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IN A REMOTE valley in the Scottish Highlands, Posy McBride stood at the base of an avalanche field buffeted 

by an icy wind. It froze exposed skin and crept through gaps in clothing. The air smelled sharply of winter 

and each breath emerged as a cloud of vapor. 

Snow the size of boulders lay strewn across an area that attracted climbers from all over the world. This 

area of the Highlands was known for its steep cliffs, challenging routes and its tendency to avalanche in the 

winter months. 

The dog waiting next to her was tense with anticipation and excitement. 

“Away find!” Posy gave the command and the dog bounded onto the debris field, weaving to and fro, 

nose to the snow. 

Other members of the mountain rescue team had formed a probe line and were searching with slow, 

methodical purpose. 

“She’s a champ,” Posy muttered, striding to catch up as Bonnie struggled over the huge boulders of snow, 

a smudge of gold in a sea of white as she searched for human scent. 

Rory, the training officer for the local mountain rescue team, walked up to her, a radio in his hand. “Phil 

fell over a few times. His scent will be all over the snow. That’s going to confuse her.” 

“It’s not going to confuse her. She’s trained in air scent and trailing.” Posy didn’t take her eyes off Bonnie. 

“See? She’s showing interest in that spot right there. She’s a natural.” 

“Phil would have put human scent on the surface.” 

At that moment Bonnie started barking. Then she flew across the snow back to Posy. 

“Show me!” Posy followed her back to the place that had caught her attention. 

Rory followed at a slower pace, cursing as he stumbled. “I bet Luke a tenner she wouldn’t find him.” 

“And for that lack of faith you’re going to have to pay up.” Posy reached Bonnie, who was now playing 

tug-of-war with a sweater. “You’re wonder dog. Good girl, good girl.” This, fortunately, was a training 

exercise but still she made a big fuss of the dog, giving Bonnie her favorite squeaky toy as a reward. Then 

she grinned down at the man lying half-buried in the snow. “Hello there. How are you feeling today?” 

He returned the smile, even though she knew he must be freezing and uncomfortable. Snow clung to his 

jacket, his jaw and his eyelashes. “I’m not sure. I might need mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.” 

“You should be so lucky.” Posy stroked Bonnie’s soft fur. Working with the dog thrilled her and she was 

in awe of the animal’s skills. They could do so much more than a human. “You are the best search and rescue 

dog who ever roamed the planet.” 

Their “victim” cleared his throat. “Excuse me—I’m still in this hole. Aren’t you at least going to pull me 

out? Is this how you treat someone caught in an avalanche?” 

“Don’t be a wimp. You can haul yourself out.” 

“Wimp?” He struggled upright, wincing as snow slid inside the neck of his jacket. “Hell of a date, Posy 

McBride. When you said you wanted my body, this wasn’t what I imagined.” 

“No?” 

“No.” He removed a lump of snow from his neck. “You said, ‘I want your body on Saturday,’ and I was 

good with that. I like a woman who knows what she wants. I thought to myself, dinner and then a movie. Or 

maybe a cozy evening in the Glensay Inn followed by a romantic stroll. Setting the scene before we get 

naked together.” He levered himself out of the snowy hole and she laughed. 

“You look like the abominable snowman.” 

“Your concern warms me, which is good because I may have hypothermia.” 

Her smile widened. “You think?” 

“That’s generally what happens when a person lies buried by snow for a couple of hours waiting for a 

dog to find him.” He brushed thick layers of snow from his sleeve. “I have snow in places I didn’t even know 

snow could reach. Any chance of a wee warming dram?” 

“Somehow that phrase doesn’t sound right spoken in a New York accent.” 

“I’ll use whatever accent you prefer as long as you pour me whiskey.” 

“Alcohol and hypothermia aren’t a good combination.” 

She enjoyed their banter, probably more than she should. 
Luke’s arrival at Glensay had calmed the restlessness inside her that always seemed to be present these 

days. It was as if he’d brought part of the outside world with him, quenching some of her thirst for adventure. 



Bonnie was bounding in happy circles, tail wagging. 

“You’re lucky she is a superstar, or you would have been lying there for a lot longer.” 

“I’m supposed to feel grateful that I’m cold and wet?” 

“If this was a real avalanche, you’d be falling at her furry paws and pledging lifelong love and allegiance.” 

He stamped the snow from his boots. “If this was a real avalanche I would have been wearing a transceiver 

and carrying a shovel and probe.” 

“That assumes you would have been climbing or skiing with people who knew what to do with a 

transceiver, a shovel and a probe.” 

“Do people volunteer to do this more than once?” 

“Yes. We have a team of ‘dogsbodies’ who volunteer during our training exercises.” 

“And they’re still alive?” 

“Mostly. We don’t often do avalanche training. Sometimes you just get to lie in a soaking wet grassy hole 

on the side of the mountain.” 

“Stop or I’ll never recover from the searing disappointment that comes from knowing I missed that 

experience.” He had the lean, athletic build of a climber and the rugged looks of a man who spent his life 

exposed to the elements. 

The strength of the attraction had come as a surprise to her. 

She was wary of relationships. In a small community like the one she lived in, you couldn’t walk away 

when a romance ended. There was a strong likelihood you were going to see the person every day. It had 

happened to her, and she wasn’t in a hurry to repeat the experience. 

Rory called out to them. “Everything okay over there?” 

Posy turned her head. “I think the victim has hypothermia.” 

“Victim?” Luke arched an eyebrow. “Less of the ‘victim,’ thank you. It’s not how I see myself.” He bent 

to stroke Bonnie. “You’re the only girl for me. If I really had been buried in that avalanche and you rescued 

me, I’d have to marry you.” 

“Mr. and Mrs. Golden Retriever. I predict many years of happiness.” Before Posy could dodge, Luke 

stuffed a handful of snow down the neck of her jacket. 

Ice trickled over her skin and she gasped. “That’s immature.” 

“But satisfying. And now you’re cold too, which levels the playing field. We should warm each other. 

Hot shower. Log fire. Bottle of red wine.” 

It would be easy enough to do because technically they lived under the same roof. 

On their land was a barn, complete with hayloft. Her parents had cleverly converted it into two properties. 

Posy lived in the loft, which had sloping ceilings and views of the stars. The barn was offered as a rental. It 

was half a mile from Glensay Lodge, where her parents lived, and bordered by pine and birch woodland. A 

short walk led you to the deep loch, spring fed and stocked with brown trout. 

Its isolation wasn’t for everyone, and in the summer the occupants were mostly couples seeking a 

romantic week in the wild Highlands. It was perfect for cycling, bird-watching, hiking and loch swimming, 

but the biggest draw was its proximity to big mountains. In the winter, the barn was often booked by climbers. 

Short rentals meant more work for Posy. With frequent changeovers she was always cleaning, changing 

beds and doing laundry, so she’d been thrilled when Luke Whittaker had booked it for four months with an 

option to extend. 

He was a climber and writer. He needed peace and quiet to finish a book, and a base that would allow him 

to climb. The barn offered opportunities for both. 

Occasionally, when she’d arrived home late after a training session, Posy had seen his lights burning, so 

she already knew Luke Whittaker was a night owl. 

She also knew he was good with animals. Like now, for instance, when he was sending Bonnie into 

ecstasy with a stomach rub. 

He glanced up at her. “I’m assuming Bonnie passed the test?” 

“She did. She picked up your scent right away.” 

He straightened. “Are you telling me I smell?” 

“Be grateful that you do. It’s how she finds you. She is trained to look for human scent. If you’re panicking 

and sweating, you give off a stronger smell.” 

“I was buried in snow. I can assure you not a drop of sweat emerged from my frozen pores.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. She sensed your fear.” She enjoyed teasing him. “And she could probably 

feel the vibrations in the snow where you were shivering. But seriously, thanks. It was a good thing you did 

and we’re all grateful.” 
“She seems like a pretty good rescue dog to me.” 



“Fetch is her favorite game, which helps. You need a dog who has a strong drive to retrieve. And also 

scenting is her superpower.” 

They picked their way over the lumps of snow, back down the track to where Posy had parked her car. A 

fresh layer of soft powder dusted the surface of the snow and the freezing air numbed her cheeks. 

“Have you rescued many stranded climbers and hikers?” 

“Yes. And sometimes I’ll get called by the police to help search for a missing person. A couple of weeks 

ago Bonnie found an elderly guy with dementia who had gone walkabout. His family were beside 

themselves—apparently he’d managed to unlock the front door and wander. They were relieved when we 

found him.” 

“Wait—” He stopped walking. “I thought a trailing dog is a different type of rescue dog.” 

“More often than not it is. Dogs either air scent, where they follow any human scent, or they follow the 

trail of a specific scent. It’s rare for a dog to be trained to do both.” 

“And she is?” 

“What can I say? She’s a superstar.” 

They carried on walking. “The man you found was all right?” 

“He was pretty cold. Bonnie found him sheltering behind a hedge. Spent a few nights in the hospital, but 

doing okay now. Bonnie and I went to visit him.” 

“Is there anything she can’t do?” 

“She doesn’t love helicopter rides—” Posy pulled a face “—and we get a few of those.” 

Bonnie jumped into the back of the car and wagged her tail expectantly, while Posy changed her boots 

and removed the outer layers of her clothing. 

She stuck out her hand. “Have a great day.” 

Luke stared at her hand. “I give you my whole body, and all you give me in return is your hand? The least 

you could do is invite me to join you for a mug of hot chocolate in that cozy café you run with your mother.” 

“Can’t. Today I’m staff, not a customer.” She slid into the driver’s seat. “But I’ll bring you home a slab 

of chocolate cake.” 

“Dinner then. I’ll take you to the Glensay Inn. Roaring log fire, local ale, good food and great company.” 

And all the gossip you could handle. 
“I’ve lived here for most of my life, Luke. You don’t have to sell the charms of my own village to me. 

And tonight, I’m busy.” 

“You, Posy McBride, are always busy. When you’re not out tracking down lost souls with your dog or 

guiding someone up an ice wall, you’re working in the café, tending the sheep or collecting eggs from your 

hens. Which, by the way, taste like nothing I’ve ever eaten before.” 

“Everything tastes better here. It’s the air. I have to go.” She knew her mother would be overwhelmed. 

“It’s our busy period and Mom is handling it on her own because Vicky is feeling under the weather.” 

He stood, legs spread, hands on hips. “You’re good to your mom.” 

It seemed like a strange thing to say. “She’s my mother. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Have you always been close?” 

Posy’s earliest memory was being rocked to sleep by Suzanne. She remembered the warmth, the tightness 

of her arms, the feeling of comfort and security. “Yes.” 

“And you’re going to take over the café from her one day?” 

“That’s the plan.” 

He studied her thoughtfully. “And you’re okay with that? You’ve never been tempted to travel? Do 

something different?” 

It was as if he’d pressed down on a tender wound. 

Should she admit that yes, she’d been tempted? Should she admit it was something she thought about a 

lot at night, and then dismissed during the day when she worked alongside her mother, who had been there 

for her through thick and thin? How could she ever explain the aching sense of responsibility she felt? It was 

an anchor, keeping her trapped in the same place. She was grateful for that anchor, but sometimes she wanted 

to tear it loose and set sail. There were big, beautiful mountains out there just waiting for her. A whole world 

of adventure. 

During the day, she smiled at customers, cooked and made a perfect cappuccino but at night in the privacy 

of her loft, she studied difficult peaks, ice and rock walls, planned routes, watched endless videos on the 

internet, until she felt as if she’d climbed those challenging faces herself. 

“This is my home. My family is here and my job is here. Goodbye, Luke, and thanks for today.” Thanks 
for stirring up thoughts I didn’t want to have. “Rick will give you a ride back to Glensay Lodge.” She started 
the engine. “Don’t you have words to write?” 

“Yes, but generally I need thawed hands for that.” 



“I put fresh logs in the barn this morning before I left for the training session. I presume you know how 

to light a fire?” It wasn’t a serious question. Luke Whittaker had written a book on wilderness survival and 

even had she not had that volume on her bookcase, she would have known he was the sort of man who could 

survive in the harshest of conditions, the sort of man who could produce a spark from two sticks before you 

could say flame. 

“You could come and light my fire for me.” 

“That is the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard. I hope you’re better at lighting fires than you are at picking up 

women or you’re about to suffer from a nasty case of frostbite.” 

She put her foot to the floor and the last thing she saw before she drove away was the smile on his face. 

Winter days in the Scottish Highlands were often gray and gloomy, but today was a perfect blue-sky day. 

The landscape was shrouded in white, smooth and undisturbed, like icing on a Christmas cake. The surface 

caught the sun and sparkled like a million crystals. 

Why would she even think of leaving this beautiful place, filled with people who loved and cared about 

her? Being here wasn’t a sacrifice, it was a choice. She’d been four years old when Suzanne and Stewart had 

packed up their lives and moved from their home in Washington State to Scotland to be close to Stewart’s 

family. 

Unlike her sisters, Posy had no memory of it. 

She drove past the Parish Church and waved to Celia Monroe, who was emerging from an appointment 

with the doctor. 

On impulse, she screeched to a halt outside the small library and grabbed the bag from the backseat. 

This was a job she’d been putting off for weeks. 

“I’m going to be told off like a six-year-old,” she confessed, and Bonnie wagged her tail in sympathy. 

Bracing herself, Posy strode into the library. It had been threatened with closure many times, but the locals 

had defended it as fiercely as a clan defending their lands. 

The woman behind the desk clucked her disapproval. “You have a nerve showing up here, Posy McBride. 

Your books are more than a month overdue.” 

Posy leaned across and kissed her. “I was stuck up a mountain, saving lives Mrs. Dannon.” 

“Oh, go on with you. You were the same with your homework. Always late, and always an excuse.” 

Eugenia Dannon had been her English teacher at school and she’d despaired of Posy, who had spent her days 

gazing out of the window at the mountains. 

“I probably owe you a lot of money in fines.” 

The woman waved her away. “If I fined you every time your books were late, you’d be bankrupt.” 

“I love you, Mrs Dannon, and I know that deep down you love me.” 

“Aye, more fool me. Now run along and help your mother.” 

Run along? Did people actually still say that kind of thing? 

Posy grinned. In Glensay they did, even when you were almost thirty. 

“Next time you’re in the café, I’ll give you an extra-large slice of chocolate brownie.” She was halfway 

to the door when Mrs Dannon’s voice stopped her. 

“Did you read any of the books?” 

“Every one of them. Cover to cover.” Grinning, she jogged out of the library. 

She hadn’t read the books, and Mrs Dannon knew it. Posy was willing to bet that half the people from the 

village who used the library, didn’t read the books. But taking books out meant that Eugenia Dannon kept 

her job, and since her husband had died two years before, she needed both the money and the companionship 

the library offered. Everyone in the village had suddenly developed a serious reading habit. 

When the officials looked at the statistics, they probably marveled at how well-read the people who lived 

in Glensay were. 

Posy knew for a fact that Ted Morton used the complete works of Shakespeare to stop his kitchen door 

blowing shut on windy days. 

Still smiling, she popped into the small store next to the library. Glensay had one general store that sold 

all the essentials. 

“Hi, Posy.” The girl behind the counter smiled at her. “Your lodger was in here yesterday. He bought a 

packet of razors and deodorant.” 

“Right.” Posy grabbed toothpaste and soap and dumped them on the counter. She’d often wondered if 

Amy and her mother kept a list of what people bought, and used it for profiling. “Maybe he’s going to help 

me shear the sheep.” 

“Really?” 
“No, not really. I was joking.” She’d been at school with Amy and the other girl hadn’t got her jokes then, 

either. Obviously she didn’t have a future in comedy. “Ignore me.” 



“Personally, I like a man with stubble.” Amy rang up Posy’s purchases. “He’s sexy. You’re lucky having 

him living with you.” 

“He’s not living with me Amy. He’s in a different part of the building. Separate properties. There’s a floor 

and a door between us.” It seemed important to clarify that, given Amy’s tendency to draw interesting 

conclusions and then broadcast them widely. 

“Still—it could be romantic.” 

It could be, but if it was then Amy wasn’t going to find out about it. 

Trying to work out a way of keeping her private life private, Posy stuffed the toothpaste and soap into her 

pockets. “Thanks, Amy. Have a good one.” 

She paused outside the door to read the notice boards. They provided a fascinating snapshot into the life 

of the village. Pets lost and found, a tractor for sale, minutes of two local meetings and a plea for new 

members of the village choir. Posy loved to sing. She might have joined the choir had people not told her 

that her voice sounded like a cat being tortured. Her family encouraged her to find other ways to express her 

happiness, so these days she sang in the bath and sang to her dog, who often howled in perfect harmony. 

Seeing a minibus approaching from the distance, Posy hurried back to her car. 

The older members of the community who couldn’t get to the village store by other means, used the 

minibus service. Posy tried to avoid its arrival whenever possible because greeting everyone took half a day. 

Five minutes later she hurtled through the door into the welcoming warmth of Café Craft. She ripped off 

her coat as she half ran to the counter where her mother was deep in conversation with two women from the 

village. Christmas music played softly from the speakers and the fairy lights that she and her father had 

secured around the windows shone like tiny stars. The exposed brickwork of the walls was partially covered 

in paintings by local artists. Posy rotated them regularly. This month she had selected those with winter 

themes. 

As well as art, they sold pottery made locally, knitwear produced exclusively for them, locally made 

heather honey and a variety of crafts hand selected by her mother, who had a keen eye for what would sell. 

“Sorry I’m late.” 

“Not a problem.” Her mother’s cheeks were flushed from the heat of the kitchen and she looked at least 

a decade younger than her fifty-eight years. “How did it go?” 

“Brilliant. Bonnie was a champ.” 

Posy was about to provide details, but stopped herself. She knew her mother wouldn’t want details. There 

was an unspoken agreement in their family that anything to do with snow and avalanches weren’t to be 

mentioned. 

She knew from her father that her mother had experienced another one of her nightmares a few nights 

before. 

She wished she could help wipe out those nightmares, but she had no idea how. She didn’t really 

understand how someone could still have bad dreams twenty-five years after an event, no matter how terrible 

it had been. 

She darted into the small office, wincing as she saw the growing stack of paper on the small desk. 

Paperwork, Posy thought, was the waste of a life. Someone needed to sort through it, or they’d miss 

something important but it wasn’t going to be her. 

She ripped off her outer layers until she exposed the blue T-shirt shirt emblazoned with the Café Craft 

logo. Then she swapped weatherproof trousers for jeans and her trainers. 

If she was going to be on her feet all day, there was no way she was wearing heels. 

She slipped a clean apron over her head, tied it around her waist and emerged into the cinnamon-scented 

warmth of the café. 

Her mother had an almost-magical ability to create a welcoming, cozy atmosphere wherever she went. In 

Café Craft you felt as if you were cocooned and protected, not only from the icy Highland winds, but from 

the icy winds of life. Reality was forced to wait outside the door until you were ready to let it in. 

“Let me just finish this order and you can tell me all about Bonnie. Two cappuccinos and a chocolate 

brownie to share—” Suzanne turned to the machine, a look of determination on her face, and Posy nudged 

her aside. 

“I’ve got this.” 

“Could you deal with the paperwork later if it’s quiet?” 

Posy hunted desperately for excuses. “You’re better at it than I am.” 

“Which is why I think you should do it,” Suzanne said. “This place will be yours one day and you need 

to know everything there is to know about running it.” 
Oh joy and bliss. 

A lifetime of paperwork stretched ahead of her. 



“Plenty of time for that. You won’t be retiring for ages.” Please don’t retire. “I took a slab of your fruit 

cake to the team this morning. They almost bit off my hand to get to it. You’d think those guys never eat.” 

Pushing the thought of running the café to the back of her head, she ground the beans, tamped the coffee 

and timed the pour. The aroma of fresh coffee wafted upward and she had to fight the impulse to drink the 

first cup herself. There was nothing, she decided, nothing in the world better than good coffee when you’d 

been out in the cold and the snow. 

She heated the milk and created a leaf pattern on the surface of the coffee that satisfied her artistic 

instincts. 

“Take a seat, Jean,” she called out. “I’ll bring these to your table.” 

The café was already filling up. There was a comforting hum of conversation, a feeling of camaraderie 

and inclusiveness. In the summer the place was always packed out with tourists eager to soak up the whole 

“Scottish Experience,” which they generally assumed to be tartan and shortbread. If they’d returned in the 

winter months they would have experienced the true Scottish experience. This was a community that 

supported all its members through the harsh winter months. Everyone knew each other and looked out for 

each other. 

As the last village in the valley, Glensay was sometimes cut off in the winter. For decades The Glensay 

Inn had been the only place to eat out, and it had been Stewart’s parents who had come up with the idea for 

a café. Suzanne had eventually taken over the business, and she was the one who had expanded the space 

and added crafts. As well as a place to sell the pieces she and her friends knitted, it was somewhere for the 

locals to meet on cold winter days. 

Suzanne had created a place that people wrote about when they arrived home. As a result they had visitors 

from all over the globe. But the beating heart of Café Craft were the locals. 

Three evenings a week Suzanne opened up for different groups, as a way to combat the dark nights. 

Monday was Book Group, Wednesday was Art Club and Friday was Knitting Club. 

Posy wondered how she was going to keep that part going when she eventually took over. Despite her 

frequent trips to the library, she never had time to read, the only thing she’d ever painted was the henhouse 

and she couldn’t knit. 

She’d be qualified to run an Outdoors Club, but there wouldn’t be much point in holding that indoors. 

Posy glanced at her mother, noticing the blue sweater for the first time. The wool had a hint of silver that 

sparkled under the lights. “That’s pretty. New?” 

“Finished it last night. I should probably be wearing one of our shirts, but I figured as I’m the boss, I can 

wear what I like.” 

“It looks good on you.” 

“I’m knitting a few to sell in the café. I had another box of yarn delivered yesterday. I can’t wait to get 

started, but I have those Christmas stockings to knit first. Anytime you’d like me to teach you—” 

“No thanks. I’m scared of needles, and that includes knitting needles.” 

All but two tables were occupied and Posy knew that by the time they closed at five, her legs would be 

aching more than they did when she went ice climbing. 

She put the cups on a tray and added a slice of perfect gooey brownie, so deliciously chocolaty that it 

probably should have come with a health warning. Posy had to employ every last morsel of willpower to 

carry it to the table and not eat it herself. 

“Here you go, ladies.” 

Jean took one of the coffees. “You were out training with the team this morning?” 

“Yes. We’ve had people from the Canadian mountain rescue team giving us avalanche training.” Posy 

tucked the empty tray under her arm. “The whole community will be pleased to hear that we didn’t disgrace 

ourselves.” 

“I hear your long-term tenant volunteered to be a body.” 

“He did, and Bonnie had no trouble finding him.” Posy didn’t bother asking where she’d heard it. Jean 

was married to the leader of the Mountain Rescue Team, but even if she hadn’t been, the gossip still would 

have spread. It was the reason Posy was reluctant to have a relationship with anyone locally. She’d done that 

once, and it had been a disaster. She and Callum were back on speaking terms now, but for years they’d done 

nothing but glare whenever they’d passed each other, which in a village the size of Glensay was often. 

“I wouldn’t have had a hard time finding him, either. There are some folks I’d happily leave under the 

snow, but that man isn’t one of them. I’d dig him out with my bare hands.” Moira gave a laugh and Posy 

smiled as she cleared plates from an unoccupied table nearby. 

“Moira Dodds, that is the dirtiest laugh I have ever heard. Shame on you.” 
Moira sliced into the brownie. “All your girls will be home for Christmas this year, Suzanne?” 



“That’s right.” Suzanne wrote a label for the St. Clement’s cake she’d baked that morning. “It’s great 

Hannah is able to make it.” 

Great that her sister had found time in her busy life to finally remember she had a family. 

Posy realized she was grinding her teeth and made a conscious effort to relax her jaw. If she ground her 

teeth every time she thought of her sister, she’d be reduced to chewing her Christmas lunch with her gums. 

Jean beamed at Posy. “I bet you can’t wait to see your big sister again.” 

Posy beamed back, although it took some effort. 

She knew that by the end of it she’d want to drive her sister to the airport early. 

Beth would come bearing gifts and goodwill. She’d willingly help with everything and anything. 

Hannah would bring emotional turmoil. 

Memories of Christmas past grew in Posy’s mind. 

There had been the year Hannah had barely left her room except to eat a Christmas lunch that other people 

had prepared. And the year she’d spent most of the time in the café, not helping as Beth had done, but 

availing herself of the free Wi-Fi, which was unreliable in the lodge. 

Posy didn’t really understand what it was her sister did. The conversations she’d overheard might as well 

have been conducted in a foreign language. She knew nothing about strategy, economics or five-year plans, 

but evidently her sister did and people were prepared to pay a great deal for her expertise. 

Posy found Hannah a little intimidating, but the root of the problem was that her sister hurt her feelings. 

Posy was naturally affectionate and Hannah was distant with her. 

Jean and Moira went back to their coffee and chat, and Posy strode into the small kitchen and started 

making up lunch items with Duncan, their chef. 

“Today is curried parsnip and winter vegetable.” Duncan pointed to the board and she nodded. 

“Got it.” Every day in the café they offered two soups, and they changed daily so that regular visitors 

didn’t end up eating the same thing. 

Posy loved chopping vegetables. There was nothing like attacking something with a sharp knife to let off 

aggression. 

Damn Hannah, she thought as she slaughtered a helpless onion. This year she wasn’t going to let herself 

be upset. She wasn’t going to be sensitive. 

The parsnips suffered the same fate as the onion, as did the potatoes. 

Duncan glanced across at her. “Promise me if I ever annoy you, you’ll tell me before you reach for the 

knife.” 

“You have my word on it.” She’d been Duncan’s babysitter when she was a teenager so seeing him 

working in the kitchen always made her feel old. 

Her life was slipping through her fingers. At this rate, she’d still be here, taking the minibus to the store 

when she was ninety. 

With a sigh, she dropped the vegetables into the pot. 

She would rather have been climbing a rock face than cooking, but her work as a mountain guide was 

sporadic, and working in the café brought in an income, as well as helping her mother. It was a family 

business, and family was everything to Posy. It was a warm blanket on a cold day, a safety net when you 

fell, a chorus of support when you attempted something hard. 

The vegetables and spices were simmering when Suzanne walked into the kitchen. 

“I’ve written today’s specials on the board.” She gave the soups a stir. “You should have brought Luke 

to the café for a bowl of hot soup, poor man.” 

“There’s nothing ‘poor’ about him.” Posy rinsed tomatoes. “He has a log burner, a stocked freezer and 

the facility to heat up his own bowl of soup if that’s what he wants.” And apart from that, her feelings about 

him were complicated. 

Still, Luke’s presence here was temporary, so if something did happen, at least she didn’t have to worry 

that she’d be bumping into him for the rest of her life. 

Posy chopped herbs and sliced tomatoes while her mother helped Duncan with the leek and ham pies. 

Suzanne rolled out pastry. “You and Luke seem to be getting along fine.” 

Posy threw herbs on the tomato salad. She knew what her mother was asking, and the one thing she had 

in common with Hannah was that she wasn’t prepared to discuss her love life with her mother. “He’s paying 

us good money to rent the barn. I make sure I stay on good terms with him.” 

And yes, she liked him. 

Take this morning. How many men would volunteer to lie buried in snow while patiently waiting for a 

dog to find them? And he loved mountains, which made him interesting as far as she was concerned. 
Right now, he was writing a book on the great climbs of North America. 

Posy had never climbed in North America. 



Once, when she’d been doing her weekly clean and bedding change in the barn, Luke had come back 

early and she’d asked him to tell her about Mount Rainier. 

“Why do you want to know?” 

She wasn’t ready to tell him that. “It’s going in your book?” 

“Rainier? Yes.” He opened his laptop and hit a couple of keys. 

An image appeared on the screen of a white snowcapped mountain. 

She’d seen the same, or similar, before of course but somehow the fact that it came from his own photo 

collection made it more real. 

She stepped closer, studying the heavily glaciated faces of the mountain. She had so many questions but 

she knew he wouldn’t be able to answer any of them. “You’ve climbed it?” Her voice didn’t sound like her 

own. 

“Many times.” 

“And it’s a volcano. Dormant, though.” 

“We call it episodically active.” He saw her surprised glance. “I worked for the US Geological Survey 

after I graduated. Lived just outside Seattle. I could see Rainier from my bedroom window.” 

She’d almost confided in him then, but something stopped her. She didn’t want to risk him raising it with 

Suzanne. “Which route did you climb?” 

“I’ve climbed all of them, at different times of the year. In the summer you have wildflower meadows. In 

the winter you find yourself waist deep in snow. You’ve never climbed in the US?” 

“No. Scotland, and the Alps.” 

“You should come to the US.” 

One day, she thought, although she wasn’t sure she was ready for Mount Rainier. Maybe she never would 

be. Going there would upset her mother. 

Posy thought back to that conversation as she made large bowls of salad. 

“Hannah emailed me last night,” Suzanne said. “She sent a list of the foods she is avoiding at the moment.” 

Posy focused on the salad. If she rolled her eyes there was every chance they’d be stuck in her skull never 

to emerge again. 

“Right. Well, you’d better forward that email to me so I can adjust my list. What was it she asked for last 

time? Quail’s eggs? I found that deli in Edinburgh that did mail order.” And used half the Christmas budget 

in the process. “If I’d thought about it, I would have explored the possibility of keeping quails.” 

“I read somewhere they get easily stressed.” 

“And that’s before they meet Hannah.” Posy caught her mother’s eye and swiftly changed the subject. 

“Talking of our feathered friends, Martha has stopped laying.” 

“It’s December.” Suzanne trimmed the pastry with a knife. “Not enough light.” 

“I’m using artificial light. I don’t think it’s that.” Maybe Martha knew Hannah was coming home. Maybe 

she didn’t see the point of laying whole eggs when Hannah only ate the egg white. “I need to give Gareth a 

call. With a houseful of people, we’re going to need eggs. Normal eggs,” she added. Normal eggs for normal 
people. 

Her mother wiped her hands. “I wish you and Hannah were closer.” 

“Me, too.” That part wasn’t a lie. “But she lives so far away.” 

That, of course, was only part of the problem. 

If her sister had been a laptop, Posy would have run antivirus software because there were times when 

she was convinced Hannah had been taken over by malware. 

Posy considered herself to be tough and hated the fact that her feelings could still be hurt. 

Fortunately she wouldn’t have to handle Hannah alone. Beth, Jason and the girls would be there, too. 

Posy and Beth were still close. 

There was no drama in Beth’s life. 
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