clock for confirmation. 'Aye, so it is.'
'And you're safe and sound and almost sober.'
'With a little help from you.'
'I didn't do anything.'
'Just being here helped.'
'You would have been fine.'
'Maybe…maybe not.'
'Don't start getting maudlin again. You were doing so well.'
'I'm sorry.' He rubbed small circles at his temples with his 

fingertips. 'I think the hangover's kicking in.'
'Then go to bed and sleep it off.' She stood up and began to 

pace around the room, her eyes to the floor.
'What are you doing?' he asked.
'Looking for my shoes. It's time for me to home so you can go 

to bed.'
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He sprang to his feet. 'You can't go now,' he said. 'It's too late. 
It's not safe to be out on your own at this time of night.'

'I have to. No-one knows where I am, you're tired and you 
don't need me any more.' 'Don't worry about me. I can take care 
of myself and it's not far.' On her hands and knees, she searched 
under the desk, found her left shoe, and held it up with a 
triumphant, 'A-ha!'

'I'm sure you can, but I don't want to risk it. You should stay 
here.'

She searched behind the cushion in the chair. 'I can't.' 
'Yes you can. Use the guest room again.'
'No.'
'Why not?'
'Because it wouldn't be …appropriate.'
'You can be home in the morning before anyone gets up. 

They'll be none the wiser.'
Megan noted a suggestion of desperation creeping into his 

voice and wondered if he might be afraid to be left alone.
'Where the hell is my other shoe?' she demanded, 

exasperated.
He put his hands firmly on her shoulders. 'Stay here. Find it in 

the morning.'
As she could neither walk nor drive home in her bare feet, 

without her shoes she was going nowhere and she sighed her 
submission. 'Okay.'

Nat's relief was tangible. 'Sensible decision.'
'Will you be alright if I go up now?' she asked. 'I've been up 

since six this morning, had a pretty traumatic afternoon and now, 
quite frankly, I'm running on empty.'

'I understand completely. I'm ready to turn in myself.'
'You should, because no doubt you'll have a head on you in the 

morning.'
'I'll be okay. Go to bed.'
She gave him a peck on his cheek and a brief hug. 'Goodnight, 

Nat. Sleep well.'
''Night, Meg.'
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On her way upstairs, she stopped by the kitchen and retrieved 
her bag with the gun cabinet keys still safely in it.

In the study, Nat fished her lost shoe out from under his chair.

She had nothing with her except the usual contents of her 
handbag - hand cream, tissues, and a small bottle of moisturiser. 
She knew there would be a bathrobe hanging in the closet, she 
had seen it the last time she used the room. Somebody had 
'inadvertently' packed it when they had last visited The Three 
Corners hotel.

She undressed, washed herself in the en suite basin and 
slipped warm and naked into the robe.

Reaching into her bag to find her comb, her fingers closed 
around the little metal key box. She took it out and held it in her 
hand.

Nat appeared to have been all right when she had left him, but 
nagging doubts still remained at the back of her mind - he could 
change on a sixpence. He'd done it before. If he came looking for 
the keys then she would know she had been right to take them. If 
he wanted them back tonight, he would have to kill her first, 
because she would not give them up without a fight.

She thought back to the incident with Phil McNeil and how, if 
he had been allowed to, Nat would have beaten the man 
senseless, or worse. He had been stone cold sober then. If he 
were desperate enough, would he do the same to her?

She opened the window a crack to let in cool night air, and lay 
down on the bed to wait for sleep which, despite her exhaustion, 
she was sure would not come.
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Chapter 21

She had just fallen into a comfortable doze when there came a 
light, hesitant tapping on her door. She opened it a crack and 
peered through.

'Nat…?'
He knows I have his keys…he's come for them.
'I'm sorry…I'm disturbing you,' he said. 'I just thought you might 

need this.' He held out a toothbrush. 'It's new. No germs.'
Inwardly breathing a sigh of relief, she opened the door wider, 

not wanting to give the impression of having anything to hide. 
'And essential, thank you.' She took the toothbrush from him 

and put it in her pocket.
Nat indicated the illicit robe. 'I see you found something to 

wear.'
She shrugged it closer to emphasise its comfort. 'Yes. It's 

lovely.' 
'Well, so long as you are comfortable.'
'Perfectly, thank you.'
They stood and looked at each other in silence for a moment, 

Megan's heart hammering so loudly in her ears, she felt sure Nat 
could hear it too.

He gave her a wistful smile. 'Goodnight then, Meg, and thanks 
for staying with me. I really appreciate it.'

As he was about to turn away and leave her, she took hold of 
the sleeve of his shirt. 'You don't have to go,' she said, tugging at 
it, forcing him to move closer to her. 'You really don't.'

Very gently, she cradled his careworn face with warm, soft 
hands...and kissed him.

It was the last thing he expected her to do, and she took away 
not only his breath, but his ability to move.
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Her hands were gentle against his face, her lips soft and warm 
and moist, and he yielded to the deep, fulfilling kiss. When she 
released him, he found himself inside her bedroom. She had led 
him in there without his even realising it.

She kissed him again, and one by one, began undoing the 
buttons of his shirt.

He swallowed nervously. 'What…what are you d…doing?'
She continued to open the buttons. 'If I don't do this…' She 

opened his shirt fully and exposed his bare torso. '…then I can't do 
this…' 

She laid her lips onto the skin of his chest. It tickled and made 
him gasp. She moved slightly and did it again.

At the first touch of her against him, his shock dissipated and 
he regained full use of his limbs, putting his hands to her head and 
burying his fingers in the softness of her hair.

He touched it with his nose and inhaled the clean, fresh smell 
of her shampoo. The scent made him realise - he had never 
touched Megan properly. They had hugged, platonically; they had 
held hands for comfort and friendship, but he had never really 
touched her. He had never before run his fingers through her hair. 
He had never stroked her skin, and apart from the one occasion of 
which he was truly ashamed, he had never kissed her. Not like 
this…not like now.

Tilting her head, he clasped her face firmly, pardoned himself 
for his past sin, and kissed her hard on her mouth. She did not 
reject him this time; instead, she responded immediately, 
returning the kiss with equal force.

As he kissed down her neck and throat, he could feel her hands 
roving over his chest, around to his back and down to the waist of 
his jeans where she began to disengage the button and unzip the 
fly. Both her hands rested on his hips inside the waistband of his 
pants.

He released her from the embrace and she pulled his shirt free. 
She ran her hands down his clothed arms, pausing when she 
reached the fastened cuff. Raising his hand to her lips, she kissed 
the palm, undid the button and parted the stiff fabric before 
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introducing him to the new and sensual thrill of having the inside 
of his wrists kissed.

She presented herself to him like a gift, wrapped in soft, white 
towelling tied loosely at the waist. He pulled at the belt of her 
gown, un-teased it and let it fall open, revealing her naked body 
beneath. He slipped the material from her shoulders allowing it to 
drop to the ground to puddle at her feet.

In the subtle lamplight, her eyes were dark and deep, her 
pupils completely dilated and her skin looked pale and flawless. 
Under his hands, it felt silky and warm. He nuzzled deep into the 
crook of her neck with his bristled cheek, inhaling the scent of her 
soap and rose-scented moisturiser.

He brushed over her lips with his fingertips, feeling the breath 
of her sigh. She took hold of his hand and kissed the tip of each of 
his fingers in turn. He pulled her against him and kissed her hard 
again, conscious now of his growing erection pressing against her.

Gently, but firmly, he guided her to the waiting bed, threw 
back the duvet and lifted her onto the soft cotton sheet, the 
muscles in his arms straining against her weight.

He lay down beside her and kissed her with an intensity that 
threatened to drown her, at the same time, removing his pants.

He ran his hands, tongue and lips over every inch of her skin, 
making a mental map of her – her shape, her taste, her smell. He 
moulded her breasts with his hands and sucked at her nipples 
making them stand hard and proud. When his exploring fingers 
touched a nerve in her back, electric-type shocks ran up and down 
her spine causing her to involuntarily arch and gasp out a small 
cry. Every move, every sound she made aroused him further.

With the lightness of a feather, his lips brushed the pale skin of 
her stomach and felt her muscles tighten making her tremble. He 
ran first his finger and then his tongue along the silver scar 
reaching almost from one hip to the other, and where his 
scratchy, unshaven skin rubbed against them, her thighs and 
stomach tingled and burned.
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Her soft breathing became fast shuddering intakes as his hand 
caressed its way over her belly, over her thighs and between her 
legs. When he found his way to her clitoris, it was ready and 
waiting for him, swollen in its own mini erection. She opened her 
legs wider and, accepting the invitation, he massaged her gently 
with his fingers. She tilted her hips and he slid his fingers inside 
her, massaging her clitoris with his thumb. She groaned and 
gyrated herself slowly. Her mounting arousal fuelled his even 
further.

'Oh, Meg…I want you,' he murmured, sucking at her earlobe.
'I'm here,' she whispered. 'I'm here for you…I'm only for you.'
They rolled over and she was on him, kissing him and exploring 

his mouth with her tongue. Her lips touched their way down his 
neck to his throat, feeling his pulse. He too was breathing harder 
now, and each breath released a small groan of pleasure.

Her hands and lips played on him, up and down, stroking and 
caressing a body that, for a man of his age, was more than 
acceptable. He carried very little spare fat and she could feel his 
muscles under still taut skin. The hair on his chest tickled her face 
and she could hear his heart beating through his chest wall, its 
speed indicating his mounting excitement.

She kissed down his ribs and onto his stomach and found a 
sensitive spot which caused him to shiver. He gasped loudly and 
his skin immediately prickled with goose-flesh.

At his crotch, she found his cock stiff and hard, inviting her to 
play. Happy to oblige, she ran her tongue up and down it, leaving 
behind a warm trail of saliva to stimulate as it cooled. She teased 
her lips and tongue around its tip while gently caressing the shaft 
with her hand, pressing at the base with her thumb.

'Meg…please…please!'
'Sshh…' she cooed and covered his mouth with her own.
When he began breathlessly clutching at the sheet beside him, 

wringing it in handfuls, his feet fidgeting in agitation, she knew he 
was ready.

She put herself astride him, and with a little guidance from her 
hand, lowered herself onto him, her wet heat enveloping his 
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length. With a loud whimper, he closed his eyes and grasped 
tightly at her thighs.

She adopted a gentle backwards and forwards rocking motion, 
keeping her movements slow and intense, her hands resting on 
his chest, her fingers splayed through the hair. The rhythm was a 
slow dance; a deliberate and deliciously moderated tempo 
designed to heighten both their desires.

He cupped her neat breasts in his hands and sat up to her, 
kissing her hard on the mouth. Her arms went around his neck, 
one hand in his hair, letting it run through her fingers and he held 
her waist, feeling her ribs shifting under her skin. Her legs 
clamped around him, locking them tightly together and they 
moved as one, each anticipating the other.

He could feel a heat, like warm oil, forming deep in his groin 
and spreading through his balls and into his painfully hard organ. 
The sensation stirred him to fever pitch.

'Oh God, Meg,' he breathed fiercely, rocking in unison with her. 
'I need you…I need you now!'

He flipped her over and lay her down on her back, going deep 
into her. She clasped at his back, and as he moved, she could feel 
every muscle contracting and relaxing under her hands.

Skin slick with perspiration slid over her as if oiled as he pushed 
hard into her over and over, each thrust accompanied by a small 
grunt of effort.

She felt the quickening in her groin area and knew she would 
come soon. He sensed it in her and increased his rhythm. The 
sensation in her grew stronger until she could contain it no longer. 
Without further warning, her muscles clenched onto him and a 
convulsive wave ripped through her. She arched her back and let 
out a reflexive cry as all her senses fired at once. Touch, taste and 
smell…intermingled …inseparable.

She could taste the salt on his skin and smell sex and sweat 
from his pores. Her skin tingled with his slightest touch and every 
hair stood upright. Flashes of pure light burst behind her eyes and 
her ears filled with the sound of the rushing and the pounding of 
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her blood. Everything in that moment came alive for her, 
sensation and emotion mixed in a single explosion of ecstasy.

He pushed into her as far as he could physically go, her 
contracting muscles gripping his cock from inside and making her 
tight. His thigh muscles strained with the extra effort. Waves of 
thrill coursed through him, through his stomach and up his back 
coating him in perspiration and causing him to tremble 
uncontrollably. He could feel his penis contracting and pulsing 
from the balls right up to the tip.

Her nails dug into the skin on his back, the pain so frantically 
primal, enhancing the intensity of his pleasure. He could not hold 
back if even he'd wanted to. 

With a loud, barely restrained groan of rapture, he came hard 
into her, ejaculating over and over. His neck strained and he 
gritted his teeth. He kept on pushing, panting heavily, gradually 
slowing his pace as he tired, and with a final heavy sigh, stopped 
and collapsed onto her.

The climax faded, but the after-effects continued for them 
both; her skin flushed and hot and her groin pulsing with orgasmic 
after shocks; waves of contraction tracking their way up her 
insides, the cooling stickiness of semen on the skin of her thighs.

Spent of his fluids and sapped of his energy, he lay still, his face 
resting at her breast. He sucked at the air, breathing fast and hard 
like a runner. His stomach muscles ached and his peak of penile 
sensitivity picked up her wet heat and the rippling pulses of the 
tiniest muscles.

When he couldn't feel them any more, he slipped from her, 
slick with a mixture of their combined fluids. He pulled the duvet 
over them both and lay on his back, waiting for his erection to 
fade and give him some relief.

Side by side on the pillows, they recovered in mutual silence, 
until she rolled over and put her head on his chest, through which 
she listened to his heartbeat gradually slowing to a steady, regular 
rhythm.

She draped her leg over his and laid her hand on his stomach, 
moving her fingertips over him in tiny caresses. He wrapped his 
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arms around her, stroking the velvet skin of her arm and shoulder. 
He kissed the top of her head and felt her warm breath as she 
sighed her contented satisfaction.

Entwined and exhausted, they gave in to the embrace of sleep.
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Chapter 22

Megan woke early next morning to find herself alone in bed. 
Immediately she scrambled out from under the duvet and 
rummaged in her bag to find the key box, and noticing Nat's 
clothes still heaped on the bedroom floor where they had fallen, 
she wrapped herself in her robe and went in search of him.

She checked in both the bathroom and his bedroom before she 
went downstairs to the study. There she found him slumped in his 
chair and felt a lurch of concern on seeing the glass in his hand, 
concern which dispersed when she realised it contained only 
orange juice.

Squatting down beside his chair, she placed her hand on his 
arm, stroking it gently. 'Are you alright, sweetheart?'

He did not reply, but touched his hand to her cheek and 
stroked it with his thumb all the while studying her closely; her 
face, her hair, her skin, her mouth and in particular, her eyes, 
taking in every nuance.

She followed his roving eyes with her own, and put her hand 
over his, pressing it to her. 'What's the matter?'

He had woken with a vague sense of disorientation. He was in 
the wrong room, the wrong bed and he was not alone. He 
registered the presence of a warm, female form wrapped around 
him like a duvet, her head heavy on his chest and her arm around 
his torso. He could feel her breath on his skin and from her, as 
always, the faintest scent of roses.

As he stroked his hand over her bare back she stirred and 
sighed in her sleep and the movement of her body against his 
flooded him with the memory of the previous night, stimulating a 
desire to wake her, to touch her and kiss her and make love to her 
again. He desperately wanted to experience it over again, until 
crushing feelings of uncertainty and anxiety overtook his urge.
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Carefully disentangling himself from her hold, he slipped out of 
bed. Blood rushed back into the arm on which she had lain and 
pins and needles stung the numbness back to life. He covered her 
nakedness with the duvet, and padded across the landing to his 
own bathroom, needing to pee.

As he rinsed his hands, he happened to glance up at the 
bathroom mirror, and caught sight of a face he did not 
immediately recognise. Admittedly, at the best of times 
fluorescent light could be unsympathetic, creating harsh 
unnatural shadows and accentuating each and every line, but a 
long hard look at the reflection confirmed it to be, in fact, his own.

He looked a mess with his rough, unshaven face and his deeply 
furrowed brow. His hair, now more grey than brown, stood awry 
on one side, and there were dark shadows and wrinkles around 
his bloodshot eyes. In truth, what he saw staring back at him from 
the mirror, was the image of his own elderly father. He looked at 
the reflection with despair and suddenly felt the weight of years 
descend on him.

'What in God's name does she see in you? Look at you. You 
look like a fucking tramp.'

He turned from the mirror in disgust, dried his hands and 
arranged the damp towel neatly on the dryer.

It had been a bone of contention between Megan and himself 
from almost the very first day she'd arrived. Over the years he had 
developed a bad habit of abandoning damp towels on the 
bathroom floor, and she always admonished him for it. Once, just 
for spite, he left one there on purpose, taking grim satisfaction in 
how much it annoyed her. He now felt ashamed of his indulgent 
selfishness.

Throwing on his robe, he went downstairs to his bolthole. He 
needed to think, he wanted a drink, forgetting there was none to 
be had.

Shit! Of all the times to run out.
He settled himself in the easy chair, a glass of orange juice in 

one hand, aspirins in the other, despite his hangover being 
nowhere near as bad as it could have been. Grateful for the small 
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mercy, he nonetheless swallowed the pills down with a gulp of 
juice, rested his head on the back of the chair and closed his eyes.

Immediately thoughts and images assailed him from all 
directions, jumbled, upside down, inside out, spinning around and 
jostling for recognition, and nothing made any sense. 

Inside his head he had a jigsaw, with all the pieces cut the 
wrong shape, and no picture to guide him. The puzzle was Megan 
and why she was there.

Is there a word for women who have sex with old men, he 
thought. Is it some kind of -philia, some kind of perversion? Is it 
even legal? Why is she here? What does she want from me?

When he desperately needed her, she had come; when he had 
been afraid to be alone, she stayed with him and comforted him; 
then she had taken him to her bed. She didn't have to do it and he 
could have stopped her, but he hadn't, because once it had 
begun, he had wanted it. Feelings of selfishness and guilt stabbed 
his conscience with a double-edged blade.

He felt certain she had slept with him out of pity; there could 
be no other explanation for it, but whatever her reasons, he 
ached to return to her in the warmth of the bed, to make love 
with her again. He wanted her for himself. But why?

He felt his heart stop in its beat with a sudden understanding. 
Oh, yes, he knew why wanted her so much. It was because...

You bloody fool, Mackie…don't go there…don't!
…because he was in love with her.
He didn't know how or when it had happened, he couldn't 

remember, he only knew that it had, and along with the guilt he 
felt something new…fear.

Selfish and afraid...what a coward…
He sipped at the orange juice, really needing something 

stronger, when a thought struck him.
What about Joanna? I love Joanna. She's my wife. I made a vow 

to love only her. There's no room for anyone else. But…'til death 
us do part. She's gone and she's never coming back. Meg is here, 
now. She's here with me, alive and warm and…
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A notion tickled at the back of his mind, before thrusting itself 
forward with remarkable clarity. What if he was using Joanna as 
an excuse, hiding behind her, using her memory as a shield 
against having another relationship in case he got hurt?

He knew he couldn't bear that kind of pain all over again, it 
would surely kill him, but in his heart he also knew Megan would 
never hurt him.

What were her feelings for him? She liked him sure enough, 
she had said as much, but anything more he didn't know - and 
didn't care. He loved her and wanted her. Hell no, more than that 
he needed her.

'Oh God, what a mess. What a bloody mess.'
And now she was there, asking him what the matter was, 

waiting for an answer, and he couldn't say. His thoughts were still 
spinning. He didn't have a response that would make any sense. 
Whatever he said would come out wrong; it would be inarticulate, 
clumsy and pathetic, so he opted for the safety of denial. 

'Nothing.'
'Is it about last night?'
He took his eyes from her and she knew it was; body language 

never lies. 'We didn't do anything wrong,' she assured him.
He sighed and took a sip from the glass, looking deep into its 

depths to avoid eye contact with her. 'It wasn't supposed to 
happen that way.'

'I don't know what you mean.'
'I took advantage of you.'
'You did nothing of the sort.' 
'Aye, I did,' he said, nodding. 'You came here to help me and I 

exploited you.'
She put her hand on his, stroking his ring with her finger. 'Don't 

talk nonsense, Nat. You seem to forget, I seduced you. I'm 
certainly not sorry and you have no reason to be either.'

He moved his hand out from under hers, sliding the ring away 
from her touch. 'It shouldn't have happened, it was a mistake.'
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She didn't appear at all fazed by his denial. 'You might think 
that, but it did happen and it was wonderful, and I'd do it again in 
a heartbeat.'

She ran her fingers through his hair and the feel of it made him 
want to take hold of her and pull her into the chair with him and 
kiss her until she begged for him to release her. He closed his eyes 
and the moment passed.

'I really do have to go home now,' she said. 'Will you be alright 
on your own?'

He nodded, rubbing his forehead tensely, inwardly pleading; 
'Please, don't go, Meg. I need you. Stay with me!'

'I'll be fine,' he said.
She too heard her inner voice; 'Tell me not to go, Nat. Ask me 

to stay with you and I will.'
'You know you can call me anytime don't you?' she said.
He continued staring into the depths of his glass. 'Aye. Thanks.' 
She stood, leaned to him and kissed the top of his head, 

inhaling the smell of him. 'I'll just be a few minutes to get washed 
and dressed and then I'll let myself out. Okay?'

Silence.
Her emotions in turmoil, she closed the study door behind her 

as she left him sitting in the chair.
She loved him, the ache in her heart told her so, but it was 

obvious he didn't feel the same about her; his behaviour just now 
made that perfectly clear.

He couldn't look at her. He wouldn't talk to her. He thought 
having sex with her had been a mistake. He didn't feel anything 
for her and she knew why. No, not why, who. He was irrevocably 
tied to Joanna and always would be. No way could she could 
possibly compete with a passion so strong. She had to accept her 
feelings would never be reciprocated and the only thing she could 
do was hold her head up high and walk away.

She dressed and made her way downstairs, to stand for a 
moment outside the study with its closed door, a barrier she 
wasn't willing to cross again. Her bag still contained the box with 
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the keys. She took it out and held it in her hand. If she went in 
there to return it now, she would have to explain how she came 
to have it and why. Instead, she dropped the box back into her 
bag. She would send it back with Rebecca when she was sure he 
could be trusted with it. He would probably be angry with her for 
what she had done, but so be it.

She went through into the kitchen to find both her shoes 
sitting on the table, and her coat draped neatly over a chair. She 
slipped the shoes on, folded her coat over her arm and left quietly 
through the rear door. A new day had dawned and it was time to 
go home. If Nat wanted her, he knew where to find her, but she 
wouldn't hold her breath.

Her heart hung like a stone in her chest. More than likely, she 
wouldn't see him again.
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Chapter 23

The church clock rang out the last of the eight o'clock chimes as 
Megan slipped in through the rear door of Rose Cottage and into 
the kitchen. 

Rebecca hurtled through the door from the sitting room, her 
dressing gown and long, loose hair billowing behind her.

'Where the hell have you been? I was worried sick! I came 
home last night and found the place like the Marie Celeste. You 
left the lights on…and the door unlocked. I thought you'd been 
kidnapped.'

'I'm sorry—'
'I haven't slept a wink! You could have called.'
'I tried to, but you were out.' Mug in hand, Megan pulled out a 

chair and sat at the table. She lifted the lid of the teapot to see if 
the contents might be drinkable and poured herself a cupful.

'So?' chivvied Rebecca. 'Where were you?'
'I had to go somewhere.'
'Where?'
She didn't answer. She didn't have to. Her silence spoke 

volumes. There had always had a sisterly telepathy between her 
and Rebecca; words were not always needed. And this was one of 
those times. She watched her sister's eyes grow large and bright 
with realisation.

Rebecca lowered herself onto a chair. 'You were at the Lodge 
weren't you…you were at the Lodge with him, with Mackie?' 

There would be no point in denying it. Rebecca would know 
instantly if she were lying. 'Yes.'

'All night?'
'Yes.'
'Why? He wasn't sick again, was he?'
'Not exactly.'
'Meaning?'
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'He needed some company. He was lonely and wanted 
someone to talk to.'

'Is that all you did…talk?'
'At first.'
'Did you sleep with him?' Rebecca asked flatly.
Megan's reply was equally plain. 'Yes.'
'Oh, Megan, how could you fall for it again?'
'I didn't fall for anything.'
'He pitched you a sob story, you fell for it, and then you fell 

into his bed. Same old Megan. Jeez!'
'It wasn't like that at all.' She took a sip from her tea. 'You don't 

talk to him do you, Becks?'
'Not unless I have to. What's that got to do with it?'
'So you didn't take any notice of the state he was getting in?'
'Notice what? What state?'
'How depressed he was?'
'Why should I? It's not my fault if he's in a sulk because you left 

and he's stuck with me again.'
'That has nothing to do with it. God, Rebecca, you really don't 

give a damn about him at all do you?'
'Why should I? It's just the way he is - moody, sulky and 

miserable. He's always been like that and always will be.'
'Did you know it was the anniversary of his wife's death...and 

his baby son?'
Rebecca twisted her unruly hair into a single plait. 'I knew it 

was sometime soon, but not the exact date.'
'And you didn't think to mention it to me?'
'As you don't work for him any more, I didn't see the point. It 

didn't seem that important.'
'Well it was important, in fact it was probably the most 

important day of the year for him. It made him deeply depressed 
and desperately lonely. So now do you begrudge me giving him 
some company when he asks for it? When he needs it?'

'If that was the case, no, of course not, but it's no excuse for 
leaping into bed with him.'

'What exactly are you trying to insinuate Rebecca?'
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Rebecca tossed the plait over her shoulder and it lay down the 
length of her back like a second spine. 'There might have been 
more to it than you realise, Megs. You know how devious men like 
that can be and I know how blind you can be.'

'Men like what?'
'Your usual type; needy pathetic sorts. They know which 

buttons to press to get what they want from you and I bet he 
pushed all yours didn't he? He saw the anniversary as the ideal 
opportunity to make a move on you knowing full well you 
wouldn't be able to stay away.'

Her sister's accusation appalled her. 'You're talking rubbish, 
Becks, absolute claptrap.'

They both sat in silence for the time it took to take two breaths 
before Rebecca suddenly grabbed Megan by the wrist with a 
forceful, uncomfortable hold, her eyes held firmly on her sister's 
face.

'Meg, I need to ask you a serious question now and I want you 
to tell me the truth. Did Mackie force himself on you? Did 
he…violate you? Rape you? Is that why you are so keen to defend 
him?'

Shocked to the core that such words could have come from her 
own sister's mouth, Megan sat bolt upright and yanked her hand 
free of Rebecca's repulsive grasp. 

'What?! What sort of person do you think he is - some kind of 
monster? How could you even think such a thing, let alone say it?'

'I'm sorry, Megs. I had to ask.'
'No you didn't! If you knew him at all you would know he 

wasn't capable of such a thing.'
'All men are capable, Megs. It's just a matter of doing it…and 

getting away with it. I had to ask because I care about you Meg. I 
honestly do. You may be older than me, but you still need 
someone to watch out for you.'

'He didn't do anything. If you must know, it was me. I started it. 
I didn't want him to be lonely…'

'You didn't have to take him to bed like a lost teddy bear. And 
what thought, if any, did you give to me during all this…palaver?'
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'You! Why would I think about you? I can't see how it can be 
any of your business?'

Rebecca stood up quickly, knocking her chair backwards. It 
clattered noisily on the floor. 'How about considering how I was 
going to feel on Monday morning when I did the laundry; when I 
handled the fine linen sheets gracing the bed on which my sister 
fucked my boss!'

She stormed from the room, the sound of her running up the 
stairs closely followed by the muted slamming of her bedroom 
door.

Megan folded her arms on the table and rested her now 
throbbing head on them. And there she stayed for half an hour or 
more, in the silence of the kitchen, mulling over the previous night 
with Nat and what could have been going through his mind when 
she left him alone in his study that morning, and agonising over 
whether or not she had done the right thing by leaving him at all, 
even though he had made it quite clear he didn't want her there. 

From the open fronted larder cupboard, she took a packet of 
chocolate covered digestive biscuits - a reliable comforter in times 
of distress since childhood, and by the time Rebecca returned to 
the kitchen, more than half were already gone.

Rebecca said nothing as she picked up the dropped chair and 
set the kettle to boil again to make fresh tea.

'I'm sorry I flew off the handle like that. It came as a bit of a 
shock to find out you've just spent the night screwing my 
employer,' she said, rinsing the teacups at the sink.

'It really has nothing to do with you,' Megan said as she wetted 
her finger and dabbed at fallen biscuit crumbs.

'It has everything to do with me. I'll not be able to look him in 
the eye now without feeling some sort of shame or 
embarrassment. Tell me to fuck off if you want, but I'm going to 
stick my oar in and make a guess at how this story went. It has a 
horribly familiar ring to it, so feel free to stop me if you've heard 
any of it before.' 

Taking Megan's silence to be assent, she pressed on with her 
theory. 'He came to you with tears in his eyes, feeling all sad and 
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lonely. He pitched you a tale of woe about how he couldn't go on 
like this any more, life wasn't worth living yada yada, and when he 
cried and hinted he might harm himself if left alone, you jumped 
right into bed with him to save him from himself. Am I right?'

Megan could only stare at the scrubbed wooden tabletop as 
the sound of Rebecca hitting the metaphorical nail squarely on its 
head echoed in her mind. The same thing had happened 
throughout her adult life, over and over and over again in a 
seemingly perpetual cycle of want, need, comfort and rejection. 
Yet this time, it was different, and she said so.

'How?' asked Rebecca. 
'He just is. He's...' She struggled to come up with the right 

description; lonely, desperately unhappy, needy? They were 
accurate, but all sounded so trite.

Rebecca volunteered the missing words. 'He's a man, Meg. 
They're all the same.'

'That's a very jaundiced and unfair assessment, Becks. Just 
because you had a bad experience doesn't mean they are all 
tarred with the same brush.'

Rebecca's mouth twisted with bitter rancour. 'You want to call 
what happened to me a bad experience? You think finding out a 
week before your wedding that the man of your dreams, the man 
you're pregnant by, is already married, was a bad experience?'

'No—'
'And losing the baby because of the strain and shock was also a 

bad experience?'
'Becca, please...I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that. I know 

you've had it rough in the past, but it was a long time ago, and 
none of it is Nat's fault.'

'Men are men the world over.'
'Even Paul? He's a man.'
'Leave Paul out of this.'
'You said yourself you really don't know that much about Nat, 

so you are in no position to judge him so harshly.'
'I know enough to know that blokes like him use women like 

you, Megs. You know it too.'
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Megan shook her head emphatically. 'No, Becks, you are 
absolutely, totally wrong about him. And even if you were right, I 
don't regret a single minute of it. It was the best I've ever had, 
ever. No-one else even came close, and nothing you can say can 
cheapen it.'

The kettle whistled. Rebecca stuffed the rest of her biscuit into 
her mouth as she got up to make fresh tea. She re-took her seat, 
held her mug in both hands and blew on the tea to cool it. For 
over a minute, the women didn't speak, nor did they look at one 
another. Finally, Rebecca said: 'Describe yesterday to me?'

Megan frowned quizzically. 'What? Why?'
'Just humour me. I want to get the full picture.'
Reluctantly Megan detailed the day's events from the first 

silent phone call, through finding Nat drunk and unconscious on 
the study floor, his being upset because of the anniversary and 
how she stayed with him until after midnight, before retiring to 
the guest room.

'How many times have you slept with him?' Rebecca asked.
'Just the once.'
'Where? His bed?'
'No. We stayed in the guest room. Why?'
'Because his bed was her bed - Joanna's bed. He never uses his 

own bed. To him it would be like violating a sacred altar.'
'But it was my choice,' said Megan. 'I invited him into my 

room.'
'After he came calling on some pretext or other I'll bet.'
'He brought me a toothbrush.'
At Rebecca's mumbled, 'Uh-huh', Megan began to feel 

distinctly unsettled. 'What are you trying to say, Rebecca? Are you 
suggesting he was so devious he staged the whole thing in order 
to trick me into bed?'

'It's possible.'
'No, no way, he wouldn't do that, not to me.'
'Why not?'
Megan sipped at her tea and considered the evidence - the 

silent phone calls she couldn't resist investigating; her 
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conveniently missing shoe preventing her from leaving; him 
bringing her a toothbrush of all things in the middle of the night. 
He had become emotional, helped along by the drink, certainly, 
but it had been genuine, she was sure of it. And her lost shoe? 
That wasn't sinister. Of course he didn't take it. She must have 
kicked it away by accident. It was her own carelessness. He 
wouldn't be so malicious.

'No,' she said determinedly. 'You've got it all wrong. He called 
me, yes, but how could he have known for sure I would come?'

'An educated guess from past behaviour. You nursed him when 
he was sick. You stayed with him when he had his loopy session 
on the stairs...you have a track record.'

'And when I got there, he was intoxicated almost to a coma. I 
thought he was already dead. If I hadn't been there when he was 
sick, he could have died on the study floor, choking on his own 
vomit. No one would deliberately risk doing that to themselves 
not knowing for sure if they would be found. I won't believe it.'

'You can believe it or not, it won't change the facts. And it 
won't come to anything you know. He's still too hung up on his 
dead wife's memory to let her go. You are wasting your time. 
Walk away from it before you get in too deep.'

'It's too late for that.'
'What...?' Rebecca's face creased into stunned insight. 'Oh my 

God, no! Please, Meg, don't tell me you've fallen for him. Not 
him.' Megan's silence provided all the confirmation she needed. 
'No, Megs. No! You can't! As sure as eggs is eggs, he'll break your 
heart. You've got to walk away, now.'

'I can't, Becks. I won't. You really don't understand. If you had 
seen him like I have, he's so…so dreadfully lost. And you know 
how important it is not to be lost.'

'Does he love you?
'Probably not, but I don't care whether he does or not.' She 

was lying to herself of course. She did care. She cared very much.
'Then what is the point?' said Rebecca. 'Unrequited love is the 

ultimate waste of time and energy. You'd be better off taking up 
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knitting. At least you would have something to show for it at the 
end.'

Megan stood and tucked her chair under the table. 'I don't 
want to talk about this any more, Becks. I'm going to have a lie 
down. It was a long night and I didn't get a lot of sleep.'

The conversation came to an abrupt end and Rebecca took her 
turn to be the one left alone.
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Chapter 24

He knew she had gone. He felt her presence in the house 
simply fade away, and his heart sank. The clock on the mantle 
chimed eight times.

She'll be home now. She should be here…with me. I should have 
asked her to stay. Why couldn't I ask her to stay?

He forced himself out of his chair and up the stairs, where he 
showered and dressed.

As he crossed the landing to return downstairs, he glanced 
through the open door of the guest room at the unmade bed with 
its duvet thrown back and its untidily rumpled sheet.

She hasn't made the bed. But why the hell should she? She 
doesn't work here any more.

He went into the room, straightened out the sheet and cover 
and sat on it. Beside him lay the robe Megan had worn. He picked 
it up and put it to his face, inhaled, and filled his head with the 
smell of soap and her rose-scented moisturiser. The cherished 
perfume stirred his memory of the previous night and he could 
recall every breathtaking moment. He felt a tight, griping pain in 
his stomach; a physical manifestation of desire and regret. 
Clutching the robe he lay down with his head on her pillow and 
with thoughts of her dwelling on his mind, he closed his eyes. 
Next to no time passed before he lost himself in exhausted sleep.

He woke sometime after one o'clock. A groggy headache, the 
type which often accompanied too deep a sleep, conspired with 
the remnants of his hangover to punish him.

Wending his way downstairs to the kitchen, he found the 
aspirins, swallowing two with a glass of water. He opened the 
fridge and perused the shelves for something to eat. Nothing 
appealed; he wasn't hungry. He turned on the radio to break the 
suffocating silence of a lonely Sunday afternoon, allowing it to 
chunner away in the background.
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Through the kitchen window, he watched the birds coming to 
the feeding table Megan had persuaded him to buy. With no food 
available for the poor creatures, they quickly flew away 
disappointed and hungry.

She might not be here to feed them, he thought, but that was 
no reason for them to starve.

Scouting around he found a few stale biscuits and a crust from 
a loaf of bread, crumbled them up and took them out to the table.

When he retreated inside, the birds returned and ate greedily. 
He smiled to himself as he recalled how much she enjoyed 
watching them squabbling over the titbits, how they made her 
smile with their antics. How he missed her smile. How he missed 
her simply being there.

She had been out of his employ for only two weeks before he 
had called her in a drunken haze. He didn't know how he had 
managed it, and at the time, he hadn't even been aware he'd 
done it. He had only known she was there when he had come 
round from sleeping off the worst of his intoxication and seen her 
discarded shoes on the floor and her coat draped over his chair.

He did know for certain that she had made sure he was alright, 
had ensured his safety, had cleaned up after him, had comforted 
him in his distress and stayed with him until the wretched day was 
over.

Again, she put him before herself.
And then she took him to her bed, and how wonderful, how 

terrifying and how glorious it had been. He felt a stirring in the pit 
of his stomach. He had to call her even if only to hear her voice. 
Picking up the telephone he pressed all but the final number.

His finger hovered over the last digit.  'What the hell am I going 
to say to her?'

He tried a few lines out loud, rejecting each one in turn.
'Thank you for staying with me…' No, ridiculously inadequate.
'I'm sorry…' She'd never believe it.
'Don't leave me, I need you…' That couldn't be more pathetic if 

it tried.
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'That was a great shag. How about another?' The very 
coarseness of the thought made him cringe.

And finally, the truth, 'I love you, Meg. Come back and take 
care of me.'

'Oh, God…' He groaned his frustration, and hung up. Nothing 
he could think of would do. However long it took, he wouldn't call 
her until he could be sure of exactly what he wanted to say.

He sat at his desk and opened his laptop. He would check his 
emails and his bank balance to divert his attention and pass the 
time while he thought. 

He needed his flash drive. He patted his shirt pocket. Not there. 
'Desk drawer.'
His hand went to his pocket for his keyring before he 

remembered. 'Fruit bowl.'
Retrieving his keys from the kitchen, he opened the small 

drawer at his desk, found and took out the flash drive and 
inserted it into the laptop. About to close the drawer, he noticed 
something missing - the gun cabinet key box was gone.

He pulled the drawer right out to the limit of its runners and 
rummaged through the contents. The box was definitely not 
there.

A momentary panic overtook him and he dashed over to the 
cabinet to check the lock. It hadn't been tampered with.

'Where the hell is it? What have I done with it?' 
He turned out every drawer of his desk, went through his 

jacket and coat pockets and rifled through his briefcase, all to no 
avail. He had no idea where the box could be, least of all that it 
nestled safely in Megan's handbag at Rose Cottage just over a 
mile away.

'It'll turn up. You were off your head with drink and you've just 
mislaid it. It's here somewhere, keep looking.'

Monday morning arrived with a thick, steel-grey mist hugging 
the ground. It blocked out the sun and obscured every view of the 
tree-covered hills surrounding the village. Nat, standing at his 
bedroom window, could not even see down the driveway to his 
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front gates. It appeared as if the rest of the world outside 
immediate sight had simply been rubbed out. It matched exactly 
how he felt.

He went downstairs. He had foregone breakfast; he hadn't 
taken morning coffee either. Megan was no longer there to share 
it with him, so he didn't see the point. Rebecca wouldn't sit and 
chat and waste time with him even if he asked her.

Needing something to salve the unpleasant gnawing in his 
belly, he went to the kitchen and helped himself to a glass of milk 
from the fridge.

As he drank from the beaker, he became mindful of Rebecca 
watching him through the open doorway to the laundry. She had 
paused in her ironing of one of his shirts, and on her face she 
carried an expression of cool contempt.

She doesn't look happy, he thought. She must know Megan 
was here on Saturday night. Whatever they've been saying to 
each other, it couldn't have been anything good…if looks could 
kill, I'd be six feet under already…

Despite feeling as if he had crawled out from under a rotten 
log, he attempted to inject a note of pleasantry into his greeting. 
'Good morning, Rebecca.'

Her eyes flickered over him and he detected the slightest 
wrinkling of her freckled nose as she took in his appearance - bare 
footed and unshaven, his hair awry and his shirttails hanging loose 
over ill fitting torn jeans - an unkempt shambles of a man.

'Everything okay?' he asked.
Her reply was icy. 'Fine.'
'Anything you need?'
'No thank you.'
He took a sip from the milk before approaching the doorway 

and edging through it. Rebecca's cold grey eyes followed his every 
move and he felt distinctly uncomfortable under her unwavering, 
accusatory gaze.

'I've…erm…lost something,' he said with a nervous smile. 'A 
metal box with some keys in it, about this big.' He made a shape 
with his hand. 'Would you keep an eye out for it? I'm not sure 
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where I lost it; it could be anywhere…if you wouldn't 
mind…please.'

'Yes, Mr Mackie,' she said, her face deadpan, her tone frigid. 
His eye was attracted by the slight movement of her hand as it 
tightened around the handle of the iron.

'Thank you,' he said graciously, and smiled again. She didn't 
return it.

Not keen to give his housekeeper the opportunity to embed 
the hot, hard metal of the steam iron in the back of his head, he 
reversed through the doorway before turning his back on her. He 
had hardly cleared the door before it slammed shut behind him, 
the draught snatching at his shirt.

'Hell's teeth!' 
Hurriedly he left the kitchen to take refuge in his study, out of 

sight and reach of the furious woman.
Following that brief exchange, they didn't see or speak to each 

other for the rest of the day…or the next.

On Friday morning, Megan approached Rebecca to ask how 
Nat was faring. She reported that he seemed a little subdued but 
overall fine, and expressed her own surprise at how he didn't 
seem to be drinking anywhere near as much alcohol, although his 
tea intake had increased considerably. Satisfied it was safe to do 
so, Megan showed her the key box.

'He's been looking for this,' Rebecca said when she saw it. 'He's 
had me turning the house over. What are you doing with it?' She 
took the box and rattled it. 'He said there were keys in it. What're 
they for?'

'It's nothing you need be concerned about,' said Megan. 'Just 
take it back and leave it on his desk on Monday, and don't say 
where it came from.'

'He's going to ask.'
'So say you found it. Use your imagination.'

As soon as the box appeared on his desk, Nat realised Megan 
must have taken it. He had no clue why she had done it, but his 
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relief at getting it back overrode any annoyance he felt toward her 
for putting him through days of needless anxiety.

The next few days stretched out long and empty for him. He 
would take the long road into Aberdeen to work in his office or 
wander aimlessly around the city, haunting the art gallery and the 
various coffee shops and cafes. When he stayed home he would 
lock himself in his study, working or reading. Most times he would 
simply sit in his chair and brood over his feelings for Megan.

He still hadn't called her, convinced it was now far too late to 
be meaningful. He had also managed to convince himself that, 
although he was in love with her, she couldn't possibly feel the 
same about him.

He also tried to work out some of his unrest at the gym, 
receiving severely aching muscles and a strained hamstring for his 
pains. It was during one of his sessions on the treadmill that a 
drastic solution to all his problems came forward for 
consideration - selling up and moving out of the area. He would 
walk away and leave it all behind.

Instead of calling Megan, he made an appointment with the 
estate agent at their satellite office in the village square.

He had no trouble parking. The tourist season hadn't yet 
started and there was plenty of space. He watched from the car as 
a few people milled about the square. He had lived in Kirkton for 
more than seven years and he didn't recognise any of them. 
Another good reason to leave, he thought.

Forty-five minutes later, he left the agent's office with the 
information he wanted safely tucked in his coat pocket. He had 
nothing planned for the rest of the morning, and with time to kill 
he strolled around the square, window shopping.

At ten minutes past eleven, he reached the coffee shop on the 
edge of the Green. He had driven past it often, but had never 
been in. This might be his last opportunity to try it out.

The little bell over the door tinkled as he entered. He ordered a 
hot, strong coffee and glanced around for a convenient table. That 
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was when he saw her, sitting alone in the corner, reading a 
magazine.

His first instinct was to abandon his coffee and leave before 
she saw him, but a force much stronger than he moved his feet 
forward and in a few short steps, he stood in front of her.

He cleared his throat with a polite, 'Ahem'
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Chapter 25

It had been more than a fortnight since Megan's night at the 
Lodge with Nat – fifteen days and five hours by her calculation, 
and she hadn't heard a word from him – not so much as a 
postcard.

At first, she loitered around the cottage waiting for the mail or 
a telephone call, but when it became obvious no contact would be 
forthcoming, she reluctantly had to accept he had no interest in 
her, and blamed herself. She had seduced him and scared him off. 
Moreover, she believed he was not interested in her because he 
still loved Joanna.

'Forget him. It was a mistake; another painful, bloody mistake. 
One day you'll learn.'

After abandoning her fruitless vigil, she decided the best thing 
she could do for herself would be to keep occupied and 
concentrate on things over which she actually had some degree of 
control.

Without a job to fill her day, although she was now half-
heartedly looking for one, she had time to go swimming and 
attend exercise classes or go walking – anything to fill the hours. 
She joined the local library and withdrew an armful of books she 
had always intended to read. She took up knitting and cross stitch 
and the garden of Rose Cottage also took up a fair amount of her 
time now that spring had arrived.

Keeping her mind busy and off Nathaniel Mackie became her 
sole preoccupation, and it proved to be very hard work.

The evenings were the worst. With Rebecca and Paul often 
busying themselves with each other in the sitting room, she would 
retreat to her own room at the back of the cottage but she found 
reading or sewing didn't distract her mind enough and thoughts 
about Nat would creep around the unguarded edges. She pushed 
them aside, but their banishment proved to be only temporary.
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This morning was bright and pleasant and her walk, bracing. 
She took a route around the village on a popularly used path 
which ran along the old railway line and through the community 
woods. For a brief moment only, she wished she had a dog - for 
the company.

A red squirrel paused on the path a few yards in front of her, its 
bright copper coat gleaming in the sunshine and its white chest as 
crisp as a newly laundered shirt. They both stood and eyed each 
other. Satisfied she paused no threat, the squirrel flicked its bushy 
red tail and scampered off into the undergrowth.

The sound of a woodpecker somewhere in the depths of the 
wood echoed around her as it drummed out its virility on the 
trunk of a hollow tree and the shrill tweeting of myriad songbirds 
filled the air as they became caught up in the timeless springtime 
competition for mates.

She followed the route of the well-defined path until it 
eventually brought her back to the village Green - a tree-ringed 
grassy oval, large enough to host the Highland games every 
summer and the community bonfire and fireworks in November. 
Children played football and rugby on it on Saturday mornings, 
and on the last Sunday of every month during the summer it 
played host to a car boot sale.

Across the Green she spotted the village coffee shop, the cosy 
and rustic looking Sign of the Black Sheep. She had always fancied 
going in there, and as the walk had stimulated her appetite, now 
seemed to be as good a time as any.

She crossed the Green to the shop and stepped inside. As if to 
accompany the quiet jingle of the little bell above the door, the 
clock on the church tower chimed out eleven o'clock. If she had 
still been at Struan with Nat, it would have been time for morning 
coffee - perfect.

The aromas of fresh brewed coffee and toasted cinnamon 
bagels were heavenly, and after ordering both, she took a seat at 
a table in a corner. The shop wasn't too busy. With the tourist 
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season not yet upon them, most of her fellow customers were 
locals. A few of them she recognised.

She sipped at her drink and nibbled her bagel and perused a 
free magazine supplied for the convenience of the customers, 
extolling the virtues of the Cairngorms National Park.

The bell above the door jingled again, but she didn't pay it any 
attention. A few moments later, a shadow fell across her table, its 
owner standing between her and the light.

It attracted her attention with a polite, 'Ahem'.
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Chapter 26

She looked up, intending to ask the shadow to move as it was 
blocking her light. When she saw the face attached to the voice, 
her stomach somersaulted. He was the last person she expected 
to see.

She swallowed her mouthful of bagel. 'Nat!'
'May I sit down?' 
'Please do.' She indicated the chair opposite; he took the one 

next to her.
He draped his coat over the back of the chair and glanced 

around the room. 'This is nice. I haven't been in here before.'
'Me neither.' She wiped her mouth and chin with her napkin. 

Melted butter was delicious but messy.
He looked different, but she couldn't immediately put her 

finger on why. She eyed him closely, and then she knew. He'd had 
a haircut since she'd seen him last. It made him look younger. She 
approved.

'So what brought you here today then?' he asked.
'I've been for a walk and I got peckish. You?'
'Business.'
'Of course, it would be. It's good to see you.'
'You too.'
'How've you been?'
'Pretty good.'
'You look well.'
'So do you. You've lost weight.'
'Flatterer.'
'You can't blame me for trying.' 
He gave her a warm smile and her thrumming heart soared. 

She dropped her hand under the table and let it rest lightly on his 
leg.

'I've missed you,' she said.
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'Like those fleas?'
'Like those fleas…'
She divided her bagel and offered him half. 'I was just thinking 

about you,' she said. 'Maybe my thought waves drew you in here.'
'You haven't managed to forget me yet then?'
'Not a chance. You're going to be a difficult man to forget. Not 

that I ever would.'
He popped the rest of the bagel in his mouth and licked butter 

off his fingers. 'Now you are trying to flatter me.'
'Is it working?' she said, handing him a napkin from the holder 

on the table.
'I'll let you know.'
They fell back into an easy flirtatious repartee as if they had 

never been apart. He took a sip of his coffee and gave himself a 
foam moustache. Megan smiled her amusement, and he gave her 
modest thanks as she wiped his face with the napkin. He 
concentrated on stirring on his coffee, making patterns in the 
foam with the spoon.

'I know it was you who took my keys,' he said.
Megan stopped smiling and dropped her eyes from his face, 

nodding her affirmation. Rebecca had returned the key box as 
instructed over a week ago, without any explanation of how she 
had come by it. She had left it on his desk and it hadn't been 
referred to since.

'Why did you take them? You did know I could have got into 
trouble if the polis had done a spot check on my guns?'

'No, I…I didn't know about that,' she said, her voice small and 
timid.

'So, why did you do it?'
'I…erm…' She hesitated, screwing the napkin tightly in her 

hand. 'I was frightened you might try to…to hurt yourself.'
'You mean…shoot myself?' he said, his voice low and 

astonished.
She nodded. 'Yes.'
He stared at her, aghast. 'Oh, Christ, Meg, did you really think I 

could?' 
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'I didn't want to take the chance.' The stressed napkin began to 
tear. 'You were in a real state and had too much to drink; you 
weren't in your right mind some of the time. I wasn't going to risk 
it. I shouldn't have done it, I know, but I didn't know what else to 
do.' Her eyes remained firmly fixed on the table.

'Look at me, Meg.'
She wouldn't, and he lifted her chin to look at her properly. 'I 

wouldn't have done anything, honestly,' he said. 'I'm a miserable 
drunk, I admit it, and I get over-emotional, but I'd never hurt 
myself. I'm too much of a coward. And do you have any idea how 
much noise shotguns make?

She afforded him an intent look. 'Are you making fun of me, 
Nat?'

'No...no...I'm not, truly.' He reached out his hand on the 
tabletop, inviting her to place hers in it. 'I appreciate what you did 
more than you'll ever know.'

She put her hand in his and he held it, wrapping his fingers 
around hers.

'Meg, listen,' he said, keeping his voice low in case they should 
be overheard. 'About the other night…afterwards, I know I should 
have called you. It was shamefully remiss of me not to, but I 
couldn't think of anything to say to you that didn't 
sound…contrived.'

She looked at him with disbelief. 'You couldn't think of 
anything in two weeks? A simple, 'Hello' or, 'I'm fine' or even, 'Get 
lost' would have been nice.'

'By the time I'd worked out what I wanted to say I thought it 
would be too late and you wouldn't want to know. I'm sorry if I let 
you down.'

He looked as if he meant it and she immediately forgave him. 
They suspended their conversation as they finished their coffees. 
Megan was the first to speak. 'Rebecca knows, you know.'

'About...?'
'Us...spending the night together.'
He nodded an understanding 'Ah, I thought as much. That 

would explain the icy atmosphere and why she hasn't spoken 
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more than a handful of words to me, each one of them attached 
to a knife to the bollocks.'

'Don't be crude.'
'Sorry.'
'I didn't mean to say anything because it wasn't any of her 

business, but she guessed right away. She always does. And when 
she said some stupid, hurtful things, I had to put her right.'

'Things about me?'
'About both of us. She's allowed to do it to me, I'm her sister, 

but not to you.'
'What did she say?' he asked, his curiosity piqued.
'Suffice to say she was rather rude and spiteful and made some 

dreadful accusations.'
Nat leaned close to her. 'Then I think we have things we need 

to talk about, don't you?'
'I'd rather not,' she said. 'But if you think we should, I don't 

think this is the proper place to do it, do you?' 
'No. I'll take you for a drive somewhere we can talk in private 

and then I'll take you home.'
She agreed. They collected their coats and left the coffee shop, 

and no-one paid them any attention at all.
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Chapter 27

At a quiet picnic spot three miles outside the village, Nat pulled 
into a parking place and switched off the motor.

They both unfastened their seatbelts but neither attempted to 
get out of the vehicle.

Megan stared out of the side window while he rested his elbow 
on the door and rubbed his hand tensely over his forehead. 
Minutes passed in silence and the resting engine ticked as it 
cooled.

'For a man who wanted to talk, you don't have a lot to say,' she 
said.

He suddenly pressed the car's ignition button and re-started 
the engine. 'This was a bad idea. I'll take you home,' he said.

She prodded the button with her finger, and the engine died 
again. 'You'll do no such thing. You brought me out here because 
you wanted to talk…so talk.'

He sat back in his seat and fixed his eyes on a point in the 
distance, and there followed a long pause as he gathered his 
thoughts before he spoke.

'I have to say, first off, I'm sorry. I know I've said it more than 
enough in the past and many a time it has been meaningless, but 
believe me this time, I am truly sorry. I was totally out of order for 
not calling you and for shutting you out and for ignoring you.'

'I'm sure you had your reasons,' she said. 'To be honest, when I 
left you that Sunday morning I never expected to see or hear from 
you again. I'm just happy to see you today and to know you are 
alright.'

'I didn't mean to be cruel, Meg. I just couldn't find the right 
words to describe how I felt.'

'You don't need to explain anything.'
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'I do...and I have something to ask you; something that's been 
playing on my mind. Will you listen to me now, while I've got you 
here and I've got the nerve to say it?'

She smiled wryly. 'It's not like I can go anywhere. It's a long 
walk home.'

He sighed deeply and wiped his hands across his face. She had 
come to recognise the meaning of the gesture - something was 
troubling him. At first he faltered. 'I really need to know...for you 
to tell me...' And then he blurted out his question. 'What in God's 
name possessed you to sleep with me, Meg?'

The question astounded her. 'Excuse me?'
'I want to know why you slept with me,' he said. 'What made 

you do it?'
She swivelled in her seat and looked at him hard, a frown 

creasing her brow. 'You want me to give you a reason for going to 
bed with you?'

He kept his eyes fixed on a spot on the horizon. 'Aye, I do.' 
'No! I won't. I don't see why I should have to justify my 

reasons, to justify myself.'
'Please, Meg. I have to know.' A small muscle twitched in his 

tense jaw prompting her blunt answer.
'Okay. I'll keep it plain and simple - you were there and I 

wanted to. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Will that do?'
Nat didn't speak, continuing to stare straight ahead, his lips 

drawn tightly together.
'It seemed like you wanted it too,' she added. 'It might have 

been my imagination, but you actually seemed to be enjoying it at 
the time. Or did I get that all wrong, too?'

He turned to face her. 'Oh no, Meg, you're not wrong, 
absolutely not. I was…I did enjoy it…and you're upset.'

'Too right I'm upset, Nat. If you'd rather I hadn't slept with you, 
that's your choice, but I can't turn the clock back. I can, however, 
make damned sure it never happens again, and you can do like 
you do with a bug on your computer - wipe the whole sordid 
episode from your memory.' She rocked back in her seat, her arms 
folded in a solid peeve.
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Nat shook his head and looked down at his hands. 'It wasn't 
sordid, not in the least. It was truly beautiful, wonderful...words 
can't describe it and I don't regret it for a second.'

His heartfelt admission caused a twisting sensation deep in her 
chest. 'Then why didn't you ask me to stay? Why did you let me go 
home and leave you there alone, thinking it had all been some 
horrible squalid mistake and you didn't give a damn?'

His jaw tightened again. 'Because I was scared. I thought it was 
all too good to be true.' He fingered his wedding ring, turning it 
around. 'I've had a couple of women in the last few years, but only 
because I was desperate for company, for some kind 
of...something. They were just one night stands - sex for the sake 
of it for me, money for them. With you, it was so much more. It 
was everything I could ever want or need. It was passionate and 
sensual and…and so incredibly loving, and it scared me to death 
that you, or anyone, could want me like that.'

'Why wouldn't I? You're a very wantable man.'
'I thought you might have slept with me out of pity, because 

you felt sorry for me or because you thought I was…am, such a 
pathetic waste of time, and you thought it would cheer me up. I 
honestly couldn't think of any other plausible reason.'

'You can stop right there, mister,' she said, her furious eyes 
narrowed to mere slits. 'If for ONE minute you could entertain the 
notion I would do something like that...then you obviously don't 
know me AT ALL!'

'I'm sorry.'
She screwed her eyes tightly closed and clenched her teeth. 

'...and if you say you're sorry one more time, Nathaniel Mackie…I 
shall scream until your ears bleed.'

There were a few moments of terse silence before he spoke 
again. 'I have a lot to thank you for, Meg.'

'Whatever it is, I don't want thanks. I didn't do anything for 
gratitude,' she said, stiffly.

'No I'm sure you didn't, but I want to do it anyhow.' He ran his 
hands over the smooth leather of the steering wheel. 'I want to 
thank you for being there when I needed you, and for coming to 
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me and staying with me. You didn't have to, but you did. It was 
the worst possible time and you helped me deal with it. I came 
out the other side unscathed, but without you, I don't know what 
might have happened. You might even have saved my life.'

'Oh, no, Nat…'
'Let me finish. When I lost Joanna, it gouged a deep, dark hole 

in me, right down my very soul. The edges of it were all jagged 
and torn and it hurt so much. At first, I only wanted to throw 
myself into it and let it swallow me up and rip me to pieces and let 
there be an end to it all, but I was too much of a coward, too 
afraid of what was in there. I still am. I know it's still there, waiting 
for me to weaken and fall. Over the last few months I've felt 
myself slipping towards it again and I know if I fall in, that will be 
it. I won't be able to get out. Do you know what saved me from it? 
You did. You came along and grabbed me by the collar and 
dragged me away from the edge. You held on and you would not 
let go. I want you to keep holding on Meg, because I don't want to 
fall.'

Such profound sadness filled his voice that she felt compelled 
to reach for his hand. She took it and gripped it firmly.

When you look long into the abyss, the abyss looks into you, 
she thought. 'I won't let you fall, Nat. Whatever happens, I will 
never let you fall.'

'You've always put me before yourself, Meg, always,' he said. 
'You looked after me since day one, without…' He coughed gently. 
'…too much complaint. You've done everything for me, and you 
deserve so much more. I never thought to give you anything to 
show my appreciation of you.'

She squeezed his hand. 'I don't want anything from you. I'm 
sure I'll get my just reward when the time comes.' She turned her 
eyes skyward and gave him a small smile.

He leaned back against the headrest and closed his eyes. After 
a couple of minutes, she heard him sigh deeply.

'Whatever it is that's on you mind, get it out in the open and 
then we can stamp on it,' she said.

'I haven't got anything on my mind.'
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'Yes you have. Now spit it out.'
He puckered his lips. 'I've been considering what it might be 

that makes me the way I am, and I think I may have the answer.'
She rolled her eyes and sighed. 'We've been over this before.'
'I know, but the answer has been staring me in the face all the 

time. It's the pure and simple fact of me not being a very likeable 
person. In fact, come to think of it, I might be considered to be 
somewhat... objectionable.'

'Of course you're not. What a stupid thing to say.'
'It's true. Think about it. Why else would everything I touch 

turn to crap? My business is going down the pan, any 
relationships I've had are finished, and friendships are spoiled. I 
ruin them all. It must be me. It has to be.'

'I think objectionable might be too strong a word,' she said, 
diplomatically. 'You can be disagreeable at times, sure, but once 
you get past your little collection of foibles, you're very nice and 
very likeable.'

'Foibles? What are they when they are at home?'
'It's a fancy name for the petty little things which annoy 

intensely; those minor irritating shortcomings you have by the 
bucketload. If you can spare the time, I'll list them for you.'

'Please, feel free. Be brutally honest. You always have been 
before, why would you stop now?'

'Okay. First off, apart from your normal state of argumentative 
unreasonableness, when you've had too much to drink it brings 
out a propensity to be snippy, obstreperous and cantankerous. 
When you don't get your own way for whatever reason, you get 
petulant, stroppy and short tempered, otherwise known as being 
childish, and when you get overtired that's when the cranky and 
tetchy kick in. Apart from that little assortment, you can also be 
selfish, rude, obtrusive and completely irascible.'

'I think that's enough,' he said, holding up his hand to halt the 
flow of criticisms. 'You've painted a very clear picture, thank you. 
So let me ask you, if you really think me so intolerably abhorrent, 
why did you bother to stick around as long as you did?'
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'Because I like a challenge and because on the whole, as 
grouchy middle-aged blokes go, you're okay. I also know that 
buried underneath all the onion layers of foul-mouthed 
crabbiness and bad temper, there's a lovely man bursting to get 
out, if you'll give him a chance.'

He huffed disparagingly.
'And also...' She put her hands on his face and pulled him close 

as if to impart a secret. '...because I love you.'
Nat's eyes widened and he stared at her, stunned. His mouth 

moved, but no words came out. 
'You love me?' he forced out in a breathy whisper.
'Of course I do. Don't tell me you didn't know.'
The news had come as a revelation. It showed on his face. 'No, 

I didn't.' He took her hands and held them, prayer like, in front of 
him. 'Sin…since when…how long?'

'Since almost the first day I met you.' She searched his eyes. 
'You really didn't know?' 

Nat shook his head. 'No…I didn't.'
She grinned. 'Crikey! I thought it was painfully obvious. I can't 

believe even you could be that dense.'
'It wasn't…I must be…I am.'
'Why else do you think I was able to put up with all your 

foolishness?'
He gripped her hands tightly and she could feel the trembling 

in his. 
'I…I thought you might just like me a wee bit,' he said, his voice 

quiet and shaky. 'And…and I hoped you might want to stay a good 
friend, but I never imagined…not for a minute you…you could 
ever…um—' 

He broke his hands free, got out of the car and strode quickly 
away toward the picnic tables and benches. Megan, startled, 
scrambled out of the vehicle and ran to catch up with him.

'Nat! Wait!' 
As she reached him, he turned his back to her. She put herself 

in front of him and could see tears standing in his eyes. 'What did I 
do, Nat? What did I say?'
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He used the sleeve of his coat to wipe his eyes. 'You said you 
love me.'

'I do and I thought you might be pleased to hear it. Are you 
not?'

'You love me?'
She nodded emphatically. 'Yes.'
'But you can't.'
'And why the hell not?'
He placed his hands firmly on her shoulders. 'Because you 

know what I'm like. You already know I'm a hopeless, pathetic, 
drink sodden wreck, and now you've just added all those 
whatchamacallits, how could you possibly love me? I'll be the 
ruination of you.'

'I am perfectly aware of what you're like and I also know that 
any wreck can be salvaged given enough time and patience...and 
love.'

He threw up his hands and wheeled away. 'Hell's teeth woman, 
why me when you could do so much better!'

'I don't think there is better.'
'No, Meg…I'm not worth it.'
Her hands went to his face and held it. 'Yes. You. Are.'
She emphasised the words so strongly, so indomitably, he had 

to believe her. She loved him, she truly did, and he wasn't going to 
give her the slightest chance of changing her mind. He gathered 
her up in a strong hug, and with a passion gathered from the very 
depths of his heart, he kissed her. And then his newly built house 
of joy all came tumbling down...

'Oh God!' he cried and broke away from her to drop onto the 
nearest picnic bench, his elbows propped on his knees and his 
face covered with his hands.

'Nat! What is it?'
He rocked his head slowly from side to side. She sat on the 

bench beside him, taking a hold of his wrist. 'What's the matter, 
Nat? What's wrong? You're scaring me. Won't you please look at 
me?'
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She tugged his hand from his face and reluctantly he turned 
toward her. Her intense gaze held him, as if she were looking 
inside and reading him, and he could not look away. She 
narrowed her eyes. 'Oh, Nat, what have you done?'

'What makes you think I've done anything?'
'You don't behave like that just because you remember you 

haven't paid the milk bill. Tell me.'
He sighed. 'Oh Meg. I wish I'd known how you felt…about me 

and...and if only I'd known we were going to meet today, and you 
were going to say what you said...I would have waited…'

'And you accuse me of being a bletherer. You're not making 
any sense. Slow down and start again.'

He took in a deep breath, and with his eyes lowered, dropped 
the bombshell on her. 'What would you say if I told you I was 
selling the Lodge and moving out of Kirkton?'

A cold shiver ran through her, from the roots of her hair to the 
tips of her toes.

'That's where I was before I met you in the café. The business I 
mentioned, I was seeing the agent. He says I can get a quick sale 
and a good price. I've had it in mind to move closer to the city, to 
get a smaller place, a cottage maybe; something cosy. I don't need 
all that space at Struan. It's wasted on just me. I'm rattling around 
in it like a pea in a drum. I'm going to sell the land too…and the 
guns…and the car. It should free up a fair pot of cash and make 
living a little less…stressful.'

'I see,' she said. 'You've obviously planned all this very 
carefully?'

'I should have done it years ago.'
'Why didn't you?'
'Because it's Joanna's house and she loved it so. There are so 

many memories there. Not all good ones, of course—'
'And you didn't want to leave her...or them?'
'No.'
'And now?'
He met her eyes again. 'I think I can.'
'What made you change your mind?'
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'You did. You brought me to my senses and made me realise 
that Joanna really is gone and it's alright to let go and move on 
and start again.'

'And suppose we hadn't met today, were you going to tell me 
or just sneak away like a dog in the night?'

He hung his head. 'I would have taken the easy option and just 
packed up and gone.'

'Without so much as a goodbye?'
'I never expected to see you again, Meg and…I never even 

considered you would be interested in me beyond just being a 
friend.'

'Even friends deserve to know when other friends are moving 
away. I love you, Nat, and I don't want you to go.'

'I have to. Time is running out for me and I want to make the 
most of what's left. I'm going to sell the business and take early 
retirement. I'm going to take up golf again…and fishing, and I'm 
going to travel to see all those wonderful things out there. And—' 

He placed his hands in the crook of her neck and held it firmly. 
'And I want you there with me, Meg. Everywhere I go, 

everything I do from now on, in my house, my bed, my life, my 
future, I want you there by my side. I love you Just Megan and I 
want you.'

'Stop it, Nat. You're getting carried away. You don't know what 
you're saying.'

'Oh yes I do and I've never been so certain of anything in my 
life. I didn't think I could ever allow myself fall in love with anyone 
again, or even if I should, and it took me a long time to realise I 
already had, and now I know - I love you more than my own life.' 

He put his fingers to her lips before she could say a word in 
objection. 'For once in your life, woman, don't argue. Just do as 
you're told.'

She looked long and deep into his eyes, and could not doubt 
his sincerity. A large wet tear welled up in her eye. Too proud to 
shed it herself, it took it on itself to spill over and roll down her 
cheek. Nat brushed it away with his fingertip, freeing her to speak 
at last.
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She struck him in the chest with the flat of her hand. 'You 
bastard. Look what you did. You made me cry. I hate it when I cry. 
It's not a good look for me. It makes my mascara run—' 

A kiss cut off her protestation.
'You have done such a wonderful job taking care of me,' he 

said, his lips pressed against her forehead. 'Let me take care of 
you now…if I can.'

The sun clouded over and rain, which had seemed so distant a 
few minutes before, reached them, forcing them to abandon their 
embrace and head back into the car.

'Can you give me one day, Meg,' he said, once they were 
inside. 'There are some things - something in particular - I need to 
take care of…and then I'll call you. I promise. Can you be a wee bit 
patient?'

She agreed she could.
He drove her home to Rose Cottage and dropped her off at the 

front gate. When he pulled away to drive towards Struan, he was 
already deep in thought.
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Chapter 28

Rebecca had left him a sandwich for his lunch. He bolted it 
down, along with a mug of tea, before retreating into his study to 
pass the rest of the afternoon analysing the information from the 
estate agent and considered their meeting.

'What would be a fair asking price?' had been his opening 
question.

The agent had been encouraging. 'Considering the current 
state of the market, somewhere in the region of three quarters of 
a million should be about right.'

'And how soon would it sell?'
'It's hard to say exactly, but a beautiful house like yours in such 

splendid condition, probably quite quickly. No matter how tough 
things get, you can be sure there's always someone looking for a 
substantial property in a rural location.'

He went online and looked at other agents, checking out 
similar properties on the market. What he'd been told seemed 
fair. He made a call back to the agent and told them to go ahead, 
he wanted to sell…and as quickly as possible.

After Rebecca had gone home and the daylight began to fade, 
Nat went from room to room, opening doors and putting on all 
the lights.

Standing in the hallway, the heart of the house where 
everything came together, he could see into all the rooms - the 
sitting room, the kitchen, the study and the dining room through 
to the conservatory. He followed the curve of the sweeping 
staircase to the landing above and looked up at the large 
chandelier, hanging like a giant icicle from the hall ceiling.

As he looked around, he imagined what it would be like not 
living there any more. It wasn't as hard as he thought it might be. 
He didn't love the house any more. He had, when he had first 
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moved in there with Joanna and their plans for the future, but not 
any more.

They had spent more than they could afford buying and 
furnishing their home, but now, if the truth be told, he could 
gladly walk away from it and throw the keys into the river. In that 
moment, he knew he had made the right decision to sell.

Seven years of his life he had spent here, seven long years, five 
of them on his own. He had company if he wanted it during most 
days, but the nights, with the exception of a few he would rather 
not think about and one truly magical one, he had spent alone.

The prospect of facing the dark and empty loneliness of an 
empty bed in the wee small hours was too much to bear. He 
didn't want to spend the rest of his life by himself. He wanted to 
share whatever time he had left with the woman he loved.

But, would she want to spend hers with him? He had already 
declared his willingness to share his life and possessions with her, 
but she had not, in so many words, accepted. What if she decided 
he was going to be too much of a burden and she couldn't love 
him after all? She might cast him aside like an old sock. What 
would he do then? The answer to that was simple - he would 
rather die. But if he didn't ask, he would never know. Was her 
rejection a risk worth taking? He decided it was. He would ask her 
tomorrow, when he had done what he had to do.

He went round again and turned off the lights, plunging the 
house back into dim quiet. He returned to the kitchen to see what 
Rebecca had left him for his evening meal. It looked like beef stew 
and vegetables and it smelled good. He ate it at the kitchen table 
in the quiet company of the radio, whilst studying the property 
pages of the county paper. With a pencil, he circled some 
properties which captured his interest.

Ensconcing himself in the study after his meal, he settled down 
in the chair, stretched out with his feet up on the footstool, 
switched on the TV news and sipped at his beer.
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He rested the bottle on the arm of the chair. Condensation 
dripped from it, adding yet another blemish to the soft brown 
leather.

He loved his chair, even though it was almost worn bare in 
places. He loved its feel and its smell. He loved where the arms 
had been rubbed pale and shiny by his elbows and the indentation 
in the back where his head had rested over the years. He loved 
the seat, pummelled into glorious softness by the innumerable 
times his backside had dropped onto it. It had lost most of its 
firmness, now moulding itself to him when he sat on it. Whatever 
had happened in his life, in that house, the chair had been there, 
reliable and faithful.

He recalled some of the things it had been witness to…his 
making love to Joanna; his crying his heart out at her loss; his 
sitting with the barrel of a loaded shotgun in his mouth and, 
unable to bring himself to pull the trigger and join his beloved, 
drinking himself into an alcoholic stupor lasting for three days and 
nights. If only the chair could talk…

He tried to remember how long he had had this most faithful 
companion - fifteen...no, at least twenty years.

'You're going to die in that chair.'
Megan had invited herself into the study, her blatant intrusion 

interrupting a period of sullen moping and its associated steady 
progress towards drunkenness. Unceremoniously she pushed his 
feet off the footstool and replaced them with a tray carrying a 
mug of hot tea, a plate of buttered toast, two boiled eggs and a 
glass of orange juice.

'Come in, why don't you,' he said, contemptuously eyeing the 
tray. 'I don't want that. I'm not hungry.'

She puffed out a harsh, 'Pah!' before snatching the glass of 
spirit from his hand and replacing it with the juice.

'Give it back, Meg, if you know what's good for you.'
'Come and get it.' She put the glass out of reach on the desk, 

picked up the tray and placed it over his lap. She then stood back, 
her face set as tight as a spinster schoolmarm's, obviously 
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expecting him to throw it at her. He wouldn't give her the 
satisfaction.

'I don't want it,' he reiterated.
'I don't care what you want,' she said, planting her hands firmly 

on her hips. 'You will eat.' She leaned forward menacingly. '…or do 
I have to feed you like a child?'

'Get out of my sight, ye interfering busybody.'
'I'm not going anywhere until I see you eating.'
A scowl formed on his brow, hooding his eyes. 'I said I'm not 

hungry. Are ye deaf now, woman?'
'I heard you plain enough.'
The scowl deepened and his mouth puckered in defiance.
'You can be just as stubborn as you like,' she said evenly, 

folding her arms. 'I can wait here all day…can you?'
He didn't stand a chance. He may have been in possession of a 

mule-like obstinacy, but she had the intransigence of a bull 
elephant. She really would have stood over him all day. She didn't 
have to. The stand-off lasted only a couple of minutes before he 
weakened. He had failed the challenge. The tea was hot, the toast 
smelled delicious and the eggs were done just as he liked them, 
with soft runny yolks. Betraying him, his stomach rumbled. He 
gave in and picked up a piece of the toast, dipped it in the egg, 
coating it with sticky, yellow yolk and took a bite.

Her face softened as she smiled. 'There now, that's better isn't 
it?' She sat on the vacated footstool.

'Are you going to watch me?'
'To the last bite. Get on with it.'
He made rapid progress through the eggs and the toast. 'What 

did you mean, I'm going to die in this chair?' he said, wiping his 
mouth on the napkin.

'Do you want any more to eat?' 
'No thanks. What did you mean?'
She rearranged the items on the tray. 'You can't go on doing 

this, Nat.'
'Doing what? Eating eggs?'
She waved her hand over him and the chair. 'This...this sulking.'
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'I'm not sulking, I'm thinking.'
'You have to be sober to think,' she murmured, her voice edged 

with resigned sadness. 'Face it, Nat, you're languishing in this 
room, and it can't go on any longer. I've tolerated it, God knows I 
have, but even I've reached my limit. Thankfully, I'll be gone in a 
few weeks and won't have to see you doing this any more. If 
Rebecca had any sense she'd leave you too, and you'll be all on 
your own here. There'll be no-one to look after you because you'll 
have driven them all away with your miserable bad-temperedness 
and rudeness, then what are you going to do?'

'I can look after myself,' he said.
'Oh really?'
'I'm perfectly capable. I don't need…mollycoddling.'
'Is that what you think I'm doing? I'll tell you what's going to 

happen, Nat, you're going to sink down in that chair and just fade 
away. You'll not eat, you'll not wash, you'll grow yourself a long 
grey beard and slowly but surely, like a latter day Howard Hughes, 
you'll drink and starve yourself to death.'

'You're being melodramatic. That's not going to happen.'
'Have you looked at yourself lately? It's already started. You're 

killing yourself, Nat, and it's breaking my heart to watch you do it.'
He ran his hand over his face. The sharp, stubbly three-day 

growth pricked at his palms, and he felt a germ of fear grow in 
him.

Her words were like a dagger, stabbing him straight in the 
heart. He looked at her; at her face, in her eyes, and they 
reflected the depth of her anguish - she was, he could see, 
earnestly afraid for him. The image he suddenly conjured up of 
himself - dressed in rags, soaked in incontinent urine, emaciated 
and drink sodden, suddenly filled him with terror.

His voice grew soft and tremulous. 'I don't want die alone. I 
don't want to be found rather than missed.' His eyes moistened 
with trepidation. 'Don't let that happen to me, Meg. Don't let me 
end up a shrivelled, stinking corpse, forgotten and alone, 
surrounded by empty bottles. I want to go in my own bed, at a 
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grand old age, surrounded by my friends and family, not a 
drunken, lonely old man. Don't let me die like that.'

She put her hand on his knee and applied a little reassuring 
pressure. He placed his hand on top of hers. 

'I've done everything I can already, sweetheart,' she said. 'Now, 
it's up to you. Think about it, before it's too late.' 

She took back her hand, picked up the tray and his drink, and 
left him with his thoughts.

He presented himself for inspection in the kitchen a short while 
later, freshly washed and shaved and with neatly combed hair, 
tidily dressed and smelling nice. 'How's that?'

She looked him over from head to foot and all around, before 
rewarding him with a wide approving smile. 'Very nice. Very nice 
indeed.' 

She hugged him tightly and her lips brushed his smooth, newly 
shaved cheek.

As he sat in the chair recalling that particular battle of wills, a 
sudden realisation came to him - that kiss was it. A hug and a 
smile and a brief, almost imperceptible touch of her lips, and he 
had fallen in love with Just Megan.

It had been brewing for a long time, but that, he now knew, 
was the instant when it had all come together; the one shining 
moment he had been searching for - the how and the when.

She had threatened him with decrepitude and a lonely, 
miserable death if he didn't mend his ways, and then hugged him, 
kissed him and put her faith in him. Yes, that was definitely it. The 
recollection filled him with a warm glow of optimism and, smiling 
broadly, he toasted his future with the beer.

Very different dreams disturbed his brandy induced sleep that 
night.

They didn't involve Joanna at all, instead he saw Megan. She 
was with him in his bed, just as they had been in hers and had 
been watching him as he slept, her hand stroking through the hair 
on his chest. She leaned over and kissed him. He returned it and 
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as he did, he felt her hand brush gently over his naked stomach. 
She draped her leg over his and brought herself closer, and he 
could feel the heat of her groin against his. Her touch, her warmth 
and her smell were arousing him and his erection began to push 
against her.

'That tickles,' she said, through her kisses.
Then her hand was on it, stroking with fingertips that had the 

smoothness of a silk sheet. He felt his stomach tightening and the 
throbbing warmth creeping into his now fully attentive organ. She 
kissed his stomach and he gasped as a short wave of delight 
rippled through all his limbs. He wanted more. He wanted what 
she had given him before. He wanted her. He needed her…

And she wasn't there. He was wide awake and alone in his bed 
with his cock standing to attention and the memory of her touch 
on his goose-fleshed skin.

Lying back, he closed his eyes trying to bring her back to him. 
He masturbated until he climaxed, but it was not the same in an 
empty bed. The post-orgasmic waves pulsed through him, his 
firing nerves gradually calming as he breathed.

He cleaned himself up with tissues from the box on the bedside 
table, before flopping back into bed. He lay still, staring vacantly 
at the ceiling, too many thoughts whirling around in his head for 
him to grasp any one of them and make sense of it.

He closed his eyes and allowed himself to doze.
A ray of sunlight seeped through a gap in his curtains and 

moved across the bed. When it touched his face, its bright 
warmth woke him again. He threw back the duvet and went to 
the bathroom to take a long, hot shower. He needed to be fresh 
and alert today. He had a lot to do.

He spent the best part five hours alone in his study that day. He 
watched through the window as Old John the gardener, puffing 
on his ever present pipe, pottered around in the shrubbery 
clipping, snipping and pruning, and raking up any odd leaves he 
could find. He hadn't really taken much notice of the old man 
before; he had just always 'been there'. Like Rebecca, he had 
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come with the house. Now, suddenly he appreciated how very 
aged his employee was - eighty if he was a day, and still as fit as a 
flea. He himself had just turned a respectably middle-aged fifty-
five, but at times felt twice his age.

Rebecca returned from her morning out running errands in 
town, chugging up the driveway in her bright yellow Beetle. 

Twenty minutes later she brought him his simple lunch on a 
tray - soup and a bread roll, a cup of tea and a banana sliced into 
yoghurt, which he accepted with quiet thanks. He told her nothing 
of his plans.

He then passed the afternoon deep in thought, pacing across 
the rug where Megan had helped him get over his panic attack, 
sitting on the window seat where he had cried like a baby held 
safely in her arms, and slumped down in the easy chair, cradling 
his head in his hands while his agitated, anxious thoughts raced. 
Normally he would have needed a drink to calm and order them, 
but so far today he hadn't touched a single drop.

Finally, he stood at the mantle and looked at the photograph of 
Joanna. He spent a good while gazing at it, trying to remember 
everything he could about her - her touch, her voice, her laugh, 
her scent. He found some of the details had faded over time; 
some he couldn't remember at all. He ultimately knew what he 
had to do.

He went to the telephone on his desk and pushed the button 
marked 'saved messages'. A woman's voice, high and excited, 
played out.

“Nat, darling, it's me. You should be home by now and I'm not 
there, obviously. Don't worry, everything's fine, I'm just having fun 
spending all your money! (She laughed) I'm just letting you know 
that I might be a bit late back tonight sweetie; we've decided to 
try a really nice looking Italian we found. You know how I love my 
carbonara and a couple more inches around my waist won't do 
any harm. I'll see you soon. I love you.”

He listened to her last message repeatedly, tears running 
unabated down his face.
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'I love you, Joanna.' he said to the photograph, his voice 
catching in his throat. 'I'll always love you, you know that, but I 
need to look after myself now. I need to move on. You 
understand, don't you?'

He pressed the button to delete any saved messages and said a 
final goodbye to his wife. As the phone confirmed the message 
had gone, he took off his gold band and put it in the top drawer of 
his desk, on top of the gun cabinet key box, and locked them both 
away.

And it was done. 
He gave himself a full five minutes and a glass of Southern 

Comfort to compose himself before he picked up the telephone 
and dialled. The phone rang out for so long he thought it would 
never be picked up.

'Hello, Rose Cottage.'
'Meg?'
'Nat?'
He paused. 'I kept my promise.'
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Chapter 29

She gripped the telephone receiver hard in her hand. She had 
been waiting all day for Nat to call, and now he had, she couldn't 
say anything.

'Meg, are you there?' he said, his voice tinny through the 
earpiece.

'Yes, I'm still here. Have you done what you needed to do?'
'Aye, I have.'
'So what happens now?'
Pause.
'We talk. Will you come to me, Meg?'
'Of course. Give me time to change and I'll see you in a little 

while.'
'I'll be waiting.'

A little after four o'clock, Megan pulled into the drive at Struan 
Lodge and parked her car next to Rebecca's Beetle.

She let herself into the Lodge through the back door, to come 
face to face with her sister. 

Rebecca leapt up from the table where she had silver cutlery 
spread out for cleaning.

'Megs! What are you doing here? Has something happened at 
home? Has something happened to Paul? What's wrong?'

'Nothing's wrong, there's no need to fret. Everything's fine. I'm 
here to see Nat. I'm expected.'

Rebecca's features soured. 'Oh. You'd better go through then. 
He's skulking around in the usual place. You should know the way 
by now.' She retook her seat and resumed her feverish polishing. 

Megan left her to her work and made her way into the hall. She 
took off her coat, straightened her sweater and checked her hair 
in the gilded mirror. Confident she looked decent enough to be 
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received in polite company, she knocked gently on Nat's study 
door and opened it just wide enough to poke her head through.

'Hello,' she said, demurely.
The figure in the armchair looked back over his shoulder, saw 

her, and broke into a wide smile. 
'Hello.'
He folded the paper closed and sprang to his feet to greet her. 
She edged her way into the room and closed the door behind 

her with a soft click and in the time it took her to do it, he had 
closed the distance between them and gathered her into a tight 
hug.

'I'm so glad you came,' he said, his face pressed into her hair. 
'You took so long. I'd almost given up hope.' 

She wrapped her arms around him, and through his soft cotton 
shirt, could feel the musculature of his back.

'It's only been an hour. I had to make myself respectable.'
He released her from his hold, kissed her welcome and led her 

to the old chair, where he sat her down before pulling up the 
footstool for himself. And there he sat, resting his arms on her 
knees, gripping at her hands, chewing on the inside of his cheek.

'Are you alright?' she said. 'You seem a bit…excited.'
He smiled wanly and nodded. 'I s'pose I am.'
He looked intently at their hands, and she could see him 

gathering his thoughts. 
'What…what we talked about yesterday, have you changed 

your mind about anything?' he said.
'We talked about a lot of things. I'm afraid you'll have to be 

more specific.'
He lifted his eyes to her. 'I can't,' he said. 'I need to know if 

you've changed your mind about anything at all?'
She shook her head. 'No. I still love you and I still don't want 

you to go away.'
'And I still want you to come with me.'
She looked at him with earnest eyes. 'You're fully determined 

to sell up and leave Kirkton aren't you?'
'Aye.'
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'But you've been here so long.'
'Gey too long if I'm honest with myself.'
'Have you told Rebecca you are going yet?'
He shook his head, biting his underlip. 'Not yet. I rather 

thought you might do it for me.'
'No chance! Don't be such a coward.'
He formed his face into an expression of childlike helplessness 

'Pleeeease.'
'No, Nat. It's your responsibility. She's your employee.'
He let his shoulders sag and his head slump. 'Dammit,' he 

grumbled.
'She won't bite.' He hung his head further. 'You're not 

frightened of her are you?'
'Terrified. Do you think I might take a little Dutch courage first.'
'No!'
'Actually,' he said. 'After some thought, I've come to the 

conclusion that she won't really care if I'm here or not. I sort of 
inherited her when I bought the place so she belongs to the 
house, not me. I'll give her a good reference of course, and the 
new owners may take her on, but I'm sure she won't miss me in 
the least. To be honest, I don't think she likes me very much.'

'Of course she does. She may not show it, but I think she likes 
you well enough.'

'I'll have to take your word for it.'
She looked down at their entwined hands before selecting his 

left one and turning it over. The skin of his third finger had a pale 
stripe where his ring once lay. 'Where's your wedding band, Nat?'

He drew his lips into a tight line. 'I took it off,' he said. 'It's a 
phase of my life I've said goodbye to. The band was just a 
reminder of something now over.'

'No, sweetie, you shouldn't have done that.' She touched the 
empty finger to her lips, and enclosed his hand protectively in her 
own.

'I had to,' he said. 'It's time to leave the past behind and start 
anew. I thought you would appreciate that.'
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She nodded that she did. 'Have you decided where you want to 
go for this fresh start?'

He shook his head. 'I have no idea. I thought I might just stick a 
pin in the map and see what comes up.'

'That's not the way to do it. You can't do a thing like this on 
impulse. It needs care and consideration.'

'Where would you want to go, Meg? To the city, to the 
coast…deep in the woods with the squirrels, or high on a windy 
hilltop with no neighbours for a thousand miles?'

She laughed lightly. 'I can go anywhere. I haven't unpacked 
everything from the last time yet. It's been over a year since I 
moved in with Rebecca and I'm still living out of boxes.'

He pressed his lips briefly to her hands. 'Wherever we go, I 
want you to always be with me because I don't think I could do it 
without you. I don't want to do anything without you.'

'This is going to be a huge upheaval for you, Nat,' she said in a 
soft yet serious tone. 'I need to know you have really thought 
about it.'

'A huge upheaval for us,' he corrected her as he stroked her 
fingers. 'And I can't seem to think about anything else. I am one 
hundred percent certain I want to do it.'

She placed her palm against his rough, unshaven face. 'Will you 
go even if I say I don't want to?' 

'Aye, because I have to,' he said. 'I need to get away from here, 
and although I desperately want you to be with me, I won't force 
you if you don't want to. I don't want you to be unhappy because 
of me.'

'So it's this place, this village, this house that's the problem?'
'Aye.'
'And would be unhappy here, even if we were together?'
He took her hand from his face. 'Aye.'
'Well, this presents us with something of a dilemma doesn't it? 

On the one hand you go away, alone, and I stay here, alone, and 
we are both miserable in our own alonenesses. I don't care much 
for that scenario.'

'Neither do I. Or…?'
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'Or you go away and I go with you and we both live happily 
ever after somewhere together in the woods with the squirrels, or 
on a windy hilltop with no neighbours for a thousand miles.' She 
broke into a smile. 'Of course I'll go with you, Nat. Wherever you 
want to go, whatever you want to do, just so long as we can be 
together. I don't want to stay here without you.'

He let out an audible breath of relief. 'You have no idea how 
pleased I am to hear you say that. I thought for one horrible 
moment you were trying to find an excuse, any excuse, to say no.'

He got to his feet and pulled her up to him to hug her, his hold 
so fierce she thought he might break her ribs. He slackened his 
grip and pulled back enough to be able to kiss her. They held each 
other again, her embrace light and comforting; his strong and 
protective. At last, they released each other, but they were not 
done talking.

She sat on the window seat and he dropped into his chair.
'What's the matter?' he asked, noting the troubled look on her 

face.
She sighed. 'I feel like I'll be abandoning Rebecca,' she said. 

'She's been so good to me. Without her I wouldn't even be here.'
'You're not abandoning her. She'll be no worse off than she 

was before you came. She'll get over it. It's not like you'll be 
leaving her on her own, she's got Paul.'

'Hmm,' she agreed reluctantly. 'I suppose. But I know what it's 
like when someone walks away and leaves you. I've been let down 
and abandoned enough times in my life before. It's not nice. It 
hurts.'

He sat forward in his chair. 'Who let you down, my love?'
'Lots of people; mostly men - my husband, God rot him, lovers, 

my father. One by one they took what they wanted until I had 
nothing left and then they all went away, until there was just me, 
all by myself.' She stared blankly ahead, seemingly lost in her 
thoughts.

'How many lovers?' Nat asked, in all curiosity.
She pursed her lips and looked at him. 'I've been neither a 

cloistered nun nor a Vestal virgin, Nat. I'm forty-five years old and 
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I've had to take whatever was offered, like it or not, or do 
without.'

Her sharp defensiveness took him aback. 'And it was crude of 
me to ask,' he said, suitably contrite. 'Your past love life is 
absolutely none of my business. I'm...am I allowed to apologise?'

She gave him a soft smile. 'Just this once.'
'I'm sorry I was so crass, I'll never mention it again.'
'Apology accepted.'
He changed seats, sitting beside her on the window seat.
'There is one thing you could do,' he said. 'While we make our 

decisions and sort out all the details…'
'What's that?' she asked.
'…and seeing as you still haven't unpacked and all…'
'What Nat?'
'You could move in here with me.'
She looked at him, astonished. 'That's outrageous! I can't 

possibly do that!'
'I'm completely serious. I want you to live here with me. Don't 

you want to?'
'Yes…no…yes…no, I can't,' she stammered.
'Yes you can,' he said, folding his arms across his chest. 'Unless 

you can give me ten good reasons why not.'
Megan smacked her lips and sighed. 'I can give you one very 

good reason; the only one that matters.'
'And what's that?'
'Not what, who.' She tilted her head towards the door and the 

kitchen beyond. 'Rebecca.'
'What about her?'
'Think about it, Nat. If I were living here with you, it would 

mean she would be my housekeeper as well.'
'And?' Then he understood. 'And seeing as she's your sister and 

not very happy about the situation…she could very easily make 
both our lives a living hell.'

'Give that man a cigar.'
Even before they had been fully formed, Nat's plans began to 

crumble before his eyes. 'Ah, crap,' he moaned.
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'Never mind.' She touched her head to his shoulder. 'We'll 
think of something else.'

They sat together quietly for a few moments before he asked; 
'Do you want to go out?'

'Out?'
'Out. We'll go somewhere. I'll treat you to dinner; somewhere 

nice. I've never taken you out. Come to think of it, I don't think 
we've ever even left the house together.'

'That sounds nice,' she said, already on her feet, ready to go. 
'Yes, let's do that.'

He looked down at his shirt, hanging loose and creased outside 
his jeans and rubbed his hand over his chin. 'Give me a few 
minutes to tidy myself up,' he said, heading for the door. 'Don't go 
away.'

He returned a mere fifteen minutes later, clean-shaven, 
wearing a fresh blue shirt open at the collar, tailored trousers, a 
casual jacket and smart, brown brogues.

He held out his hand to her. 'Ready?' 
She took it. 'Ready.'
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Chapter 30

Nat opened the passenger door of the Range Rover and helped 
Megan into her seat. He leaned across her to fasten her seatbelt 
and she could smell his aftershave - the one with a subtle but 
spicy hint of sandalwood, and she experienced a butterfly tickle 
deep in her stomach exactly as she had the first day she met him. 

He withdrew from the car. Their eyes met briefly and they 
exchanged fleeting smiles.

'That's not too tight is it?' 
'No, it's just right. Thank you.'
He closed the door, skirted the vehicle and clambered into the 

driver's seat, made a few minor adjustments to the mirror and 
inserted the ignition fob into the slot. He was about to press 
'engine start' when Megan put her hand over it. 'You are alright to 
drive aren't you?'

'Aye, of course I am. I passed my test years ago; I have a licence 
to prove it.'

'You know what I mean, Nat, so answer me honestly. When did 
you last have a drink?'

'I've had nothing today.'
Liar.
'When, Nat?'
'Yesterday; a small bottle of beer with my tea, and I didn't even 

finish it.'
She studied him, her piercing blue gaze unwavering. 
'I swear,' he said, knowing if he looked away she would know 

he was lying.
Satisfied, she removed her hand and he pushed the button. 'I'd 

never risk hurting you, Meg.'
He reversed the vehicle, turned it around, and it crunched its 

way down the gravel driveway to the ever-open wrought iron 

237



-  -

gates. Pausing at the roadway to allow a lorry to pass, he made 
the left turn towards town.

She ran her fingers over the car's glossy walnut fascias and out 
of curiosity, opened the glove box. She didn't know what she 
really expected to see, but found nothing unusual - a pair of black 
leather driving gloves, a packet of hand wipes, a few pieces of 
paper that looked like petrol receipts, a packet of mints and some 
loose change for the parking meter.

'Nosey,' Nat chided.
She closed the glove box and sat back in her seat, laying her 

arms along the rests, caressing the warm, cream coloured leather. 
With her head against the backrest, she could see Nat's eyes 
through the rear view mirror. She watched them as he 
concentrated on the road ahead. He handled the large vehicle 
with easy confidence and she felt completely safe.

'You're not really going to get rid of this beauty are you?' she 
said.

'It's just a car. I should really trade it in for something smaller 
and more practical.'

'And that would be a crying shame.'
'Why, do you like it?'
She bounced in her seat. 'I love it.'
'It's a monstrous affectation.'
'It's beautiful. It makes a statement.'
He snorted. 'And what does it say?'
'It says, I'm here, I'm important, get out of my way, I'm coming 

through!'
He laughed. 'What it really says is that I have too much money 

and nothing better to spend it on.'
'Nonsense. There's no such thing as too much money. What 

you have here is a shedload of class.'
He chuckled again. 'You wouldn't say that if you had to fork out 

for the running costs. It has pretty unrespectable gas mileage and 
drinks fuel like you drink tea. It costs a fortune to insure and the 
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road tax rate is punitive. The price of a new tyre alone beggars 
belief!'

'So why'd you buy it then?'
'I really liked the colour.'
It was Megan's turn to laugh. 'I thought only women did that?'
He took a moment to give his attention to navigating a 

junction. With it safely done, he continued the conversation. 'Do 
you want to have a drive?'

She shook her head emphatically. 'Me…drive this? Not on your 
life.'

'Why not?'
'It's far too big and I'm a rubbish driver. I'm always bumping 

into things. I don't want to spoil her.'
'Her?'
'All cars are female, like ships.'
'I never understood that. Why are all ships female?'
'Because they are sharp up the front end and nicely rounded at 

the rear.'
'Aye, now I see. That makes perfect sense.'
She twisted in her seat to look over her shoulder at the rear 

seats and the luggage space beyond. 'Look at all that space, you 
could live in here.'

'We might have to,' he said.
She laid her hand on his leg and gave it a light squeeze. 'Have 

you ever…you know…?'
'What?' He glanced over to her mischievous grin. She wiggled 

her eyebrows and cocked her head towards the rear of the car.
'What?' Then the penny dropped. 'Good God, woman! Have 

you no sense of propriety? It's just been valeted.'
The ride continued for a few more miles until he unexpectedly 

drew the car to the side of the road and turned off the engine. 
'Come on,' he said. 'I want to show you something.'

They got out of the car and he took her by the hand, leading 
her a little way up a side road and onto a metal bridge spanning 
the river.
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The noise was deafening, and the huge amount of tea-coloured 
water roiling over rocks to be churned into froth made the bridge 
vibrate. Spray caught a ray of sun and formed it into a pale 
rainbow which hung over the turbulent pool. 

He put his arm around her shoulder and pointed to a 
particularly rough spot of water. 'Watch,' he yelled, his words 
drowned by the roaring torrent.

'What? I can't hear you.'
He pointed first at his eyes, then at the water.
'What for?'
'You'll see.'
Within a few moments a large silver fish leapt clear of the 

water and up the deluging waterfall. 'Oooh!' she exclaimed. 'Did 
you see that?'

'They're salmon,' he shouted close to her ear. 'It's the spring 
run taking advantage of the spate.'

She nodded her understanding. 'There, another one,' she cried, 
pointing.

Nat stopped watching the water. His eyes were on Megan, 
mindful of her safety over the tumultuous water, yet taking great 
pleasure in her bright-eyed, childish excitement. She clapped her 
hands with glee as another fish leapt, and another.

'How wonderful,' she bawled at the top of her voice, hardly 
hearing her own words. 'Thank you for showing me.'

'You're welcome.' He turned her toward him, took her happy 
face in his hands and gathering all the love he possessed within 
him, kissed it into her.

In town, they parked under a tree in a secluded corner of the 
car park, and walked arm in arm up and down the main street, 
browsing the shop windows. Holding hands, they strolled through 
the park, pausing to sit on a bench by the boating lake to watch 
the ducks and swans gliding across the water.

They abandoned the promised restaurant meal in favour of 
relaxed conviviality. They sat in the car, eating a fish supper with 
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wooden forks and drinking weak, barely warm coffee from 
Styrofoam cups.

'That was the most delicious meal I've eaten for a long time,' 
she said, licking salt and vinegar from her fingers. 'I'm stuffed.' She 
wiped her mouth on a paper napkin.

'Good company makes all the difference,' he said, reaching into 
the glove box and taking out the packet of wipes, offering her one 
and taking one himself. Evidently, he didn't want any greasy 
fingermarks on his fine leather. They cleaned their hands and 
added the used wipes to the accumulating debris. He gathered it 
all up into a neat bundle.

'I'll just get rid of this,' he said. 'And then I'll just pop to 
the…er…' He pointed to a small concrete block housing public 
conveniences.

She smiled at his awkwardness. 'You can say toilet, Nat. It's not 
swearing.'

He harrumphed. 'I won't be a minute.'
She watched him deposit the rubbish in the nearby bin and 

walk across the grass to disappear into the building.
He returned to the car a few minutes later to find her staring 

pensively out of the side window.
'Penny for them,' he said, when she didn't acknowledge his 

presence.
'Sorry. I didn't hear you come back.'
'You were away with the faeries there, what were you thinking 

about?'
She leaned against the headrest. 'I was just thinking about how 

things have changed. Just over a year ago, my life wasn't worth 
the effort it took to get out of bed in a morning. I lived in a crappy 
town, sharing a house with my Dad, divorced and pissed off, 
unappreciated and underpaid...'

'And now?'
'Now, I think I'm the luckiest woman alive. I live in this lovely 

place, surrounded by wonderful people and I'm in love with the 
most charming, handsome man I've ever known.'

'Interesting,' Nat said. 'Do I know him?'
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'You might. He's gorgeous, very sweet, with lovely, expressive 
eyes and the most delicious smile that lights up his whole face.'

'I think I hate him,' he sniffed.
'You couldn't if you tried. She blinked away the moistness 

growing in her eyes and Nat leaned into her and kissed her cheek. 
She put her hand to his face. 'I think I'd like you to take me 

home now please, Nat.'

It was almost dark when they reached the outskirts of Kirkton. 
The drive back had taken just over twenty minutes and had 
passed with only the lightest conversation. They passed through 
the village centre and out the other side to approach the entrance 
to Struan Lodge. Nat did not indicate or slow down to make the 
right turn. He continued on the road past his gates.

'You've missed the turning, Nat,' said Megan, looking back over 
her shoulder. 'Did you forget where you live?'

'I'm taking you home like you wanted,' he said, perplexed.
'Not that home, silly.' She put her hand on his thigh. 'I want to 

go home with you.'
He touched the brakes and made a sharp sweep left into the 

bus stop bay, his sudden manoeuvre causing the vehicle behind to 
honk his horn and swerve to avoid a rear end collision. He waved 
his apology to the driver, who returned an offensive gesture with 
his fingers.

When the road was clear, he did a U-turn and retraced the 
route back to his gated entrance.

Under the glare of the security light, he drew up outside the 
garage and turned off the motor. Megan undid her seatbelt and 
retrieved her bag from the footwell. Nat skipped around to her 
side, opened her door and helped her down.

As they passed the front of the vehicle, he stopped and pulled 
out a handkerchief from his pocket. To her astonishment, he spit 
on the cloth and wiped at a spot on the windscreen of the car.

'Squashed fly,' he explained as he re-pocketed the 
handkerchief.
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Megan, silently shaking her head at the scale of his 
fastidiousness, took his hand and led him along the path to the 
back door.
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Chapter 31

Nat retrieved a bottle of wine from the fridge and with a well-
practised hand, extracted the cork with a muted pop. They 
toasted each other's good health.

'Shall we go into the sitting room, we can relax in there?' 
Megan suggested. She didn't want to go into his study. She had 
seen enough of that room to last her a lifetime.

'I can think of somewhere much more comfortable,' he said.
Taking her by the hand, he tugging her along behind him, 

leading her to and up the stairs to his own bedroom. As they 
crossed the threshold, Rebecca's words rang in her head.

'In his bed or in yours...his bed was her bed, Joanna's bed. He 
never uses his own bed. It's sacred.'

He put his wineglass on the bedside table, took off his jacket 
and hung it over the chair, putting his shoes, neatly paired, under 
the seat. She noticed he hadn't been wearing any socks.

She slipped off her shoes and kicked them under the bed, not 
taking her eyes off Nat as he moved around the room, switching 
on the beside lamp, closing the curtains against the darkening 
night, fussing with the pillows and throwing back the duvet. 

She sipped at her wine, her stomach fluttering and her 
heartbeat racing in sweet anticipation of the delight to come.

Satisfied all was in order, he returned to her, took her glass 
from her and placed it on the bedside table beside his. 

He took her in his arms, holding her close. 'Now, where shall 
we go?' he said, and kissed her with gentle firmness. He brought 
his hands to her waist and up under her sweater, running them up 
her body, feeling where her ribs were prominent as her arms 
stretched up and around his neck. He gathered up the material 
and eased the sweater over her head, hardly ruffling a hair.

Hands found their away around her to unzip her trousers and 
let them fall down over her legs. She stepped out of them and 
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flicked them away with her heel as she unfastened his belt and 
undid the button and the zip of his pants and pulled his shirt free, 
stripping it from him.

Nat removed his pants, leaving him in a pair of shorts which did 
nothing to hide the fact that his erection was already well started.

With a movement so swift it made her grab at him for balance, 
he swept her up and laid her on the bed. She lay back with her 
arms above her head, allowing him free reign to do whatever he 
liked.

He grabbed her by the ankle and lifted up her leg. 'What are 
these?'

Socks, blue and green and embroidered with tiny white sheep. 
'I get cold feet.'
He tutted and rolled his eyes and peeled them off her.
Starting at her perfectly pedicured toes, he laid his lips on her 

skin and tracked a continuous line all the way up her leg to her 
stomach, around her navel and back down to her panties. He 
eased the small, lacy articles from her, and tossed them aside. 
Straddling her legs, he kissed up her body to her brassiere. With a 
quick flick of his wrist, it came loose.

'You've done that before,' she said.
He dropped the bra onto the floor. 'Once or twice.'
He played with her breasts, first with his hands and then his 

mouth, taking them in and sucking and massaging the nipples 
until they stood erect.

She breathed softly as he moved over her, finally returning to 
her mouth. She threw her arms around his neck, running her hand 
through his hair. While his tongue explored her mouth, his hands 
were busy trying to remove his shorts. By now, his erection was 
pushing hard against the material and he was having trouble 
extricating himself. He muttered and cursed under his breath.

'Can I give you a hand with that?' she said.
'Please…do.'
A gentle manipulation of flesh and fabric, and he was free of 

his constraint and naked. Her hand tracked down his back, over 
his waist, over his buttocks and down between his legs to his cock. 
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She stroked it with a delicate touch. 
'Ooh, yes,' he breathed in her ear. 'That's nice.'
She giggled softly and her stroking became a firmer grip. 'Like 

this?'
'Oh, yes!' 
She played with him, intensifying his arousal by stroking the 

silky softness covering his hardness until he was ready for her and 
she, in turn, warm, wet and open, was ready for him. He slid easily 
into her, filling her comfortably. As he moved in her, she closed 
her eyes and cleared her mind of everything but the sensation of 
him. She wrapped her legs around his body crossing them at the 
ankle to maintain a good hold.

He did not have to work too hard before she felt the 
quickening inside, indicating the imminence of orgasm. She urged 
on him by lifting her hips and gripping at his buttocks, forcing him 
deeper into her. Understanding her desire, he increased his 
pressure and speed.

Once more she experienced a sexual frenzy which tore at her 
senses; her whole body spasming akin to a seizure. Spurred on by 
her climaxing muscles gripping at his penis, He continued his 
rhythmic pushing, and less than a minute after her, he too came, 
ejaculating hard into her.

'Oh, man alive!' he gasped as his whole body lurched and 
pulsed.

When he was done, he lay down on her breathing hard and 
fast. He could still feel the aftershocks of her orgasm and enjoyed 
the extra stimulation. It took a long time for his erection to begin 
to subside.

He rested his head on her chest, her rapid heartbeat easily 
audible. She stroked through his hair; a simple action she knew 
always relaxed him, and he fell into a comfortable torpor.

A long, deep sound welled up from his throat. 'Hmmm.'
'What was that?' she asked.
'That, my dear, is what contentment sounds like.'
'Are you content?'
He made the noise again.

246



-  -

She wrapped her arms around him and rested her cheek 
against his head. 'I like this. It feels good lying here holding you. 
You're nice to hold.'

'Thank you very much.'
He caressed her stomach and ran his fingers along the length of 

the silver line spanning her bikini line, stretching almost from hip 
to hip. 'It's a big scar,' he said. 'Did it hurt...whatever it was you 
had done?'

She brushed his hair with her lips. 'For a while, but I'm a fast 
healer and it was a long time ago. It wasn't something I wanted, 
but I didn't have a choice.'

He placed the flat of his hand on her stomach, covering the 
place where her womb had once been. 'You can't have children 
can you?'

'No, sweetheart, I can't.' She resumed stroking his hair, 
brushing it back from his face. 'I know a child is the one thing in 
the world you want but I won't be the one able to give you one.'

He sighed. 'It's alright. I came to terms with the fact I would 
never be a father a long time ago.'

'It might not have worked out anyway. I'm not exactly a spring 
chicken, you know. I'm way past my prime and a bit stringy.'

'So am I.'
'You're not stringy, you're in fine shape.'
He pressed his lips to the soft skin of her breast. 'We'll do lots 

of things together, just the two of us.'
'We could always get a cat.'
A large smile broke out over Nat's face and the cast of sadness 

all but disappeared. 'Over my dead body,' he said, with a chuckle. 
'I can't stand the bloody things. Useless arrogant creatures.'

She felt him settle against her, and within a short while, he had 
drifted into sleep.

She didn't join him, instead she lay listening to his gentle 
rhythmic breathing. The rhythm became more irregular, changing 
to sharp gasps, and he began to twitch and fidget as he dreamed. 
His breathing became more laboured, and he mumbled 
something she couldn't quite catch. As he became more 
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distressed in his dream, she strengthened her hold and hushed 
him, offering soft reassurance.

He was in the hallway of the house, looking into the kitchen, in 
darkness save for a rudimentary glow from the open refrigerator 
door. He went into the room, walking slowly as his eyes became 
accustomed to the gloom. He glanced into the fridge as he passed, 
to see every shelf loaded with bottles of liquor. Some were open 
and on their side, their contents dribbling out onto the floor.

Something sharp pricked at his bare feet, and when he looked 
down to see, the half-light reflected off large pieces of glass 
strewn on the floor, fragments he recognised - Joanna's 
Mackintosh vase, smashed into a hundred pieces.

On the table, laid out under a large white sheet, a familiar 
female form, the middle of the fabric stained bright red, scarlet 
slowly spreading outwards like a blossoming flower. He dragged 
his eyes away from the bloom and toward the head end of the 
form, to the salt and pepper coloured hair with a distinctive silver-
white streak poking out from under the sheet. 

Despite already knowing what he would see, he grabbed a 
corner of the sheet and wrenched it back, instantly recoiling at 
the sight before him - his beloved Megan – white as a wax candle, 
still and lifeless.

At her pubis, the silver line he had traced with both his lips and 
his fingers lay torn open, the gash joined at a right angle to its 
centre by another jagged tear all the way to her navel, the slices 
forming a ragged 'T'. Blood continued to ooze from the wounds.

He put his hand to his mouth and gagged, tried to turn and run 
away, only to find himself held firmly in place. Sudden warmth 
enveloped him, damping down his anxiety and replacing it with 
calmness.

'You're wasting your time with her.' 
He knew the voice at once.
'Joanna?'
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She stepped out of the shadow to show herself, not the blood 
soaked horror he had witnessed in his nightmares, but as he 
remembered her in life. 

'She can't give you what you want,' she said, approaching the 
table. In her right hand she carried a filleting knife with a long, 
tapered blade, covered in…not blood, but rust. 

'She already has,' he said. The comforting warmth spreading 
through him brought with it a new confidence, and he had no fear 
of her, or her knife.

With the tip of the blade, Joanna poked at the wound on 
Megan's body, opening the gash wider until he could see inside. 

'She's empty,' she said. 'There will be no child from her.'
'I know. She told me.'
Joanna's eyes glittered in the dimness. 'Can you still love her, 

despite her barrenness?'
'Aye, I can. I do.'
'You loved me once.'
'I still do, Joanna. But you're not here, she is.'
'That's not my fault.'
'And it's not mine either, I know that now.'
Joanna cocked her head and looked into Megan's still face. 'Do 

you want her?' 
'Aye…aye, I do. More than that, I need her.'
'Does she love you? Does she make you happy?'
'Aye, she does. Very.'
'More than I did?'
'That's not fair.'
Joanna smiled beneficently. 'No, it isn't.' She held out her hand 

to him. It held no longer held the knife. Instead she offered a long-
stemmed, perfect red rose with the most exquisite fragrance.

'Then have her...with my blessing...and my love.'
'Thank you.' He reached out to take the flower from her. As he 

took hold of the stem, a sharp thorn pricked his finger—
With a jerk, he came awake. 'Meg!' he cried, half asleep.
'Shh, it's okay, you're safe, sweetheart. You were dreaming.'
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He lay back onto the pillows with a groan, his hands covering 
his face. 

'Another nightmare?' 
He nodded and rubbed his eyes. 'Not like before, though. 

Nothing so awful. In fact, it was just…odd.'
'Do you want to tell me about it?' 
The dream slipped away even as he tried to recall it. 'It's fading 

now.' 
'It was just a dream,' she said. 'They're not real. They can't hurt 

you.' She kissed him tenderly. 'Has it gone now?'
He gave her a soft smile. 'Aye,' he said. 'All gone. Everything's 

alright now.'
Her lips found his again and he took her to him. Without 

needing any further encouragement, they made love for the 
second time that night.

They lay together in warm embrace under the duvet, enjoying 
the closeness and feel of each other. 'Warm enough?'

'Hmm, lovely. I don't want to have to get out of it.'
He ran his lips over Megan's throat and she moaned her own 

contentment. 'Then don't,' he whispered, and nibbled at her ear 
lobe. 'Stay here.'

'I can't, not all night.'
'Please. I want to see what you look like first thing in the 

morning.'
She laughed. 'Believe me, sweetheart, you don't.'
'I want to wake up next to you and watch you sleep.' He 

nuzzled into her neck and put his hand on her breast. She playfully 
slapped it away.

'No, Nat, I can't. I have to think about Rebecca. If I were still 
here in the morning, she would be mortified. It wouldn't be fair.'

He rolled onto his back and puffed out his cheeks. 'Selfless as 
usual.'

'More like self preservation,' she said grabbing his wrist to look 
at his watch. She threw back the duvet. 'Time I wasn't here.'
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After a quick shower, Nat, wrapped himself in a towel and lay 
back on the bed sipping from his wineglass, watching Megan 
dress. 

'Are you sure you have to go?' he said.
'It's for the best.'
'Will I see you tomorrow?'
'I have busy schedule but I'm sure I can fit you in,' she teased 

with a smile.
'Just a few minutes will do, if you can spare it.'
'It'll be tough, but I'll see what I can do.'
She touched her lips to his, before passing her tongue over 

them to taste the sweetness of the wine. Her hand rested on his 
chest before moving teasingly down to stop just short of the 
towel.

'You could stay tomorrow night with a clear conscience,' he 
said. 'The day after is Saturday. Rebecca won't be here. In fact, 
why don't you stay the whole weekend?'

'We'll see,' she said, and kissed him goodbye.
Nat kept a hold on her hand, letting go only when the reach 

became too far for him to hold on. He lay listening to her 
descending the stairs, and after a few more seconds heard the 
back door slam. Less than a minute later, he heard her car start up 
and drive away. He put out the light and lay back into the bed, still 
warm and retaining the faintest remnant of her perfume.
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Chapter 32

It had gone one o'clock in the morning when Megan arrived 
home. The cottage sat in silent darkness, although the full moon 
cast a pale grey beam through the kitchen window and onto the 
floor, affording sufficient light for her to find her way across the 
room without bumping into anything. She crept up the stairs, 
avoiding the squeaky step and waking Rebecca.

In her bed, she tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Her mind 
ran wild with thoughts of Nat alone in his bed at the Lodge, 
missing him and desperately wishing she were back there with 
him, held in his warm, tight embrace.

She gave up on trying to sleep and picked her way down to the 
kitchen to make herself some breakfast. Through the ceiling, she 
heard Rebecca's 6.30 am alarm go off, her moving about, the 
quiet creak of the floorboards, the flush of the toilet and a few 
minutes later Rebecca herself appeared, still in her nightclothes. 
Immediately the air between the two women crackled with 
animosity.

Rebecca clattered around, deliberately making more noise than 
necessary, banging her cup and cereal dish on the table, splashing 
milk over the edge of the bowl. She put two slices of bread in the 
toaster and rammed down the switch.

Scraping out a chair, she sat at the table, her eyes firmly on her 
cereal. She had not said a word and Megan could bear it no 
longer.

'Rebecca, please, can't we talk?' Her plea met only stony 
silence. 'Rebecca?'

Rebecca spat unrestrained vehemence. 'Talk about you 
sleeping with that man…again? I don't think so. Because that's 
where you've been isn't it?'

'Yes.'
'Then I have nothing to say to you.'
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'I think we should—'
'I don't want to talk about it. We've already had this discussion, 

but you don't want to listen to anything I have to say.'
The kettle whistled and Rebecca got up to make tea. Megan 

waited for her to sit down again. 
'Things have changed,' she said. 'Things you need to know 

about. Things that will affect you.'
Rebecca dug her spoon into her cornflakes, filled her mouth 

and crunched noisily. 'Do tell.'
'Nat wants me to move into the Lodge and live with him,' said 

Megan.
Rebecca stopped chewing and gaped in astonishment. She 

could not have been more shocked if her sister had punched her 
in the mouth. 'You are joking?' 

'No, he asked me yesterday.'
'And, of course, you jumped at the chance.'
'Actually, I said no. Not because I don't want to, but because I 

knew you wouldn't be happy with it and in all fairness to him, Nat 
agreed with me that it would be uncomfortable for all of us if I 
was living there and you were—'

'And I was what?'
'Working for me too.'
Rebecca barked out a laugh. 'Yeah. Like that's ever going to 

happen.' 
The toaster popped, she collected the contents and tossed 

them onto a plate. 
'I thought you might be a little bit pleased for me,' said Megan.
Rebecca huffed as she scraped butter onto the toast. 'Why? 

Because he's using you? Because he's sussed you out and he's 
taking advantage of you?'

'He is not! He loves me and he wants me to be with him.'
Rebecca stabbed her knife into the jam. 'There's none so blind 

as those who will not see, Megan. And he's pulled the wool right 
over your eyes.' 

'I may have been stupid in the past, but not this time. I know 
what I'm doing.'
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Rebecca ripped at the toast with her teeth. 'You haven't got 
the first bloody clue.' 

'There's more,' Megan said, looking at the table. Rebecca 
continued to chew on her toast. 'Nat's putting the Lodge up for 
sale and we'll be moving out of Kirkton...together.'

Rebecca dropped her toast onto her plate and threw her hands 
in the air in exasperation. 'Well, isn't that just fan-bloody-tastic! 
Keep going, Megan, because this tale just gets better and better. 
And when was he going to tell me I was sacked? When he'd had 
enough booze to grow a backbone? On the day the removal men 
came? Perhaps on day he hands me my P45, all sad and 
apologetic - I'm so sorry, Rebecca, but your services are no longer 
required. The dole office is thataway—'

'Don't be cruel, Becks. He cares about you too; he'll make sure 
you're okay.'

'Bollocks! He doesn't give a flying fuck about me!'
'That's not true and you damn well know it.'
'Isn't it? Seven years I've worked for him, seven years! Not one 

time, not once, has he ever said 'Thank you Rebecca' or 'Good job 
Rebecca'. He expects everyone to dance to his tune, but he hasn't 
got one iota of gratitude when you do. He's the most selfish, 
miserable, tight fisted, inconsiderate tosspot I've ever known. 
You'll find that out for yourself soon enough, but don't come 
crying back here when you do.'

'I can't believe you could be so callous. After all he's done for 
you.'

'For me! He's done nothing for me!'
'He's kept you in a job that pays your bills and lets you live 

here.'
'The only reason I'm still there, Megan, is because he doesn't 

know I'm there. I'm invisible. As far as he's concerned, things 
happen around him. The house cleans itself and his meals appear 
as if by magic. He's going to exchange one servant for another. 
He'll expect you to wait on him hand and foot, and you'll do it, 
won't you?'
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'You're talking tripe, Becks, and if I didn't know better I'd think 
you were jealous. Of me...and Nat.'

Rebecca flushed, her malice inflamed further and her voice 
rose to a shout. 

'Don't be so fucking stupid!' She slammed her palm on the 
table. 'Do you want to know the truth, Megan? Probably not, but 
I'm going to tell you anyway – I-hate-that-man's-guts. If he died 
tomorrow, I wouldn't shed a single tear. It was a shame his wife 
died, she was a lovely woman and always nice to me, but him…' 
She huffed a sound of pure disgust. '...no loss to anyone. Looking 
back, it might have been a blessing if he had eaten one of his 
guns, then I could have been working for someone who actually 
appreciated me rather than some booze soaked, off his rocker, 
complete fucking screw—'

Megan's open hand connected with her face, cutting off the 
end of her insult, and the whole room resounded with the slap. 

'Shut up, you vicious, heartless BITCH!'
Rebecca gaped at her sister with wide, furious eyes, her hand 

pressed to her stinging face, now bright scarlet on one side.  
Megan's knees buckled under her and she dropped onto her 

chair. 'I'm sorry, Becks. I shouldn't have done that.'
'No, you shouldn't.'
'I lost my temper. I'm really sorry.'
Rebecca rubbed at her face where a hand shaped mark had 

begun to show. 'Way, way too late.'
Her voice then fell to a low drone as she delivered her 

ultimatum. 'I think you should pack up your stuff, Megan. Go and 
live with your lover, because you're not welcome here any more.'

'You don't mean that, Becks. You're angry and upset—'
'I'll be generous with you. I'll give you 'til the end of the week. 

You can go and live with him, or you can live in a cardboard box 
under the Dee Bridge, I don't care. I don't want you here any 
more.'

'Becks, please...'
'Go.'
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Rebecca folded her arms, tilted her chin defiantly and fixed her 
eyes on a point of interest on the wall opposite. She had nothing 
more to say.

As Megan made to go upstairs to pack her overnight bag, 
Rebecca called her back.

'When you see him, you can tell Mister Mackie I'm giving my 
notice,' she said. 'He can consider it effective immediately, as in 
'right of this minute'. He can stuff his job up his arse where the 
sun doesn't shine, because I don't ever want to lay eyes on either 
of you again.'
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Chapter 33

What Megan saw as she turned into the driveway of Struan 
Lodge at ten o'clock that morning made her slam on the Citroën's 
brakes and skid slightly in the gravel.

Out of the shrubbery by the front gate, and visible for the 
whole world to see, poked a gaudy green and yellow sign bearing 
the words, 'For Sale'.

Not two full days since Nat had seen the agent, and the sign 
was already up. She had expected it, just not quite so soon.

Oh my God, he really means it. He's going to do it.
She continued up the driveway and parked in what used to be 

her usual space. Using Rebecca's keys, retrieved after they had 
been thrown at her, she let herself in the back door and dropped 
her bag on the kitchen table.

In the hallway she stood and listened for any sounds anywhere 
in the house, and from Nat's study could hear the muffled sound 
of talking. She put her ear to the door to hear a one-sided 
conversation; he was on the telephone. 

She waited until the speaking stopped before knocking lightly 
on the door.

Receiving no reply, she knocked again, a little louder. Before 
she could take a hold of the knob, the door flew open and she 
faced a rather annoyed looking Nat.

'What?' he said sharply.
Megan took a step backwards in alarm. 'I'm sorry…am I 

interrupting something?'
His features softened when he saw her. 'Meg? What are doing 

here so early?'
'I can't seem to stay away, but I can come back at a more 

convenient time if you're busy?'
'No…no of course not. I'm always happy to see you, my love. 

Come on in.' He placed his hand at the small of her back and 
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guided her into the room. 'There's no need to knock, you know. 
This is your home now.' He looked out into the hallway. 'Where 
the hell is Rebecca? The morning's half gone and nothing's been 
done.'

'She's not coming in today.'
He closed the door. 'Why not? Is she sick? Is her arm troubling 

her again?'
'No. Nothing like that.'
'Like what then?'
'We had words.'
Nat re-took his seat at the desk and closed the lid of his laptop, 

but not before Megan caught a glimpse of the screen, its green 
glow giving away the fact he had not been working, but playing a 
crafty game of Solitaire. Normally, she would have made some 
pithy comment, but as this was not the right time, she let it pass.

'What sort of words?' he said, indicating she should sit in the 
easy chair. She declined, preferring to lean on the desk next to 
him.

'Loud, vindictive, some of them very unladylike.'
'What about?'
She scratched her head and smoothed down her hair. 'I said 

things, she said things. It got out of hand. All in all it was 
rather…unpleasant.' She deliberately neglected to mention it had 
resulted in physical violence, and the very real prospect of her 
being homeless within the week.

'I see,' Nat nodded.
'It gets worse,' she said, fiddling with the pencils now standing 

in a new, unbreakable holder.
'How much worse?'
'She's quit her job, Nat. She's not coming back here.'
He looked at her aghast. 'She can't do that! For God's sake, 

why?'
'To put it mildly, she's taken objection to our…affair.'
'That's no reason to quit her job.'
'In Rebecca's eyes it is.'
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Nat wiped his hand over his mouth and shook his head. 'Ach, I 
never meant for that to happen. Jings that's…well it's an 
unexpected blow.'

Megan hadn't anticipated he would be so upset about losing 
his housekeeper, and wondered why he should be. She edged 
away from him, taking refuge at the far side of the desk.

'Has there ever been anything…at all…between you and 
Rebecca?' she asked, quietly.

'NO! Absolutely not! Why would you ask such a thing?' His eyes 
narrowed with suspicion. 'What's she been saying? Because if she 
even hinted there has been anything between us, she is lying.'

Megan shook her head. 'She didn't say anything.'
'Then why ask?' 
Silence.
'Meg?'
'Well…' She hesitated. 'It seems she's so angry with me…us, 

with you especially, and you're pretty upset about her quitting 
and I—'

'Put two and two together and made seven,' he finished for 
her. He stood, rounded the desk and put his hands on her 
shoulders, his grip steadfast, and looked deep into her eyes. 'I 
swear to you, Meg, hand on my heart…' He made the requisite 
gesture. 'That I have never, ever had any interest in your 
sister…romantic or otherwise. None what-so-ever.'

'Not even a…passing flirtation?'
'No, Megan. I love you!' He pressed his lips tenderly to her 

forehead, and she believed he was telling the truth.
She laid her hands on his chest. 'And I'm sorry for not trusting 

you.'
'It's okay.' He took her hands and kissed them. 'I understand 

your concern. Rebecca's been here a long time and we've spent a 
lot of time together under the same roof, and it's only natural you 
should wonder.' 

He sat back in the chair again and pulled Megan down to sit on 
his lap. 'I'll talk to her,' he said. 'I'll get her back. We'll sort this 
out.'
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She put her arms around his neck, her head touching his. 'You'll 
be wasting your time,' she said. 'I found out a few rather savage 
home truths from her today and they left me a little shell-
shocked.'

'What did she say?'
She stayed silent, and the look on her face told him he would 

be better off not asking again.
'To be honest,' she said. 'I think it might be best if you allowed 

her to go. Let her maintain her dignity. She won't come back no 
matter how hard you beg or how much you offer to pay her. Once 
she's made a decision, that's it.'

Nat shook his head, not understanding. 'You fought tooth and 
nail to stop me letting her go before.'

'I know I did, but that was different, and before I knew what I 
know now.'

He folded his arms around her. 'I thought she was happy here.'
'So did I. It was the impression she always gave, but you were 

right when you said she belonged to Struan, not you. It was the 
status that was important to her, not you personally.'

'I see.' He looked hurt. She had just confirmed him to be 
expendable.

'You'll give her a good reference won't you?'
'The best don't worry.'
'Thank you.' She slid from his lap, stood at the desk and picked 

up a pen. She unscrewed the cap, needing to find something to do 
with her hands, and scribbled on the blotter.

'I'm so sorry about all this,' she said sadly. 'I've made such a 
complete fucking mess of everything.'

'Language!' he chided.
She screwed the cap back on the pen and he took it from her, 

dropping it into the holder with the pencils.
'You're absolutely sure she won't come back?' he said.
She inhaled deeply and blew out her discontent. 'Believe me, 

that bolt is well and truly shot.'
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Nat reached for her hand. 'There is one good thing to come of 
it,' he said. 'You can move in here just as soon as you like. Like I 
said, this is your home now.' 

She kept her eyes on her feet. 
'You...you do want to, don't you?' he said, looking and 

sounding apprehensive.
To his relief, she nodded. 'Yes, Nat, I'd very much like to do 

that…but...' She tipped her head back and looked at the ceiling. 
'I'd rather it were under happier circumstances. I hate fighting 
with Rebecca. It's really taken the shine off things.'

'Do you want to wait a little longer? Talk to her again?'
She sighed and shook her head. 'No, I know her too well. It 

won't make a pennyworth of difference. It's done.' She gave him a 
tender smile. 'Let's just concentrate on us.'
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Chapter 34

Megan pushed her spat with Rebecca to the back of her mind 
and wandered over to the window to gaze out over the front 
garden.

Spring sunshine had encouraged the first of the year's flowers 
to bloom - a patchwork of purple, white and yellow crocus, ranks 
of yellow and orange daffodils swaying and bobbing in the breeze, 
and a carpet of pure white snowdrops nodding in the shade of the 
oak tree. The first shoots were beginning to show on the rose 
bushes and green spears which would develop into a parade of 
scarlet tulips were poking confidently through the soil. 

She could see down the stretch of impeccably manicured lawn 
to the front wall and the just visible 'For Sale' sign.

'I see the sign's up already,' she said. 'I thought it would take 
more time. It makes everything so real, so final.'

'It is real,' said Nat.
'How long will it take to sell?'
He stood behind her, his arms around her, nuzzling her neck 

and letting her hair fall over his face. 'The estate agent is coming 
tomorrow to take photos and prepare a prospectus. Once that's 
done, not long, I'm sure.' He breathed in her scent, the light 
fragrance of roses all her own. 'I said it was something I should 
have done years ago, but if I had, I wouldn't have met you.' He 
kissed the back of her neck and teased her skin with his tongue, 
making her shrug her shoulder as he tickled her.

'You don't regret me do you?' she asked earnestly.
He nibbled at her earlobe. 'Whatever would make you think 

that?'
'I'm causing you so much trouble…I've lost you your 

housekeeper, disrupted your quiet, ordered life and stirred 
everything up by poking my nose in—'
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He twisted her around to face him, his hands on her waist. 'I 
knew you would be trouble the first moment I set eyes on you. 
My fate was sealed the day you came bursting through my kitchen 
door all dripping wet with your torn brolly'

'And?'
'And you've been a thorn in my side ever since.'
'So you do have regrets.'
'Not-a-single-one.' A kiss punctuated each word, and he 

finished with a close embrace.
Megan's eyes strayed to the mantle. It looked different, 

emptier somehow; something was missing. 'Nat, where's Joanna's 
photograph?'

He let her go and sat on the arm of the easy chair, his hands in 
his pockets. 'I put it away,' he said.

'Why?'
'The past is past, Meg. I've come to terms with it and I'm 

moving on. She's gone and she's never coming back and I'm fine 
with that now. I think she is too.'

'Don't be too hasty, Nat. Take your time and think about it 
properly.'

'I've already taken five years. I think that's long enough, don't 
you?'

'Are you absolutely sure you know what you're doing?'
'Aye, I am. Trust me, I know.'
She perched back on the edge of the desk and fingered the 

telephone. 'And what about her message, the one she left on your 
machine?' 

'How did you know about that?' She saw him frown and felt 
she might have said too much.

'Rebecca told me about it,' she admitted. 'And I heard you 
playing it one time when you were…sad.'

'Eavesdropping again?'
'No, sweetheart, just concerned.'
He sighed. 'It's gone…all gone. And all Joanna's things; I'm 

packing them up too. I'll get rid of them as soon as I can. There's 
no point keeping them.'
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'No, Nat, you don't have to do that. I don't mind if you keep 
them. They're an important part of your life.'

'They were, but that part of my life is over. I spent five black 
years blaming myself…torturing myself...over something you 
made me understand wasn't my fault. I turned it into a bog of 
misery and I was sinking into it up to my neck until you pulled me 
out. You saved me, put me on a new road and gave me my life 
back. You gave me another chance, and I'm not going to waste it 
by looking backwards.'

He put out his hand for her to take and pulled her to him. 'I'll 
never forget Joanna,' he said. 'It wouldn't be right that I did…and I 
think it's going to be a hard road ahead, but if we take it one step 
at a time, we'll get there.' He wrapped his arms around her and 
rested his head at her breast. 'But I can't do it without you, Meg. 
Please don't ever leave me. I couldn't bear it.'

She kissed his head. 'I'm not planning on going anywhere just 
yet.' 

'You'll always be with me?'
'For as long as you want me.'
'Do you promise?'
'Cross my heart and hope to…I promise.'
'Tell me you love me, Meg. Let me hear you say it.' His eyes 

begged for confirmation.
She pressed her lips close to his ear. 'I love you, Nathaniel, and 

don't you ever think otherwise.'
'Even though I can be difficult and demanding and bothersome 

and cantankerous and…all the rest of those other 
whatchamacallits?'

'Especially because of your whatchamacallits.'
He put his head back against her chest. 'My sweet Meg; with all 

my soul, I love you.'
'I know.'
'I might not always show it, but I do.'
'I know.'
'Even when I'm being stroppy and awkward—'
'I know.'
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He looked up at her with a slight frown. 'Is there anything you 
don't know?'

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and chewed on her lower lip, 
pretending to think. 'I can't rewire a plug.'

Nat snorted a laugh. 'Neither can I, that's what electricians are 
for.'

'And I can't make custard, either.'
'Ach no!' He threw up his hands in mock dismay. 'That's it the 

affeer's off. I'll nae ha' a woman who cannae mack custard. That's 
mair'n flesh 'n blood can stand.'

She clasped her hands dramatically in front of her, and adopted 
an air of desperate pleading. 'Oh, prithy kind sir, spare this poor 
maiden thy wrath, for verily…I shall open a tin.'

Nat threw back his head and laughed with gusto, and the sight 
of it filled Megan with joy.

'You'll be the death of me, woman,' he said, laughter still in his 
voice.

'I do hope not, I've got all those hidden depths to plumb yet.'
'One step at a time,' he reminded her.
'We'll find out all about each other as we go along,' she said, 

brushing his hair back.
'As long as you have no nasty surprises for me along the way.'
'I might have. I could be a maniacal axe murderer on the run 

for all you know.'
He huffed. 'Says she who faints at the sight of blood.'
'Only my own.'
He stood up, pulled her to him and kissed her deeply. She 

looked so beautiful, so bright and smiling and happy, and as he 
looked into her sparkling blue eyes, full of love for him, a 
sensation he hadn't felt for a long, long time overwhelmed him - 
sheer, unadulterated happiness.

'Thou art to me a delicious torment,' he breathed as he kissed 
her neck, his lips caressing her silky skin. He inhaled, filling himself 
with her scent. 'Marry me…'
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Chapter 35

The smile and the colour wiped from Megan's face. She felt her 
stomach go tight and she couldn't breathe.

'What?' she gasped with the little air she had left.
Nat clasped her hands tightly to his chest. 'Marry me, Meg. Be 

my wife.'
'Don't be ridiculous! Have you taken leave of your senses? You 

don't know what you're saying.'
'I do…I do, I mean it. I need you…I love you and I want you to 

marry me.'
His hold on her was solid, his face full of expectation and his 

eyes bright with excitement. 
Her throat went very dry; her tongue thick in her mouth. She 

shook her head and uttered a sound to small for him to hear. 'No.'
'I want to feel like this every day, Meg.'
'No.'
Nat, caught up in the excitement of the moment, wasn't 

listening. 'We'll be so happy. Just the two of us together, in our 
own home—'

'No, Nat!'
'No what?'
She broke her hands free and folded her arms tightly across her 

stomach. 'I'm sorry, Nat, but the answer is no. I can't…I won't 
marry you.'

He gaped at her, knocked back by the rejection. 'But…but, you 
have to.'

She stood firm. 'No I don't. I don't have to do anything I don't 
want.'

His knees folded and he collapsed onto the arm of the chair, his 
expression of jubilant expectation now one of utter confusion. 
'Aft…after everything you've just said…that you would never leave 
me…you promised…you were lying?'
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'No, sweetheart, I wasn't, I meant every word.'
'Then why?' he implored. 'I don't understand…you said you 

loved me.'
'I do…but that's not why I can't marry you.'
'Then tell me…'
She cupped her hands gently against his face and looked 

directly into his bewildered eyes. 'You know I've been married 
before, Nat, and every single minute of it was horrible; days and 
nights filled with deceit and duplicity, dishonesty and pain. I don't 
ever want to go through that again. I won't. I don't ever want to 
grow to hate you in the way I hated him.'

He took hold of her arms at the elbow, his fingers digging into 
her flesh. 'I'll never hurt you, Meg, never. I'll look after you.'

She looked down at his hand on her arm. 'You're hurting me 
now, Nat.'

'I…I'm sorry.' He unclamped his fingers and let his hands flit a 
bare inch away from her. 

She rubbed at her elbow. 'How can you look after me, Nat 
when you can't look after yourself?'

'I can…I can do it,' he said. 'I know losing Joanna almost 
destroyed me, but you made me stronger, much stronger.'

'But not strong enough, Nat, you need too much, and that's 
why I can't marry you.'

He shook his head forlornly and dropped his chin onto his 
chest. 'I don't understand.'

She lifted his head so he could look into her face. 'If I marry 
you, how we are will change. Everything I do for you now, I'm 
doing out of love and because it's my choice. If I become your 
wife, then it becomes an obligation, something I have to do rather 
than want to do, and I don't want to be obligated to anyone, not 
even you. I love you, Nat and I'll happily live with you, if you'll 
have me. I'll take care of you, I'll be your lover, I'll even wash your 
socks, but I'll only do on my terms, for as long as I want to. I will 
not be forced to do it. And that's what marriage will do; it will tie 
me to you and it will take away my freedom to choose.'
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Nat looked horrified. 'No, it won't…you…you can do whatever 
you like. Go where you like. See who you want. I won't stop you.'

'It's not enough, Nat.'
'I can give you anything you want…a house, money…anything!'
'I don't want them…'
'What then, what can I give you that will persuade you marry 

me?'
'Nothing! I don't take bribes. You can't make me do anything 

and you can't buy me, so don't insult me by trying.'
'But, I love you, Meg.'
'It's not enough.'
'Please Meg.'
She closed her eyes to shut out the vision of his desperate, 

pleading face and put her hand to her brow, massaging the skin 
hard with her fingertips. Her thoughts muddled and her words 
turned harsh. 'Nat, please, stop it! Didn't you hear anything I just 
said?'

He nodded sadly. 'I heard you.'
'Then why can't you understand?'
'I do,' he said, adding, 'You will at least think about it, though, 

won't you?'
'No! Enough!' 
She suddenly felt very claustrophobic as the room closed in on 

her, stifling her. Pale and shaky, she stepped away from him, 
increasing the gap between them.

'What's wrong, Meg. Are you sick?' 
She held up her hands, palms out, to ward off his advance. 'I 

can't deal with this right now. I need to go. I need some air.'
'Don't—' he begged, worked into a state of anxiety. 'You can't 

go now. Please, let's talk about it some more.'
'There's nothing more to say. Let me go…leave me alone. I 

need time to clear my head.'
He followed her as far as the doorway. 'You'll come back, won't 

you, when you've had a think?' 
'Just give me some space, Nat…please.' She crossed the hall 

and vanished from his sight into the kitchen. 
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'Megan?'
Seconds later, he heard the back door slam. He watched from 

the study window as her small blue car disappeared down the 
driveway and out onto the road. 

'She'll come back. Give her a few minutes…she'll come back.'
He threw himself heavily into the old armchair…and waited.
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Chapter 36

She marched through the kitchen and out through the rear 
door, slamming it behind her. Once outside she ran to her safety 
of her car and locked herself in, dizzy and trembling. To her relief 
Nat had not followed her out to try to persuade her to return. She 
knew, though, he would be watching from the study window as 
she drove away and she could well imagine the look of distress on 
his face as he did.

He was an emotional man, too emotional at times, and 
emotions were persuasive to her. If she had stayed a moment 
longer, his anguish would have been too much for her to bear and 
she may have surrendered to him, and then lived to regret a 
reckless decision. She needed to put some space between them; 
to get away and think.

She left Struan Lodge having no idea where she was going. 
After driving aimlessly for over half an hour, she found herself at 
the picnic site where she and Nat had declared their love for each 
other. Had it only been two days since they were here? It seemed 
like a lifetime ago, so much had happened - coming to the lodge 
to meet Nat, making plans for the future, making love - twice, her 
fight with Rebecca, his marriage proposal….too much had 
happened, and all far too quickly.

She turned off the engine and leaned back against the 
headrest, staring at the roof. She closed her eyes and let out a 
long, deep sigh and gradually she stopped shaking.

Her mind began to stir and the magnitude of what she had 
done engulfed her. Nat's proposal had caught her completely off 
guard and he had astounded her with it. With one little word her 
rejection of both man and deed, may have destroyed everything 
between them…destroyed him.

She sat up, catching sight of herself in the rear view mirror, 
looked directly into her own eyes and addressed the reflection.
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'You callous selfish bitch! How could you be so cruel to him? 
That darling, beautiful man loves you…he wants to marry you and 
you stamped all over him. You didn't give a single thought to his 
feelings, did you? You only tried to save your own skin.'

She crossed her arms on the steering wheel and rested her 
head on them. 'Oh dear God, what have I done?'

'You've made a mistake, is what you've done, lass. You 
panicked and you ran away.'

Megan turned her head toward the origin of the familiar 
Northern accent. In the passenger seat, as solid as herself and 
engaged in her ever present knitting, sat her long dead mother. 
She fully understood the woman to be nothing more than a 
figment of her own fevered conscience, but welcomed the 
presence nevertheless.

'Hello, Mam,' she said. 'How come you always know when I 
need you?'

'You're my daughter, it's my job.'
Megan sighed deeply. 'I've done a terrible thing, Mam.'
'What's that, love?'
'I've turned down a wonderful man's proposal of marriage and 

I've ruined everything. I don't know what to do.'
'Aye, you're right. That was a rum and hasty thing to do. I 

suppose now ye'll want me to tell ye why ye turned him down? 
The real reason, mind, not the poppycock you spouted to him.'

'I hoped you might.'
She came to the end of her row of knitting and counted the 

stitches. 'Ye turned him down because ye're scared. Ye're afeared 
yon man'll become too clamped on thee and ye'll lose your own 
sen.'

Megan nodded. 'I did accuse him of being weak and needy. He 
can be a bit overwhelming at times.'

The knitting needles clacked rhythmically. 'So what if he needs 
looking after, what's wrong with that? Everybody does sometime.'

'But Nat needs so much, Mam.'
'Ye're also scared ye'll become an extension of 'im without a 

life of your ain. Am I right?'
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'True. I could end up using up so much of myself supporting 
him, there would be nothing left.'

'I know ye're strong enough to make sure that doesn't happen, 
lass. Once he realises ye're there for 'im when he needs thee, he'll 
soon get back onto his ain two feet.'

'I promised I would never leave him and I would always take 
care of him…now I've done just that, I've walked out on him.'

'It's not far back, and there's still time and ye know he'll 
welcome ye back with open arms.'

'I doubt it. I've really hurt him this time.'
Mother sighed and laid her knitting in her lap. 'Look at the 

bigger picture, Meggie. Ye've had a bad time before wi' yon 
bastard Evan, but this one's not Evan, he's a whole different kettle 
o' fish. Give 'im the chance he deserves.'

Megan smiled. 'Chalk and cheese Mam.'
Her mother chuckled. 'Aye, they are. Evan was scum; he didn't 

deserve the air he breathed, but this 'un, he deserves to be 
happy.'

'Yes, he does, Mam. If anyone does, it's Nat.'
'And will marrying thee make 'im 'appy?'
'I know it will…and I so much want him to be happy.' She 

twisted her silver ring.
'Will it make thee 'appy?'
'I honestly don't know.'
'Well consider this, my girl. Ye'll not find better at ye're time of 

life, and neither will he. He's got his faults by the cartload, there's 
no doubt about that, but that's who he is and that's why you love 
him. You do love 'im, don't you, lass?'

'Yes…oh, yes. Completely.'
'Then get back there and tell 'im. Tell 'im you'll wed 'im. Ye'll 

have nowt to lose and a lot to gain. Make him 'appy…make ye sen 
'appy. Ye both deserve it.'

Megan glanced at herself in the mirror again and saw that, 
without realising it, she had been crying. She wiped her eyes with 
a tissue from her pocket. When she glanced over to the other 
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seat, the apparition of her mother had vanished and she was 
alone again in the car. 

'Thanks, Mam.'
She got out of the car and walked around the picnic area, 

stretching her legs and taking some fresh air. She sat at the picnic 
bench and gazed out over the river, allowing the gentle 
undulations of the water to aid her thinking. When she finally 
decided what she had to do, she got back into the car.

She took a couple of deep breaths and checked herself in the 
mirror one more time before starting up the car to began her 
journey back to Struan Lodge.

At the junction with the main road, with the sun dazzling her 
eyes and her mind distracted with how she might apologise to 
Nat, she didn't notice the approach of a large, black car.

She pulled out.
A squeal of brakes, a crunch of metal and the sound of 

breaking glass...and the airbag came up to meet her.
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Chapter 37

Nat waited.
The first hour passed quickly, and he was not too concerned, 

but with a chime of the clock, it had progressed to two hours. A 
seed of restlessness began to germinate within him and each 
passing minute of Megan's absence fed and watered it. The seed 
swelled, split and began to grow.

He rooted in the chair for the remote control, switched on the 
TV and flicked through all the channels, giving each one no more 
than a cursory glance. Seeing nothing of interest, he turned it off 
again. He remained in the easy chair gazing out the window at the 
oak tree in the garden and the crows pecking at the remainder of 
last year's acorns. All the while his fingers drummed on the chair 
arms.

Suddenly unable to sit still, he leapt to his feet and began 
steadily walking the space between the chair and the door. He 
went to the window and stood looking for her car. If he strained 
his neck he could see down the curve of the driveway to the main 
gates; no car came through them.

It may have been his imagination, but the ticking of the clock 
seemed louder and more insistent.

Tearing himself away from the window, he crossed to the far 
end of the room and peered at a painting on the wall, a particular 
favourite of his, Brueghel's Tower of Babel. He looked closely at it, 
at the tiny figures toiling endlessly to build the ill-fated edifice, 
and noticed one he had not seen before. He tapped on the glass. 

'Ha! I see you!'
He stood before the mantle and examined the clock, his eyes 

following the brass second hand on its journey around the white 
enamelled dial as it swept time before it. 

He drifted back to the window and the empty driveway 
beyond.
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Idle, twitching hands fidgeted for something to do, and he 
thrust them into his pockets, toying with his keyring and small 
change coins until the jingling annoyed him.

'Read something. Reading will pass the time; she'll be back 
soon.'

He picked a random book off the shelf and opened it, but 
before he reached the end of the page, the words had become 
jumbled and made no sense and he found he had been reading 
the same sentence over again. He slammed the book closed and 
tossed it aside. He checked the clock again; had only ten more 
minutes passed? He returned to the window; the driveway 
remained empty.

His restlessness ripened and he began striding again. He 
deliberately made himself stop only to start wringing his hands 
together, linking and unlinking his fingers.

'Calm down. She'll be back. Have a drink.' 
He opened the desk drawer where he hid his bottle. 
'Just a little one won't hurt.' He pulled out the bottle and 

twisted the cap. 'No, she won't like it. Megan doesn't like me 
drinking.' He put the bottle back and closed the drawer. 'Make 
coffee…coffee will be good.'

He headed for the kitchen, and managed to get halfway across 
the hallway before he changed his mind. If he were not by the 
study window, he would not see her coming back. He abandoned 
the idea and returned to his vantage point.

'What time is it now?' In answer, the clock chimed the half 
hour. 'Where is she…where's she gone? Clear my head, she said. 
What does that mean? How long does it take?'

He wandered over to the desk to pick up the newspaper. 
'Crossword. Do the crossword…' As he flicked through the paper 
looking for it, he thought he heard a noise outside - was it a car? 

He threw down the paper and ran to the window. It wasn't 
Megan, just the Post Office van. It pulled up for a few seconds 
while the postman deposited mail through the front door, before 
drawing away down the driveway again and with it went Nat's 
hope for his lover's return.
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'She's not coming back…she's been gone too long…she's gone.'
Now firmly convinced she had decided she no longer loved him 

and had abandoned him, his restlessness developed into a 
definite disquiet. It blossomed, subtly at first, into a chorus of 
small voices. They whined like gnats inside his ears and they 
started to badger him.

'You're right…she's gone…she's not coming back.'
'No more Megan…she's left you… for good this time.'
'She's won't come back to you…'
'If she were coming back, she'd be here already…so where is 

she?'
He began to tap his hand against his leg in agitation. The 

disquiet grew steadily, like a vine. Small thorny tendrils of doubt 
and insecurity burrowed and wrapped themselves around his 
thoughts. They began to tighten their grip and the voices grew 
louder.

'You couldn't keep your big fat mouth closed could you?'
'…she doesn't love you…she's too good for you…'
'She doesn't want to be tied to an old soak like you.'
'You're pathetic… you're not worth her time.'
'She said you were ridiculous….that's what you 

are...ridiculous…to think a woman like that could love a hopeless 
shit like you.'

'She's not coming back,' he said, 'and it's my fault.'
The Voices continued to nag and taunt and mock, on and on, 

relentlessly crushing his senses. They stirred up his anxiety until it 
began to overtake him. His mind clouded and darkened. His 
pacing quickened and his heart began to race.

'She's gone…abandoned you…she's found someone better…'
'You wanted to own her…'
'You've ruined it…'
He stopped striding back and forth and sat down at his desk. 

Resting his elbows on the desktop, he covered his ears with his 
hands. He could hear his blood pounding, but through the 
thrumming of his heartbeat the Voices still came.

'You got greedy…she's gone…'
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'It's all gone now…there's nothing left…'
'She's not coming back…she was lying…'
'You really are an idiot, aren't you?'
He balled his hands into fists, pressing them to his eyes until 

they hurt.
'There's only one thing you can do…make it all go away.'
'You have to…she's made you look a fool.'
'Make her pay…no-one makes you look like an idiot…'
He jumped up from the chair and recommenced striding and 

turning, back and forth, hands clenching and unclenching. 'It's all 
my fault! She's left me…'

'You drove her away…she doesn't love you…'
'She doesn't love me…she never did.'
'She's left you…make her suffer…she deserves it.'
The Voices tormented and harassed until, like a sudden attack 

of vertigo, he became dazed and disorientated. Rational thought 
rapidly deserted him, and as it did so, the Voices took advantage 
of his growing paranoia, whirling around inside his head and 
making him dizzy.

'You're all on your own…you don't want to be on your own do 
you?'

'I don't want to be on my own…I'd rather die.' He leaned onto 
the desk to steady himself, his arms straining.

'It's so easy…it won't hurt…'
He opened the desk drawer and put his hand inside, closing it 

around the gun cabinet key box. 'I'd rather die than live without 
her.'

'It's the right thing to do…you know it is…it's all her fault.'
He took out the box and it lay hard and cold in his hand. He 

fixed his eyes blankly on it. Barely aware of his actions, he put his 
hand in his pocket, pulled out his keyring and opened the box. The 
cabinet keys glinted at him; mocking him, daring him…he picked 
them up.

'It'll be quick...you'll be doing yourself a favour…'
'…you know what to do…'
'…finish it...and nothing will hurt any more…'
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'…it'll solve all your problems …'
Moving as if in a trance, he unlocked the gun cabinet, took out 

one of the twin shotguns and broke it open. From a box on the 
shelf above the guns, he took two cartridges, loaded them into 
the barrels and snapped the gun closed with a solid click.

'…finish it…punish her for leaving you.'
'If you don't…you'll be on your own forever…'
'Go on…just a little squeeze and it's all over…'
'It's your only chance…or you'll die a lonely old man.'
With sweating palms he seized the gun tightly by the barrel and 

pushed it firmly up under his chin. The cold metal dug into his 
flesh. By now, he was breathing so hard his chest hurt. He 
stretched his arm, placed his thumb on the trigger, and pressed 
his eyes tight shut. He applied just the smallest amount of 
pressure, enough to indent his skin, but not enough to move the 
hammers.

Beads of sweat broke out at his temple and ran down his face. 
His damp palm began to slide on the barrel and he readjusted his 
grip. He took one final deep breath…

'Nat darling…don't do this…wait for her…'
A new voice broke through the thick, suffocating fog of his 

desolation. 
'Don't listen to them they're lying to you…listen to me, I won't 

lie…trust me, Megan loves you.'
The voice was soft and female; gentle and calming…like 

Megan's. It reached into him like a cool, comforting hand. 
'Meg loves you so much…you know she does...don't do this to 

her…she'll come back…give her a chance…wait for her…if you do 
this you'll never know…'

His eyes began to stream and he panted through clenched 
teeth. 'She won't come back…she's left me on my own…I don't 
want to be on my own.'

'You're not alone, Nat, she won't leave you…she loves you with 
all her heart…you know she does…you know it!'
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The quiet, soothing presence began to gather up the scattered 
strands of his sanity. Thread by thread, it started to weave them 
back into some semblance of reason.

'She loves me…' he repeated in a shuddering breath. His vice 
like grip on the cold steel barrel turned his hand white and his arm 
shook with the strain.

'She won't leave you…she promised…'
'She promised…'
'Megan loves you... do this and she'll never forgive you'.
'Megan… she loves me…she said so.'
He could feel the fabric of his senses being re-spun, smooth 

and silken, and he could smell…roses. He released the pressure on 
the trigger. His grip on the barrel slackened and it came away 
from his skin leaving two round red marks.

'That's it…let it go…put the gun down…if you hurt yourself…'
'Megan loves me.'
The cruel chorus tried one last time to corrupt him. 'No she 

doesn't…she's gone…'
'You'll never see her again…you're a pathetic worthless 

loser…there's no other way...do it!'
The female voice cut them off. 'Don't do it…think of 

Megan…think…think of Megan…how much she loves you.'
He slid his thumb off the trigger and let out a loud sob. 'Stop 

talking! All of you! I can't think! I can't…I can't…help me, Meg!'
With a heart-wrenching howl of anguish, his nerve broke and 

his little remaining strength left him. The gun slipped from his 
hands and dropped to the floor with a clatter. He fell back against 
the wall and slid slowly down to his haunches. His whole body 
trembled violently and sweat soaked through his shirt.

'Help me, Meg. Come back. Where are you? Please, come 
back.'

'…deluded idiot.'
'Leave me alone!' he spat at the mocking chorus.
'You're a fucking coward…'
'Shut up!'
'Coward!!'
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'Shut UP!' he yelled. 'All of you SHUT THE FUCK UP!!'
He snatched up the shotgun, swung it round, his finger on the 

trigger…and fired.
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Chapter 38

The back of the chair disintegrated where the shot entered it, 
opening into a gaping maw of splintered wood, torn leather and 
pulverised stuffing.

Nat's ears rang with the deafening noise. His nostrils burned 
with the stench of powder, and smoke filled the room, stinging his 
eyes. He shook with the pure relief of being alive and pulled in 
deep steadying breaths, tasting gunpowder.

He gingerly placed the smoking shotgun onto the floor and laid 
his hand to his ribs, against the tender spot where the gun's recoil 
had bruised him.

He stared at the destroyed chair, and the sudden realisation of 
what he had done hit him like a fist to the solar plexus.

'Holy Christ! Holy fucking Christ. What a mess! Megan's going 
to kill me.'

He pictured the goggle-eyed look of horrified astonishment on 
Megan's face when she saw the damage, and began to giggle. The 
giggling quickly developed into a wild, maniacal laughter that 
made his sides hurt and his eyes water. Seamlessly, the laughter 
turned to loud, hysterical weeping.

Gaining control of himself, he wiped his eyes with his 
handkerchief and blew his nose. On his hands and knees, he 
crawled over to the chair and ran his fingers around the jagged 
edge of the hole. He put his hand inside.

'That could have been me; I could have done that to myself. 
There would have been nothing left…no me…and if Megan had 
come back she would have found…'

In his mind's eye, he could clearly see her as she tripped across 
the hall and pushed open the study door. She would enter the 
room, expecting him to be sat in his chair reading his paper, alive 
and well. Instead, she would stumble over his bloody mangled 
corpse, the shotgun clutched in his stiff dead fingers, a mass of 
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pulverised bone and flesh where his head should have been and a 
spray of scarlet blood and brain matter coating the wall and 
ceiling in a halo of gore.

The horror of what he had almost done caused a wave of 
nausea to rise in him. He scrambled to his feet and stumbled 
through to the kitchen, throwing himself over the sink, retching as 
his cramping stomach forced burning yellow bile and the last of 
his partially digested breakfast up his throat and into his mouth. 
He spat it out and retched again, bringing up more bile. He filled a 
glass with cold water and took a large mouthful, gargled with it 
and swilled it around his mouth, diluting the acidic taste. When he 
spat out the liquid and let fresh water carry it down the drain, it 
took with it the last toxic remnant of his temporary insanity. He 
turned off the tap. The drain gurgled and then the room fell silent.

He wiped his mouth on a paper towel and listened intently. 
Apart from the rustling of the paper and the ubiquitous hum of 
the fridge, he heard no other sound. All the voices had gone.

Wetting his hands, he splashed cold water over his face and it 
revived him a little. As he dried his hands and face, his eyes came 
to rest on Megan's overnight bag, still standing on the kitchen 
table.

'If she had meant to go for good, she would have taken you 
with her.'

He unzipped the bag and peeked inside. There were her 
clothes; slacks, tops and clean underwear, neatly folded and 
economically packed, enough for at least two days. She had 
brought them with the full intention of spending the whole 
weekend with him. He dug about in the bag some more, finding a 
wash bag, a hairbrush and…a book. He pulled it out.

The leather binding, battered from handling, had at one time 
been blue, and on the front cover the gilt lettered words, 
'Selected Stories by Anton Chekhov' were faded, almost worn 
away. Some of the pages were dog-eared, a few still turned down. 
A bookmark indicated her current reading place. This was a well-
beloved tome, a treasure.

'She would not leave you behind on purpose.' 
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He repacked the bag and closed it up. 
'She didn't take you, because she knew she was coming back. 

The fact you're still here can only mean one thing…she can't come 
back, something's happened to her.'

He went back to the study to reclaim his keys, grabbed a coat 
from the closet and set out to look for his missing lover.

He drove through the village noting every car he saw. It was 
almost six o'clock and the shops and the café were closed or 
closing. He checked the car parks of the Community Centre and 
the convenience store. There were no small, blue cars.

'Where else would she go? Think man!'
He turned the car around and headed for Rebecca's house.

Rebecca opened the door to her caller, astounded to see him 
on her doorstep. 'Mr Mackie! What are you doing here?'

'Where's Megan? Have you seen her?'
'She's out…she's been out all day.'
'Do you know where?' He tried to look past her shoulder for 

any sign of Megan hiding in the house.
'I thought she was with you,' said Rebecca.
'She was…then she left. I don't know where she went.'
'How long has she been gone?'
'About six or seven hours…maybe more.'
'What took you so long?'
'I've had a few problems of my own.' An understatement if 

ever he made one.
'You'd better come in.' She opened the door wide, inviting him 

to enter, and ushered him into the sitting room.
'Do you have any idea where she could be? Any at all?' he said.
'No, none.' She closed the door on the growing darkness 

outside and followed him, noticing the strong, unusual smell of 
the shotgun's powder residue hanging on him.

'I'm worried, Rebecca,' he said. 'She walked out this morning 
saying she needed some air and she didn't come back.'
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She motioned for him to sit down and he sank into the easy 
chair, cocooned by too many cushions. 'Can I get you something? 
Tea? Something stronger?' 

'No thanks. Does Meg have a mobile? Can you call her?'
'No. She doesn't like mobile phones. She's never had one.'
She sat on the sofa and took a good look at him - tense and 

anxious and tapping his hands restlessly on his knees. His eyes 
looked swollen and red rimmed, as if something had been 
irritating them.

'Where the hell is she?' he said.
'I don't know, but if she's in trouble, someone would have 

called already. No-one has, so she must be fine.'
He began to drum his fingers again. 'Where in hell can she be?'
'Calm down, Mr Mackie, I'm sure she's fine. She'll come home 

soon.'
He stood up and began to pace, clenching and unclenching his 

hands as he strode up and down the room. 'I should go back 
home. If she goes back there and I'm not there—'

'Then she'll come here,' Rebecca said calmly, as he trod back 
and forth over the rug. 'There's nowhere else for her to go. Tell 
me what happened, did you have a fight?'

'No…sort of…aye…I think so.'
'You don't sound so sure. Did you upset her?'
He stopped walking and rubbed his hand over his brow. 'I must 

have…aye…aye I think I did.'
'Well that's it then! A typical Megan reaction. She'll have found 

somewhere to sit and cry and sort herself out. She's done it 
before.'

He looked at the clock on the mantle. 'But she's been gone so 
long.'

'She stayed away overnight once and we had no idea where 
she was.'

'Why hasn't she called?'
'Because that's just her way, she won't want to talk to anyone. 

It's like the nursery rhyme; 'Leave her alone and she'll come 
home'. What did you fight about?'
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He resumed his frantic striding. 'I asked her to marry me,' he 
said.

Rebecca gaped at him. 'Bloody hell!'
'That was more or less her reaction.'
'So what did she say?'
'She turned me down flat and walked out…and I haven't seen 

her since.'
Despite her hatred for Nat, Rebecca felt a degree of sympathy 

for him. He was obviously deeply concerned for Megan's welfare. 
The very fact he was here now, striding up and down her sitting 
room in a state of grim agitation, gave her more than a twinge of 
apprehension that, despite Megan's habitual desire for solitude in 
a time of crisis, something serious could have happened to her.

She immediately cast aside their argument as an irrelevance, 
holding her sister's safety at a higher priority than a tiff over a 
man, even a man she abhorred with a passion. And now his 
treading her carpet was beginning to irritate her. 

'Will you sit down please, Mr Mackie. You're making me dizzy.'
He apologised and re-took his seat in the chair.
'Don't worry. She'll be okay. I guarantee it,' she said, hoping 

she sounded more confident than she felt. 'I'll make us some tea 
while we wait.'' 

She went into the kitchen leaving him sitting alone in the 
lounge. While she waited for the kettle to boil, she made a series 
of quick, enquiring phone calls.

None of their friends or acquaintances had seen Megan.
Neither she nor Nat noticed the lights of the taxi drawing up 

outside.
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Chapter 39

The accident had left her shaken and confused. She wanted to 
go home - but where was home now? Rebecca had thrown her 
out of the cottage, and Nat might not want her back at Struan.

'Where to, hen?' asked the taxi driver.
'Rose Cottage on Langdon Road?' she said, taking the less 

painful option.
During the ten minute ride she thought about what to do next. 

Nat had to be her priority. He deserved an explanation for her 
prolonged absence and he would get it, and so would Rebecca, 
later. First, she would freshen up and change her clothes.

The taxi pulled up outside Rose Cottage and she paid the fare. 
As she closed the garden gate, she glanced across the street and 
felt her stomach turn over when she saw Nat's Range Rover 
parked under the street lamp.

'What is he doing here?'
She slipped silently through the kitchen door and could hear 

voices; first Rebecca's and then Nat's, and her name mentioned.
'He's talking to Rebecca…why are they talking about me?'
The door to the sitting room stood ajar and she sidled up to it 

to eavesdrop unseen.
'Megan's independent, she always has been,' she heard 

Rebecca say.
'I know,' said Nat. 'It's one of the reasons I'm so fond of her.'
'She's had some very tough times in her life, Mr Mackie. She's 

been used and abused more times than I can count. Her husband, 
Evan, was very handy with his fists, especially when he'd had a 
few drinks inside him. He was trouble even when he hadn't. I 
think he just enjoyed bashing her around. When he cheated on 
her for about the millionth time, she finally confronted him about 
his behaviour. He didn't appreciate her complaint and knocked 
seven bells out of her.'
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'He beat her up…she never said…'
Rebecca sighed. 'No, she wouldn't. 
'So why did she marry him in the first place?'
'Because he pitched her a tale of woe and she fell for it. She 

thought marrying him could make everything alright for him. It 
turned out to be the biggest mistake of her life. It almost cost her 
her own life.'

'How do you mean?'
'One night he came home legless after a bender. She said 

something he didn't like and he gave her such a severe kicking he 
fractured her pelvis and ruptured her uterus. She had to have an 
emergency hysterectomy and almost bled to death on the 
operating table.'

'That's why she can't have children?' he said, recalling the scar. 
'So what happened…did he get punished…go to prison?'

'Nothing happened. She wouldn't press charges and he got 
away Scot free. She put up with him for another six months or so 
and took another beating, before he walked out to go and live 
with his fancy piece. We haven't heard anything of him since.'

Nat shook his head, sickened. 'I didn't know any of this. Why 
didn't she tell me? Why…why couldn't she confide in me?'

'Probably because she thought you had enough on your plate 
already and because she thought it more important to help you.'

He put his face into his hands, traumatised by the catalogue of 
dreadful disclosures.

'While all this was going on, of course,' Rebecca continued, 'she 
was working full time and also had to take care of Dad when it 
became obvious he was neglecting himself. I'd already made the 
break here by then, so she had to do it by herself. She moved him 
into her home. He took it over and treated her like a slave and 
made her life a misery. I think it came as a relief when he died. 
Not to put too fine a point on it, Mr Mackie, over the last few 
years, Meggie has been wading knee deep in an ocean of crap.'

Nat listened, enthralled and appalled. 'I had no idea, my poor, 
lovely Meg.'
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'Enough! Don't tell him any more, Becky, please.' Megan sent 
out the silent plea to her sister. She desperately wanted to throw 
open the door and march into the room and prevent her relating 
the horrors from her past, but she found herself unable to move, 
frozen in place at her listening post. She could only lean her head 
against the doorframe and let them carry on.

'Megan has a heart of gold and a soft nature, Mr Mackie,' 
continued Rebecca, unaware of Megan's presence only ten feet 
away. 'She can't help it. No matter what personal cost to her, she 
always has to take care of everything. She always has to make 
everything and everyone—'

'—better?'
'Yes. And because of it she leaves herself open to exploitation. 

Unfortunately, she just can't see it. She acts as tough as old army 
boots, but that's just on the outside and it's a total sham. Inside 
she's as soft as marshmallow.'

'I'm not exploiting her, I'm truly not. You have to believe me.'
She looked at him closely. 'No, I don't believe you are.'
A pause hung between them before Rebecca spoke again. 'You 

have to understand, Mr Mackie, the one thing Megan needs is the 
one thing she's never been able to achieve, and that's to find a 
decent man to take care of her. She's always attracted the wrong 
sorts - needy pathetic specimens who latched onto her like 
leeches and used her up and sucked her dry, before tossing her 
aside like a dirty rag when they went home to their wives. She 
needs to find a good man she can rely on.'

'And that's not me, is it?' Nat said. 'She thinks I'm needy. She 
thinks I'm weak and pathetic. She thinks I'm not good enough for 
her because I'm not strong enough to look after her. That's why 
she turned me down isn't it?'

'I couldn't say, but I'm sure she had her reasons. You both have 
your fair share of baggage to contend with.'

'Aye, and some bags are heavier than others.'
'And I know she thinks you're a bit, how shall I put it, lonely 

and…vulnerable.'
'She might be right.'
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During another brief lull in the conversation, Megan nudged 
the door open a touch to see Nat leaning forward in the chair, his 
elbows on his knees, wiping his hands over his face in the gesture 
which always betrayed his angst.

She couldn't see Rebecca on the sofa, but could well imagine 
her perched on the edge of her seat, her hands gesticulating as 
she made her points.

'I have to tell you the God's honest truth, Mr Mackie,' Rebecca 
said. 'I don't like you, I never have. Megan's made some shitty 
choices in her life and I thought she was making another one 
getting involved with you. I told her so and we had a huge fight 
about it this morning.'

'Is that why you quit Struan?'
'Yes'
'I'm sorry.'
'So am I, because I know now, I was wrong, and you don't know 

how lucky you are. Megan is soft-hearted, that's her way, but I 
believe she's very much in love with you and because she is, she 
will always be loyal to you. She won't cheat on you. She will never, 
ever walk away from you if you are in trouble. You will have to 
leave her.'

'I won't do that…I couldn't. Megan's done everything for me. 
From the first day she crashed into my life, everything changed…I 
changed.'

'You do love her, don't you, Mr Mackie? Swear to me.'
'Aye…aye I do…I swear.'
Megan's tears were flowing freely and she covered her mouth 

to stifle her sobs. At that moment, she could not have loved two 
people in the world more than she loved Nat and Rebecca.

'Then forget marriage,' Rebecca said. 'Forget legalities, 
certificates and rings…you don't need them. Live together, enjoy 
each other and be happy.'

'I want to be with her...married or not, I can't imagine life 
without her. She's my guardian angel. She saved me. She turned 
my life around and taught me that life is worth the effort again. I 
won't live without her...I don't think I can.'
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'Have you told her this?'
He shook his head, shamefully. 'No. Not really, not in so many 

words.'
'So bloody well do it!' she cried. 'When she gets back, and she 

will come back, tell her for crying out loud.'
'She won't believe me,' he argued. 'She'll think I'm just trying to 

sway her.'
'It's not too late,' Rebecca insisted. 'I know her. When she's 

calmed down, she'll be ready to listen. You probably caught her 
on the hop, she doesn't like that. She likes to be in control.'

'Tell me about it.'
'Do it gently, tell her how you feel…and do NOT lie.'
'I won't...'
'But I give you a word of warning, Mr Mackie…' Her tone 

became low and threatening and Nat, uneasy with it, raised his 
head to look into her sharp, grey eyes. 

'If I hear so much as a rumour that you've caused her any grief 
or God forbid, laid a finger on her, I swear to you I'll hunt you 
down and I'll shoot you with your own gun.'

'And I'll stand there and let you do it,' he said. 'I love her 
Rebecca. I won't hurt her, you have my word.'

Unable to bear listening to any more, Megan dried her eyes 
and face on her sleeve and pushed the door fully open, making 
her presence known. Both turned to look at her and their faces 
reflected first their surprise at her presence, and then shock at her 
appearance.

'Jesus Christ! What the hell happened to you?' 
Her face now showed the result of the mugging by the car's 

airbag. The skin around her right eye had swollen and began to 
show the first bloom of black and purple bruising. The eye itself 
was bloodshot. She had angry red chemical and friction burns on 
her forehead and cheek, and the right side of her mouth was 
bruised with a small cut on her lip.

'I had a bit of a bump,' she said, sheepishly.
Rebecca rushed to her sister's side; Nat was already there, 

examining her wounds closely. 'You need a doctor.'
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'I've already seen one at the medical centre. I'm fine...just a bit 
battered and bruised.'

'Was anyone else hurt?' asked Rebecca.
'No. Just me.'
Nat took her in a hug and she winced. The seatbelt had 

tightened like a whiplash against her shoulder, collar bone and 
sternum, and they too were heavily bruised. 

'I'm sorry,' he said, and slackened his grip.
'I'm alright. I'll live. I'm just a bit shaken up. I can't say the same 

for the car, though. They had to tow it, it's wrecked.'
'I'll buy you another one, any one you want.' He gently 

encircled her with his arms in a protective cocoon. 'Oh, my love, I 
thought you'd gone. I thought I'd lost you.' 

He tried to find a part of her face he could touch without 
hurting her.

'I'm okay, sweetheart, really.' 
She wrinkled her nose as she too picked up the sour odour on 

him. She took a deep investigative sniff of his shirt. 'What's that 
smell? It's like…like fireworks.'

'It's nothing.' 
Nat pressed his lips gently to the uninjured left side of her 

forehead and glanced over at Rebecca. 
She gave him a small nod of encouragement and he mouthed a 

silent, 'Thank you' and gave her a warm smile as he put his arm 
tenderly around Megan's shoulders. 

'Come on, Meg, let's go home. It's time I gave you some special 
Mackie TLC.'
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Chapter 40

On the short drive back to the Lodge they didn't have much to 
say, and Nat continually cast anxious sideways glances toward 
Megan. For reassurance, she patted his thigh lightly.

The house was in darkness when they arrived. Without pausing 
to put on any lights, he led her directly through into the sitting 
room. She noticed the same acrid smell in the hallway, but before 
she had a chance to ask again what it could be, he had closed the 
door against it.

He switched on the lights and dimmed their brightness to a 
subtle half-light, took her coat from her, sat her down on the sofa 
and took off her shoes. He put her feet up on the seat and 
arranged cushions under her head.

'Stop fussing, Nat. I'm fine.'
'Stay there,' he commanded. 'Don't you move…I'll be back in 

five minutes.'
She was, as expected, about to protest, and he fixed her with a 

stern look. 'Ach, don't you dare!' He put up his hand, fingers 
splayed. 'Five minutes. Stay right there and don't move a muscle.'

With a submissive nod, she obeyed his resolute order and lay 
back onto the cushions.

He took a deep breath and pushed open the study door, 
coming face to face with a scene of wanton destruction. Although 
the smoke had dispersed, traces of the rancid smell of powder still 
hung in the air. It too would clear soon. There was no way, 
however, to hide the mutilation to the chair, now a barely 
recognisable assembly of wood, leather and stuffing. It hadn't 
been a horrible dream after all - he really had blasted a yawning 
hole with both barrels of the shotgun, the scattered wreckage 
standing testament to his temporary mental breakdown.
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But he didn't have time to clear up the mess just yet. His first 
and only priority right now was his poor injured Megan, resting on 
the sofa in the living room, and preventing her from coming into 
the study until he could get rid of the rest of the evidence would 
be no easy task. Even then, any excuse he came up with for the 
absence of his most beloved piece of furniture would have to be 
the most inventive in history for her to believe it.

Swearing quietly to himself, he picked up the gun and stowed it 
back in the cabinet, out of sight out of mind, before he skirted 
around the carnage to retrieve the bottle of Southern Comfort 
from the bottom drawer of his desk, edged his way out of the 
room, and for the first time in many years, locked the door behind 
him.

He re-joined Megan in the sitting room, relieved to see she had 
not moved, still reclined on the cushions with her eyes closed. At 
his approach, she opened them and smiled half-heartedly. He 
handed her a glass with a measure of spirit.

'Purely medicinal,' he said.
'Where's yours?'
'I've given up. I've taken the pledge. From now on...not another 

drop.'
'Daft bugger.'
He lifted her legs, sat down and rested her feet in his lap. She 

drank the amber liquid down in a single gulp and coughed as it 
burned the back of her throat.

'Bleuch. I don't blame you.'
She placed the empty glass on the floor.
'What happened?' He started a gentle massage of her foot.
'I was on my way back here…'
She was coming back…
'…it was a silly accident. It was all my fault. I had the sun in my 

eyes and couldn't see properly. It's not fair, there was hardly a 
scratch on the other bloke's car, but he was the one making a real 
to-do about it.'

'You were lucky. You could have been killed.'
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She sighed. 'It wasn't that bad, but it's the end of my insurance 
no claims bonus for the next few years.'

'You should be in hospital.'
'I'm fine. Stop fussing. The doctor came out and took me back 

to the Minor Injuries Unit for observation. He poked and prodded 
me and did an x-ray of my head. 'No bony injury,' he said, and 
made me lie down on a bed for ages and kept asking me silly 
questions to make sure I didn't have a concussion. Then the police 
came, and there were forms to fill in and questions to answer 
and...can you believe this, they breathalysed me as if I were a 
drunk driver.'

He rubbed her toes. 'Why didn't you call me, or Rebecca? We 
were frantic with worry.'

'I'm sorry, I didn't think…it all happened so quickly and there 
was so much to deal with.'

'You couldn't manage a single phone call?'
'Don't be cross with me, Nat. I didn't think it would take so 

long…and I didn't want to bother anyone…' Her voice trailed off 
and her brow suddenly creased. She threw her hands over her 
face and began to cry. 'I'm sorry…I'm such a stupid cow.'

Nat gathered her protectively in his arms. 'Oh my sweet Meg, 
no, I'm not cross with you…don't cry…don't. You're safe now.'

'Hold me, Nat,' she whimpered, clinging to his shirt and 
shaking. 'Please hold me…really tight.'

He clutched her so firmly he could hardly feel her deep sobs of 
delayed shock and terror. 'You hang on to me, hen. I'm never 
going to let you out of my sight again….never.'

She stopped crying and lay back on the cushions once more.
'I thought you weren't coming back,' said Nat, stroking her leg.
'I didn't intend to stay away. I just needed some space and 

fresh air. What you said, your proposal, it came as a real bolt from 
the blue. It was too overwhelming. I think I went into shock.'

'That makes two of us.'
'As I was lying on the bed at the doctor's, it gave me plenty of 

time to think about everything. To think about you, and me, and 
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marriage and…' She groaned. 'Oh, Nat I was totally, horribly 
wrong.'

She put her hand to his neck and coaxed him down to lay his 
head on the gentle swell of her breast. 'I heard what Rebecca told 
you, and everything you said,' she said.

'Listening at doors again? It's going to get you into trouble one 
of these days.'

'I can't help being a nosey beggar. It's in my genes.' She moved 
her fingers through his hair. 'Oh, sweetheart, I hurt you so much 
didn't I, and I don't know what else to say except I'm truly, truly 
sorry.'

'I'll get over it in a decade or two.' He looked up at her. 'You're 
here with me now, safe and sound. That's all that matters.'

'I didn't mean to be such a bitch. I wasn't thinking straight.'
'It's alright. I understand why you had your doubts. Why would 

you want to be lumbered with a useless lump like me for the rest 
of your life?'

'But that's the whole point, Nat, I do, I really do. I can't think of 
anything I want more.' She kissed his head and smelled the 
powder in his hair. 'I really don't care how much you have to use 
me to lean on. I know you'll do the same for me if I ever need it. It 
was cruel of me to accuse you of being weak and needy and just 
wanting to marry me so you would have someone to take care of 
you. The truth is…I like looking after you.'

'But you were right, we can just live together. So long as we are 
together, we don't have to get married. We could just be happy 
living...what's that silly phrase they use? Over the brush?'

'We could…but I don't want to.'
'I don't understand what you are trying to say, Meg.'
'What I am saying is that I wish to exercise my woman's 

prerogative to change her mind, and so...if you still want to marry 
me...ask me again?'

He sat up quickly. 'What?'
'I want you, heart and soul for the rest of my life, Nat. So ask 

me again?'
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'Oh Meg, my darling Meg, will you marry me?' He put her hand 
to his lips, kissing the palm. 

'Yes, Nat. I will.'
He held her hand against his face. 'Thank you. Oh, thank you, 

Meg. You've made me so very, very happy, I can't say—' 
'I think you just did,' she said with a smile.
He clambered off the sofa and stood, looking down at her with 

a shifty smile on his face. 'What?' she said.
'You're so damned exquisite, purple eye and all, and I just want 

to—' 
She whooped as he stooped down, wrapped his arms around 

her and with no effort at all, lifted her clean off the seat. 'You're 
coming with me, woman.'

She grabbed at his neck for fear of falling. 'What are you doing? 
Put me down…you'll hurt yourself—'

'Not a chance, you're all mine now.'
'Aren't you supposed to wait until after we're married?'
'I thought we'd get some practice in before then.' 
He carried her into the hallway, and as they passed the study 

on the way to the stairs, she sniffed the air.
'What is that horrible smell? It's here…it's on you…it's…' In her 

mind, the dots suddenly connected and she knew why the smell 
was so familiar. 

Fireworks… gunpowder…
'Stop! Put me down.'
'I'd rather not,' he said, tensing, and kept walking towards the 

staircase.
'Put me down right now!' 
She wriggled in his arms and he had to let her down to stand 

on her own feet. She went directly to the study door and grabbed 
the handle. It wouldn't budge when she tried to turn it.

'It's locked. You never lock it. What's going on, Nat?'
'Nothing.'
'Liar! Open this door!'
'No. It…it's…untidy,' he stuttered, 'There's p...papers 

everywhere…it's a complete mess…'
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'Open it!'
'No, Meg…I…I don't want you to go in there.'
'Open the door NOW, Nat, or I'll take the wood axe to it!'
Faced with her hard-eyed insistence and determined threat, he 

had no choice but to dig the key from his pocket and unlock the 
door. With a last look at his downcast face, she went in and put on 
the light.

He closed his eyes and readied himself, anticipating a yell of 
horror and stream of oaths, but there was nothing but eerie 
silence.

After just over a minute she switched off the light, came out of 
the room and quietly pulled the door closed behind her. Her face 
had a ghostly pallor and the bruising around her eye stood out 
livid against the stark waxy paleness.

'I'm sorry, Meg. I didn't want you to see…'
She leaned back against the door, breathing deeply and sucking 

on her lip. 'Why?' she exhaled, and regarded him with huge eyes 
swimming with tears.

He swallowed hard and licked his dry lips. 'I really thought you 
weren't coming back, that you'd left me…that you'd gone for 
good. I didn't…I didn't want to be left alone...' His voice trailed off, 
small and unsteady.

She blinked and the tears fell, so large and heavy they missed 
her cheeks completely and dropped to the carpet. She held his 
eyes with her own and he couldn't look away. 

'Come here,' she instructed.
Cautiously, he moved towards her. When he was within her 

arm's length, she flung herself at him, one arm around his neck in 
a lock so tight it threatened to choke him, the other scrabbling for 
any purchase which might enable her to hold him more closely, 
her cold pale cheek pressed against his ear. 

'You bloody, senseless, foolish man…what are you?'
'I'm so sorry, Meg.'
She released her stranglehold, cradled his face in her hands 

and kissed him, tenderly but intensely. Saying nothing further, she 
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turned and walked off toward the stairs. He could only stand and 
watch, bemused.

'Where are you going, my love?' 
She paused on the second step with her hand on the newel 

post. Slowly, she turned and came back to him, her face 
unnervingly calm, and when she spoke, her voice was low and 
serene. 

'I want you to listen to me very carefully, Nathaniel, because I 
am going to enlighten you to three things that are going to 
happen here tonight. First of all...' She poked him in the chest for 
emphasis. 'I am going to take a long, hot bath and try very, very 
hard not to think about what went on in that room today. 
Secondly...' Another poke. 'You are going to open that very 
expensive bottle of wine I know you've been hiding in the back of 
the larder. And thirdly...' A finger lifted his chin this time.  'And I 
want you to mind this one well, because it is by far the most 
important - you are going to make love to me until you beg to be 
allowed to stop, or you die, whichever comes first. Do I make 
myself perfectly clear?'

He gaped at her, at a loss for words, and could only bob his 
head in mute affirmation.

'Good,' she said, and proceeded to climb the stairs. At the half-
way point, she called back over her shoulder. 'Are you coming, or 
do I have to scrub my own back?'

Taking them two at a time he bounded up the stairs after her.
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Chapter 41

He greeted a new morning in his own bed, and for the first 
time in over five years, not alone. He kept his eyes closed and 
reached out his foot towards a nearby source of heat. He touched 
it gently with his toes. Soft and smooth and solid. A female leg.

He opened his eyes to a sight to gladden his heart - his dear 
Megan asleep on the pillows beside him, her hand tucked under 
her face and her hair spread around her like a silvering halo.

My guardian angel.
The duvet's warmth had given her cheeks a pink bloom and her 

breathing was deep and rhythmic. As she exhaled each breath 
through her nose, she made a slight whistle and the sound of it 
made him smile. The way she lay, he couldn't see her black eye or 
the burns on her forehead and she looked perfectly peaceful and 
radiant in her slumber. The light fluttering in his stomach he 
mistook at first for hunger, but as it grew in intensity and started 
to affect his heart and his groin simultaneously, he realised it was 
much more than that. Much more.

The previous evening he had helped Megan fulfil all three of 
her demands.

He left her in the bedroom to wait as he drew her bath and 
rummaged around in the bathroom cupboards to find a long-
forgotten bottle of Joanna's bubble bath and assorted scented 
candles. His preparations complete, he led her to the darkened 
bathroom and presented her with a deep, hot, foaming tub, 
delicately lit by a ring of small, fragrant candles.

'Your tub awaits, my lady.'
She stripped herself naked, pinned up her hair and stepped 

into the bath, lowering herself into the steaming water with a sigh 
of contentment. 'Oooh, that's lovely!'
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He couldn't help but notice the large purple bruise spreading 
across her chest, and the sight of it triggered within him a pang of 
guilt. He didn't want to look at it and made to leave her to bathe 
in peace. 'I'll, um…leave you to it,' he said.

She called him back. 'Where are you going, sweetheart?'
'I'll wait for you in the bedroom.'
'Don't be silly.' She swished the bubbly water. 'There's plenty 

of room for both of us.'
He hesitated at the door. 'I thought you wanted to be alone, 

to…not think.'
'Come on, get in,' she urged. 'Before it goes cold.'
He undressed and climbed in with her, lowering himself 

carefully into the water, concerned as it came perilously close to 
splashing over the rim of the bath and flooding the floor. She put 
her hands on his shoulders and leaned him back against her and 
he closed his eyes as the hot, soothing bubbles closed over him.

Even though the gunpowder residue was only on his hair and 
hands, she soaped, sponged and shampooed every inch of him, 
being especially gentle with the large angry bruise over his ribs. 
She didn't ask how he obtained it.

They carefully changed places and she sat between his legs. He 
kissed the nape of her slender neck and over her shoulders, and 
smoothed his hands over her slick, soapy skin, before rinsing her 
clean with the sponge.

They stayed in the water until the bubbles dispersed and their 
skin began to show signs of pruning. Not once did she broach the 
subject of the day's events. Neither did he.

Wrapped in bathrobes and still glowing from the bath, the pair 
retired to the kitchen to find something to feed their empty 
stomachs. Nat, although at first willing to accede to Megan's 
wishes, opened only his second most expensive bottle of wine, 
citing the desire to save the more exclusive vintage for a 'special 
occasion'. They savoured the intense, ruby liquid and it perfectly 
complimented their simple meal of cheese-on-toast.

Once suitably sated with both food and drink, they withdrew to 
bed, and Megan's third directive. Her decree that he make love to 
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her until he begged for mercy, or died in the process, he also duly 
fulfilled. He hadn't died, of course, but he felt certain that if it 
hadn't been for her able assistance, he wouldn't have been able 
to last as long as he had.

There was movement behind her eyelids as she came into 
consciousness. Moments passed until she took in a single, deep 
breath and opened her eyes. She blinked as she focused, and a 
wide smile crossed her face when she saw him looking at her 
intently.

'Good morning, sweetie,' she whispered, her voice only half 
awake.

He kissed her forehead, still carrying the flush of sleep. 'Good 
morning to you too. Sleep well?'

She yawned and turned over onto her back. Reaching her arms 
above her head, she stretched and arched her spine until it 
clicked. 'Like a baby,' she said, and relaxed down onto the bed. 
She ran her fingers through her hair. 'You're going to have to get 
used to this,' she said. 'I did warn you. I look like this every 
morning.'

'What…gorgeous?'
'No, a yeti.'
He put his hand on her stomach, feeling her muscles tense, and 

moved it slowly down to the protrusion of her hipbones. She 
turned herself over and his hand squeezed her buttock.

'How are you today?' she asked with dreamy airiness.
He grunted. 'Apart from the back-ache, leg-ache and major 

friction burns on my cock, I'm just hunky-dory, thanks for asking.'
She clambered over to lie on top of him, her expression one of 

pouting sympathy. 'Oh, you poor darling. Shall I kiss it better?'
Enough daylight came through the drapes for him to get his 

first good look at the damage to her face. The mark on her 
forehead looked angry. The swelling around her eye had gone 
down a little, but the eye itself was still bloodshot, the deep 
purple bruising, profound. Remorse filled him as he brushed his 
fingertips over it.

301



-  -

'I did that,' he said. 'I did that to your beautiful face.'
'Don't be silly. The airbag did it. It's not your fault.' She kissed 

his ear and down his throat.
'It is. If I hadn't been so greedy and stupid, none of this would 

ever have happened.' He touched her face again.
'Don't, Nat…you're not to blame. I told you already I was a 

rubbish driver. It was bound to happen sooner or later.'
'I thought I'd dreamt it all,' he said. 'I hoped it was all some 

horrible nightmare and I'd wake up and you'd be…we'd be…but 
yesterday was real wasn't it?'

She nodded. 'I'm afraid so. It happened and it was horrible, but 
what's done is done, there's no changing it.' She sighed. 'We're 
both okay, we're here together and we can forget about it now. 
Everything will be okay and I'll be better in a few days.'

'I'm sorry, my love. I'll never hurt you again.'
'I know you won't,' Megan ran her hand over his stubbled 

cheek. 'Not on purpose anyway.'
'I won't, not at all, I promise…on my life.'
'You can't say that, because you never know what's going to 

happen.' She pressed her forehead to his and he closed his eyes.
'I love you, Meg. I love you so much, it hurts.'
'I know you do, sweetheart.' She kissed him softly on the lips. 

'Now give me a cuddle.'

'What time is it?' she asked, her eyes closed, her head against 
Nat's chest.

He twisted his head to peer at the clock. 'Ten to ten.'
'What time are the estate agents coming?'
He pushed her off, sat up and threw back the cover, all in one 

swift motion. 'Shit! I forgot—'
'What-time?' she asked again.
'Erm…I don't know… around noon I think. Where the hell are 

my pants?'
She put her arms around him and pulled herself up, her breasts 

pressed against his back. She kissed the back of his neck and 
pulled him down into the bed and cuddled up close, the warmth 
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of his groin against her bare leg. She pushed her knee gently 
against him. The pressure caused him to moan softly.

'There's plenty of time. Don't panic. We'll hide the chair in the 
garage and it won't take more than a few minutes to clear up the 
mess. No-one will ever know anything had ever happened.'

He opened his mouth to protest, but she closed it with her 
fingers. 'He can have a snoop around and take his pictures, and 
everything will look perfect. I'll make sure of that.' She took her 
fingers away and kissed him. 'And then…when he's gone, and 
we're all on our own again…we have something very important to 
do.'

Nat let out a groan. 'No, Meg, no more. I can't. You've worn me 
out.'

She gave him a playful slap. 'Not that! Did you forget 
already…we have a wedding to plan?'

The smallest frown of doubt creased his brow. 'Do we? Do we 
really?'

'Yes, absolutely we do.'
'You weren't just saying it to keep me quiet, to humour me?'
'Shut up.'
'Because you've done it before—'
She put her finger back against his lips. 'I wasn't, my love, I 

mean it. I want to marry you. I want to spend the rest of my life 
with you.'

His frown vanished, to be replaced with a soft smile. 'When?'
'As soon as possible.' She touched her finger to her swollen 

eye. 'Well, as soon as these silly bruises have all gone. I want to 
have nice pictures. I'm still a little bit vain.'

'Where?'
She sucked on her bottom lip and felt the healing cut with her 

tongue. 'Anywhere, I don't care. Somewhere nice, except...not—'
'Except not at the kirk where Joanna and I were married?'
She nodded. 'Yes, if you don't mind.'
'That shouldn't be a problem at all. It's away over in Edinburgh 

and I don't believe it's a kirk any more. Actually, come to think of 
it, it's a carpet warehouse now.'
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An idea suddenly occurred to her. 'We can do it here if you 
like.'

'What? You mean here...in the house?'
'Why not? We certainly have the room.'
He puffed out his cheeks, puckered his lips and frowned as he 

carefully considered the suggestion. 'Aye, why not indeed?' he 
declared after a long pause. 'I would never have thought of it 
myself. It's a brilliant idea. Well done you.'

'Thank you,' she cheeped and snuggled up closer to him. 
He kissed her forehead gently. 'You know, I can't help thinking 

I'm a gey lucky man,' he said. 'It's not everyone who's fortunate 
enough to get a second bite of the cherry, particularly one so 
sweet and delicious.'

'My darling, I would give you the whole damned cherry tree if I 
could. You deserve it.' Her hand found its way down between his 
legs and she touched her lips to his. 'Are you sure you can't 
manage a quickie?' she murmured. 'There's still time.'

He sighed out his pleasure as her soft, warm hand encased him 
and applied light pressure. 'Keep doing that,' he said, pulling the 
covers over their heads. '...and I think I just might just be 
persuaded...'
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Chapter 42

They had no need to be concerned. The visit by the estate 
agent passed off without a hitch.

Between them, they manoeuvred the ruined chair out of the 
study, through the kitchen and out into the garage, where they 
hid it from view with a tarpaulin.

Megan opened the study window to let in fresh air and remove 
any trace of gunpowder, and it took no more than a quick run 
around with the vacuum, a squirt of air freshener and a slight 
rearrangement of the furniture to make the room look and smell 
completely normal.

In a flurry of activity, she made the beds, dropped the toilet 
seats and straightened the towels. Nat tidied the kitchen, 
plumped cushions in the sitting room and opened up the 
conservatory. When the estate agent arrived to take his 
photographs and make his measurements, the whole house was 
spick and span and sweet smelling, presented at its magnificent 
best. He declared himself impressed and confident.

They saw him off with a cheery wave and hearty thanks and 
returned to the kitchen to have lunch, over which they began to 
discuss arrangements for their impending nuptials.

The marriage of Megan Thomas and Nathaniel Mackie took 
place three months later, on a sunny Wednesday afternoon under 
a canopy on the front lawn at Struan Lodge, in the presence of 
their friends and family.

Megan wore a dress of ivory silk with matching shoes, and 
carried a bouquet of red roses and gypsophilia identical to the 
ones Nat had given her to thank her for nursing him through the 
flu. A single string of pearls, a wedding gift from her soon-to-be 
husband, graced her neck
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Nat didn't wear his kilt, instead he opted for a smart, dark grey 
suit with tartan waistcoat, and a red rose in his lapel buttonhole.

The couple were radiant with happiness and there was hardly a 
dry eye in the congregation as they affirmed their love for each 
other and made their vows. They exchanged rings and the 
celebrant duly declared them to be husband and wife. When Nat 
kissed his bride, he did so to a round of polite applause.

To the strains of a chamber quartet playing Haydn and Mozart, 
the newlyweds mingled with the gathered audience, exchanging 
hand shakes and kisses of congratulation. 

Rose petals were thrown, photographs taken and a new album 
started.

A small, intimate reception took place in the dining room and 
conservatory, and the invited guests, including some villagers and 
Old John the gardener, gathered to toast the bride and groom 
with champagne, to share wedding cake, and wish them well for 
the future.

As a gesture of goodwill and reconciliation, but more at 
Megan's insistence, Nat had invited Phil McNeil. The two men 
greeted each other with civility, shook hands and made up their 
quarrel. Nat enquired after Phil's broken nose, to be told it had 
healed without incident. Of Elaine and Irana, there was no 
mention.

To Megan's pleasure and utter surprise, Rebecca used the 
occasion to make an announcement of her own - after a four year 
courtship, she and Paul were to be married in the New Year...and 
Megan was to become an aunt to twins shortly afterwards.

The party broke up at around eleven o'clock that night and the 
company dispersed to stay at various bed and breakfast 
establishments in the village.

The house had already been sold, but not yet vacated, and the 
rooms, the exception being the one guest bedroom where the 
newlyweds would spend their wedding night, had been stripped 
of their contents, now packed in assorted, carefully labelled crates 
and boxes awaiting removal to the couple's new home.
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At two o'clock the next afternoon, Mr and Mrs Nathaniel 
Mackie departed Struan Lodge for a three week honeymoon 
cruise in the Caribbean, leaving the final packing and clearing up 
to Rebecca and Paul.

The holiday revealed a new man in Nathaniel, much to Megan's 
delight.

Almost at once his whole disposition changed as the strain of 
his failing business, the loneliness of life at Struan, and his awful 
memories of the deaths of Joanna and his baby were stripped 
away and discarded. Buried deep within the metaphorical onion 
layers could be found the real Nat, and he soon came to the fore.

He relaxed completely and she saw for the first time how truly 
contented he was with his new lease of life.

He drank very little, no longer having the need to seek solace in 
a bottle, and he exchanged scowls and frowns for deep, infectious 
laughter to make her heart light.

Laconic, irreverent humour replaced foul-mouthed temper 
tantrums and there were no more fits of selfish pique or periods 
of dark sulkiness. He was a different man - confident, funny, 
caring and considerate. He was also a passionate lover and a 
wonderful companion and she adored this new Nat even more 
than she had the old one. She knew in her heart he was the man 
with whom she would spend the rest of her life in idyllic 
contentment.

They returned home, tanned, healthy and happy, and within a 
fortnight had completely moved into the cottage they had bought 
on the outskirts of the city. It was small, having only two 
bedrooms compared to the seven at Struan, but it had everything 
they needed.

They were surrounded by dense mixed woodland which 
shielded them from the noise of the nearby main road and its 
quiet and peaceful location encouraged much wildlife and birds to 
visit. The cottage also boasted a sizeable garden with a 
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greenhouse, and Megan laughed out loud when Nat declared his 
intention to keep chickens and grow vegetables.

'You can't even boil an egg,' she tittered. 'What are you going 
to do with the whole bird?'

She was happy with her rustic kitchen, complete with its Aga 
range and large pine table, and he made himself at home in the 
cosy sitting room with its deep inglenook fireplace. His old 
armchair and footstool had been replaced by new ones, and they 
took pride of place by the hearth.

He put his portfolio of land up for sale, along with his business, 
and relinquished his shotguns to a dealer for a substantial 
amount. They had been an investment indeed. But the car 
stayed...for a while.

A month later, on her birthday, Megan had a surprise. Nat 
covered her eyes with his hands and led her outside. When he 
took them away, her vision fell on a brand new Range Rover in his 
favourite metallic green. He had chosen the latest upgraded 
model - very sophisticated and very, very expensive. The new 
personalised plate now read MEG4N.

She squealed with joy and circled the vehicle, running her 
fingers over every surface. He stood back and allowed her to do it. 
He would enjoy cleaning it later. 

'I don't think I've ever seen anything so beautiful in all my life,' 
she declared.

'Open the glove box,' he said.
'Why?'
'You'll see.'
She opened it and from it pulled out a neat square box. She 

flipped open the lid to see the velvet pad inside. It cradled the 
most exquisite pendant in the shape of a pair of intertwined 
hearts, one yellow gold, one rose, together with a fine gold chain. 

'Oh, Nat...' she gasped, delighted and awed.
He took the chain from the box and fastened it around her 

neck. 'Happy birthday darling.' 
She pressed the pendant to her chest. 'It's beautiful. Thank you 

so much.'
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'My pleasure, as always.'
She hugged and kissed him, and when she withdrew he saw a 

small, sly smile sitting on her lips.
'You do know there's only one thing we can do now, don't 

you?' she said, opening the rear door of the car.
She climbed onto the ivory leather seat and sat expectantly. His 

face remained an uncomprehending blank. She curled her finger 
suggestively, and he feigned coy innocence. She reached out and 
grabbed him by his belt, tugging on it until he was in the car and 
on the seat beside her. She then climbed over him and pulled the 
door closed with a satisfying thud.

END

309



-  -

This book is for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-
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each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, 
or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to 
your bookstore and purchase your own copy. Thank you for 
respecting the hard work of this author.

About the Author

Author Jillian Brookes-Ward hails originally from the North of 
England but now lives in a pretty village on Royal Deeside in 
Scotland where she draws inspiration for her books from the 
dramatic yet romantic locale and the people around her.

A former medical secretary, she quit the nine to five to 
concentrate on writing. Now a full time author she has four other 
published novels:

Linda Loves...?
Watch Your Back!
On The Fly
Three Way Street

and as Lucy Pepperdine Anima Mea

Connect with Jillian on Twitter at @jillywrites

Contact Jillian direct at j.brookesward@gmail.com

310


