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Romancing the Ugly Duckling

 

By Clare London

Romancing The...

 

Is this the makeover of a lifetime?

Ambitious fashionista Perry Goodwood lands the project of his dreams—track down a celebrity family’s missing brother in the Scottish Highlands and bring him back to London for a TV reality show. But first he must transform the rugged loner into a glamorous sophisticate.

Greg Ventura has no use for high fashion. He lives on the isolated island of North Uist to escape the reminder that he’s nowhere near as handsome as his gorgeous brothers and avoid the painful childhood memories of being bullied.

Greg wants nothing to do with city life, and Perry’s never been outside London. When Perry is stranded on North Uist, this conflict seems insurmountable. But Greg is captivated by the vivacious Perry, and Perry by both the island and his host. However, Perry’s one heartfelt wish remains: that ugly duckling Greg fulfill his potential as a swan.
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“So what are ye here for?”

 

“I’m a stylist. I’m here….” How was Perry going to phrase it? To make Greg Ventura look less like a wild animal and more like his handsome brothers? To make him look like a city slicker? “I’m here to make sure he has everything he needs to fit back in.”

 

“Clothes?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Haircut? Manicure, that kind of thing?”

 

“Yes, of course.” Perry felt suddenly rather embarrassed at his own perfectly manicured hands.

 

“But nae makeup?” Lisa asked.

 

“Well, yes if it’s needed. At least for the cameras—”

 

But Perry never got the chance to finish his explanation. Lisa looked at Bridie, and they both burst into laughter.

 

“And if he doesnae want all that?”

 

For the first time, Perry felt in a truly alien setting. “It’s quite usual in the media world.”

 

“I’m sure it is,” Bridie said. “But this is Greg Ventura we’re talking about. The man who hasn’t bought new clothes for a year, who doesn’t have a decent mirror in his house. The man who thinks he’s barely one step up in looks from Willie Aitken’s pigs.”




Chapter One

 

 

SOMEWHERE along the line, at some distant, unremembered stage of a previous life, Perry Goodwood must have done something really good. His too small but tastefully decorated office in the Latham Agency, London, was currently full of men. Tall, dark-haired, dancing-eyed, perfectly groomed, shirt-straining-torso’d men. Four of them. Brothers, no less.

He hadn’t seen such a fine selection of male gorgeousness since he was a young gay teenager with copies of Men’s Health secreted under his mattress. And even then, the gorgeousness had been static, easily creased, and with eyes only for the camera. Today’s exhibition was nothing remotely like that titillating but ultimately unsatisfying experience of his youth. This was, quite honestly, a lusty heaven come to life—and it was all happening in his office! Perry Goodwood, lowly assistant fashion designer, occasional actor/model, and makeover consultant to several TV stars. Well, B-list ones, at least. Admittedly, Perry’s personal client portfolio—and any further plans for developing worldwide domination—was still a work in progress.

But someone, somewhere, had recommended his services to this astonishing group of Adonises. If Perry hadn’t known that person was his rather creepy boss, Eddy Latham, he’d have offered to love them forever.

“So, Mr. Goodwood, can you help us?”

Perry blinked hard. Someone was talking to him. One of the gorgeous brothers was talking to him. The one who seemed older and in charge of the group. He was staring at Perry with earnest dark eyes. An errant curl teased his forehead, and the beautifully trimmed beard brushed his strong, manly jaw like a caress.

Perry’s lower lip wobbled with excitement.

“It’s a matter of total discretion, of course,” the man continued. “My family can trust you on that, I’m sure.”

Perry hadn’t matched all the other names to the faces, partly because they all began with the initial G, and partly because his brain had shorted out after the third firm, warm, crushing handshake. But he recognized this hero at least. Geoffrey Ventura, Premier League footballer for the last ten years, with a hallowed place in the England squad for the last five, though Perry would’ve been hard-pressed to name the tournaments as he never watched football, just the footballers. But Geoff Ventura was also a darling of the press, one of the wittiest and most quoted sports celebrities in the media, and eldest sibling of a family notable for its testosterone-fueled sportsmen and their glamorous social partners.

Perry had suffered crushes on many a straight man in his time, but he didn’t dare admit that, in his teens, he’d had a picture of rising star Geoff Ventura under his bed. And now the man himself was here. In Perry’s office.

Heavens, you already know all this. Get a grip, Perry!

“Of course you can trust me,” Perry said. “We pride ourselves at the Latham Agency in delivering what our client wants in a professional and discreet way.” God, he sounded like he was reading from the glossy brochure.

“Mr. Latham told us we could rely on you,” Geoff said. “I’m so reassured.”

That was amazing in itself. Perry couldn’t remember the last time Eddy Latham, the owner of the PR agency, had been that positive about Perry’s career prospects. Eddy wasn’t the world’s best at staff motivation. But for the moment, Perry’s cynicism was squashed by the glow from Geoff Ventura’s praise. “I’ll certainly do my best for you. What is it exactly you need?”

“It’s not us who needs it,” said another brother at Geoff’s shoulder.

Perry had placed all the other Venturas by now. This slightly more scowly one was Gerry, ex-university rower and now something Big in City Finance. He’d married a supermodel who was purportedly related to the ill-fated Russian royal family, if Who’s Doing Who? was to be believed. It was the magazine of choice in the agency staff room, bought and pored over religiously every week by Perry’s friend and colleague, Antony.

“Gerry’s right,” Geoff said. He looked slightly uncomfortable. “We need your help for our brother Greg.”

Perry didn’t remember a fifth brother in any of the celebrity interviews. “There’s another one like you?”

Gerry Ventura snorted.

“Gerry, please,” Geoff said warningly.

“Greg didn’t want to be part of the family, Geoff. He’s the one who scarpered off as soon as he was old enough, didn’t he? Don’t see why we’re chasing after him now.”

“He ran off?” Perry was having trouble keeping up, let alone understanding what it had to do with him.

“Greg lives elsewhere,” Geoff said smoothly.

“Fucking middle of nowhere,” Gerry muttered.

“But he’s still family,” contributed one of the remaining two brothers. They looked a few years younger than the others, just as well-dressed but considerably livelier, and more alike in the flesh than in photos, which was to be expected as they were the twins, George and Gareth. They’d both had short-lived but controversial careers in movies, and now had investments in a long list of London nightclubs. Lived most of their lives in those establishments too, as Perry recalled from media gossip.

“And that’s the point, isn’t it?” said the other twin. The two of them rocked back on their heels, crossing their arms and presenting a brace of smug, mirror-image grins.

Perry looked to Geoff for guidance. “The point…?” He only had two seats in his office, which he’d offered to Geoff and Gerry at the start, then taken Gerry’s seat himself because Gerry hadn’t seemed to want to settle. He now stood with the twins, all of them ranged behind Geoff like an imperial guard protecting their emperor.

Geoff leaned forward in his chair, reaching out a beautifully manicured hand to grasp Perry’s, as if they were the only people in the world. The one thing that saved Perry’s head from being turned by this personal attention—and it threatened to set him spinning more than that poor girl in The Exorcist—was that he remembered seeing Geoff use this tactic before in a TV interview.

“You see, Perry,” Geoff said in his smooth, very persuasive way, “we have a commitment. A media contract.”

“A potential contract,” Gerry snapped.

Geoff’s shoulders tensed but otherwise he ignored his brother, his gaze still fixed on Perry. “Yes, it’s still potential at this delicate stage of the negotiations. And it’s contingent on the whole family being involved—all the brothers. We all need to be available, and together.”

Perry nodded slowly. Things were becoming clearer. “And your brother Greg isn’t with you?”

Gerry snorted again. “Not in any bloody way.”

Geoff bit his lip as if restraining his temper with difficulty. “Certainly not in terms of location. And not… well, not in his lifestyle choices either. That’s why we’ve come to Latham’s Agency. Greg needs to be back here in London with us—and looking his very best—by the end of next month to sign the deal.”

“It’s all or nothing,” said Twin #1.

“All for one and one for all!” added Twin #2 gleefully. He turned to Twin #1, and they high-fived each other.

“Bloody kids,” Gerry muttered.

Perry was still floundering a bit, but before he could ask any more questions, his boss stuck his head around the door. “Everything going well?” he asked with loud, blustering, and rather insincere jollity.

Perry resisted rolling his eyes. At times like this, Eddy Latham was the worst kind of boss, in that he wanted to be in on all the projects but was never prepared to do any of the work. “Everything’s fine, Mr. Latham.”

Unfortunately that wasn’t enough incentive for Eddy to withdraw. Instead he eased himself into the room with the other five men, taking up a position beside Perry’s chair. Eddy was only five foot six, but about the same measurements around the middle. As the Venturas took several steps to the side to accommodate him, Perry couldn’t help comparing it to a rush-hour commuter jumping onto the train just as it pulled away and squeezing everyone else along inside the carriage.

“As I suggested, Peregrine’s your man,” Eddy said confidently. He was the only person who ever used Perry’s full name. “He launched Mandy Price, the glamor model turned TV presenter. And Professor Ignatius Froome, that academic who never brushed his hair or cleaned his teeth before Peregrine took him in hand. I’m sure you remember them both? The makeovers were impressive. My agency’s credentials speak for themselves.”

Unfortunately, Perry remembered both of those obstreperous clients with nothing less than horror. He’d long suspected Eddy passed all the lost causes to Perry so that if Perry succeeded, the agency would benefit, but if he failed to deliver the makeover—well, it’d be Perry’s fault alone. This wasn’t going to be one of those jobs, was it?

Geoff Ventura glanced at Perry. “This is far more than a cosmetic job.”

“I can do far more than a cosmetic job,” Perry said smartly.

A small smile twitched at the edge of Geoff’s lips. “Yes, I’m sure you can.”

“Geoff, you’re not serious?” Gerry snapped. “This can’t work.”

Geoff frowned at his brother. “We have no other choice.”

“Rubbish! I say we negotiate without Greg.”

Geoff shook his head. “They won’t agree to that. I’ve tried. It’s all or none of us.”

“No fucking way.” Gerry’s face grew darker. “They won’t go with the Howells instead of us. They wouldn’t be that stupid. A bunch of ponced-up shop boys and girls without an ounce of genuine talent between them? With us, they have real celebrity. We’ve all succeeded in our own field. We have true credibility. The public loves us.”

Perry’s ears pricked up. The Howells were another celebrity family from south London, and always in the popular media. They consisted of three wannabe supermodels, a loud-mouthed matriarch, and several young men with impossibly white teeth, and Perry followed their exploits avidly. Well, he was gay. And only human. In fact, it had been his mischief that renamed them in the office as the Howlers.

Geoff shrugged, but his expression had hardened. “The public loves them too. It’s what the media does, Gerry. Chooses what makes the best TV, regardless of merit.”

Perry leaned surreptitiously toward the twins, speaking half under his breath. “Are we talking about a TV deal here?”

Twin#1—possibly George—nodded vigorously. “A reality show series. You know, like the Kardashians? It’d be really big. The production company wants to feature a London family.”

Gareth joined in. “They approached both us and the Howells, and they’re filming simultaneous pilot episodes next month.”

“A day in the life,” George said breathlessly.

“Warts and all!” Gareth followed with a deep chuckle, though only he and George seemed to be finding this whole thing funny.

In fact, Gerry’s face was like thunder as he leaned over to hiss at Geoff. “We need this show, you hear me?”

“Things not so rosy in the financial garden? I hear you’ve been overtrading in some of your more bullish deals,” Geoff said snidely.

“Don’t get high and mighty with me. I hear you haven’t been chosen for the first team squad this season, so you’ll be needing another income as well.”

“For God’s sake—!”

“Gentlemen, please!” Eddy cried, flapping his hands as if to cool them all down.

“I’m just saying that this is an opportunity we don’t want to miss,” Gerry growled, still glaring at Geoff. “And it’s critical we all look good—that we all look civilized. We’ve got a reputation to maintain.”

“Even Greg?” Geoff said tightly.

“Especially Greg,” Gerry snapped.

The room fell silent for a moment. Geoff looked weary, Gerry still glared, and the twins tried, unsuccessfully in Perry’s opinion, to look innocent of everything.

Perry asked tentatively, “About your brother Greg. Can you give me any idea what I’d be working with?”

“Go on,” Gerry said to Geoff. “Show him.”

With a low sigh, Geoff pulled out a photo from his jacket’s inner pocket and handed it to Perry.

The first surprise was that the photo was of a teenage boy rather than a man. Wasn’t Greg Ventura an adult like his brothers? It looked like an old photograph too: something about the fuzzy quality of the print. The boy was in the foreground, leaning back against a wooden fence in a field, scowling at the camera as if he wanted to attack it with the heavy spade he gripped in one hand. Perry could see his resemblance to the other Ventura brothers in his square jaw and smoldering eyes, but the similarity ended there. He had none of their rugged, elegantly styled good looks. He was tall and broad, but his limbs looked too large for his body, obvious in the clumsy way he slouched against the fence. His dark hair was all over the place, badly cut with lank tangles brushing his shoulders and hanging over his forehead. The clothes didn’t do much to help either. His jeans were patched in several places, and worn and stained over the knees. And in Perry’s opinion, a faded flannel shirt was rarely a good look on such a young man. Was that dirt on the rolled-up sleeve, or something worse? Perry gave a private shudder.

The worst thing was the acne. Poor kid was covered with it, from chin to forehead, what Perry could see of his skin under the thatch of hair. No wonder he tried to hide his face. His nose was big in proportion to his cheeks, his eyes very widely spaced. That generous mouth might have been attractive in a smile, but instead it was twisted in a weirdly uneven and unpleasant scowl.

“Um. What is he… twelve? Thirteen?” Perry asked.

“Twenty-five at the moment,” George said with a grin.

“Nearly twenty-six,” Gareth added. “His birthday is in two months’ time.”

“But this photo—”

“It’s the only one I could find,” Geoff said shortly. For a brief moment, he looked pained. “That’s him at our uncle’s farm in Hampshire. We used to spend school holidays there.”

“Ghastly place,” Gerry muttered. “Wild animals and filth everywhere.”

“Greg loved it!” George retorted.

“You’re a snob, Gerry,” Gareth added. The twins didn’t seem to have any shame in insulting their elders.

“He never liked having his photo taken,” Geoff said, his gaze on the image.

“Not bloody surprised.” That was Gerry again. “Look at the state of him! A grubby, lopsided, goblin-faced lump. I always said he was some kind of throwback. Nothing like the rest of us. No wonder we called him the Ventura Ugly Duckling.”

“You mean you did,” Geoff said quietly.

“No one ever contradicted me,” Gerry said smugly, as if this was a familiar argument.

Geoff and the twins all flushed.

Perry took another look at the photo. He’d rarely seen a man’s looks he couldn’t improve with careful dressing and a good hairstylist, but he was struggling to decide where to start with Greg Ventura.

“Peregrine?” Eddy was giving Perry what he called a pointed look. “What’s your plan of action?”

My—what the hell? Perry drew a deep breath. “Where is Greg now?”

“The Western Isles,” Geoff said.

Perry had no idea where that was. He’d never been anywhere but London in his whole life.

Geoff continued, “We’ll pay for everything, of course.”

Perry could imagine Eddy’s eyes lighting up with pound signs. The deal was already done, he could see, insurmountable challenge or not. “Okay. Well, if you’d like to bring him in to the agency, I can assess what needs to be done.”

Gerry laughed. “Oh, he won’t come here.”

“I’m sorry?”

Geoff bit back what looked like a long-suffering sigh. “I’ve rung him several times, but his phone never seems to be charged up.”

“Or he’s ignoring you,” George muttered, then winked at Gareth.

“I sent him a letter in the end,” Geoff said carefully, as if he was afraid of angrier words spilling out against his will, “explaining it all, and that it was time he came back to London. His reply was… well, brusque in the extreme.”

“One creased postcard,” Gareth said, with some glee. “Didn’t even put enough postage on it. Geoff had to pay the excess on delivery.”

“It said—” George added.

“I’m here to stay!” the twins chorused together.

Geoff sighed and stood, straightening his cuffs as if preparing to leave. “It appears he won’t leave the Isles. At least, not at the moment. You’ll have to go to him.”

Perry blinked hard, scrambling to his feet in Geoff Ventura’s wake. “Go where?”

Geoff peered at him as if he were mentally challenged. “To Scotland. We’ll make the arrangements. Then you can do your magic with Greg right there, and bring him back in good time for the filming.”

“Remember,” Gerry added darkly. “He has to come willingly. He has to take part in the show with us all. And he has to look as good as us all. He can’t show us up. The media will rip us to shreds if he appears in his ugly duckling mode.”

“Go to Scotland?” Perry’s attention was still fixed on that shocking nugget of news. He swung around to face Eddy, but Eddy wasn’t meeting his gaze. “I can’t do that!”

“Peregrine. It’s only for a week or so. We’ll talk about it later. Not now, please.”

“I mean,” Perry gabbled on, aware that the Venturas were looking at him with varying degrees of sympathy, amusement, and vindictiveness. “I have other clients. I have a flat, a social life. Weekly lunch with my mother.”

Eddy turned to the Venturas and gestured to the door with his plump hand, albeit the space only allowed for single-file exit from the room. “It’ll be fine,” he said pointedly.

Perry stood, watching them all walk across the office floor on their way out, where all he could hear was the floating thread of Eddy’s voice, declaring gaily, “We’ll be in touch!”




Chapter Two

 

 

GREG Ventura knew things weren’t going his way when he sank into mud so deep it seeped in over the top of his Wellington boots.

Fuck.

Greg lifted his feet out of the ditch, one after the other. The squelch inside the boots was revolting. Trust him to find a patch of peat bog that hadn’t dried out since the last rain. With a sigh, he used his stick to scope out firmer ground and adjusted his route down the hillside back to his croft. The evening was moving in fast, as it did on the small Scottish island of North Uist, and he wanted to get back home before nightfall. Not that he wasn’t prepared to walk the hills at night, but it wasn’t his preferred option. By now, he knew the terrain as well as any local around here, but it was never a sensible option to scramble in the dark.

A wet nose nudged at his hand, and he instinctively reached for his dog’s head. “Yes, Rory,” he murmured. “We’re going back now. Warm blankets, food, and a beer, right? Well, maybe not the beer for you. Last time you insisted on a taste, you threw up on my bedroom rug.”

The dog snuffled. Rory, a wise and trusty Border collie, obviously didn’t see any need for a verbal reply when humans usually answered their own questions. Instead, he crouched down as if at the starting line, then raced away ahead of his master toward home.

Greg strode after him, grinning. As he reached the border of the croft, the ground was more secure, the peaty marshland now far behind him. The weather had been bright and dry for several days, but Greg could tell by now when storms were on their way. Moisture hung in the air like a thin, ragged blanket, dampening his hair and catching in his throat when he called to Rory. It had been a very wet winter on the Scottish Isles, and despite the first signs of spring appearing with the heather and the return of birds wheeling and foraging over the bog, the sky on the horizon was still tinged gray and bleak with clouds.

And Greg loved it.

To him, the change of weather was part of the wild, browbeaten beauty of this place. For as far as he could see, the scenery rolled away, flat and often dark, broken not by trees but by low scrub. He knew that after a few hundred yards either way he’d find one of the many small inland lochs, the clear water glittering in any weather, fish darting and twisting under the surface. Off the northwest coast of Scotland, North Uist was the country’s tenth largest island. That didn’t give a real sense of it, though, because it was still only three hundred-odd square kilometers in size, with only a thousand inhabitants, excluding the birds, of course, which numbered far more thousands. It was a bird watcher’s paradise, or so Greg had been told by the natives. He wasn’t personally interested in watching wildlife, not even the basking sharks and seals that were seen off the coast.

He craved the solitude.

On the outskirts of Lochmaddy, the largest town on the island, Greg’s rented croft was in a set of three. Each had a small cottage at the end of a long stretch of land. His place only measured six acres, yet they were all far enough apart that when he reached home, he could believe he was the only inhabitant for miles. To the left was Alasdair Campbell, a middle-aged sheep farmer who was happy to coexist with his neighbor with the minimum of conversation, but a grudging but friendly nod of the head when they met. On the other side was the Mackie family, fierce old Cameron and his wife, Aileen. The adults all lived alone at present. The children of North Uist often left for the bright lights or a career on mainland Scotland, but they just as often came back, either to settle or for temporary respite.

Greg understood the situation perfectly. He’d been living in and around Scotland for almost five years, and two years ago had landed up in North Uist. He hadn’t wanted to move again since: it had been the best decision he’d ever made in his life. Maybe it had started out for him as a refuge as well—though he wasn’t going to dwell on those early days now—but it had grown into his home. He might not have been drawn by the lure of family: in fact, it was the complete opposite. But he loved the wild, bleak beauty of the landscape and the forced simplicity of lifestyle. Each day was about basic essentials, reliance on the community, and blessed, hassle-free peace. He had enough money to live on, a part-time job, and the time to paint. He didn’t need any more in his life, did he?

Reaching his back door several minutes after Rory, he let them both in. He stamped his feet on the mat and slid out of the boots. Mud had seeped into his thick woolen socks, so he rolled them off as well. The cool air inside the cottage tickled his sweaty toes.

A hot bath was what he needed. He’d been restless all day, and the long walk hadn’t eased it. He also needed to paint; he knew that. It had been a hobby of his since he was a boy, and he’d returned to it here on the island. There was one particular view of the shore that he wanted to work on, and his fingers itched to revisit the canvas. He hadn’t found time over the last couple of days, between chopping firewood, doing repairs around the house, and looking after Rory when the dog picked up a thorn in his paw. There was still more work to do in the cottage before he could truly relax, and he and Rory also needed supper.

He pottered around downstairs, peeling off his clothes as he went. He didn’t bother turning on either the small TV or the radio. The croft was rarely silent in itself—tonight the wind whistled through a split in the kitchen window frame that was on his list to fix, and Alasdair’s sheep gave the occasional soft bleat. Greg didn’t have sheep of his own, although it was expected of crofters in this part of the world. But he’d made his compromise with the community by renting his land out to Alasdair, who let his flock wander over both crofts.

A quiet beep from the living room interrupted his thoughts. It was his mobile, pleading for a fresh charge. Greg constantly forgot where he’d left it.

Rory gave another snuffle and stared up at him.

“Dammit.” Greg frowned. That reminded him—though he couldn’t have explained to anyone how he and Rory conversed so instinctively—that Greg had agreed to meet his mate Dougie at the pub that evening. He didn’t feel particularly sociable, but there were few enough occasions to get together, and friends were to be treasured. They might even get to play a few hands of cribbage.

“What a wild social life I have, eh?” He laughed and scratched Rory’s ears. “No one would believe it back in London.”

That was odd. He hadn’t thought much about London for a long time. The nostalgia was strangely disturbing. But he wouldn’t waste time on introspection; that wasn’t his way. He flipped on the boiler switch to heat up more water for his bath, scooped up his dirty clothes to go in the machine, and made his way upstairs.

 

 

IT wasn’t even really a pub, just a back room at Angus McMillan’s farm, where Angus’s entrepreneurial sons had put in a few beer taps and set up tables and chairs around the hearth. Most of the time they arranged regular deliveries of beer and spirits from the mainland, but on the odd occasion it all ran out—like after every ceilidh night they ever catered for—customers had to make do with the sons’ home brew. Greg had found it an acquired taste. When he mentioned that tactfully to Dougie, Dougie had roared with laughter.

“You’re too good t’ them, man!” he said, his lilting Scottish burr much more pronounced when he drank. “It’s muck, nae fit for sheep dip. But there’s enough alcohol in it not t’ notice after a wee while.”

Tonight, Greg saw Dougie at a table by the window, already halfway down his pint. It probably wasn’t his first either. Greg ambled over to join him.

“Mine’s a pint,” Dougie said, and he grinned at Greg. He never much bothered with proper greetings. He was a short but strong young man, a few years older than Greg, who’d run the local store ever since his parents retired back to Edinburgh. This enterprise consisted of converting his hallway and living room with shelving and cupboards, and opening up to customers needing everything from general groceries to boat repairs, including a postal service back and forth from the mainland. The fact his sister Bridie also sold clothing, books, chocolate, and provided an endless supply of free tea, cake, and island gossip meant they were always busy.

Greg grinned back and fetched him a fresh pint without question. They sat together at the small table in comfortable companionship.

“Bridie says are you coming t’ the ceilidh next Saturday?”

“I doubt it. I’m not exactly built for dancing.” Greg didn’t need to look at his long arms and legs to know how he towered over most of his peers. The ceilidhs were the main source of entertainment for the community. Small though the area was, almost everyone came out to dance, sing, and drink themselves even happier, once a month and on special occasions. The village hall was decorated with streamers that luckily didn’t look their age when the lights were turned down low, the musicians on North Uist put on a show as good as any professional band, and Angus’s sons ordered in extra supplies of everything drinkable.

“Aye. Wayne Sleep you’re not,” said Dougie. He drained the rest of his glass, then belched loudly. “None of us can dance, man. We’re a disgrace t’ our kilts. But it’s always a bloody fine evening.”

“I’ll see. May have work to do around the house.” Greg wanted to change the subject. He’d never attended any of the ceilidhs since he arrived, but no one was ever interested or bold enough to challenge him on his antisocial behavior, apart from Dougie.

“You thinking of a good new excuse right now?” Dougie raised his eyebrows.

“What do you mean?”

“I know you cannae face the ceilidhs. But why not? It’s just a dance and a few drams.”

Greg didn’t know what to say. Well, he did, but he couldn’t lay all his burdens on Dougie’s shoulders.

“All the time you’ve been here—you won’t be seen at a social, and you won’t be drawn out,” Dougie continued, though in a quieter tone. His expression was sympathetic. “You have nae contact with the mainland either.”

“I don’t need it,” Greg said. “Just… drop it.”

Dougie nodded slowly, though his expression was still quizzical. “Bridie would take you in a turn around the floor, y’know. If you’re scared of a wee bit o’ dancing.”

Greg smiled and took another sip of beer, refusing to be baited. Bridie was in her twenties and still single, a pretty and friendly girl but with probably far too few choices on Uist. “She needs someone more handsome than me. She shouldn’t have to settle for an ugly duckling.”

Dougie’s eyes narrowed. “Now why the hell d’you say that?”

Greg’s heart started beating faster, and he made an effort to keep his voice steady. “It’s just a phrase.”

Dougie made a snorting noise. “A stupid scunner, you are. She thinks you’re bonny, and she’d tell you you’re talking baws.”

Greg chuckled at the Scottish slang. It enchanted him, even after years of hearing it. “I most certainly am not talking balls. I’m flattered, believe me, but I’m not right for Bridie.”

“That’s damn right,” Dougie muttered into his beer.

“What?”

“Ach, it’s nae to do with your looks,” Dougie said quickly. “I mean, it’s because you’re a fan o’ the rainbow tartan.” And he burst into raucous laughter at his own joke.

Greg blinked hard. He’d never openly discussed his sexuality with anyone on the island. The attitude in Scotland’s cities toward gay people was largely welcoming and even proud, but the isles were a much smaller and tighter community. He knew there were still B&Bs that wouldn’t rent to a gay couple, and parts of the church that wouldn’t perform ceremonies. It hadn’t been a problem so far, in that he’d kept a low profile with the croft’s landlord, Mary McMullen, and he definitely didn’t have any plans for marriage. That said, he didn’t like bigotry, but he’d come to understand that this was a small world of its own, and things moved more slowly. Besides all that, he wasn’t going to expose his private life to anyone indiscriminately.

But it seemed he’d been outed without even knowing.

“Yes,” he said slowly. “That’s why. You’re right. Is that a problem for anyone?”

Dougie grinned. “As long as ye keep it in your own breeks, no skin off my nose.”

At the table a few feet away, a couple of middle-aged men shifted on their seats—had they heard? Were they worried Greg would start talking about gay sex in Technicolor detail?—but then settled to arguing loudly about the football instead.

Dougie clapped his hand on Greg’s shoulder. His eyes twinkled. “Bridie’d still have you, man, if you could see your way t’ swinging either way.”

At that point, Greg laughed too and surrendered to Dougie’s insistence that it was Greg’s round again. Up at the bar, while he was waiting patiently for service, Dougie appeared at his side. He stood there silently at first, and although Greg knew he didn’t need Dougie’s help with a couple of glasses of beer, he waited just as quietly. He’d done a lot of that over the years. He’d learned when Dougie had something more to say and was preparing it first in his mind.

“Got another message from your brother,” Dougie finally said. “Came in today’s post.”

Greg nodded slowly. Another one.

Dougie made one of his many, expressive snorting noises. “So, you going t’ ask?”

“About the message?” Greg sighed. “Why? It’ll be the same as the last one.”

“Aye.” Dougie nodded. “’Twas.”

Greg raised his eyebrows. Not that he wouldn’t share the contents with Dougie after reading it, but the shopkeepers mysteriously seemed to know the contents of everyone’s post regardless.

Dougie snorted again. “I’m nae opening your mail, man. It was just a card.”

Not even a letter this time, just a postcard. Though considering how he’d replied to the last message, Greg would have expected anything further to be terse. But it was another example of how the lure of family—or lack of, in his case—refused to lie low. “It’s simple, Dougie. He wants me back in London, and I have no intention of going.”

“Why’s he so interested now?”

“I don’t know. Something about a TV appearance by the family. They need all of us there or it can’t go ahead.”

“Jesus God, man.” Dougie looked as disgusted as if Greg had suggested they sacrifice a baby to demons. “Why on earth would they do that?”

Greg grimaced. “Money, I expect.” His family had always worshiped that particular god.

Dougie grimaced too. Greg wondered if the pair of them looked like goblin bookends.

“It’s bad news, man.” Dougie shook his head mournfully. “What you gonnae do?”

Angus’s younger son plunked a glass full of rich beer on the countertop, and Dougie took another gulp.

“Do about what, gentlemen?” came a feminine voice behind them.

Greg, startled halfway to lifting his own pint, just managed to catch the glass before it tipped off the edge of the counter.

“Bridie,” Dougie crowed. “Just in time t’ pay for the drinks.”

“No,” said Angus’s son hastily. He’d gone very red, and his gaze was fixed on the table rather than Bridie, but everyone already knew he had a huge crush on her. “On the house.” Then he rushed away to another part of the room.

Dougie shook his head and laughed, then hugged Bridie welcome. She was also short, and shared a broad face and dark auburn hair with her brother, but the freckles on her nose were cute and her full figure drew every eye in the place. She’d been a good friend to Greg, especially when he’d first arrived and found her accent was a lot easier to understand than most.

“Greg.” Bridie’s cheeks were pink from the cold air outside—she would have walked from their shop to Angus’s, only a matter of a couple of miles. “Good to see you out of that cottage. You’re looking bonny.”

“You see?” Dougie said to Greg, eyebrows raised again. “You’re nae ugly duckling there.”

“Leave it.” Greg had no illusions about his shortcomings. But even if he wasn’t good-looking, he was male and single, and he supposed that made him a person of interest in such a small place.

“They want him back in t’ smoke,” Dougie told Bridie.

Bridie frowned. “Those brothers of yours? The ones who never come to see you? Who don’t even bother to send you a proper letter?”

Greg winced. “There’s no love lost between us, Bridie, we all know that.”

“But that’s all we know, love, isn’t it? You don’t share the whole story.” She placed her hand on his shoulder and gave a comforting squeeze, so he didn’t feel it was a criticism of his lack of friendship. Her more delicate palm didn’t make much impact on Greg’s solid muscles, but he appreciated the thought behind it. “It’s your decision when you feel ready to talk about your family—”

Which would be never.

“—but we’re here when you need us. And if you do wanna go back to London…?”

Greg shook his head. “No,” he said abruptly. Talking had never done him any good; neither had fighting. The only thing that had brought him peace and self-respect was escape from London. The Western Isles were a bloody fine place to come to terms with yourself and what gifts you did have, and he wouldn’t put that at risk after all these years. Return to London, and all its noise and filth and speed? Return to be poked and posed and presented as a mockery of the man he really was, just to satisfy his family’s greed?

“No,” he repeated firmly. “That won’t be happening.”




Chapter Three

 

 

“BUT what the hell do I pack?” Perry was on the verge of panic. His bed was covered with several neat piles of clothing and footwear, but his suitcase was still empty. It wasn’t as if he had a massive wardrobe to start with—he understood the sense of owning just a few good quality, well-matched items, although his decision was influenced more by his pathetic salary than fashion maths—but he was still reeling from this latest career development.

Scotland.

Scotland!

“Isn’t it always raining there?” Antony, thin and nervy, even on a calm day, was perched on the edge of Perry’s bed. He’d crossed his legs, and he swung his foot back and forth, up and down. The jittery movement was starting to annoy Perry. “Or snowing? Aren’t there hurricanes?”

“Bloody hell, you’re a total Philistine!” Perry’s other friend, Candace, shared Reception duties with Antony at the Latham Agency, where the pair of them seemed to spend most of their time miming through ABBA hits, surfing the latest fashion trends online, and bickering. She sat beside him now on Perry’s bed, shoulder to shoulder, partners in crime. They’d even dyed a streak of their hair the same blue, though friendship didn’t stop her snorting with scorn right now. “You’ve never been north of Watford, have you? I bet you think they’re all still wearing woad and charging into battle with bloody Mel Gibson.”

“What’s woad? Some kind of mascara?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“You’d notice, right?”

Perry bit back a sigh. Antony and Candace were good friends of his—weren’t they?—but he wondered at the wisdom of calling them over to help him get ready for the trip.

“Seriously,” Candace said, turning back to Perry. “It’s a beautiful country, you’ll love it.”

“Have you been there?” Antony said to her, pierced eyebrow raised.

“I googled it,” Candace muttered back with a glare. She turned a gleaming smile back to Perry. “Fresh, clean air, gorgeous heather, friendly people. No local council roadworks outside your flat all week, no struggling for a seat on the bus with hordes of commuters, no pigeons shitting on your windowsill, and no gangs fighting over drugs in the back alley.”

“Darling, you gotta move from that part of London,” Antony murmured.

Candace ignored him pointedly. “Scotland will be an adventure!”

Perry wasn’t sure how he felt about adventure, but didn’t dare say so.

“There are animals.” Antony gave a gentle but obvious shudder. “In the wild.” Up, down, up, down, his foot went.

Candace slapped him on the arm. “Jesus. What a wuss you are! Just a few sheep and dogs.”

Antony turned a soulful gaze on Perry. “Perry’s allergic to dogs.”

“Well,” Perry said, in the interests of full disclosure, “I’m not exactly allergic, they just make me nervous—”

Antony had continued regardless. “Oh God. Are any of these clothes any use, anyway? Will you have to wear a kilt?”

“What?” Perry felt increasingly like he was in a West End sitcom.

“Of course not,” Candace replied confidently. “He’s a visitor, that’s all.” She glanced at Perry. “I mean, you won’t. Or will you? There are some fabulous leather ones in the sample room, though I’m not sure they’re your size—”

“No,” Perry said firmly.

“Of course not,” Candace agreed, in the kind of patronizing tone that was no agreement at all. “And this guy you’re going to make over isn’t Scottish either, is he?”

Perry shook his head firmly. He had no idea, really, but none of the other Ventura brothers had spoken with any kind of an accent. He wished he had time to do more online searches on the family, but apparently he was booked to leave the next morning.

“See? It’ll be like a bloody holiday,” Candace crowed.

Perry was still uncertain, and Antony looked totally unconvinced. When he flounced off to the kitchen to get them all a beer from Perry’s small supply in the fridge, Perry turned to Candace.

“You’re just saying that to cheer me up, aren’t you? All that stuff about a holiday, and how wonderful it’ll be?”

“No, of course not!” Candace winced. “Well, yes, okay, I am. My older sister went to Scotland once, but she drank a shitload of single malt on the first night and doesn’t remember much of the rest of the trip. Except that, yes, it rained. All the bloody time.”

Perry sat down heavily on the bed. “Oh God. You’re no help at all. I’m traveling to some kind of wilderness I’ve never heard of, where I’m expected to transform a total stranger into a glamorous, twenty-first century New Man—and then I have to persuade him to return happily to the place he ran away from years ago. How am I going to do all that?”

“You’ve done it before, haven’t you? Transformed people.”

“Only in London itself. In a studio, in a salon, with full wardrobe and makeup close by. And that’s when they wanted to be transformed.”

Candace hugged him. “You won’t be on your own, will you? Eddy always sends a whole team to support a makeover.” She sniggered and clapped Perry on the shoulder with just a little too much force. “Perry, you really need to man up. They’re not sending you to the Amazon jungle.”

Man up. Right. That had been a common insult thrown at Perry through much of his life, from his parents, bosses, and friends. He wasn’t as fey as Antony, and he didn’t particularly want to be as forceful as Candace could be. But he couldn’t help being naturally cautious, could he? University had been three years of huge challenge, mixing with so many people for the first time, needing to handle his own living expenses, learning to juggle academic work and partying, and then looking for a job. He was quietly proud of what he’d done at the agency, even if the promotion prospects weren’t as good as he’d been promised. He seemed to have a knack for making clients look their best and finding what suited them. Some of them had even complimented his work in front of Eddy. It had certainly helped bolster his self-esteem—it had also kept him in place through the last round of redundancies.

And he desperately needed this job, not only for his own self-respect, but for salvaging what he could from the bloody awful mistake that was Henry, his ex. A whole year wasted with that tosser, a whole year of emotional upheaval and anguished breakup, and then to find that Henry had betrayed him in the worst way possible—

Antony placed a cold supermarket beer in his hand and chinked a tentative cheers. “Just go as you are,” he said kindly. “You’re cute just like that. And wardrobe will bring so much stuff, they’ll have outfits for you too, won’t they? Just in case you’re, oh I don’t know, wearing something that clashes with the heather.”

Candace rolled her eyes and chugged her beer.

“You wanna borrow some things, Perry, love?” Antony said softly.

Perry stood up to let Antony collapse back down on the bed beside his bestie, and he looked at his friends’ outfits. Antony was wearing skinny jeans and one of his usual neon-yellow tee shirts, which looked fabulous against his dark skin but was a color that made Perry look like a ghost with jaundice. Candace was wearing four layers on her top, rose-patterned leggings, and a stretchy skirt that barely covered her crotch. Perry knew he didn’t have the legs for that look either.

“No, I’m fine. Thanks.” He’d have to pack what he had and hope it was appropriate. After all, Antony was right, the agency’s wardrobe department would bring clothing on the trip, accounts would authorize expenses if he needed to pay for dry cleaning, and makeup would have plenty of hair product he could beg the use of if need be.

“Perry?” Candace was peering at him. Both she and Antony looked more worried now. “Have they paid directly for your flight and hotel? You don’t want the hassle of… you know, claiming that back and everything.”

How embarrassing. They were good friends, and both knew the dire straits he was in since Henry left. He loved them for their concern, even if he blushed at their clumsy attempt at tact. But then, without their help, he wouldn’t even be here today.

“Things are fine,” he reassured them. At least, he assumed they were. He’d been e-mailed the air tickets to Glasgow and then on to Skye. Apparently he could get transport from there to Greg Ventura’s location, and he was sure the agency team would have booked accommodation. He couldn’t worry about all those extras right now: that was someone else’s responsibility.

He was saved from having to give further details by his phone ringing.

“Perry darling!” The voice across the tinny line was loud enough for everyone to hear, and not just because you could barely swing a cat in Perry’s bedroom.

He blinked hard. A headache was threatening. “Hello, Mother.”

“The grapevine tells me you’re on course for a promotion!” She sounded far more gleeful than he did. And where did she get her intelligence from? Not Perry, who rang her the absolute minimum times his duty required. A quick glance at Candace and Antony showed no sign of guilt. Mind you, he’d learned they were great actors, if their ABBA impressions were anything to go by.

“Well, not exactly. I mean, it may happen. If I do well. If I help out with this… um… sensitive project.”

“Who?” she almost squealed.

“What do you mean?”

“Who is it you’re working on? Tell me at once! I promise I’ll keep it secret.”

Perry rolled his eyes. Like that’s ever happened. His mother leaked secrets like a sieve on the Titanic. “I can’t say, Mother. It’s confidential. And it’s early days yet. I won’t really know how things are going to go until I get to the Western Isles—”

“The where?”

“Scotland, Mother.”

There was a small but pregnant silence. “Scotland? You mean…?”

“The country, yes.” Good grief, Perry was almost looking forward to going there so the place could prove everyone’s horror wrong. If, in fact, it could. “It’s a beautiful country, you know. Fresh, clean air, gorgeous heather, friendly people.” Over on the bed, Candace smirked at him. Perry flipped her off. “And it’s not the end of the world. I fully expect to be back in a week or so.”

“They said a month,” Candace mouthed at him and rolled her eyes again. “I listened in. Up to a month.”

There was silence again, but he could hear his mother breathing heavily. “But what about our lunch date?”

“We’ll have to reschedule. Or maybe miss this month.” You know, Mother. Show some spontaneity for the first time in years.

“That’s going to be very inconvenient.”

“For God’s sake!” he burst out. “This is my job. It’s very important to me to do well. This is going to be a great opportunity, and I’m going to take it, whatever else has to give way.”

Antony’s eyes were wide. Candace mouthed, “Wow!” and gave him an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

“There’s no need to take that tone with me, Perry.”

Perry knew, with the inevitability of fat molecules settling on his thighs after a bag of chocolate buttons, that he’d pay for this for months to come.

 

 

LONDON City Airport was a large and confusing building. Perry hadn’t flown before, it was tremendously early in the morning, and he hadn’t had time for his breakfast camomile tea. He was sure Eddy had said they’d all meet up by the departure gates, but so far Perry hadn’t recognized anyone he knew from the agency. He waited as long as he could, and his flight was being called to board when he finally lost his nerve.

He rang Eddy Latham direct: none of the staff would be in the agency at this time. “Eddy, where are the others?”

“Peregrine, is that you? What time is it? The reception here is very poor.” Eddy cleared his throat. Maybe it was because Perry had woken him, or maybe he was playing for time. Perry knew which he believed. “Others, love?”

“The team coming with me.” Dread was creeping slowly through Perry’s gut. “There’s wardrobe, and hair, and usually someone to run about with coffees and things. And what about one of your promotions managers?” Eddy never let any of his design assistants loose without supervision.

There was a moment of utter silence from Eddy’s end. Then, “Let me get back to you on that. I can’t possibly call everything to mind right here and now. I’ll call you back when I’ve checked into it.”

Perry knew he’d be on the plane by then. He wasn’t letting go of this that easily, though he was startled by his own assertiveness. “Surely you can tell me now how many will be coming? Are they on a later flight?”

Eddy coughed again. Perry knew it was a sure sign of truth avoidance. “Eddy? Tell me!”

“To be honest with you, Peregrine, there’s been some kind of monumental cock-up. No one thought to tell me before last night, and believe me, I’ll have something to say to promotions later. But when I checked the diary, it seems like everyone was booked out elsewhere.”

“What do you mean—everyone?”

“Well, apart from you, Peregrine. And that’s lucky, isn’t it?”

The dread had settled as a roiling ache by now. “I don’t understand.” But he did. Oh God, he did. He was setting out for a foreign place without any support at all.

“I’ll sort it out later, Peregrine. But you’ll have to manage on your own for the time being. It’s a great opportunity for you.” It was a weird echo of what Perry had said to his mother only yesterday. “I’m sure you can hold the fort for a while.”

For how long? “These are the Venturas, Eddy. They’re famous! They’re expecting us to send a team to meet Greg, to explain to him what’s needed, and style him appropriately. To bring him back over to England in time for the pilot.”

“…hold the fort…. Didn’t I say…?” There was some kind of interference on the line. At least, that’s probably what Eddy would claim. However, Perry had seen Eddy in his office far too often, speaking in garbled vowel sounds and claiming a “bad line” when he didn’t want to continue a phone conversation.

“What about the travel plans? The hotel? I don’t even know where I’m staying!”

“I’ll get someone to text you. Just do your best.” Eddy’s voice rang clearly for long enough to deliver this coup de grâce. “I’ll send others when I can, of course I will. All you have to do…. It’s easy…. Even you can….” The line was drifting again. “…just make him look good, and….”

“Eddy?” In the background, Perry could hear his flight being announced again. They were chasing the final few passengers.

“…then back to London….”

“Eddy!” For fuck’s sake! Perry was not going to let the agency get away with this, he definitely wasn’t, they had no right to abandon him like this, to send him off on his own without the full client service package—

“…be no trouble for you, right?” Eddy finished with a chuckle and the line chose that moment to drop out completely.

“Mr. Goodwood to the departure gate,” droned the overhead announcement. “Two minutes before the departure gate closes.”

Perry stood frozen for ten seconds, staring at his silent phone. Then he picked up his messenger bag, turned toward the gates, and started running.




Chapter Four

 

 

GREG finished the final brushstrokes on the background of a view over the loch, and stepped back to take a more leisurely look at the overall effect. At the last minute, he avoided putting his foot on his spare palette, full of wet paint. He’d learned over the months of living here to keep all his possessions well out of reach until he needed them specifically. Otherwise he’d stumble into them, drop them, or trample them underfoot. That was just how it was with him.

He scratched absentmindedly at his beard and smiled to himself: he was really pleased with this painting. It was a commission for a gallery in Edinburgh. God knew how they’d come across his work, but he’d been astonished and flattered to be asked to contribute to a new exhibition of the art of the Highlands. He didn’t fool himself he’d sell it for thousands—though he’d been making a modest living on his art for over a year now—and he was dreading the day they asked him to attend an exhibition in person. But for the time being, it certainly satisfied his soul. Funnily enough, he wasn’t clumsy with actual painting: that always flowed well.

He’d converted the dining room in the cottage into a studio and workshop. The light was good during the day, and at night he could leave his current projects up on the easel until he had free time to work on them again. Tonight, the rain outside was getting much heavier. Predicted storms were on the way. Glancing at his watch, he decided to start cleaning up. Then he’d settle in his armchair in front of the living room fire with the latest Lee Child and a couple of glasses of whiskey, in the anticipation of a quiet hour or two before bed, with just his own and Rory’s company.

Then the call came. Well, not so much a call as an insistent hammering on the door. Rory stirred in his basket by the fire, but surprisingly didn’t leap to his feet or bark, so Greg had to assume it was someone they already knew and trusted. But Christ. What was the crisis? Was the pub on fire? Had aliens landed in the chapel? He couldn’t imagine who’d be lunatic enough to come out in this weather at this time of night for anything less.

He hurried to the hallway and struggled momentarily with his front door, as the wind chose just that minute to blow against the cottage. When he finally wrenched it open, the rain blasted into his face and he couldn’t focus until he blinked it away.

Two men stumbled through his doorway, personification of the cold and the wet. Their clothes steamed and glistened in the light of Greg’s hallway, and their faces were gray, their features grimacing against the weather. Puddles of water started gathering on the mat almost immediately.

“Thank fuck you were in!” one blustered. He was swaddled in a full-length, waterproof coat and trousers, with heavy Wellington boots and a scarf wrapped around the lower half of his face. Despite the disguise, Greg recognized Dougie, and not just because of the cursing. Dougie always knew how to dress appropriately for the weather.

The other man hadn’t moved an inch since they staggered into the hallway. He stood at least seven inches shorter than Greg’s six foot three, dripping into a growing puddle of water around his feet, and he was shivering. It was obvious that he most certainly wasn’t dressed for the downpour. He had no waterproof clothing, no headwear for protection, just a lightweight jacket that had probably been very stylish before it got drenched. Now it looked as elegant as a used dishcloth. At least he was wearing a sweater, in concession to the chillier evening, but his jeans were oddly ripped at the knees and completely sodden. Greg could see the skin beneath the rips turning red with the cold. And his footwear…. Greg swallowed heavily, not sure whether to laugh or cry. His visitor wore a pair of suede boots with a stacked heel and a neon logo on the side. Greg couldn’t tell what they’d looked like originally—or read the logo—because they were now stained the color of sheep shit.

“What the hell, Dougie? Who’s the sprat?”

Water was running down the sodden creature’s face and into its white-lipped mouth. The gargled noise that came from its throat may have been a greeting or an attempt to avoid drowning.

Dougie snorted. “It’s your London guest, man. Had ye forgotten he was coming?”

Oh my fucking God. Had that gone ahead? Greg hadn’t given the project a thought after his last testy postcard to Geoff. He was sure he’d made it clear that hell would freeze over before he had any bloody interest in their daft schemes, and there was no point in them sending any tomfool design team over to talk to him.

Hadn’t he?

Dougie shook his head angrily, spraying the hall afresh with raindrops. “Have you let your fucking phone run flat again? Poor wee thing couldn’t get through t’ you, and there’s nae answer at his posh London agency. Lucky I was out at the ferry collecting supplies for the shop. Found him standing around, nae more than a drowned rat.”

Greg stared at the newcomer, aghast. “But I told them not to bother. I wasn’t going back to London, I wasn’t taking part in any bloody stupid TV program, and I definitely didn’t want an even more bloody stupid stylist coming here!”

The young man spluttered again. His face had gained some color now he was indoors. Or—Greg winced belatedly—perhaps that was fury at the insults.

“Looks like he didn’t get the memo,” Dougie muttered.

“What’s his name?”

Dougie rolled his eyes. “Christ, man, we haven’t had time t’ share birth histories! Poor bastard said he was coming t’ meet you, so I brought him right here.” He peered at the visitor as if he’d unearthed the Loch Ness monster and found it less than impressive.

Greg felt much the same. Uncertainly, he asked again, “What’s your name?”

“Peregrine Goodwood,” the man said. “From the Latham Agency.” His voice was surprisingly clear, and he looked older than Greg had first thought, when he’d been nothing but a streak of damp clothing. But he was still a skinny little thing, with no fat reserves on his body. He looked slight enough to be blown away in the gales around here. Apart from that, Greg couldn’t tell what he properly looked like because his face was scrunched up from cold and distress, and his hair could’ve been anywhere between blond and black. The relentless Highlands rain painted everything the same muddy hue.

“Peregrine? What kinda joke is that?” Dougie whooped with laughter. He shucked back his hood and shook the excess water off his hair like Rory did when he’d been swimming in the loch. He wasn’t remotely concerned about waterlogging Greg’s furnishings, though Greg didn’t have much time for the Ideal Home Show himself.

“Call me Perry,” the man said defensively. Like Dougie, he gave himself a shake, shifting his hair off his forehead. “Look, are we just going to stand here taking the piss out of my name? Or can I dry off somewhere? Otherwise I’m likely to develop hypothermia.”

Greg was taken aback at the kid’s assertiveness and, to be honest, a little impressed. He thought this slim, effete little thing would’ve talked and walked like all the airheaded media types he saw last time he was in the English capital. Instead, Perry looked ready to give as much lip back to Dougie as he got.

“Come to the fire, for God’s sake. Dougie, bring in his case and fetch some towels from the airing cupboard.”

Dougie raised his eyebrows but dragged a once-smart, now sopping wet suitcase into the hall, then marched off toward the kitchen in his boots, trailing water as he went.

When the young man seemed too cold and distressed to move briskly enough on his own, Greg prodded him forward into the living room. Rory had vanished from his basket, probably resettling somewhere else in the cottage to continue his restful sleep. Greg had plenty of sympathy with that, having had his own peaceful evening so rudely interrupted. He guided Perry to stand on a spot on the rug in front of the fire.

“They told me it’d be like this,” Perry said resentfully.

“What?”

“Scotland. They said it always rained.”

Greg felt his hackles rise. “It was perfectly bonny last week. Looks like you brought the bloody rain with you. This blew up in only the last few hours.”

Dougie marched into the room in his jeans and sweater, having presumably abandoned his waterproofs and boots in the kitchen, and with an armful of towels. Greg picked up the first one, a thick, pale-colored quality bath sheet. His mother had never been to visit him here but had considered her duty discharged with a gift set of linens. Greg had never bothered using them for himself.

Dougie whipped the towel out of his hands and started rubbing at the young man’s hair. But Perry snatched it from Dougie in turn.

“I can manage on my own, thank you very much.” Clutching the towel in one hand, he peeled off his jacket with the other, then held it out at arm’s length.

Greg frowned. “What d’you want us to do with that?”

“Do you have a hanger for it? It’ll need to dry out in its shape. A padded one would be best.”

Dougie stared at him and laughed.

Greg cleared his throat. This guy was the limit. “I don’t have any padded anything, apart from a quilt. I may be able to find a wooden hanger.” He’d inherited a wardrobe from Mary McMullen’s granny when he took on the croft, and there had been a few fittings left in there. He kept his own clothes in a drawer, although he did fold things neatly. He wasn’t a complete savage.

Perry handed over the jacket with a much less confident air, then glanced down at his other damp clothing. His shirt clung snugly to his chest.

To his surprise, Greg found he was looking too. Perry was slender, but he had a nicely shaped torso and enough muscle tone for his build. Something glinted under the material, on his left nipple.

Piercing?

Greg’s mouth went dry. He glanced across at Dougie, to find his friend grinning at him.

“Is there somewhere I can dry off?” Perry asked, his voice tight.

“Yes. I mean, yes, there’s a small utility area off the kitchen.” Greg used it sometimes to wash up and change after he’d been out on the peat bog. He also hung up his washing there to dry when the weather was too bad to air it in the garden. “Here, I’ll show you.” He turned awkwardly, bumping into the sofa and tumbling the remaining pile of towels onto the floor.

“I’ll find it, thanks.” Perry didn’t actually sound very grateful at all. He turned and shuffled out of the room and down the hall to the kitchen. His boots squelched with every step, and a trail of water dripped behind him from the hem of his jeans.

When he was out of sight, Dougie chuckled. “If we’re talking about rainbow tartan, he’s your perfect candidate. How come ye never grew up a fairy like that?”

Greg scowled. Anyone could tell Perry was gay, but he wasn’t sure he liked Dougie laughing at the kid like that. “We’re not all the same, man.”

Dougie held his hands up in supplication. “Didn’t mean t’ offend. We’re all different, I know, rainbow or not. We okay?”

“Yes, we’re okay.” Greg smiled ruefully. “I’m just not in a very good mood. This whole thing caught me unprepared.”

“Hello?” Perry called from the kitchen.

Greg moved nearer the door. “Everything all right?”

“I… my shirt’s ruined. Do you have anything I could wear while it dries out?”

Greg chased away the unbidden and worrying vision of Perry bare chested. “There are clean clothes in the laundry basket behind the door. Probably a sweatshirt and some tracksuit bottoms.”

“Thanks.” Perry’s voice wobbled. For God’s sake, he wasn’t crying, was he? “I didn’t want to come here tonight, you know. But every step has taken so long, the whole day was gone before I knew it. And the ferry journey… I wasn’t remotely prepared for that.” He sounded like he gulped air in quickly at the memory.

Dougie grinned and winked at Greg, waving his hand up and down to approximate the choppy seas that afternoon.

“Then they never sent me any information about where I’m staying, so I thought I’d go into town and check the hotels.”

“Does he mean in Lochmaddy?” Dougie muttered. “Wouldn’t have taken him very long.”

“But I couldn’t find a taxi rank anywhere either.”

“Dunderheed thinks he’s back in the city,” Dougie growled, his Scottish accent broadening.

Greg shushed him with a gesture of his own. “There’s a bus,” he answered Perry. “Though not frequent. And it’s best to book a taxi in advance.”

“I thought….” Perry’s voice broke a little more. “I expected that had been done already.”

Greg bit his lip. Sounded like the poor sod had just been dumped here.

“Do you have the number of a local B&B?” Perry asked. “I’ll make do with that until….” His sigh was audible even through the kitchen walls. He sounded like he’d run out of viable options.

“Ach,” Dougie butted in. “It’s a trek back into Lochmaddy, even if I had the time t’ take you. Out here, the only place is Fergus and Mary’s, where they rent out rooms t’ bird watchers in season. But you can’t go there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Their youngest is having her bairn early, so they’ve shut up for weeks.”

“But I need somewhere to stay!”

“Babies take precedence, man,” Dougie said gleefully.

Perry fell silent again.

Greg shifted restlessly. Bit difficult to chat through two doors. Then Dougie nudged him fiercely in the ribs.

“You going t’ put some breeks on?”

“What?” Greg looked down and realized he was dressed in nothing but an undervest, a pair of woolly socks, and his boxers. The pair with purple thistles on that Dougie had bought him for a joke birthday present.

“Oh, shit!”

He dashed back into the living room and grabbed the jeans he’d thrown over the back of the sofa. Bloody hell. One of the great joys of living on his own was being able to throw off his clothes at the end of the day and pad around the cottage in his underwear. He often painted in next to nothing, at least when the cottage was warm enough. Now this uninvited guest had put paid to that. He scooped up an Aran cardigan he’d draped over the armchair and shrugged it on, then rejoined Dougie in the hallway. Perry still hadn’t emerged from the kitchen.

“So what are you going t’ do with him tonight?” Dougie said in a stage whisper.

“What?”

“I have t’ go now. You’ll have t’ put the kid up here.”

“Here? Oh, no way. There’ll be somewhere he can stay in the village.”

“Man, he’s been travelin’ all day. He’s exhausted. The B&B is closed, everyone else with sense is in their bed. And no, before you ask, I’ve nae room either. Bridie’s friend Lisa is over from Glasgow for a few days, and it’s bad enough having t’ share a bathroom with the two o’ them. You have a spare room here, Greg.”

“Christ. I don’t want anyone staying.”

“Wrap him in a blanket and you’ll barely know he’s here.” Dougie’s eyes twinkled. “A willowy little thing like tha’? You could share your room. He’d take nae space in that big bed o’ yours.”

What the hell was Dougie implying? “Now wait a bloody minute—”

“Ach, no, of course, you might roll over in the night and crush the wee thing.” Dougie laughed heartily again.

“You said you were going?” Greg said pointedly. He knew he was blushing. Damn Dougie and his mischief making, thinking every gay man leaped on any other available gay man, whether they were seriously attracted or not. Not that Perry wasn’t attractive, though Greg wasn’t entirely sure how he’d come to that conclusion when he’d only seen brief, wet moments of him—

Dougie was laughing again, pulling his waterproofs back on. “I’ll call in t’morrow, see how things have gone.”

“What things?”

Dougie tilted his head toward the kitchen. “Your midnight snack.”

“Go!” Greg snapped.

 

 

THE kitchen door finally creaked open and Perry stood there. He looked swamped in a blue fleece hoodie of Greg’s and a pair of sweatpants that pooled around his ankles.

“Yes, I know,” he said testily, although Greg hadn’t asked a question. “Blue isn’t really my color.”

Greg thought Perry actually looked pretty sweet in plainer clothes, but he wasn’t going to say so. He only just resisted rolling his eyes. “Needs must. You can’t put yours back on yet. And it looks like you’ll have to stay over tonight.” Could he sound any less hospitable? “I have a spare room. You can take a bath if you want—there’s hot water left in the tank. And I can find you a tee shirt to sleep in. Tomorrow your clothes will dry out, or we’ll get you kitted out in something more… suitable.”

Perry ran his hand through his hair. Greg could see it was blond, now he’d toweled it dry, and it fell in a mess of wild little curls. Aye. Sweet.

“And then you’ll send me back to Glasgow?”

“Aye. Send you back.” Greg stared at Perry’s pale hands that had emerged from under the heavy cuffs of the hoodie. Long, slim fingers. Graceful. Probably manicured. Without thinking, he shoved his own calloused, dirty-finger-nailed hands behind his back.

Perry sighed again. His voice was firmer now he was dry and dressed. “Couldn’t you have called me direct and told me not to come? It would have saved me that horror. The sea… the lurching….” He looked paler at the mere memory.

Greg felt a small twinge of guilt. It had never even crossed his mind. “Aye, I suppose so. I’m sorry.”

Perry looked startled. Hadn’t he expected an apology? “Well, we can discuss it all tomorrow after a calm night’s sleep.”

Discuss what? In Greg’s mind, his decision had been made a long time ago. He wasn’t up for renegotiation.

“Please show me to your spare room.” And Perry—though he tried to hide it behind his hand—gave a large yawn.

Greg led the way up the narrow stairs, Perry tripping delicately behind him. It made Greg feel even more of a clodhopper. A whine came from behind one of the doors on the first floor.

Perry started. “What was that?”

So that was where Rory had got to. “It’s Rory, my dog. He’ll be fine with you staying. He’ll have heard my voice with yours.”

“I…. Dog?” Perry looked slightly nauseated.

Jesus. That’d be all Greg needed, a city type who was allergic to pets. “Here we are.” He pushed open the door of his small spare room. Thankfully, the bed was made and the floor clean. Dougie had stayed over a couple of weeks ago, after a late-night drinking session, and Greg had changed the bed after his visit.

Perry sidled in past him, as if afraid of touching any part of Greg. Greg watched him take nimble footsteps over to the bed in Greg’s borrowed socks and surreptitiously test the mattress. His narrow shoulders relaxed a little.

“You’ll be okay?” Greg thought he ought to ask.

“I’ll have to be, won’t I?” There was that spark of spirit again, the one that both intrigued and startled Greg. Perry hitched up the sweatpants and wrinkled his nose as if sniffing the air in the room. “I know I’ll feel a lot more civilized when I can get all the rain out of my ears. And I hope to God you have a decent dry cleaners on the island, because those were some of my best clothes.”

Ah. Greg barely hid his scowl as he turned and left, pulling the bedroom door closed behind him with more of a slam than he’d planned. There was the London arrogance he’d been expecting.

It had just been temporarily underwater.




Chapter Five

 

 

PERRY woke up to a blinding beam of light in his eyes and a hot, suffocating panic.

Fuck!

He barely bit back a scream before realizing the light was crack-of-dawn sunlight. He lay in a strange room, in an unfamiliar bed, wrapped in a thick, freshly laundered duvet—and there were no curtains at the window.

But the suffocation was something else. A weight lay on his chest, pressing on his heart, warm, solid, and—alive? It moved gently but rhythmically, up and down. Steamy, rich-smelling breath gusted against his cheek. Keep calm! He tensed, his heart thumping hard. Where the hell am I? What’s happening? The events of the previous day rushed back into the forefront of his memory. The nightmare journey to the Western Isles: the brutal rain, the mocking Dougie, and the hostile Greg Ventura. Tentatively he wriggled, but the heavy weight barely shifted.

It growled instead.

“Help!” With a loud shriek, Perry wrenched himself free and rolled out of the bed, hitting the floor with a painful thump. He was dressed only in a long, oversized tee shirt, originally black, he guessed, but now worn gray from many washes. His bare white limbs sprawled from underneath the hem and sleeves like the splayed appendages of an alien sea creature. This morning look was truly shocking. And, oh God, but he hated gray.

There was no time to wallow in fashion distress. The monster launched itself off the bed after him, a blur of hair, teeth, and panting breath. Perry shrieked again and threw his hands over his head. On the other side of the room, he heard the bedroom door burst open and heavy footsteps cross to where Perry lay on the floor.

“What the fuck’s going on?” Greg shouted over Perry’s yells.

“I’ve been attacked!”

Greg grabbed the dog—for Perry now saw the monster for what it really was—by its collar and held it to his side. He was wearing pajamas this morning, the top unmatched to the bottom, and his hair was squashed flat on one side of his head. “You stupid arse, it’s only Rory. He lives here. It’s his room when he’s not sleeping with me.”

“His room? He’s a dog!”

“Aye. Well spotted.” Rory strained in Greg’s grip to get back to Perry, his tongue hanging out of his mouth, his eyes bright, and ears pricked up. “He just wants to play. You have to appreciate that, if you’re sharing with him.”

“Sharing with him?”

Greg gave a loud, pained sigh. “I have him safe.”

Perry peered hard, checking the dog was held tightly. “Yes, I can see that.”

Greg bit his lip. Was he trying not to laugh? “So… um. You can get back up now.”

To his horror, Perry realized he was still lying on the floor with his legs akimbo, showing everything from his ankles to his upper thighs, and probably all the private bits in between. He hadn’t asked for the loan of a pair of briefs when he went to bed, thinking his own trunks would be dry by morning. He couldn’t wear another man’s underwear, could he? But now he dearly wished he had. Tugging the tee shirt between his legs, he scrambled up to his feet, hot with embarrassment.

Rory finally wriggled out of Greg’s grasp and bounded up to Perry, tail wagging. Perry stood his ground as best he could. He even managed to reach down and pet the dog gingerly on his furry head. Rory gave a doggy gasp of pure bliss.

Greg shook his head. “He likes you. Fuck knows why.”

“Charmed, I’m sure.”

Greg gave a short, mirthless laugh. He called Rory back to his side, and the dog spun happily on his back legs, torn between the two people he wanted to engage with.

Perry braced himself for more of his host’s brusqueness, but Greg was silent now. His gaze settled somewhere around Perry’s bare knees, drifted slowly up over his hips and belly, then darted back up to Perry’s face. Greg Ventura looked flushed, and something more than angry.

What’s the matter with him now? Perry resisted pulling the tee shirt down farther. After all, he was decent enough now. If he offended his reluctant landlord, that was Greg’s hard luck. But he took the opportunity of a return look at the man in the flesh. There hadn’t been much time for an appraisal the previous night.

Greg was tall, broad, and ungainly. That much was obvious from first impressions. His steps had been heavy up the stairs, his movements clumsy as he grabbed the dog. Last night he’d been parading about in his underwear, and this morning he was dressed in mismatched pajamas, barefooted, and with his hair uncombed. He had a scrappy beard and an appalling haircut—did he do it himself with kitchen scissors?—a laborer’s hands, and the dress sense of a scarecrow. And even though he was the same age as Perry, he was huge, or so it seemed in comparison to Perry’s compact five foot eight.

But Perry was an honest man, and he realized with some surprise that Greg Ventura was far from—what had Gerry Ventura called his brother?—an ugly duckling. His eyes were beautifully shaped and his slightly crooked nose striking. The lopsided twist to his mouth when he smiled—which admittedly hadn’t been much in evidence—was quirky. And where had that teenage acne gone? His skin, though weather-beaten, was wonderfully unmarked.

And his body… well, it may have been huge, but he was built, no one could deny that. Even hidden by the pajamas, Perry could imagine strength in those muscles and a well-defined six-pack. Perry felt surprisingly warm, considering this cottage didn’t appear to have any bloody central heating. Surely he couldn’t be attracted to Greg Ventura? He wasn’t usually drawn to such a muscular bear type. He preferred more elegant men with smooth manners and careful grooming.

Like Henry?

Yes, indeed. There’d never been two men less alike than Greg and Perry’s ex, Henry Mortimer, at least as far as looks. If he’d been asked, Perry would have protested he didn’t judge people purely on their looks, but he couldn’t deny his bias up to date. His ex had been a handsome, slick, highly fashion-conscious salesman, who turned heads when they were out together.

And a thief. Well, yes, there was that.

Whereas Greg Ventura…? Greg was a raw, ill-mannered, big hulk of a man, with little to no cultivation, and fuck-off-ness radiating from every pore. But underneath all that show, he had the potential to look gorgeous, though in a very different way from his brothers. They had designer suits and a social charm that was prized in the city—but Perry had to admit men like that were plentiful in media. In contrast, Greg was far out of the ordinary.

It was something about his direct and uncompromising gaze. Honesty. Perry was sure wit and intelligence must also lurk beneath the frowns. And despite his clumsy size, Greg seemed comfortable in his body in a totally instinctive way, toned and buffed by manual labor and coping with nature’s elements.

Perry’s fingertips itched. He wanted to cut that hair away from Greg’s face to showcase the wide jaw and strong features. He wanted to rip away those shabby pajamas and dress him in a shirt that would skim his abs and flat belly, tailored trousers that molded to his thighs, and a jacket that would sit perfectly on those magnificent shoulders….

Perry’s head swam. He seemed to have got derailed at the “rip away” thought, and what Greg would look like without any clothes at all. Good grief. Perry blamed yesterday’s traumatic journey for his sudden and bizarre fixation on a straight man. Which Greg was. Wasn’t he? Perry’s gaydar was obviously one of the things still waterlogged. Antony would be ashamed of him.

Greg cleared his throat. He was looking down now at the wriggling Rory as if he didn’t dare look up at Perry again. “The kettle’s on. You better come downstairs to the kitchen for some breakfast.”

He dragged Rory out of the room, catching his hip on the door handle and cursing under his breath. And the bedroom door slammed shut behind the man and his dog.




Chapter Six

 

 

PERRY was on his second mug of tea and third round of thickly cut toast and marmalade when a loud knocking at the front door roused them both. Greg scowled. Perry didn’t make any comment, but he reckoned Greg Ventura scowled so often, he’d end up with permanent furrows that no amount of moisturizer would redeem.

“I haven’t had this much harassment for weeks,” Greg muttered, pushing back his chair.

Perry jumped up from his own chair and followed him out of the kitchen. Before coming to breakfast, he’d thrown on the clothes Greg lent him the night before, and now he had to remember not to trip over the too-long trousers. Despite his embarrassment at how badly things were going so far, he needed to stay in touch with his mission as best he could. He’d received at least ten text messages already from Candace and Antony, asking what was happening. It was a relief that the mobile coverage was good out here, and the Wi-Fi appeared strong. He didn’t want to miss any contact from Eddy with details of the makeover team’s arrival.

Two girls stood on Greg’s doorstep—one dark-haired, outdoorsy type, and a curvier girl with bleached blonde hair. As Perry watched curiously, they marched past Greg and into the cottage.

“Don’t bother asking to come in, Bridie,” Greg said to the dark-haired girl. “My house is your house. Oh, but wait a minute—it’s not, is it?”

“Shut up, you miserable old git.” She walked over to Perry and held out her hand. “Bridie McKennagh, I’m Dougie’s sister. And this is my friend Lisa.”

Lisa grunted and nodded. Perry suspected Bridie did the talking for all her friends. She reminded him of Candace.

“We thought you’d need some guidance in your new place,” Bridie continued gleefully. “Where to go, what to see, what to do. Oh, and the right clothes to wear. Especially walking boots.” She brandished two large laundry bags like she’d won an Oscar. Lisa had a messenger bag slung over her arm, presumably bulging with other goodies. “We’ve got the whole morning to spare.”

“No,” Greg said. It was almost a growl. “You’re not staying. Say what you have to say and leave me in peace.”

Perry bridled. What a rude arse he was! Bridie was obviously used to Greg’s antisocial ways because she just ignored him. But Perry made a point of shaking Bridie’s hand politely. He could understand and appreciate proper manners. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“What a bonny young man you are!” Bridie’s gaze roamed over him appreciatively. “You’ll be such a treat to dress.”

Perry felt his spirits lift. A woman after his own heart! He could only hope her ideas of style matched his own, because she seemed like a breath of fresh air among her canvas-draped menfolk. He plucked apologetically at the sagging hem of the blue fleece. “I have to admit this is far from my usual look—”

“He’s not a bloody doll, Bridie,” Greg interrupted sharply. “It won’t be long before his own clothes are dry. He doesn’t want a useless set of country clobber cluttering up his city wardrobe. He’ll only have to carry it all back when he leaves.”

“Which—” Perry started to say.

“—won’t be for a while,” Bridie finished.

“—is any time now!” Greg announced at the same time.

Greg and Bridie glared at each other. Lisa plucked at Perry’s sleeve. “You gotta room tae change’n?” she asked.

Her Scottish accent was much stronger than Bridie’s, and Perry struggled to understand it. At least he recognized the word “room.” “I’m in the bedroom at the back,” he said.

“Rory’s room?” Bridie poked her finger in Greg’s chest. “Was that your or Dougie’s idea? Rory won’t have been pleased.”

“He wasn’t.” Perry interrupted before Greg’s next protest got going. “He sat on my chest this morning and scared the shit out of me.”

Bridie’s eyes grew wide, and then she laughed. To Perry’s surprise, he found himself laughing with her. And, even more amazing, Greg joined in. He had a loud, hearty laugh that rang out in the small cottage. He sounded genuinely happy, as if he’d expelled all his troubles with his laughter.

It was enchanting and another astonishing side to the man.

Lisa tugged Perry’s sleeve again. “Gae oopstairs?” he thought she said, and he nodded back.

“We’ll keep you posted,” Bridie said to Greg. There was apparently no room for maneuver.

Greg sighed heavily and turned away. As Perry made his way back up the stairs in Bridie and Lisa’s wake, he couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder to watch Greg’s lumbering stride back into the kitchen.

 

 

PERRY was disappointed there was no fine linen in the selection of clothes the girls had brought him, and no bright colors. It was all in a palette that could only be called country lifestyle. But he had to admit he felt more comfortable—and warmer—in the moleskin trousers and casual shirt and sweater they’d found. He gave a mini catwalk show in the spare bedroom, while the girls sat on the bed and clapped happily. It made them all smile, and for the first time since he left London, he felt relaxed.

“We weren’t sure of your size,” Bridie explained. “Because Dougie’s about as sensitive as a peat bog to that kind o’ thing, but he described you in a vague way, in relation to Greg.” She glanced at Lisa, and they definitely smirked at each other. “And we’re very limited on what we carry at the shop. This was the best we could do at short notice.”

“I’ll pay you back for them, of course.”

“Ach, no trouble. Mebbe you can advise me on stocking up the styles for summer. You obviously wear only the best, a rich city man like yourself.”

Perry needed to shift that topic of conversation quickly, but Bridie’s next comment was a startling choice.

“You’re gay, aren’t you, Perry?”

“Um. Yes.” Where was this conversation going? Perry knew it wasn’t much of an issue in London, but here in these odd rural lands… wasn’t this one of the areas of the United Kingdom that still refused to marry same-sex couples? Heavens, he’d heard they still closed shops on Sundays!

“Good,” she continued. “You can tell Greg all about it.”

“I… sorry?” Perry caught Lisa’s gaze. She rolled her eyes ruefully in Bridie’s direction, as if very used to Bridie’s boldness. “I’m not sure what you mean, Bridie,” he said. He didn’t run training courses in it, for God’s sake.

“He hides away here on the island, and he doesn’t get out enough. He needs to see that gay men can have fun as well.”

“Um.” Perry felt a bit like Alice must have done, falling down the rabbit hole. “Greg is gay?”

“Ach, yes, though you’d never know it. He never acts it.”

What does she expect? Perry wondered if gay islanders were meant to wear pink wellies.

“He never goes out with a man, though of course there are precious few options on this island. Never orders gay porn movies from the shop. He won’t even join a dating site. He needs to be more like men on the mainland, like you.”

Lisa coughed exaggeratedly. “Bridie, ma love—”

Bridie flushed bright red. “Oh my good God, I’m so sorry! I’ve only just met you and I’m making all these assumptions. You’ll hate me.”

Perry had to laugh. “It’s okay. Lots of gay men have a full social life, it’s true. But there’s absolutely no similarity between my and Greg’s lifestyle, so if all we have in common is being gay, I don’t think comparisons are valuable. And how do you know he hasn’t joined a dating site?”

Bridie turned even deeper red. “Dougie does laptop repairs at the shop as well. He made some joke last time he repaired Greg’s that he didn’t find any porn or chat rooms.”

Or Greg knew enough to clear his browser history, Perry thought. For a brief moment, he felt affinity with the man.

“Ignore ma gal,” Lisa said, but she was smiling at Bridie all the time.

“I’m not a clever talker, I know.” Bridie was still flushed but spoke with determination. “But there’s nothing wrong with wanting him to be happy. He kept it secret for a long time—well, he thought he did, but of course we knew straight away.”

“I can imagine,” Perry said drily.

“Because he wouldnae take ye to the ceilidh,” Lisa murmured in Bridie’s ear.

“I don’t have much time for those stupid dances, Lisa, and you know that. But I’m always happy to go with Greg for company. I reckon he needs to let his hair down. Needs to feel free to be himself.”

“Aye. We all need tha’,” Lisa said.

Perry couldn’t help noticing a strange edge to her tone. And privately, he thought if Greg Ventura let his hair down any further, he’d resemble an Old English sheepdog, but he deemed it wise to keep that to himself. “So you say he’s hiding out here? Is that what he says?”

“Ach, he doesn’t say anything about it.” Bridie frowned. “Never has done, since he arrived. It took us a long time to bring him out of his shell, and all he’ll say is that he likes to paint here and will never go back to London. And he has no love for that family o’ his. His brothers treated him badly as a bairn, and mebbe they’re still doing it.”

“He doesnae think much o’ hisel’,” Lisa said quietly.

What did she mean? As far as Perry was concerned, Greg had been an opinionated, rude, aggressive arse so far. That wasn’t the behavior of a shrinking violet. Perry sat on the end of the bed between the pair of them. Lisa had a thick bar of chocolate she was encouraging him to share, and he reckoned he deserved a couple of squares after the ordeal he’d suffered.

Bridie nudged him boisterously with her shoulder. “So tell us about the TV program.”

“What program?” Perry said cautiously, through a mouthful of chocolate.

“Ach, is it meant to be a secret? Greg’s already told Dougie enough for us all to know Greg’s family want him back in London for a TV show. They’ve been writing to him. Begging him to come back.”

“And what does he think about that?”

Startlingly, both girls snorted, one in each of his ears.

“Greg says he’d rather drown in a loch,” Bridie said. Lisa nodded vigorously in agreement.

“It’s a wonderful opportunity,” Perry said recklessly. Promotion wasn’t his usual area, but his loyalty to the agency—and need for success—obliged him to try and cover that role as well. “It could run to a long series, and TV’s well paid. He’d be a household name.”

“Aye. Like he said.” Bridie winced. “He’d rather drown.”

“So how d’ye think ye’ll get him tae the mainland if he doesnae want tae go?” Lisa asked.

“Well, I’m not really in charge of the logistics. That’ll be up to his family, I suppose.”

“So what are ye here for?”

Perry supposed if he was ever stuck for more than a couple of weeks in this godforsaken place, he’d get used to the blunt way they communicated. “I’m a stylist. I’m here….” How was he going to phrase it? To make Greg Ventura look less like a wild animal and more like his handsome brothers? To make him look like a city slicker? “I’m here to make sure he has everything he needs to fit back in.”

“Clothes?”

“Yes.”

“Haircut? Manicure, that kind of thing?”

“Yes, of course.” Perry felt suddenly rather embarrassed at his own perfectly manicured hands. Bridie in particular needed some help with her own nails.

“But nae makeup?” Lisa asked.

“Well, yes if it’s needed. At least for the cameras—”

But Perry never got the chance to finish his explanation. Lisa looked at Bridie, and they both burst into laughter.

“And if he doesnae want all that?”

For the first time, Perry felt in a truly alien setting. “It’s quite usual in the media world.”

“I’m sure it is,” Bridie said. “But this is Greg Ventura we’re talking about. The man who hasn’t bought new clothes for a year, who doesn’t have a decent mirror in his house. The man who thinks he’s barely one step up in looks from Willie Aitken’s pigs.”

“Willie Aitken?”

Bridie and Lisa just looked at each other and shook their heads sadly.

Perry was shocked. “That’s outrageous! He’s different from his brothers, I can see that. But he’s a very good-looking man in his own way.”

“Aye.” Bridie looked at him curiously. “We agree with you. But he won’t.”

“Never,” Lisa agreed.

“So how do you plan on getting around that?”

Well. And that was Perry’s own personal million-dollar question, wasn’t it?




Chapter Seven

 

 

GREG had to admit he was startled—and admiring, to be honest—when Perry Goodwood came back downstairs in new clothes. Of course, it was just a selection of country separates from the shop—although why Bridie called them “separates,” when it only made sense to wear them together, Greg had no bloody idea—but Perry had a way of standing that made the outfit look different. Made it look good. Not that Greg ever took any notice of clothes, but… still. The way Perry held himself, the way the fabric followed the lines of his slender body….

Good. Yes, that was definitely the word.

“What do you think?” Bridie was hopping about behind Perry like a silly girl. Anyone would think she’d been dressing a pop star.

Greg cleared his throat. “That’s a damn sight more suitable.” Perry now wore sensible trousers with full knees to them, a pair of hiking boots, a polo shirt, and a close-fitting red sweater. Very close-fitting. He had a nicely shaped torso.

“And?”

“And what?” Greg stared at them all—Lisa was lurking in the background too—without any idea what Bridie meant.

“He looks very handsome, don’t you think?”

“Well. I mean….” What did he mean? He scowled at being backed into some kind of a corner. “It’s not for me to say, is it?”

Perry looked embarrassed, which he well might, with this stupid scenario going on. He ran his hand through the outrageously wild, blond curls Greg had noticed last night, and said apologetically, “Things will be much better when I can get some hair gel and smooth this mess down—”

“No, leave it!” Who said that? With a shock, Greg realized it had been him. The thought of ruining the way those cute curls fell over Perry’s forehead, the way they just asked for fingers to run through them…. Dammit, was he going mad?

Everyone had swiveled to stare at him. Fuck.

“It looks okay to me,” he muttered. “Don’t know why people use all that stupid product.”

Bridie lifted her eyebrows.

Lisa glanced between Perry and Greg. “Time tae go,” she said to Bridie.

“Aye. I’ll show you out,” Greg growled.

“Thanks again, Bridie,” Perry called, waving to the girls.

At the front door, Bridie lingered until Greg was the only one in earshot. “Greg, you’ll be all right with the bonny lad?”

“Of course I will. He’s on his way home shortly, anyway.”

Bridie nodded as if she knew something Greg didn’t. It was a familiar gesture he’d learned to expect over the years he’d known her and Dougie. “Give him a chance,” she whispered. “Let him tell you about the show.”

“I’m not doing it, Bridie. I’m not going back to London, and definitely not for them.”

“Your brothers? Your anger toward them….” She sighed. “You know, it’s hard for me to understand.”

Greg’s heart sank. He really didn’t want any more of this, not right now. But he knew Bridie only meant well. “You’re close to Dougie, I know. You’ve always had a good relationship with your family, and I envy that. But it was never like that with my brothers, and it’s never going to be.”

“Bad feeling eats away at you, Greg. Maybe the show is a way to mend those bridges—”

“It was their choice, Bridie,” he said abruptly. The sudden pain in his chest startled and scared him. He’d thought he was immune by now. “I didn’t come here to spite them. I came here to save my sanity.” Her eyes widened, and he realized he’d said far more than he’d wanted to.

Still, she wouldn’t let go. “Then give Perry a chance, just for him. He needs this job.”

“Did he say something?”

“Ach, no. I suspect he’s as stubbornly proud as you are. But you saw the state o’ his clothes—the ones he arrived in. They may have been designer in the first place, but he’s had more than his fair wear out o’ them. The shoes are worn through on the sides, and the jacket seams are threadbare. I think old Willie Aitken is more comfortably dressed, and you know he sleeps in his mother’s pig barn.”

Greg didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or demand to know exactly what Bridie was trying to say.

“Just go easy on him,” she whispered again as she slipped through the door to join Lisa. “And yourself.”

 

 

GREG loped back into his living room. Perry sat on the edge of the sofa, staring at the door into Greg’s studio. Greg had left it slightly ajar and the midday sun spun a pale brightness through the gap.

“Is that where you work? Bridie says you paint.”

Greg ignored him, walked over to the door, and closed it decisively.

Perry sighed quietly. “Can I offer to make some lunch? I can cook pretty well. Or should I go out and buy something?”

“What you should do is go home,” Greg said. The shock on Perry’s face was surprisingly hard to bear. But Greg hadn’t had to think before speaking for a long time now, and why should he start for an uninvited stranger?

“I could stay for a while,” Perry said slowly. “I’m dressed for the part now.”

Perhaps he meant it as a joke, but Greg didn’t feel humorous. “They’re just clothes. Pity you won’t get the wear out of them.”

“You’re still against working with me?”

“Of course I am. I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time—”

“No, you’re not,” Perry interrupted, with spirit.

Greg was tempted to laugh, but surely now was not the time. He was meant to be chasing this pest out of his life, not enjoying the banter. “No, I’m not, you’re right. I didn’t ask for anyone to come, and I don’t have time or manners to deal with you.”

“Good God, you’re a rude bastard!”

“Maybe.” Greg didn’t feel offended. He never had, and plenty had called him the same. “But it’s my life.”

There was a long moment of silence. Greg had expected Perry to rant, not stare at Greg as if examining a new species of being. Perhaps that’s what he was to Perry.

“Believe me,” Perry said finally. “I want to leave. But I can’t.”

“Of course you bloody can.” Greg threw himself down in the armchair by the hearth. He needed to set the fire soon for the evening, but damned if he was going to do that without sorting out the Perry problem first. He often ended up a sooty mess, and he didn’t want to look a fool in front of anyone else.

Perry’s jaw tightened. “You’re a master class in confrontation, you know? I’ve got a job to do. I can’t go back until it’s finished.”

“And that job is?”

“To get Greg Ventura back to London, to present him to the TV producers in the same style and fashion as the other Ventura brothers. That means dressed in something other than jumble and looking as good as they do.”

“On your own?” Greg heard the scorn in his voice.

Perry flushed. “The rest of the team is following soon,” he said bravely. “And I have excellent credentials.”

“I know.” Suddenly, Greg couldn’t resist the mischief. “I saw them in their full glory this morning.”

Perry went even redder, and his hands instinctively darted toward his groin as if prepared to cover it up. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. I’m a good stylist, even without the rest of the department’s resources.”

“For God’s sake.” Greg groaned, and he leaned back in the armchair. He knew he wasn’t being fair to Perry, but then who was being fair to him? “I’m not casting aspersions on you. I have no idea what makes a good stylist—it’s far down my want-to-know list—but I’m sure you’re good enough. It’s more the fact that the job is an impossible one.”

“You’ve made it clear that you don’t welcome coming back to London.”

“Not just that. The makeover thing, as well.” Greg hated feeling uncomfortable and angry, all at the same time. “I’m a lost cause. Didn’t they tell you that, those perfect brothers of mine? Didn’t they tell you I broke the Ventura mold when I was born? I never had their looks or their physical grace, let alone the manners. I’m a clumsy, odd-looking reject, and it’ll take far more than a single stylist to make a silk purse out of this sow’s ear. They should’ve told you what a crap hand they were dealing you.”

“They showed me a picture of you—”

“There you are, then.”

“You were only twelve!” Perry snapped. “No one would judge a man on the basis of that. We all go through that unattrac—awkward stage as a child. You’re well past it now, so what’s your problem?”

And wasn’t that the point? It was Greg’s problem, and he had to live with it. Alone. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“Do you know how childish that sounds?”

“Do you know how little I care?”

They glared at each other. Greg noticed Perry’s eyes had beautiful little glimmers of azure in them when he was angry. Yes, it was official: he was going mad. He rose from the armchair. “I’ll call Dougie to come and fetch you to the hotel. They can tell you there about the boat times back to the mainland. I have to get some work done or today’s completely wasted.”

“Work? You mean painting?”

“That’s only part of it. I have other work.” No, he wasn’t going into it now. He wasn’t going to waste any more daylight hours in idle chat, not even when Perry looked so eager and concentrated on him. There were calls to make to the mainland, bills to invoice. He started to pass Perry, to leave the room.

“Greg. Mr. Ventura. Please.” Perry put his hand on Greg’s arm.

Greg stopped dead. It took a huge effort not to wrench away. Perry was far too close. Greg wasn’t used to people living with him in his house, and the personal-space invasion was almost shocking. It felt like a very long time since anyone touched him at all. Nonsense! He was just tired, annoyed, and frustrated. Perry was so slight, but so very obvious, though Greg wasn’t sure why he thought that way. Was it because Perry looked good and smelled gorgeous—how come Greg’s own shower gel smelled so delicious on someone else?—and he wanted to be close to Greg, and he’d looked so lost in Greg’s huge tee shirt that morning, but his long, lean, bare legs had looked so sexy as he sprawled on the floor of the spare bedroom…?

Greg growled instead. That was his usual defense, and it had always worked before. “You think you can seduce me to go along with this stupid project? Think I’m so hard up I’ll go for any gay man who comes my way?”

Perry winced and snatched his hand back. “God no! Nothing was further from my mind. Despite Bridie’s bizarre plots.”

“Plots?”

Perry laughed nervously. “She thinks you need to get out more. Find a social life. Enjoy yourself. Date some men.”

“And she thinks I should date you?” It was only when Perry flushed that Greg realized how harsh that sounded. But what the hell was Bridie thinking? Even if Greg had been interested—which he wasn’t, of course he wasn’t—what chance would he have with a bright little button like Perry Goodwood?

“Like I said.” Perry’s voice was calm, but it seemed to take him an effort. “There’s nothing further from my mind.”

There was another awkward silence between them.

Then Perry took a deep breath. “So, what do we do now? You don’t want me here. To be brutally honest, I don’t want to be here either. But can’t we make some kind of a deal? At least for a few days.”

“What do you mean?”

“Give me some time to talk to you. To make their case. My case.”

Greg was already shaking his head before Perry had finished his sentence. “I don’t have that time.”

Perry frowned. “Yes, I know. You work, you told me. So in return, I’ll help you in your work. Then you can make time.”

Greg stared. Perry hadn’t even asked him what work he did! Didn’t he realize there wasn’t much of a call for personal lifestyle jobs in this part of Uist? He imagined Perry Goodwood—slender, wiry, almost pretty—his delicate hands hauling slabs of peat for the smokehouse. He imagined Perry hauling the sheep in for Alasdair to shear; imagined him dressed for fishing in the middle of the loch; imagined him in full scuba gear on the island coast, diving for scallops.

“Why are you laughing?” Perry asked. “Was it that bloody funny?”

“Yes,” Greg said bluntly. “But I appreciate the offer.”

“So that’s what we’ll do?”

Good God. This must be how they trained them nowadays in London. Like Rottweilers. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? Annoyingly so.”

Perry’s eyes glinted. “Yes. And yes.”

Greg couldn’t help himself—he grinned. “Okay. You help me out for the next couple of days, then I promise I’ll sit down with you and you can explain about the show. But no promises. You already know how I feel.”

“But I don’t understand why.”

“That’s my business.”

Perry nodded. “You may not always feel like that.”

“I will. What makes you think you can change that?” He’d had a lifetime with his family, either in person or in mind. Nothing or no one could erase that.

Perry smiled, just a soft twist of his mouth that maybe Greg wasn’t even meant to see. “Let’s see, shall we? And in the meantime….”

What now?

“If it’s just for a couple of days, is there any point in ferrying me off to a hotel? Especially if we’ll be working together. Discussing things. Exploring ideas.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Greg gave a huge, exaggerated sigh. “I suppose not. You can stay here. But keep out of my way at other times. And you’ll have to share the chores.”

“No problem!” Perry looked animated again, and inexplicably excited. “I’ll go and rustle up something for lunch, shall I?”




Chapter Eight

 

 

WHAT the hell had possessed him to say he’d stay at the croft?

Perry seemed to have spent most of his first day as unpaid kitchen help. A lunch of ham sandwiches had been easy to provide, but afterward, when Greg had locked himself away in his studio, Perry had tried to prepare for supper as well.

And that went… not so well.

He spent the whole afternoon trying to sort out Greg’s kitchen so he could cook them a supper that was nutritionally balanced, only to give up and substitute almost every nuanced spice he had at home with Greg’s single pot of chili powder. There were plenty of fresh vegetables and pasta in the fridge, but a horrible lack of anything out of the ordinary. Perry had eventually made Moroccan lamb with couscous, but with parsley and chili instead of coriander, and brown rice instead of the couscous. He prided himself on improvisation, but he was sorely tested. The only good result was that Greg ate heartily and very appreciatively, and he fetched a fabulous, fresh loaf of bread from a small cupboard in the utility room to accompany it, followed by some raspberries. Perry had a strong suspicion Greg had baked the bread, judging by its weird shape, but he couldn’t fault the taste. And the raspberries were bigger and sweeter than anything he’d ever seen in the supermarket at home.

After the meal, they settled in the living room again. Greg poured himself a glass of what he introduced as his homemade wine, but Perry politely declined a glass for himself. He couldn’t recall any decent wine he’d ever drunk being that particular shade of purple. He was definitely making a mental shopping list for when he could find somewhere civilized, and gin and tonic would come several steps above couscous on that.

Greg picked up a book and started reading. Perry waited awhile—after deciding against asking what they could watch on the miniscule TV in the corner of the living room, with obvious dust settling on the controls—then coughed to get Greg’s attention. “Where do you need me tomorrow?”

Greg peered at him over the book. “What are you talking about?”

“Working together, remember? Um. What exactly do you do, apart from painting?”

Greg’s look was possibly sly, but that could have been due to the waning light outside the cottage.

“Sometimes I work in the Sea Bird restaurant.”

Perry thought he remembered seeing a sign to that place on his journey here in Dougie’s car. The building itself had been very small, more like a tea room, with a single light on in the front porch, and it didn’t look very open for business. But he’d go with the flow. “Are you a chef?”

Greg laughed. He seemed more relaxed tonight. “No, I think you’ve realized my cooking skills aren’t the best. And it’s not really big enough for a chef and full kitchen staff. I mean, it wouldn’t meet your London standards.”

“That has nothing to do with anything.”

“What?”

“My London… standards, experience, whatever you want to call it. I’m in Uist now, and I want to know what you do here.”

Greg was looking at him oddly. Was he, Perry, coming across as too bossy? God, this man was impossible to gauge properly.

“It’s more of a large dining room where friends can hang out.” Greg still sounded reasonably relaxed. “It’s owned by a couple of elderly sisters who are marvelous cooks, and we sometimes hire it out for a celebration. We’re not big on dinner parties here, you can imagine. I help out with serving when it’s busy. But mainly I provide the fish dishes, especially scallops.”

“You’re a fisherman?”

Greg nodded slowly, his gaze still on Perry. “Yes, you could say that. I’m a diver. I dive for scallops.”

“Can’t you just… I don’t know.” Buy them in a shop? “Don’t they have official suppliers?”

Greg frowned. “Hand-collected scallops are better. The sweeter ones are chosen, and the dish is more precious. Haven’t you ever tasted the difference?”

It pained Perry to admit weakness, but he did. “I’ve never had scallops in my life.”

Greg’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you lived in the center of the sophisticated city?”

“We can’t all afford posh restaurants,” Perry snapped back, then blushed at—yet again—having to admit a shortcoming.

“Oh.” Greg blinked. “Well, you’ll see them in the raw when you come out in the boat tomorrow with me.”

“When I…? Tomorrow…? Boat?”

Greg smiled slowly. “Yes. The weather should be fine, so I’m driving west past Lochmaddy to one of my favorite coastal seawater lochs. I’ll pack some provisions so we can eat lunch there. You can help carry the equipment, then collect the scallops into boxes and keep watch for me.”

“We… I….” Perry was struggling for words. Worse, Greg seemed to realize it and find it highly amusing. “I’ve never been in one.”

“One what?”

“Boat. I’ve never been in a boat. Well, until the ferry two days ago.”

Greg nodded, also slowly. “That’s fine. You can stay here if you want.”

“No!” Perry’s cry was instinctive. Did this brute of a bloke think he, Perry, was a lightweight? “I will not! We made a deal.”

“Okay. Well, I hope Bridie brought a selection of decent waterproofs as well as your day clothes, because you’ll need them.”

“You said the weather should be fine….”

“Just in case,” Greg said ominously. He concentrated back on his book.

Perry sat silently for a long moment. In fact, everything was silent, inside the cottage and out, apart from the occasional call from a bird, and Greg turning a page. Perry wasn’t used to such quiet. Nor was he used to living in close quarters with a man who barely tolerated him, and actually wanted him to get lost. There was a small pile of paperbacks on the table beside Greg’s armchair, and Perry picked one up. He also wasn’t used to reading anthologies of horror stories, his preference being for romantic comedies and the occasional biography—but he supposed there was always a first time. Opening it to the first chapter, he bit back a sigh. At least he’d won this stage of the battle with Greg Ventura, and he had more time to convince him about the TV project.

But thinking about the trip out onto a likely freezing Scottish loch tomorrow, he wasn’t sure whether the price would be too much to pay.




Chapter Nine

 

 

THE next day dawned bright and clear, though the morning air was cold. Perry knew this, because he was out in it from an early hour—a very early hour. Rory had woken him, his doggy nose sniffling at Perry’s ear until he was rewarded with Perry’s groan and a ruffle of his head. Then a crash in the kitchen downstairs had alerted Perry to the fact Greg was up and getting ready for a day’s work and he, Perry, was expected to join him. A snatched cup of tea, some toast, and then a ride in Greg’s old Jeep out to a deserted stretch of beach. Greg parked in front of a small wooden hut beside a lake and started unpacking his diving equipment. Perry stood helplessly, clapping his hands to keep warm, and wondering where the nearest coffee franchise was.

The lake was small, and framed on almost all sides by steeper banks, but he could hear the waves from the nearby sea and smell the salty tang. A bird wheeled overhead, swooped, and then was gone. The air was so fresh, it almost hurt to breathe.

“Don’t stand dawdling!” Greg called from the other side of the Jeep. “Help me with this, if you want to be useful.”

The following half hour passed in a bit of a blur for Perry. They lifted the boat down from the roof, carried it down a small wooden jetty, and lowered it into the water. Greg added a couple of bags of assorted equipment, nothing of which was recognizable to Perry, then Perry was left to wait, yawning and stamping his booted feet against the cold, while Greg changed into his wet suit inside the ramshackle hut. When he strode back out, Perry found himself admiring the way the rubberized suit clung to every line of Greg’s body, from his broad shoulders to strong, muscular thighs, past a really well-shaped arse—

“Carry this,” Greg said, landing an air tank in Perry’s arms. He turned away and shimmied down into the boat. It rocked underneath him, then settled. Looking up at Perry on the deck, he held out a hand. “Come on, then!”

Perry realized very quickly he’d stepped out of a frying pan into a fire—or rather, a watery nightmare. The boat was more like a dinghy—small, cramped, and so light it bumped alarmingly over the waves at speed. Perry clung on with one hand to the side, the other hand on his life jacket, and prayed for his breakfast tea and toast to stay down. He could swim, he’d assured Greg, but in truth he rarely did. Candace was a strong and keen swimmer, visiting the local pool before work several days a week. She regularly asked Perry if he wanted to come along, but Perry always refused. The chlorine made such a mess of his hair.

But maybe he saw the sense of it now—now, when it was probably too late.

They came to a halt in the middle of the loch, or as near the middle as Perry could imagine, and Greg dropped the anchor. Rocking the boat again, he pulled on his hood and wriggled the air tank onto his back. When the webbing got stuck on his left shoulder, Perry reached over and helped out. His hand looked very small and very white against the wide expanse of Greg’s back. Nodding thanks, Greg grabbed a long sleeve of netting, shaped like a narrow basket, and attached it to the line and buoy in the bottom of the boat.

“What’s that?” Perry asked.

“It’s a net to put the scallops in. I’ll bring it up when it’s full enough, and you can add them to the box we brought.” Greg’s voice was slightly muffled behind his collar. He threw the buoy out into the water, where it disturbed the surface for only a moment, then settled like an odd-shaped olive in a martini glass. Greg turned at the last minute to face Perry. “Okay?”

Perry nodded dumbly. What else was there to say?

“If you see any problems on the loch or on shore, just tug the rope three times, and I’ll surface again.” Before Perry could make any response, Greg attached his mouthpiece and rolled backward over the edge of the boat.

 

 

HE’S gone.

Perry was surprisingly shocked. One minute they’d been together in the boat, and now… he was alone. He didn’t know whether to stand up or stay sitting in the bow. Should he help with the rope? Perry watched for a while as it fed out into the loch. Greg had explained this end of it remained well secured in the boat, and he would use it as a guide when he wanted to resurface. Perry peered over the edge of the boat. You’d never know anyone had dived in at all. His reflection rippled in the surface of the water as the boat bobbed. But otherwise things were still. A few seagulls wailed in the sky, and flocks of birds he didn’t recognize swooped overhead. They were fascinating in the patterns they made against the clouds and the innate way they moved as one. The wind brushed his face and swept on by.

He sat there for what seemed like a long time. Partly because he didn’t know what else to do, and partly because he was terrified of rocking the boat. How long did it take to dive for scallops? An hour? All day? How many scallops would Greg collect? Ten or a hundred? Perry didn’t even know what they looked like in the wild, if that’s what you called life on the loch bed. Where the water was clear, he could see fish darting past the boat, but in places it was cloudy and he couldn’t see far beneath the surface. Maybe that was where Greg was diving and disturbing the sandy bottom. How did he see where he was going?

Slowly, Perry felt his muscles relaxing. The smell of the sea was unfamiliar but pleasant, the sound of the waves very soothing. Thank God it wasn’t choppy like his ferry journey had been. The tension eased out of him with the breeze. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d genuinely had nothing to do except sit and wait. At least, not without a head full of worry and anticipation and plans, always looking ahead to the next job, the next bill that had to be paid. Always concerned at who was watching him, who would be judging him, where he might take a misstep. How odd. He’d never realized what stress he was living with, until he stepped outside it. And when did he ever do that? He worked long hours, his best friends worked with him so their conversation was always peppered with office tales, his mother pressed him constantly about his progress on the corporate ladder, and sometimes it felt like Eddy stood at his shoulder waiting for him to fail. He was so rarely alone except for his sleeping hours, and never really alone like here, where no one was within miles of him.

This is a good place. Perry couldn’t deny it—and suddenly he didn’t want to. Ha! Nobody was there to argue with him. The air was startlingly clean, and now he had the right clothes, he was at a comfortable temperature despite the chill. The smells had been weird to start with, but he was getting used to the lack of smoke and diesel and enjoying the fragrant heather and the tang of the sea instead. The waves lapped at the boat with soft, gentle slaps. Birds continued to wheel overhead, and the seat in the side of the boat wasn’t too uncomfortable under his bum if he stretched out his legs in front of him.

His eyes felt deliciously heavy. He’d just close them for a moment. He had been woken disgustingly early, after all.




Chapter Ten

 

 

WHEN Greg’s head appeared suddenly over the side of the boat, Perry jolted up on the seat. “My God!” Had he fallen asleep? How embarrassing!

As Greg hauled himself over the side, Perry rushed to grab the strap of his tank, helping to pull him in. The net basket thingy was full of shells that Perry recognized. He’d used them at his primary school to mix paint in—empty ones, that was. These were bigger than his palm and muddy with sand, but the smell of sea water on them had its own special flavor.

Greg landed with a wet slap on the seat beside him. “It’s a good haul.”

“Yes? Great.”

Greg glanced at him, his eyes scrunched up behind his mask. “Going back in for another batch.”

“Sure.” Perry nodded. “I’ll just get the rest of these out, then your net’s ready for round two.” He tipped the shells into a box Greg had lodged under the seat, then handed the net back to him with a flourish. “There we are, ready to go!”

Greg blinked hard. It looked like he wanted to say something but couldn’t articulate it for a moment. He gave a bemused smile, then put back the mouthpiece and slid over into the loch again.

The process repeated several times more, and Perry watched Greg as he dove beneath the water each time. For such a large man, he was very graceful. There was no sign of his clumsiness on land. He kicked smoothly, powerfully, as he guided himself deeper and out of Perry’s sight. And when he reappeared, he swung himself back into the boat with ease, steadying himself with strong arms and a firm grip on the side of the craft.

Finally, Greg told Perry he had enough scallops and didn’t want to disturb the loch bed any more. He peeled off his mask and hood and sat with Perry on the seat, his suit drying off. When he opened a bag with sandwiches and fruit in it, Perry found he was alarmingly hungry. It wasn’t as if he’d done any exercise to merit it, but the fresh air obviously had that effect. They ate the food and drank from water bottles in companionable silence.

“We’ll set off back to the shore now?” Perry asked. Dammit, had he sounded whiney? He didn’t mean to, but Greg was so bloody touchy….

Greg nodded, not noticeably irritated by him. “You did well.”

“Me? I’m not sure I did anything useful at all.” Perry laughed softly. “But you didn’t think I would?”

Greg smiled ruefully. “No, I didn’t.”

Despite the implied criticism, Perry found the honesty refreshing. He broke off half a bar of chocolate and handed it to Greg as his share. “What’s next to do?”

Greg shook his head. “Not much. This is enough for today. The dive went well. I’ll deliver these to Marty Calvin on Harris—” Catching Perry’s eye, he added, “It’s the island north of us. Marty will salt them today for preserving, and they’ll go in for smoking tomorrow.”

“Smoking?” Perry was beginning to think this was a whole new language.

Greg laughed and leaned over to pull the anchor back up. “You’ve never tasted a smoked, hand-caught scallop? Wait, I remember. You told me you haven’t.” He sighed, almost theatrically. “It’s magnificent.” Greg’s eyes were shining, and his face glowed from the fresh air and the success of the dive. His smile was wide and genuine, and utterly charming.

Perry’s heart missed a beat.

In that instant, he saw exactly what magic Greg had inherited from the Ventura family. It wasn’t the standard, chiseled good looks of his brothers: it was the charisma of a man doing what he loved, in a place he loved, without interference or the restrictions of duty. Greg came alive that day, at least to Perry.

He was definitely no ugly duckling.

“Perry?” Greg was staring at him, puzzled. “You look weird.”

Oh crap, I didn’t say anything aloud, did I? Perry cleared his throat, knowing he’d blushed. “I’m fine. Are you really a diver? As a job, I mean?”

Greg blinked at the abrupt question, but grinned. “Busted! Aye, I’ve been teasing you, I admit it. Yes, I do dive, and yes, I do help out at the Sea Bird. But that would never pay enough to keep me in bread and whiskey.”

“So how do you manage?”

“Well, there’s money from my grandmother’s inheritance. We all had a bequest.”

“All your brothers?”

“Aye. As soon as we reached eighteen. I was third in line by age. Gerry likes cars, fast and expensive ones, so that’s where his share went. And Geoff… well, he spent his on a new wardrobe or three. I wonder how much one of his suits costs him nowadays?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“No, you’re right.” Greg shrugged. “I left home not long after that, and I’ve no idea how they handle their money nowadays. I suspect Gareth gambled most of his bequest, but that’s his problem. Even George, as his twin, can’t keep him out of the casinos, and he probably lost his share in loans to Gareth. Anyway, Gran’s money keeps me going when I haven’t sold any paintings.”

“Wait a minute. Paintings? You’re a professional artist?”

For the first time, Greg looked embarrassed. “Just a few landscapes. Nothing special.”

“But you sell them? In galleries?”

Greg shifted on his seat. “We should get going now. The chill settles deep as the afternoon travels in.”

“Tell me.” Perry frowned.

“Oh, for God’s sake. Occasionally I sell one or two. There are small galleries in Stornoway and sometimes one of my works finds its way to the mainland.”

Perry was amazed and thrilled. Somehow that suited Greg so well—the isolated and creative artist wedded to the stark, striking landscape around him. “Are they of the island? Of the sea? It’s magnificent inspiration! If I had talent, I’d be painting this all day, every day.”

Greg stared at him. He looked equally amazed. “Um. Yes, they are of the island. You didn’t seem so keen on this place when you arrived.”

Perry flushed. “I’ll admit it’s very different from the city, and I’m appalled by the weather, and the boggy peat fields, and the lack of public transport, and the godforsaken isolation—”

“And the water?”

“Oh God yes, that. There is so much water here! Bloody place is obsessed with it. Over eight hundred lochs, apparently, just on this island—”

“And so you’ve been googling this godforsaken place?” Greg asked drily.

My turn to get busted. Perry fell silent, embarrassed at being caught out in his growing fascination with North Uist. The salty air must be stronger than he’d imagined.

“That’s what I mainly paint,” Greg said quietly. “The sea. The shore. The morning light over the dunes. I don’t really do it for the money.”

Perry watched Greg’s eyes as they shifted out of focus, as if he was looking inside rather than at Perry. Yet Perry wasn’t insulted. Greg’s gaze was responding to something much deeper and more beautiful.

“The TV show will pay really well,” Perry said tentatively. Greg frowned, and Perry immediately regretted bringing it up.

“This is my day, remember? You’re not allowed to pimp your agenda.”

Perry smiled. “Sorry.” Smile again. Please! “So what else do you paint? Any city scenes? Portraits?”

Greg snorted. “Hardly, when other things are much more rewarding. I paint the sea and the lochs, and the wildlife it cherishes. There are plenty of seals and birds to admire. Maybe the odd selkie too. This country’s full of legend about them.”

“Selkies?” Was Greg teasing him again? “What are they?”

“Sea sprites. Mermen and women. Legend has it if they come to land, they can be caught and kept as lovers, if you hide their pelt.”

Perry started to laugh, then bit it back at the look in Greg’s eyes. “You believe all that? Fairy tales?”

Greg stared back at him coolly. “Don’t mock it, Perry. There are a lot of things in life that aren’t explained by science.” And while Perry cast around for a suitable answer, Greg started up the engine and directed the boat on its way back to the jetty.

They moored up and Greg left Perry on the jetty again while he went to change back into his clothes. Perry wriggled out of his life jacket and put the box of scallops down beside him.

His phone buzzed in his pocket to alert him to a text, and he tugged it out, wondering who was calling. Candace had already texted him the night before, and Antony had promised to call him soon for a proper chat. And Perry’s mother had never bothered learning how to text in the first place.

It was from the agency! Perry had been waiting so long for this, to hear when the cavalry was turning up. Candace had been vague on the timetable, but Perry knew Eddy would have played this project close to his chest. And now he recognized Eddy’s personal number. At last! He called up the message immediately.

Team can’t make it after all. Sorry. Know you can manage. Take another week. Report in when you can. Eddy

“Team can’t make it?” Perry stared at his phone in horror. I’m completely on my own? He didn’t have anything with him to help—no wardrobe, no hair stylist, no photo equipment, no simulation app to show Greg how his new look would be. And what was with “take another week”? One minute there was a major crisis with the TV filming approaching, now Eddy—not known for his laissez-faire approach—was telling Perry to stay in Scotland. Wasn’t he needed back in London ASAP? These were definitely mixed messages.

Worst of all was the lack of moral support. It felt like a betrayal. In fact, it was a betrayal! His fury bubbled up, making his head swim and his eyes smart.

He’d thought he was doing so well! He was bonding with Greg, learning what made the guy tick, observing him for guidance on how to present him for TV. Ignoring any personal agenda as completely unprofessional—okay, so some of my “bonding” may have strayed into fawning territory—he knew he hadn’t mistaken the way Greg had opened up today, had laughed, had nudged and teased Perry, had been glad to share the day and his love of the island, had been keen to… well, to enjoy real life.

But who was Perry to know what real life was? He looked up at the glimmering sky, listening to the high-pitched cries of birds and the lapping water of the loch against the jetty. How beautiful it all is. He’d only been here a couple of days, but for one astonishing moment, he’d felt as if this was the perfect place to be.

It was the peace that attracted him, that was it. After all, he’d suffered a lot in the last few days, hadn’t he? Damn Eddy and his bloody shitty agency! Perry had uprooted himself from his comfy, if rather too-bijou flat in London, traveled out to the wilds of nowhere, exposed himself and his delicate skin to nature and all her brutal elements, eaten loads of calorificly wrong foods, and now ventured out into the middle of a loch, for God’s sake, all in the name of this job! He was just glad he’d managed the whole of today’s trip without throwing up or getting in the way.

And that, of course, was when he fell in.

He was so engrossed in gazing at the sky and trying to assimilate the cruel text from London, he took a step backward without looking. His foot tangled in a coil of rope, and he toppled. His phone flew out of his hand in one direction and clattered to the deck, while his body lurched the opposite way. He had time for only one loud yelp. The last thing he saw before he plunged off the edge of the jetty was Greg spinning back around to look, eyes wide and mouth even wider.

Probably shouting at me for being a city idiot was Perry’s last, aggrieved thought. Then he hit the cold, dark water with a thwack and thought no more.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

GREG had shrugged his shoulders out of his wet suit and was halfway to the hut to change when he heard the yell.

Perry?

He spun around just in time to see Perry tilted dangerously on the edge of the jetty. Greg opened his mouth to shout a warning—their eyes met, Perry’s face contorted in shock and fear. Then he fell sideways into the water.

The splash was loud, and bursts of water sprayed up onto the wooden slats.

He’s not wearing a life jacket!

Greg didn’t even think—he just reacted. He raced back down the jetty, wriggling into his wet suit again, zipping it sharply up to his neck. Even before the bubbles had dispersed from where Perry fell, he dived in after him.

Perry had sunk like a stone, though luckily he hadn’t drifted far from the jetty. But he was flailing around and bloody difficult to grab. Greg dodged a swinging fist too late, and it smacked him on his unprotected cheek. He let himself sink deeper, below Perry, making sure to keep away from Perry’s thrashing feet. Then he kicked back upward and grabbed him around the waist. Pushing hard with his legs, he dragged them together up to the surface.

Perry spluttered, gasping in air, his eyes closed tight, his face deathly white. Water ran down his face, and his hair was a stringy, sodden mess. He fought with surprising strength.

“Perry!” Greg spoke fiercely, sharply in his ear. “Calm down! I have you. You’re safe. You hear me?” He couldn’t get Perry out of the loch while he was struggling. Perry had to cooperate.

“Greg?”

“Hush.” Greg held him tight, treading water for them both. “Hush.” He didn’t know what else to do or say. He’d been trained in life saving, but that was usually on an unconscious body, not a lithe adult one that was very much alive, and writhing like a desperate fish. Finally, Perry stilled. Maybe he’d heard Greg at last, or maybe he was just exhausted. It was probably only a minute or so since they surfaced, but it had felt like ages.

Greg guided Perry’s hands onto the jetty, levered him up, then lifted himself up beside him. He sat there for a long moment, gathering his breath and cradling a soaked Perry in his arms.

“Greg?”

“Hm?”

Perry’s voice was very shaky. “Thanks for saving my sorry arse.”

Greg chuckled. They needed to get somewhere dry and warm, but he wanted Perry’s heart rate to slow down a bit first. So if Perry wanted to joke, Greg could do that too. “You’re going to need more new clothes. You keep ruining your stuff.”

Perry groaned. “I said this place had too much water, didn’t I?”

“Perhaps you were trying to be some kind of selkie.”

“I’m opening a London branch?”

Greg laughed. Perry was slender and water-slicked, smelling of the loch. Give him a tail and fins, and he could be one of the graceful seals Greg often saw, but transformed into a man. A sea sprite.

My sea sprite.

Where had that thought come from?

“I think they’re better used to life in the sea.” Perry sighed. “It doesn’t seem to be my forte.” His laugh was weak and soft, but his smile was brave.

“Come on. We need to get you back to the house,” Greg said.

Perry went almost limp in Greg’s arms. “Please,” he whispered.

Greg bundled Perry into the Jeep, fumbled his way back into his clothes—not an easy job, when the wet suit still clung—and then drove as fast as he dared back to the croft. He just left the boat where it was, fairly sure it’d be safe for a few hours until he could fetch it back in a separate trip, though Perry had insisted they bring the box of scallops back with them. By the time they arrived, Perry had dried off a lot, but he was shivering. Greg all but frog-marched him into the living room. He’d never learned the niceties of nursing, but efficiency was more important in a crisis, right? He grabbed a pair of his own pajamas from the clean laundry pile in the kitchen and pushed them into Perry’s arms. “Put these on quickly. I’ll get this room heated.”

Perry paused, looking confused.

“Perry?” Greg took his arm and sat him down on the sofa. “Change out of those clothes.” Was he too shy or something? “I’ll turn my back.”

He heard the rustle of clothes behind him as he crouched down to light a fire. When he turned back, the flames catching well and the heat already springing up, Perry was dressed in the too-large pajamas and huddled in a corner of the sofa. “The loch was really cold,” he whispered.

Greg nodded absently. “Always is, even with a wet suit. Fabulous, though. Bracing. Fierce.”

“Yes. I’m sure.” Perry didn’t sound convinced.

Greg caught Perry’s wide-eyed gaze, and his chest clenched in startling and inexplicable pain. Perry looked so bloody miserable. It’s all my fault! Greg knew he should never have taken the poor sod out in the boat. He’d just been showing off, challenging Perry’s city life with his own outdoor choices. How stupidly childish he’d been, and at Perry’s expense. It was a sobering thought. It had been a long while since he’d been so ashamed of his behavior.

Perry could have drowned….

Perry coughed. “Greg, I—”

“Wait!” Without bothering to explain, Greg ran upstairs and hauled Perry’s duvet off the bed. He carried it down to the living room, wrapped it around Perry’s shoulders, and sat down on the sofa beside him. His arm reached all the way around Perry’s body, even with the duvet tucked in. He paused a moment—a strange shiver of emotion ran through him—then he tightened his grip and drew Perry in close.

“Oh. That’s better.” Perry’s sigh was a delicious sound that sprang goose bumps down Greg’s spine. “So much better.”

“I’ll run you a bath later. For the moment, just rest.” Perry was pliant in Greg’s arms, and he rested his head against Greg’s cheek. “Ouch.” Greg bit back the wince of pain from the bruise underneath.

“What is it?” Perry lifted his head to peer at Greg’s face. He placed his fingers against Greg’s cheekbone, and his eyes widened. “Shit. Did I kick you when I was under?”

“Socked me on the face. It’s fine.” Greg didn’t want him to pull away. He really didn’t. And what’s more, he knew it wasn’t just because he wanted to keep Perry warm. “You were drowning at the time, so I forgive you. I thought you said you could swim?”

Perry laughed shakily. “I can. Honest. It was just the shock.”

“Aye?” He felt the heat from Perry’s blush against his neck.

“No. Actually… no, I can’t swim, at least not very well. I got my ten yards certificate at school, but that was the absolute minimum.”

Greg rolled his eyes. “It’s bloody good exercise. And there are all those pretentious gyms in the city you could use.”

Perry’s nose wrinkled and he dropped his head into the folds of the duvet. “All that hassle changing clothes, and getting wet then dry again, and the chlorine in my hair? Ugh, no.”

Greg laughed. For some reason, Perry’s fancy ways were amusing right now, rather than downright pathetic. Perry’s skinny little body felt much warmer. His arms had curled around Greg’s waist in return, and his messy curls were soft against Greg’s chin. Greg would have liked to see his face again, but he wasn’t going to disturb this current cessation of hostilities. It felt too good.

“Thank you,” Perry said softly, his words a gentle breath on Greg’s throat.

“You already said that.” But Greg kept his tone light.

“I mean… I’m sorry I spoiled the day.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It was a wonderful time. Well, up until I fell in. You were a different man out there today. So much in your element. I loved watching you dive.”

“I…? You did?”

“You were marvelous,” Perry said, on a yawn. Somehow it pushed him in even closer to Greg’s chest. “So graceful. Really strong.” There was a smile in his voice. “You’re the selkie, really. You were beautiful in the water.”

Greg was stunned. Was Perry taking the piss? No one had ever accused Greg of being graceful or beautiful. But Perry sounded thoughtful, not sarcastic.

“I was the clumsy idiot who brought it all to an end,” Perry continued. “I’d never be the kind of selkie you’d keep, eh? Way too much trouble.”

Greg cleared his throat. It was painfully tight. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“Mm?” Perry lifted his head again. His lips were millimeters from Greg’s, their breath mingling. Their faces were so close, Perry’s features were just a blur. Don’t think about it, just do it. Greg leaned forward that tiny, insignificant yet totally consuming distance and kissed Perry.

It wasn’t much of a kiss—it was less than passionate, yet somehow much more touching. Greg felt a shiver of delight almost immediately. Perry’s mouth opened slightly to let loose a soft sigh, and Greg took it into his own mouth, following the shape of Perry’s lips with his own, brushing his tongue against the tip of Perry’s.

Perry didn’t pull away. Instead, he melded closer to Greg and darted his tongue into Greg’s mouth. Desire shot through Greg like a bolt from the blue. He couldn’t remember feeling such a pure, strong emotion for a long time. He tightened his grip on Perry, sliding a hand under the bulky duvet to find Perry’s body. His palm landed on a slender, muscular thigh.

Oh God. Suddenly he was terrified of doing the wrong thing. But how could he bear to let go?

Perry seemed just as eager to stay close. His breath hitched, and he pressed his mouth onto Greg’s more fiercely. With an awkward shake, he threw off the duvet and climbed into Greg’s lap, pushing Greg back against the sofa cushions. Still touching, still kissing all the time, neither of them breaking hold. Greg clung to him, tangling his tongue against Perry’s, breathing in Perry’s smell of cold loch and warm desire. It was something like a miracle, and his head swam with excitement and shock. His hips were twisted awkwardly on the sofa cushion, but he couldn’t mistake the pressure of his swelling cock inside his briefs. His jeans were way too tight for this. Not that he had any special “making out” style of clothing put aside for the ludicrously unlikely event of a gorgeous London man letting him run his hands down his back, feeling every gorgeous knob of his spine, and then cup gently over the equally ludicrously gorgeous globes of his gorgeous arse—

“Well!” Perry said and pulled away, though only a little way. His voice was shaky and his eyes were very, very bright. Greg prayed that wasn’t because he was running a fever.

“Good or bad ‘well’?” Greg asked bluntly. His head swam with confusion now. If Perry told him he was way out of order, he’d be mortified—

“Oh, definitely good.” Perry gave a small but sweet little smile, like he was nursing an internal secret. Then he bent over Greg again, his eyes twinkling with humor as if he were sharing that secret very happily and quite openly. “Very good. Can we do it again?”




Chapter Twelve

 

 

PERRY was wondering how long he could survive on the sofa, perched on Greg’s lap, without having to get up for annoying bodily habits like food and the toilet. He could live this way for hours. Days. As long as his lips could cope with it.

Greg laughed, a wonderful sound with a soft, purring edge to it. He was a greedy but very sensuous kisser. Perry couldn’t believe how exciting it was. He ran his fingertips along Greg’s chin, ruffling his beard. Greg almost winced, as if he wasn’t used to being touched that way—so intimately—at all. But then he relaxed into it, nuzzling against Perry’s touch, while Perry kept his fingers gentle.

And oh… but it felt good.

They kissed for a long, leisurely time. Greg had started out quite tentative—it had been unexpected and very disarming—but his hands grew bolder the longer he kept hold of Perry. Perry felt like a rare bird captured by a hunter, yet one who was a bit bemused by his luck. Perry wriggled and moaned, almost in song, against the possessive cage that Greg’s body had created. Greg gripped tighter, and his mouth claimed Perry even more fiercely.

And oh, but it felt wonderfully good!

They broke for air at last, with a deep groan from Greg and a heartfelt sigh from Perry that took him almost by surprise. He was so hard he could match one of the logs in the fireplace, and from the way Greg was shifting beneath him—ah yes, that was it—he was in the same state of arousal.

Easy does it. Perry was in no rush. This was something special.

He settled back against Greg’s chest. His breathing rose and fell faster than Greg’s, but Greg’s deeper rhythm was stimulating. For several minutes they just lay on the sofa together, arms wrapped around each other. Perry allowed himself to savor the bliss that was still thrumming through his veins.

“So,” Greg said at last. His voice was hoarse.

“Hm?”

“So now it’s your turn.”

“Sorry?”

“It was the deal, remember? You sat in my boat all that time and suffered that disgracefully fresh sea air. For God’s sake, you took a freezing cold dip.”

Perry chuckled and was glad when Greg joined in. Perry didn’t often bear grudges.

“But now it’s time for your pitch.”

“My…?”

Greg gave an exaggerated sigh, though he was still smiling. “To tell me about this London business. The makeover. Your mission, remember?”

“I suppose so.” Perry was surprised how reluctant he was to relinquish his current position. But Greg was right, they had a deal. “If you’re sure.”

“God, you’re a bad bargainer, aren’t you?”

Perry snuffled a laugh and sat up. He felt colder the minute he pulled away from Greg’s chest. “Okay, you’re right. Let me get my files.” He clambered off the sofa and padded out of the room. A quick run upstairs, and a few minutes later he returned with his small, stylish briefcase. Greg glanced at the case and his eyes widened.

Oh well. Perry sighed to himself, but bravely. He knew the large, salt-rimmed water stain on the back of his luggage meant it would never recover from his arrival in the Scottish rain. But it could be replaced, couldn’t it? It wasn’t as important as… other things. He settled back on the sofa but a distance away from Greg so he could reach the low table beside it.

“You’re up for this?” Greg said suddenly. “After the water? Maybe tomorrow—”

“Hey. I’m not letting you go that easy.” Perry chuckled, his banter restored. “I’m dry now, and I wasn’t that long in the loch, was I? I’ll have a hot bath before bed and make sure to keep wrapped up warmly.”

“Okay. But I know you’re waiting for the rest of your team—” Greg started.

“Oh, they’re not coming.”

“What?”

Perry grimaced. “They’ve aband—I mean, I’m their sole representative for the project.” He couldn’t look Greg in the eye any longer. Greg’s gaze was soft, his expression tender. Perry didn’t want to humiliate himself in front of his man.

My man?

The sound from Greg was like a growl. “So how come it was the most important thing on the bloody planet to drag me off to London, and now—it’s not?”

“It’s still important.” Perry bristled in defense. “Of course it is! It’s just that… people are busy elsewhere.”

Greg snorted. “Sounds like you’ve been dumped on, in my opinion.”

“It’s fine. I can cope. I know all the details.” Perry cleared his throat. “Well, most of them. And I can check out the rest later.”

An unfamiliar expression twisted Greg’s face. Perry might even have mistaken it for sympathy. “You tell me about it, Perry. Just you. That’s fine by me.”

“Yes?” Perry tried not to blush at the unexpected support. He pulled a bundle of photos out of the case. “It will be a big budget show. It’ll follow the family’s progress over the course of several months, with professional editing, of course, to produce hour-long episodes. You know how those programs go.”

“No I don’t. I don’t watch TV.”

“You—what?” Perry was momentarily stunned at the concept of someone who didn’t watch popular culture. Whether you loved or despised it, it was part of everyone’s life. Wasn’t it?

“Well, the odd sporting event at Dougie’s.” Greg shrugged. “That’s not to say I can’t guess what relation ‘professional editing’ bears to real life. But they want my family?”

“They’re big news back in London, Greg. The Venturas are well-known in sport and business. And now the twins are dating oligarchs or something equally glamorous.”

“Even George?”

Perry caught Greg’s eye. His smile was of a fellow conspirator. “Yes, I gathered he’s gay as well. Or maybe bisexual, because he’s been dating men and women. Let’s say he’s generous in his fluidity.”

Greg laughed. “George was always generous with favors, fluid or not. He never had any money, was always having his heart broken. But the bisexual thing… that’s okay with the media?”

“It’s hardly scandal any longer. Maybe some people disapprove, but it’s still—”

“Newsworthy?”

“Yes. I’m afraid so. But that’s the way it’ll become fully acceptable, isn’t it? With familiarity.” Perry could hear his voice tighten.

“Have you been discriminated against?” Greg asked bluntly.

“Sometimes.” Perry bit his lower lip. “I’ve been passed over for a couple of jobs I know I could have done well. And my mother’s not much of a support, I must say. She still thinks I’m going through a teenage phase. But I’ve never let those things stop me.”

Greg’s eyes had darted down to where Perry’s lip eased out between his teeth, but his tone was enthusiastic. “Good for you.”

Perry felt even more flushed. “I’m good at my job. I love it! My talent is making the best of people, especially when they don’t recognize it in themselves.”

“They’re bloody lucky to have you,” Greg said firmly.

“Um. I haven’t even made the pitch yet,” Perry said with a small laugh. He tilted his head to one side, considering the mystery that was Greg Ventura. “May I ask, is that why you came here? Because you’re gay and you suffered discrimination…?”

Greg’s scorn came out as another snort. “God, no. There was always so much drama going on in my family, being gay was probably the least interesting thing. Not compared to the time Gerry crashed a demonstration sports car into a shopping center when he hadn’t even passed his test, the time a dozen naked female fans streaked onto the pitch when Geoff was taking a trial for Arsenal, the time the twins took a train—on their own, aged six—to find the real Middle Earth. Jesus, it was one spotlight thing after another, but it was never the gay thing.”

Perry stared at him, wide-eyed.

“The pitch,” Greg said firmly. “I haven’t talked about any of this for years, and I’m not about to start now. Off you go.”




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

AT first, Greg felt quite sanguine about it all. Perry smiled as he spread a selection of photos on Greg’s small wooden side table with a flourish that looked faintly ridiculous from a pale young man with tousled hair, dressed in pajamas that fell in folds around his ankles. But Greg didn’t find it ridiculous at all. He just wanted to smile back. He’d never imagined he could be so sentimental about a man, let alone one he’d only just met….

“Here’s the look I’m going for, you see?” Perry said brightly. “It doesn’t have to be a suit like that”—he pointed at a group shot of Geoff, Gerry, and a couple of other men in elegant suits—“because I’m not sure the cut would suit your shoulders. You’d look better in a single-breasted, and it’s really fashionable at the moment. Straight leg trousers and ankle boots would look perfect.”

Greg couldn’t take his eyes off the photo. “I haven’t worn a suit since my graduation.”

“Well, I think it’s expected for the interview at the beginning of the pilot episode. But then it’ll be casual clothes, I’m sure. I know just the designer to use for your jeans and a whole range of shirts. To be honest, you’ll wear it better than your brothers, you know? You have a wonderfully natural way of walking tall that they don’t have, at least not without working at it.” Perry cleared his throat and blushed. “I mean, it’s obviously a result of the outdoor life here.”

Greg wasn’t listening properly. The photo held his attention as if by emotional glue. He’d had no idea he would feel like this, seeing pictures of his brothers after all these years. Spreading out another half-dozen, he slid his gaze from one to another. Here they all are. There was Geoff in his football kit, worn in this shot for effect rather than for a game. His hair was perfectly groomed and his skin shone with good, clean, unsweaty health. God, he looked like a movie star. The twins’ picture had been taken at some kind of premiere, because Greg could see the red carpet stretching away behind them. They’d slung an arm around each other’s shoulders, their heads close together, accentuating their similarity. Luxury fabric suits; big grins on their faces; provocative amusement in their eyes. Greg ran his fingers slowly over the photos, following the shape of his brothers’ faces. A picture of Gerry in another setting again—he was at a club, surrounded by well-dressed older businessmen. Maybe they were even politicians. Whatever the situation was, Gerry looked comfortable and confident.

Greg hadn’t seen his brothers in the flesh since he left home at twenty-one. Five years ago. A fucking age ago. For a moment, he didn’t know what the emotions of that memory meant to him. Was he sad? Nostalgic? Bitter? Lonely? He’d made his choice—or rather, he’d always reckoned they made it for him. He’d started to tell Perry about the dramas in the Ventura family from when he was growing up. It had all been true. His brothers were atrocious attention-seekers, desperate always for the limelight. He knew now, with the hindsight of maturity, that was where the bullying started.

In his early years, when they were all small kids together, there had been good times. There was only six years in age between all the Ventura boys, and they’d been left to their own devices for a lot of the time: their high-flying parents weren’t often available for play. The games had been fun, the camaraderie reassuring.

But things had swiftly changed.

Greg was different from the very beginning—much bigger in build, much slower to banter, more serious about life. He stood out from the others, and for all the wrong reasons. The teasing had started mildly at first, just something that brothers “do,” just a way for the tumble of boys to differentiate themselves—all from the same family, all in each other’s pockets. And then it grew more malicious. Gerry Ventura may have initiated that edge, but it became such an integral part of Greg’s life, he couldn’t have said for certain who started it or where it began. Just that it did—and it consumed his life. Obviously he couldn’t do anything about his looks—that was just the way he was, with odd features and ungainly limbs—but the teasing also exacerbated his clumsiness. He was bright enough, but a gangly child often falling over his own feet and stuttering for words was a gift to jokes at his expense. And that, of course, meant he did it all the more. He was pointed at and laughed at, an anomaly in among his athletic and more graceful siblings. They were succeeding at sports, in popular clubs, with girls. How could Greg be part of the same glorious family? The nickname Ugly Duckling was coined at around age fourteen, when school groups became cliques, and girls—even though Greg knew by then he wasn’t interested in them sexually—became the judges of whether a boy was good-looking or a loser.

Greg Ventura didn’t meet the grade.

His school life was a misery, even when he grew older and could recoup some ground with good academic results and minor success in basketball. But as soon as he had his degree in Art and his inheritance, he left home. And never looked back.

Why should he? Did they have any idea how they’d hurt him? How painful his childhood and teenage years had been? Maybe not. But he’d be damned if he’d remain a victim for the rest of his life, so he took himself away from the temptation. Better for all of them that he led his life elsewhere. And he’d always reckoned that strategy was successful.

But here was Perry, today, with no idea of the real story behind these photos; no idea of the real reason for keeping the Ventura brothers divided. Earnest, naive Perry, who probably had an army of happy, loving family members and friends. Who just wanted to do his job well. Stirring things up, poking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted. Disturbing this particular lochful of Greg’s miserable baggage.

It isn’t Perry’s fault.

Of course it bloody wasn’t. But who else was with Greg at that moment?

He sat up abruptly, refocusing on the living room with some difficulty. “I can’t do this.”

“What?” Perry was startled. “Did I say something wrong? I haven’t been through the whole process with you yet.”

“Not today. Sorry.” Greg wanted to leave the room, wanted to hit something, wanted to do anything but talk further about his family. He stood, swaying slightly on his feet. It was Perry who’d had the physical shock today, wasn’t it? But Greg felt worse, both exhausted and horribly, resentfully restless.

“This isn’t fair—” Perry started.

“Fair?” Greg nearly spat the word, and Perry recoiled. Greg dragged himself back under control and stood. “We’ll… you can tell me later. Tomorrow.” Maybe never.

Perry looked like he was struggling with his words too. “I… okay. If that’s what you want.”

Perry had said that earlier, hadn’t he? When Greg had insisted they do this—insisted that Perry had his chance to put his case. This is all my doing… all my fault. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him acting like a shit. He stumbled past Perry toward the door.

“Greg? Wait—”

But Greg didn’t. He passed over the bottle of homemade wine on the windowsill and grabbed a nearby bottle of whiskey instead. And he left the room in a rush.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

GREG slept badly. Really badly.

When he woke, the light stabbed his eyes, the duvet was strangling him in a bizarre tangle around his neck, and his head felt like a battle reenactment society was practicing inside. With cannon. Fighting his way out of bed, he dragged himself into the bathroom and splashed cold water over his face, trying to wake up his piggy little eyes and ease his horribly parched lips. He crawled into an old, comfortable pair of sweats and a clean but unironed tee shirt, pulled on his boots, then stumped clumsily down the stairs. He should have been up hours ago. Rory needed feeding and a walk, and Greg vaguely remembered offering to help Alasdair with the sheep this morning. And the scallops should have been taken down to Marty’s yesterday; they’d be spoiled by now. Life just kept getting better. Not.

He paused in the hallway. The morning light from the open kitchen door still seemed way too bright, but maybe it’d improve after a mug of strong tea. He could actually smell a pot brewing, hear the pop of the toaster. Oh, if only life were that easy, that he could just wish for tea and the pot would warm itself!

Shuffling into the kitchen, he discovered it wasn’t the power of his mind that had conjured up breakfast, but Perry.

Perry had his back to him, whipping up what looked like scrambled eggs in a bowl on the counter. Greg’s mouth watered immediately in anticipation. It was one of his favorite breakfasts, not that Perry would have known that. Greg peered suspiciously at Perry, wondering for a minute if he was a hallucination, and Greg was still in a drunken sleep. It’s what I deserve for my shitty behavior last night. Perry so pissed off he’s avoiding me, and me having to make my own damned breakfast—

“Morning,” Perry said cheerily, though he didn’t turn around. “I won’t say good, right?”

Greg gave a mumble that could have been taken as any word from “no” to “Nebuchadnezzar,” and slumped down in one of the kitchen chairs. The wooden table rattled at the impact and a fork fell on the floor.

Perry whipped a little faster. Rory sat a few inches away, eyes lifted up to Perry in the hope some food would escape and launch itself his way. “Eggs okay for you?” Perry continued. “I still haven’t got to any shops to stock up on anything more interesting. But you ought to eat something.”

“Fine.”

Perry poured them into the pan and started stirring. Greg opened his mouth to say he liked a lot of pepper, but before he could speak, Perry reached for the pepper mill and ground a healthy amount of seasoning into the mix.

Magic. Greg sat silently, nursing his headache and coveting the eggs, watching Perry at work. It was odd to have someone else in his kitchen. Perry popped more bread in the toaster and started buttering the slices already laid out on a plate. Greg didn’t recognize the plate: probably another gift from his parents he’d never really acknowledged. He rarely went to the back of his kitchen cupboards. He ate most things—apart from his evening meal—off the kitchen counter or on the way to his work.

“A man called Marty came around early about the scallops,” Perry said, his voice as brisk as his stirring. “Before I went to bed last night, I moved them into that cold area off the kitchen, and so they were still chilled this morning. He said they’d be fine, and he’ll smoke them today.”

He turned at last, but didn’t meet Greg’s gaze. Placing the toast and eggs and a large mug of hot tea in front of Greg, he sat in the chair opposite him. Rory skittered across the floor and resettled at Perry’s feet. The cleared plate in front of Perry showed his breakfast was already eaten, and his mug of tea was half-finished. Greg wondered just how long Perry had been up.

The toast smelled rich and buttery, the eggs fragrant and heaped on top, just as Greg liked it. It tasted even better. Even so, he felt strange, and it wasn’t nausea from the hangover. He had a sneaking suspicion this was what shame felt like.

Perry reached down to rub Rory behind the ears. Rory’s eyes drifted shut like the sluttiest boyfriend ever. Greg wondered ruefully how he was going to recapture the bloody dog’s loyalty when Perry went back to London.

Perry’s going back to London….

I kissed Perry….

Perry tasted so bloody good….

“Look here—” Greg began, spraying a few toast crumbs over the table.

“The agency called me,” Perry said at the same time. “I’m needed back there.”

They both paused and stared at each other.

Something made Greg wonder if Perry was telling the truth. He looked shifty in some weird way. “So. Okay. I mean.” Christ, couldn’t he even get a sentence out clearly? “You mean today?”

“Soon as I can sort out a ferry crossing.” Perry buried his attention in the top of his mug.

Greg didn’t think any cup of tea could be that interesting, even if his tasted like a welcome slurp of heaven. But Perry obviously didn’t want to face him. With an even worse stab of nausea, Greg wondered if this was all about the kiss?

Dammit. He was amazed how distressed he felt if that was the case.

Perry was talking again. “I mean, I think it’s pretty obvious there’s no mileage in this project for me, is there? You made that clear… um. Well, yesterday. After… when you saw the photos.”

“Aye.” Greg couldn’t seem to make his head match up with his mouth. He wished Perry would keep quiet, just until Greg’s head stopped thumping, and he could get things straight enough to make a sensible reply—

“What’s up?” Perry had looked up suddenly and caught Greg with his eyes all goggling. “You’re staring at me like a lunatic.”

“Of course I’m bloody not.”

“Ha-ha. That’s better. More like the Greg Ventura we all know and… well, know.” Perry cleared his throat, collected up his and Greg’s empty plates, and took them to the sink. He started to run the hot water.

“You don’t have to do the chores,” Greg grumbled.

“I want to help out.”

“It won’t make any difference to my decision, you know.”

The back of Perry’s neck went pink and his shoulders tightened. “I know that. Good grief, can’t you accept some help without thinking everyone’s out to trade?”

“You’re the media man. You should know.”

“Oh, fuck you!” And Perry pushed past him, out of the kitchen.

Well, that went well. Greg stared morosely at his now empty tea mug and would have kicked himself if he had the energy to move.

Rory barked at him, just once. It was definitely an accusation.

 

 

THERE was a knock at the door, but by the time Greg stomped to open it, Bridie had already let herself in. No one locked their doors on the island, Greg had learned that in the first week he arrived, and he’d never had cause to regret it. Though maybe, judging by the serious frown on Bridie’s usually pretty face, he’d rethink that now.

“What’s up with Perry? I could hear your voices from down the path.”

Bloody village life. “Why the hell would I know?”

“Because you’re probably the one who pissed him off.”

“Oh for God’s sake. Why is everyone having a go at me?”

She frowned. “So perhaps I should ask, what’s up with you? Have you been drinking?”

Greg let loose of the whole damned mess, his temper along with it. “It’s my fucking house, my fucking time! Maybe drinking’s the only way to cope with life around here at the moment.”

Bridie blinked hard but, as expected, didn’t retreat. “It’s not Perry’s fault you’ve got a stinking hangover.”

“No? Why the hell not?” Greg knew he was being childish and cruel, but that wasn’t going to stop him right now, was it? His head ached, his mouth was dry, he really had pissed off Perry, and now Bridie was standing there with her holier-than-thou face on, when all he wanted to do was to be left alone to wallow in his resentment and self-pity. “He comes into my house uninvited, with his ridiculous London gloss and the wrong clothes. He tries to drag me back to that filthy, smoke-ridden city, to tart myself up like some prostitute, to take part in an obscenely tacky TV show. And you know what’s the worst?”

“Greg. Wait—” Bridie’s eyes were wide.

Greg ignored her. He was on a roll. “He’s even bewitched my bloody dog! What’s that all about?”

“Shut up, you blithering idiot,” she hissed.

At the last minute, Greg paused, sensing something from her expression. He twisted around slowly, and even his blurry hangover vision couldn’t miss what she’d seen seconds before he had.

Fuck.

Perry was standing in the doorway of the living room, his face white. He’d heard every word.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

PERRY stood in Greg Ventura’s spare bedroom, his suitcase open on the bed, his small wardrobe of London clothes tumbled in any old how. He was usually such a careful packer. If you rolled shirts carefully, they’d emerge needing minimal pressing. Pack underwear into your boots, or around the edges of the case to prevent your toiletries from rolling about. Finally, place towels on top of everything, to keep the clothes even further protected. Perry usually followed this method religiously, because he didn’t have enough outfits to play spares. Every item was precious and wholly necessary for his professional London image.

The state of his case today reflected the state of his mind.

Rory sat at his feet, eyes gazing up at him, ears pricked. He was probably waiting for someone to take him for his morning walk. Perry and Greg had been too busy arguing to look after the dog. Shameful, Rory’s expression said, though maybe there was a flicker of sympathy in his big brown eyes.

Perry let himself down onto the edge of the mattress and sank his head in his hands. “Sorry, guy,” he said. Yes, now he was talking to the animals. Another reason this place was way too disturbing. “I’m out of here. You’re stuck with the grumpy old git from now on.”

He knew he had to leave the croft now. No other choice, right? But he didn’t want to go. And he especially didn’t want to go with those harsh words of Greg’s ringing in his ears.

Ridiculous. Filthy. Obscenely tacky.

Okay, so they hadn’t all been used to describe Perry himself. But to Greg, Perry was London, and vice versa. Perry was the walking proof of everything Greg hated and despised. This visit had been marked for failure from the very start. Greg had never hidden the fact he was hostile and dismissive, but Perry had continued regardless, and he’d made a complete fool of himself.

At the doorway, someone cleared their throat.

Perry nearly jumped off the bed. “What the hell?”

“Sorry.” Greg stood there, looking like death that hadn’t even bothered warming up.

“Creeping up on me like that—!”

“No. I mean, sorry for what I said.”

“You mean, I wasn’t meant to hear?”

“No. I mean, I shouldn’t have said it in the first place.”

“Oh.” Perry took a deep breath. It was a pretty fine apology, as far as they went. And there was no point in getting overexcited about things, was there? “You were right, of course. Possibly a tad rude about it, but the facts are there for all to see.”

“A tad rude?” Greg snorted. “I was a bloody pig.”

Perry also snorted, half disgust, half laughter. Are mannerisms contagious? “Sit down,” he said, gesturing to a space on the bed beside him. “You’re intimidating, standing up there.”

“Not just standing up here,” Greg said, but he sat down regardless.

“Has Bridie gone home?”

“Aye. She just left, after bending my ear about what a shit I am.”

Perry wanted to laugh, partly at Greg’s brutal honesty and partly at his miserable expression. “She speaks her mind, I must say.”

“She actually came over to remind me about the ceilidh.”

“What’s a kaylee? I heard the word before, like it’s something special.”

“A ceilidh.” Greg repeated it as if the spelling would appear magically on the wall in front of them. It still sounded the same nonsense to Perry. “It’s a dance. A knees-up, in your language.”

Perry was tempted to stick out his tongue. “No need for the translation, I know what you mean. So what about it? Is that the height of your social excitement around here?” To Perry’s surprise Greg didn’t lash back out at him, though Perry knew he was straying into the rude camp himself.

“I’m afraid so. This community’s pretty small to start with, just one pub, one village hall, and a couple of musicians. You’d have to travel to Benbecula or Stornoway if you wanted anything like a proper club.”

“I’m not here for the social life,” Perry said tightly.

“Pity,” Greg said. He seemed very interested in playing with Rory’s floppy ears. “I thought you might want to come along.”

“To the ceilidh?”

Greg shrugged but his expression was far from casual. “It’s on Saturday. Everyone can take a guest.”

“I won’t still be here, will I?”

“Won’t you?” Greg shook his head in frustration, then winced as if it hurt. He turned his mournful eyes up to Perry’s face. “I’ll say it again, I’m sorry. Seriously, I am.”

Perry was silent for a moment. Greg sounded genuine.

Whereas Greg obviously thought Perry was unconvinced, because he continued, “You don’t have to leave, Perry. I didn’t mean all that shit. I was just lashing out because I’m a crappy morning-after drunk. You’re still entitled to your half of the deal, right? A chance to tell your side of the story. Explain what it’s all about. A fair hearing.”

“There’s not much point, is there?” Perry raised his eyebrows. “Let’s be real here, Greg. Your kind of hostile audience doesn’t change its spots.”

“God. You’re right.” Greg gave a rueful chuckle. “But I was still a shit. I’m sorry. I said that already, didn’t I?”

“Yes. Several times.” Despite himself, Perry felt a smile twitch at the edge of his mouth. Greg might behave like a truculent toddler sometimes, but he was just as honest and full-on with his apologies. Perry could almost say it was charming.

“Don’t go.” Was that a wheedle in Greg’s tone? “Stay a few days. Could you manage that? I mean, I know they need you back there straight away—”

“No, they don’t.”

“Huh?”

Secretly, Perry doubted Eddy would pay his expenses for two days, let alone ten, but why the hell not? He sighed. “Actually, they said I was to take another week. So I guess I could stay. But the cost of the hotel—”

“Stay here,” Greg said quickly. “That’s what I meant.”

Perry sneaked a look at him out of the corner of his eye. Greg was quite flushed. “Okay. Thanks.”

“Perry? About the kissing….”

Perry bit his lip to stop the urge to butt in. I want him to be honest about this too.

Greg gave a quiet groan. “It was really great.”

“Yes, it was.” Perry found he was smiling. “So, whose guest will I be at the ceilidh? Bridie’s?”

“Bridie’s taking Lisa.”

It wasn’t a proper answer, nor was it the one Perry hoped for. Suppose he’d have to take what little encouragement he was given—

“Mine,” Greg added awkwardly. “You’d be my guest.”

Perry remembered something Bridie had said about Greg. “You don’t go to these events, do you? Not usually, anyway.”

“No,” Greg said in a clipped tone. “I don’t, usually.”

Perry smiled again, but this time to himself. Ridiculous how excited he felt at the thought of a night out in a drafty bar with homegrown music and some clodhopping line dancing.

Or was it the thought of a night out with Greg Ventura?

“That’d be fine,” he said brightly, good humor restored. “I’ll look forward to it!”




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

GREG was sort of disturbed at how quickly he got used to having Perry around. He’d always considered the cottage barely big enough for him on his own, but it seemed Perry wasn’t large or noisy enough to cramp Greg’s style. He moved quickly and gracefully, a slender creature who smiled and chatted, but not too excessively, and seemed to know what was happening in the croft’s schedule at any time, inside and outside the house. And by God, the man made brilliant scrambled eggs!

Over the next couple of days, they ate all their meals together, which Perry usually cooked. At least, he did on condition that Greg took him to Dougie’s shop first, where he could stock up on ingredients. Greg’s fridge had never had so much stuff in it, most of which he had no idea what to do with. Luckily, Perry did. And Perry tidied up too. At first it had irritated Greg, not being able to find things in the same place as usual. But then favorite items he’d lost months ago started turning up. He also crashed into things less often—the small size of the cottage combined with his untidiness had been a stumble waiting to happen. Now the place was cleaner, and despite his natural clumsiness, he could stride confidently from one end of the house to another without breaking a single thing.

During the days, Greg went diving or closeted himself in his studio, painting. He didn’t take Perry diving with him anymore, but they went together to deliver boxes of scallops to Marty, who showed Perry around his smokehouse with righteous pride. Perry looked impressed by it all, especially when Marty hauled the huge blocks of dried peat in for fuel, and Perry said all the right things about the facilities to make Marty smile wider than he ever did for Greg. In fact, Perry seemed to have that effect on most people. Greg had been prepared for villagers to find a London upstart pretentious and unsympathetic, but of course Perry wasn’t naturally like that, was he? At first, he still carried on like a Londoner, but his eyes were bright and curious, and he had genuine interest in learning what was going on. Plus, he seemed to be developing a fondness for the island that Greg had never anticipated—he wondered if it had taken Perry by surprise as well. Even Perry’s clothes were starting to look like an islander’s, albeit his borrowed fleece hoodie now had a couple of rainbow badges on it, and his hiking boots had neon-colored laces.

Otherwise, Greg wasn’t entirely sure what Perry did with his time. Sometimes he heard cars draw up, some laughter, and the front door slamming as Perry “popped out for a bit!” Shopping bags would appear in the hallway, full of kitchen utensils or bathroom accessories, or random things with no visible use that also looked way too frilly and bright to fit with Greg’s austere décor. Needless to say, most of the items stayed, finding a sneaky place somewhere in the cottage. Perry also took Rory for walks and generally spoiled the animal with too much attention. But whatever he did during the day, he was usually around when Greg returned from a diving trip or emerged from the studio with hands covered in paint and a blinding thirst for tea. And he was always there at mealtimes. He even appeared to look forward to the time spent together.

It was weird.

Greg wasn’t sure what he was meant to make of it all. Another disturbing effect was that Greg was conscious of Perry’s presence all the time, even when Perry was being his most unassuming. They shared the bathroom amicably—well, Perry diplomatically let Greg go first in the mornings—and did laundry and chores together. Perry put his shaver on the bathroom shelf next to Greg’s; Greg moved his boots aside in the hall so Perry could put his new footwear beside them. Though Greg wasn’t sure about the blue-and-white-striped Wellington boots settled jauntily next to his plain khaki pair.

Perry was certainly trying not to disrupt things too much, Greg could tell. And he was good company to have around. He even seemed to be adapting to Greg’s routines, though why the hell would anyone be bothered with that? Suspicious still, Greg wondered if Perry was creeping around him, still trying to persuade Greg back to London. Though Perry hadn’t mentioned the TV program again, and Greg didn’t remind him. Let sleeping dogs lie, right?

More disappointingly, in Greg’s opinion, there hadn’t been any further intimacy. No more snogging. They shared the evenings sitting in the living room, where Greg read his thrillers and Perry had appropriated the end of the sofa by the table, where he kept a sketch pad and a pile of magazines he liked to flick through. Greg had never seen any of them in the shop, so maybe Bridie had ordered them in specially. Greg drank his homemade wine after dinner and sometimes whiskey, but Perry stuck to water and the occasional gin and tonic. Greg knew Bridie had ordered that in especially for Perry.

But no more kisses.

On Friday evening, Greg cast a rueful glance over at the sofa, where Perry was engrossed in a magazine. He’d bought another load of chocolate at the shop that morning—almost as if he’d been starved of it before now—and was absently chewing on a square of it right now. For a few moments, Greg watched the movement of Perry’s mouth like his own personal movie. Then he bit back a sigh, and levered himself up out of the armchair. “Just gonna finish up in the studio,” he murmured. It felt odd: he wasn’t used to reporting in to anyone on his comings and goings.

Perry looked up, his eyes wide, the blue color surprisingly clear. “May I see?”

“See what?”

Perry had developed this habit of raising one eyebrow when Greg barked at him. It seemed to represent a mixture of “get over yourself” and “moderate your language” and, much to Greg’s chagrin, had that very result.

“Your work,” Perry said gently but firmly. “I’ve only seen the one in my—in the spare bedroom.”

Greg frowned. “Didn’t tell you that was one of mine, did I?”

“Maybe I’m psychic where art’s concerned,” Perry said with a small smile. “Or maybe it’s because you signed it at the bottom.”

Greg rolled his eyes. “Oh, aye.” He didn’t keep many of his pictures—after all, if he had a market, he needed to sell them while he was still in fashion—but he’d kept a small study of the loch he’d taken Perry to that time, a scene from the very early morning. It was one of his personal favorites.

“So, can I come in?”

Greg couldn’t really say no, could he? Well, he could, but he knew Perry’s look would tell him how bloody churlish that was. Perry followed him into the studio, his gaze taking in the large window Greg had built into the seaward wall, which let in so much fabulous light in the mornings.

“This is great! No wonder you love being in here.”

“Aye.” Greg looked around as well, although the place was already familiar to him. But he turned as Perry did, slowly and appreciatively. It was great, wasn’t it? A burst of unfamiliar pride washed over him. The conversion had been all his own work.

“Is this your latest picture?” Perry paused by Greg’s easel.

Greg never thought to cover his canvas when he stopped work. Why should he, when he was always on his own? But now he felt stupidly scared of Perry looking at it. Perry would judge its immaturity: he’d have seen real art, London gallery stuff, not broad-brush, generic sea scenes from an island where there were no trees and nothing but sheep and sea birds for foreground interest—

“It’s fabulous,” Perry breathed, transfixed.

It was of the loch again. These were the scenes Greg was asked for most often, and the ones that sold well. Buyers seemed to like the pathways sweeping through the peat bogs to the dunes and overhead the terns swooping low for pickings from the sea. They liked the wide, clear stretches of sea water, with the occasional boat bobbing in the distance and fronds of grass at the shore. Their imagination was piqued by the mist of the early morning over the heather and the purple indigo skies of the evening.

“You’re very talented,” Perry said softly.

Was he trying deliberately to embarrass Greg? “Dunno about that.”

“You’ve drawn the beauty of the loch so well. Awesome, but in perfect, mutual balance with the land.”

Greg blinked. Perry had a way of expressing exactly what he, Greg, was thinking himself… how could that be?

“I can smell the air,” Perry said more softly. “Dammit, I can feel the cold of the water!”

Greg smiled. “Bring back happy memories?”

Perry chuckled. “God, no, thanks. The reminder of my one dip is enough for me.”

He leaned slightly toward Greg, and for a shocked, marvelous moment, Greg was tempted to draw him in and kiss him again. There was a hint in Perry’s body language that encouraged Greg to think he wouldn’t mind: he might even welcome it. Do it. Do it! And then Perry took a step in the other direction, tilting his head to concentrate further on the painting, and Greg… well, he lost his bloody nerve.

“You’ve captured it wonderfully. You have a real empathy with beauty.”

Greg shrugged, angry with himself, with frustration, with embarrassment. “Well, even an ugly painter can recognize beauty in such a scene.”

Perry’s head snapped around to face him. “Why the hell did you say that?”

“Hey. Forget it.” Greg frowned and shook his head. It had been a stupid comment, he knew, though it was genuinely thought. But Perry’s anger startled him.

Perry turned back to the painting. He’d been relaxed, smiling at Greg, but now he looked hurt for some inexplicable reason. “Well, I’m off for a bath and bed.”

“Um. Okay.” Greg picked up his palette, unsure whether to continue. “Thanks for making supper. That chicken pie was great.”

“No problem.” Perry shrugged off the gratitude. “Thank you for the viewing. I appreciate it.” He glanced again at Greg and seemed about to speak. Then he shook his head rather sadly, took one last, long gaze at the painting, and backed almost apologetically out of the studio.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

SATURDAY night would be Perry’s first proper introduction to other villagers. Or so Greg had explained to him, when they turned up at the village hall for the ceilidh. Perry had nodded, wisely keeping his mouth shut. Greg was in a half-bad mood already, obviously irritated at having been tricked into coming to this at all, conveniently forgetting it’d been his own idea. He’d also had to iron a shirt—Perry had insisted—and find clean jeans to wear.

Perry himself had chosen to wear a deep purple, fitted shirt and smart black trousers. It was one of the outfits that he’d brought with him, and he momentarily wondered if he’d look too weird among these country folk, but he felt good in it. He felt right: he felt like Perry. He was also relieved to be proved wrong, to find most people in the village hall had dressed smartly. They obviously used the event as an excuse to show off the slightest bit of finery. Maybe it wasn’t London fashion, but the selection of kilts, blouses, and flowing skirts was a splash of fabulous color against the drab walls.

The room was filled with people of all ages, though he understood the younger children were taken home before the heavy drinking started. Greg homed straight in on the bar and forged a clumsy path for them both across the room. Perry decided not to make a fuss and followed meekly in his wake. He was surprised at how many people nodded to them as they passed. When he realized they were actually greeting him, he glowed from inside.

Greg, however, looked more irritated than glowing. “You’ve been in and out of Bridie and Dougie’s shop all week,” he hissed. “You said it was to stock up on food for the cottage.”

“It was,” Perry murmured back. Amongst other things. He’d learned swiftly where the fount of all knowledge settled on this part of the island.

Greg’s eyes narrowed. “Not just to nose around and gossip?”

“What on earth do you think I’m like?” But Perry couldn’t help a small smile. “The people here are charming, Greg, and very welcoming.” Unlike some I could mention, he was about to add, but to be honest, things had moved on since then, hadn’t they? Greg was no longer the totally aggressive, rude bear he’d been when Perry arrived.

What a difference a few days made! As they reached the bar, Perry sneaked a quick look at Greg in his smartly pressed clothes and his hair combed into some kind of style, his tall frame imposing at Perry’s side, his eyes bright, his scowl unable to hide the fullness of his lips—

“What d’ye want?” Greg asked abruptly. The gathering obviously accentuated his adopted Scottish accent.

“A beer, if ye will,” Perry bantered back, making sure to roll his Rs in the country burr he’d heard all around him tonight.

Greg blinked twice. Maybe he wanted to laugh, but was still wedded to his irritation. The bartender rapped on the makeshift counter to get Greg’s attention. As usual, where drink was concerned, one of Angus’s sons was on duty. They’d just moved the pub from their back room to the village hall. Greg rummaged in his pocket for his wallet.

“It looks lovely,” Perry said.

“What? The beer?”

Perry rolled his eyes. “The hall, I mean. The lights up at the windows, and the pots of heather along the sills. It makes it very sociable, almost festive.”

Greg stared at him, while Angus’s son waited none too patiently for Greg’s payment.

“You didn’t notice, did you?” Perry sighed. “I know you were keen for your beer but I think you should pay more attention to village events. I know this isn’t exactly Stringfellows, but someone’s made an effort to make it fun.”

“And that, my wee bairn, will be me!” cried Bridie gleefully, appearing beside them. She was wearing a gloriously vivid red dress with a plunging neckline and, Perry assessed, a bra that was two sizes too small. She looked a little drunk already, and Lisa—in dungarees, no less, but at least they were in patterned fabric—hovered at her shoulder as if they were attached by a short chain. When she caught Bridie’s eye, they beamed at each other.

Well, well, well.

“It’s great,” Perry said and clinked his glass against Bridie’s in cheers. After he poked Greg in the ribs, Greg grudgingly did the same.

“You’ve got a busy dance card,” Bridie said with a smirk to Perry.

“I’m sorry?”

“Old Mally wants to tell you another war story he just remembered—”

“Which I suspect is the same as the one he told me on Tuesday,” Perry said with a smile.

“Louisa says you’ve promised her a drink, though she shouldn’t drink anything too strong on her medication—”

Perry lifted a hand in greeting to an elderly lady in a vibrant lilac skirt suit on the other side of the bar. She started waddling over to them, hobbled by her presumably unfamiliar strappy shoes.

“—and all the McAllister children say you promised to dance with them.”

“Good God,” Greg muttered, and took another slurp of his beer. “Where and when did you meet all these people?”

“Just round and about,” Perry said airily.

“Come and meet Alasdair’s grandson,” Bridie continued, pointedly ignoring Greg. “He’s only over from Inverness for the weekend. I think he’d like to meet you!”

Perry didn’t have time to wonder what that meant, because Greg caught his wrist and brought him up short.

“Don’t be long,” Greg said abruptly, then flushed. “I mean, it’s your round next.”

Perry considered him for a moment, his smile growing wider. “A thirsty man waits for no one,” he said to Bridie with a rueful shrug.

“A Scottish proverb of your own?” She smirked back.

“I wouldnae dare,” he said in his best “Scottish” and grinned back. “But men are the same in London or Scotland, ye ken?”

She broke out into loud, dirty laughter and started to tug him away across the room. When Perry glanced back to the bar, he saw Greg staring after him, shaking his head in some despair.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

BY the time Perry managed to grab another drink and a quiet moment, Greg had moved to a free spot on the perimeter of the hall where a man could put his beer glasses on the windowsill and then watch everyone else moving around. Perry sidled up and took the spot beside him, leaning back against the wall. He met Greg’s gaze and smiled in greeting. Greg just nodded, then turned his attention back to the room. He’d seemed to take a breath of relief, but Perry convinced himself he’d imagined it.

Against the opposite wall, a group of musicians were tuning up. There was an old man on the drums, two teenagers on acoustic guitars, a woman on a cello, and a child who looked no older than six with a violin. A man sat a couple of feet away from them with what Perry recognized as bagpipes. Heavens. The Brit Awards it was not. But as they launched into a light, lively tune, he felt his spirits rise. He even started tapping his foot.

“Finished with the fan club?” Greg said.

Perry bristled. “They’re friends, Greg. I like talking to everyone, there’s always something interesting to—”

Greg’s hand landed on his wrist. “Sorry,” he said gruffly. “I like them too. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. It was just a joke.”

Perry smiled and nodded. The hand on his wrist stayed in place. Greg’s palm was warm, and Perry’s heartbeat was faster than usual. He gestured at a group of men in Highland dress at the bar. “Are they wearing the kilts for a bet?”

“Of course not. They’re entitled to wear one. They like to show it off at social events.”

Perry admired the way the skirt settled on a man’s hips, and the selection of long socks highlighted several fine pairs of calves. “Do you have one?” he asked Greg.

Greg gave a scornful bark. “No, my family’s not Scottish. Well, not for many generations.”

Another tantalizing clue to Greg’s background, Perry thought, filing it away mentally. “So you could be entitled to one?”

“Hell. I don’t know. I haven’t bothered looking.”

Good grief. Greg really was an uphill battle sometimes. “Aren’t there guest ones you can wear? Just for dressing up?”

Greg laughed at last. “Are you always on fashion duty?”

Perry allowed himself to lean closer to Greg. The smell of Greg’s body wash was very clear to him, despite the perfumes and other smells that filled the hall. It was reassuring in a very deep, and perhaps worrying way. “You’d look so good. Your legs are perfect for a kilt.”

“What the hell?” Greg stared at him, his face suddenly red.

“For God’s sake.” Perry didn’t think Greg was so easy to embarrass. “I saw you in the wet suit, remember? And in your boxers, that first night I arrived. And you’re not exactly discreet when you wander back and forth to the bathroom in the mornings.”

Greg had now gone a strange shade of purple somewhere between scarlet and lavender. Perry liked it. After all, it was satisfying to get payback for all the times he’d embarrassed Perry, intentionally or not. Perry took another gulp of his latest gin and tonic and nearly choked. Angus’s boys were heavy-handed on the spirits, he’d say that for them. Braced for it now, he took another drink. The dancing was just starting in the middle of the floor, and he was getting into the swing.

Over by the bar, a young man laughed too loudly, surrounded by a small group of young women. He looked in his early twenties, stocky and handsome, and as fit as a professional sportsman.

Greg looked between the young man and Perry. “You met him?”

Perry nodded. “Alasdair’s grandson? Yes. I saw the resemblance, of course.”

Greg shook his head ruefully. “Yes, of course you did. I mean, you must have met the reclusive Alasdair at least once since you arrived, and now you can immediately recognize all his relatives.”

Perry wrinkled his nose at Greg. “You’re just jealous.”

“Of what?”

“Of me meeting the gorgeous, gay grandson.” Pleased with his witty alliteration, he took another slurp of drink and leaned against the wall again. He almost misjudged it but covered up his stumble by guiding his hand behind him.

Greg’s drink seemed to catch in his throat. “Gay?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Yes, I did, but I didn’t think anyone else did.”

Perry looked at the way the young man moved, the way he put his arm on one girl’s shoulder, the way he chinked his glass of wine against another young man’s. “Oh definitely, I’d say.” At that very moment, the grandson’s eyes lifted and caught Perry’s gaze. And he winked.

Greg must have caught the wink too, because he snorted. “He’s been slavering over you ever since Bridie introduced you.”

“Slavering? You make him sound like Rory.”

They both laughed. Greg was silent for another moment, then said, “You could go and chat to him. Have a drink. Dammit, you could probably dance with him.”

Perry wasn’t sure where this conversation was going, but the gin had souped up his courage, and he really liked standing here close to Greg, bantering away. “Dance? Here?”

“We’re not completely medieval, you know. Some of the old guys wouldn’t cope well, but no one’s going to burn you at the stake for gay practices nowadays.” Greg took a quick look at the other end of the bar where some of the elder statesmen of the village were frowning over at the grandson. “Well. Maybe some of them would.”

Perry peered at Greg over the top of his glass. “They know you’re gay? In the village, I mean?”

“I don’t advertise it. Bridie and Dougie know, of course.”

Perry suspected that meant that everyone on North Uist now did, but he wisely kept his counsel. “So the grandson… he’s not your type?”

Greg laughed, spraying a little beer into his beard. “God, no.”

“What is your type, then?” Perry asked mischievously.

Greg paused for a significant moment, then said, “I’m not talking about that now.”

“Seriously. I don’t mean to embarrass you, I just want to know. I mean, where do you go?”

“Go?”

“For God’s sake, Greg Ventura, talking to you is like trying to get blood out of a stone. I mean, when you want male company. Gay male company.” Perry lowered his voice and hissed, “Sex!” Beside him, a young married couple and their teenage daughter shifted a few feet farther away, the daughter wide-eyed. Perry ignored them and continued. “I can’t believe you’ve gone without all these years. You’re a very passionate man. So what do you do?”

“Oh Christ,” Greg muttered. “If you must know, I go into Stornaway. Or over to the mainland now and then.” Greg was blinking really hard as if he didn’t want to tell Perry. He couldn’t be shy, could he? “Not that I have much more choice there. I suspect it’s similar to the London clubs, even if it’s a smaller community. They’re all looking for the young and the handsome.”

“Like you,” Perry said with spirit. And drank some more of the spirit in his hand.

Greg laughed, rather too loudly because the family beside them tried to move even farther away. An old man at a small table on the edge of the dance area turned around and glared at them both.

“Keep y’r sassenach ways t’ y’self, lad,” he grumbled. “We old ’uns wannae hear the music, not y’r guffawing.”

Guffawing? Perry had an irresistible desire to laugh, but knew that’d be the very worst thing to do. Instead, he jabbed Greg in the ribs. “See?” he hissed, half under his breath so, hopefully, only Greg would hear. “You’re a lad around here, not some old codger who can’t pull a twink to save his life.”

Greg’s lavender face was back on show. “I don’t…. Perry, things are very different here. We don’t have any twinks.”

“Nonsense! You have Alasdair’s grandson.” More gin gave him more courage; it was fascinating how that worked. “You have me. Let’s dance, then.”

“Perry!”

Perry didn’t listen to Greg’s protests, just grabbed his hand and dragged him out onto the dance floor.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

FOR a few minutes, they were lost in the melee of other dancers, swinging off others’ arms and tapping boots in time with the music. Perry had been right—Scottish dancing was like a line-dancing session, though less regimented, and much more fun. He slid a hand around Greg’s waist and concentrated on one of the more tricky bobbing step sequences.

It was another moment before he realized, one, Greg wasn’t following in step any longer, and two, people were staring at them. Greg stopped, stock-still, in the middle of the whirling dancers.

“What’s the matter?” Perry flipped an unruly lock of hair off his sweaty forehead. It was growing out of its usual, fiercely clipped style: he should have it cut sometime soon. “Why have you stopped?”

“Perry. I… haven’t done this before.”

“Dancing? But you’re very light on your feet. I think the music helps you keep the rhythm.” It was true. Greg may have been clumsy in other things, but for that brief while, he’d bobbed at Perry’s side and tripped along in tandem, without any upset.

“No! I don’t mean….”

Perry suddenly realized Greg didn’t mean dancing per se, but dancing with a man. But no, he wasn’t going to apologize for dragging Greg Ventura out of his comfort zone. He stopped too, his hands on his hips.

“You feel safe here, don’t you?”

Greg stared at Perry as if his very soul were being flayed. “Y-yes,” he stammered.

“I don’t mean to upset that. But how much do you care, Greg? How much do you want to hide?” He knew he was throwing down a challenge. He knew Greg lived and was respected in this community and wouldn’t want to be judged badly. But Greg was gay, wasn’t he? There was no denying it. If he preferred to dance with men rather than women, he was only living his own life. He wasn’t bringing on the end of the world.

Was Greg thinking the same? He seemed to hang on the edge of a mental precipice, his hand still outstretched but not touching Perry’s. The music shifted in the background, the tone dropping, the beat slowing as another dance started up.

Please, Greg. Perry would cope with being laughed at, but he didn’t want that for Greg. However, he did want Greg to be true to himself. And he knew suddenly how much he wanted to share that moment of truth with Greg.

Something touched his fingertips: a hand grasped his.

Greg swung him around but didn’t hand him over to another dancer. Instead he grasped Perry around the waist and brought them face-to-face.

“Oh!” It was all Perry could manage.

They were close, like when the kiss had started. The Kiss, Perry thought, giving it its deserved capitals. He’d wanted more ever since, hadn’t he? And wasn’t this the first time he’d found Greg in a relaxed, happy mood, and maybe open to some more making out…?

“Not now,” Greg whispered against his left ear.

Not…? Had he said that aloud? Then Perry realized he was gripping Greg’s hip, his fingers squeezing the beginnings of Greg’s buttock. In public! Oh my God. He immediately let go.

“So let’s dance,” Greg said softly. And swept them both into the reel that was currently marching across the floor.

 

 

GREG danced off the floor about twenty minutes later, and Perry followed blithely. The dipping and skipping had made him quite dizzy. Or that may have been the gin. Everyone seemed to know the steps of every dance, but he reckoned he’d put up a good enough show as a beginner. The tiptoeing and swirling certainly beat his usual twerking for a full-body workout. His hips would feel the ache tomorrow morning.

Greg paused near their original place by the wall. He was breathing faster than usual and there was a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. He looked really, truly alive, like when he was diving, or lost in his painting, or playing catch with Rory and the dog’s favorite old, chewed ball….

Perry tried to pull himself together. He was spending way too much time watching Greg Ventura.

“That’s enough dancing for me,” Greg said. He grabbed the pint he’d left on the windowsill before they’d taken to the floor, and took a long, grateful draft.

“Has someone said something to you?” Perry was ready to fight on their behalf—

“No. I’m just knackered.”

Perry laughed, happily reassured. “No way. You’re the one who’s so fit. I’m the one with sea water still in his lungs from falling in the loch. There’s way too much water in this place, and it’s all out to get me.”

Greg didn’t take his eyes from Perry’s face. They were heavy-lidded, as if sleepy. “So am I,” he said, his voice low and throaty. “All out to get you. Can we go home now?”

Perry’s heart blipped, threw a cheer, and settled again. “I guess so. Do you want to say good-bye to anyone? I said I’d catch up soon with Lisa—she wants me to go through a wholesaler’s catalog with her, to order some hairdressing equipment. Did you know she’s a fully trained stylist? You probably do. And Marty wants to talk to you about your scallops. I think I persuaded him to take another delivery a month—”

“Perry.” Greg’s voice was ragged. His hand tightened on Perry’s. “I need you.”

“I…. Of course.” Perry’s breath hitched. He wondered how fast he could race back to Greg’s croft with such painfully tight briefs. The look in Greg’s eyes was hotter and more raw than anything he’d ever imagined turned in his direction.

Alasdair’s grandson caught Perry’s eye as he crossed the floor, hand in Greg’s.

The expression on his face was definitely disappointment.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

IT seemed far too many miles back to Greg’s place. Perry had worn proper shoes at the ceilidh but wisely brought his “very useful but never to be seen back in London” hiking boots for the journey to and from the croft. He still struggled to keep up with Greg’s long stride. He’d never done much exercise before now, just darting back and forth across the city with his work. Presumably two thousand steps in London’s gritty air or up and down the steps of the Tube station didn’t equate to two thousand steps in the bracingly fresh air of the Scottish Highlands. He certainly felt much fitter and more alert after only a few days here. Taking Rory for walks helped, of course. Or did Rory actually take him for the walk? It felt like it sometimes, when the dog bounded ahead, leaving Perry stepping more gingerly over the peat bog until he got a proper footing. But Rory always graciously returned when Perry called and had often alerted Perry to bad weather on its way, by diverting their path to lead more directly back to the croft. Not that Perry had any bloody idea where he was at any time anyway. Thank God the dog did. He could have done with Rory tonight, as there were no damned streetlights, and the roads were uneven, and if he lost sight of Greg he’d be lost in the middle of nowhere—

And then Greg turned right at a low stone wall and Perry could see the cottage ahead. Greg had left a small lamp on in the window of the living room, a very welcome sight. Perry stumbled after Greg through the gate and up the garden, and fetched up behind him at the front door, giving a small whoof sound as he tried to catch his breath.

Greg looked back over his shoulder. His eyes were shaded by the door’s overhang, hiding part of his face and creating a rather sinister look. “You okay? Did I go too fast?”

“Never,” Perry said bravely. “I’m totally fine.”

“Yes.” Greg smiled and cupped Perry’s cheek. “That ye are. Damned fine.”

Perry sucked in what breath he had left and savored the touch of Greg’s palm on his skin. When Greg put his other hand to Perry’s other cheek, Perry let himself be cradled and pulled closer in. Greg’s lips were cold from the walk, but his pulse ran warmly through his kiss. Perry opened his mouth quickly, flicking his tongue against Greg’s, encouraging him in with every stroke.

“Inside,” Greg murmured. “The nights here get cold enough to freeze off anyone’s balls, not just a brass monkey’s.” He fumbled a little with the door key but it eventually unlocked and let them into the cool, quiet cottage. They paused in the hallway.

“You want something to drink? Eat?” Greg was obviously struggling to be a good host, but his hands were all over Perry. As Perry shrugged out of his coat, Greg was there to take it and trail his fingers over Perry’s shoulders. When Perry kicked off his boots, Greg hunkered down to help out but apparently got distracted running his hand along Perry’s thighs.

“Greg?” When Greg looked up, his cheeks pink from the cold night air, his eyes slightly unfocused and his lips damp, Perry reckoned he’d never seen such a beautiful sight. “I’m not hungry. Not for food, anyway.”

“Jesus,” Greg muttered, straightening up. “What am I saying? I’m a clumsy arse, I’m way out of practice with this—”

“Shut up.” And Perry kissed him hard, quickly, to make the point stick. “This isn’t about saying or doing the right thing. We just do what we want, right?”

“Right,” Greg said dumbly. He’d rested his hands back on Perry’s hips and was reaching for more kisses as if Perry was a magnet he couldn’t resist. “You’re gorgeous.”

Perry flushed. He’d never been so… he searched for the right word. Appreciated. That was it. No one had ever looked at him like Greg did—without artifice, without calculation, without one eye on how they were looking themselves. There was just desire, and need, and that very sincere appreciation. Perry was too used to men who schemed, manipulated, and generally fucked you over. Greg was an honest bloke, without pretension, without manners too, unfortunately, but Perry could work on that….

Greg kissed him, hot and wet with lots of tongue, and Perry stopped worrying about working on anything except that.

They stumbled up the stairs to Greg’s bedroom, acting like schoolboys, giggling and peeling off their clothes until they were in their briefs, flicking balled-up socks at each other and grabbing for any hold they could get. Perry couldn’t remember having such fun with a lover! Then, in the quiet, dim room, they both dropped their underwear, and business grew more serious.

“Lights on?” Perry whispered.

Greg only grunted in reply, but it was definitely a no. The moonlight through the curtains gave a silvery aura to the bedroom furniture rather than full illumination, but the atmosphere it cast was magical. Greg’s kisses now pushed more than caressed, and his breath shortened. Perry felt an equivalent tension, his arms aching to hold Greg, his legs ready to part around Greg’s hips. Mustn’t rush things—

But it was impossible not to. They tumbled down onto the bed together, kissing hard and greedily. Perry shivered with delight at the feel of Greg’s hardened cock thrusting against his hip. Greg’s skin was hot, yet the hair on his torso was slightly damp after the walk home, creating a delicious tickle against Perry’s nipples. He could barely move, trapped inside Greg’s embrace, could do nothing but arch with pleasure under the fierce kisses, thrusting his own erection against Greg’s belly, begging wordlessly for relief.

“Oh. Oh.” Greg groaned in his ear. “Jesus. Clumsy. Sorry—!”

“Uh? No. Don’t be.” Perry was startled to hear his own voice so hoarse. “It’s good. It’s great.”

Greg chuckled, which morphed into another groan. “All the time, dancing, holding on to you….”

“What? What about it?”

“Wanted this,” Greg hissed. His voice sounded so broken, Perry didn’t feel bad about his own hoarseness. “Wanted to kiss you again. Touch this.” He dipped his head and tongued the small bar threaded through Perry’s left nipple.

Perry yelped loudly, and every nerve he had clenched up. “Fuck!”

“That sensitive, eh? I always wondered.”

“Not… always,” Perry ground out. Greg held him very tightly, that was why playing with his piercing was so arousing. Wasn’t it? And the way Greg’s beard scratched over the tip of his nipple…. Oh! Greg bit gently at him, drawing the nipple and the bar in and out between his lips. Oh, hell’s bells! Perry’s cock was so hard it must have been stabbing Greg in the belly.

“I just wanna touch all of you.” Greg sounded almost shocked at the idea. “It’s all so good, you’re so good—” He slid his hands down and cupped Perry’s arse. He dug his fingers into the flesh, tugging the cheeks slightly apart.

“Oh, God, please.” Perry panted into Greg’s neck. His skin itched with the need to be touched like that, that was no problem! “Will you fuck me? Have you got condoms?”

Greg stilled, his hands on Perry’s bum.

Shit. “I’m sorry!” It was Perry’s turn to sound broken. “Too fast, I know, I know, I just really like doing it, and I really like you, I want you to—”

Greg’s chest rumbled like an incoming storm over Perry’s splayed body. Was he laughing?

“No. Don’t… apologize. Never! Not for that. Jesus.” Greg shifted so that he still held on to Perry, but they could look each other properly in the face. Greg was very flushed and his eyes twinkled, but his mouth was twisted in a grimace. “It’s just… I don’t.”

Perry blinked. “Don’t have any condoms?”

Greg flushed even more. “Um. I… get some if I’m traveling. You know? Like I said, going to the mainland. But here….”

“Why bother? I see.” Perry rolled his eyes. The relief that Greg wasn’t rejecting him was immense.

“Apart from the humiliation I’d suffer from Dougie and Bridie if I bought at the shop,” Greg muttered.

Perry started to laugh.

“Way to kill the mood,” Greg said, a little poutily.

“Stupid arse,” Perry said fondly. “That’s not likely, is it? But I have some in my case. Let me up and I’ll grab them from my room.” He wriggled off the bed but paused for one moment to gaze happily at Greg, who had rolled onto his back on top of the duvet. There was a faint sheen of sweat on his skin, glinting in the half-light. Perry’s gaze followed the trail of hair from Greg’s broad chest down to his belly, then to the nest of pubic hair around his jutting cock. “It’s good to laugh,” Perry said softly. “Sex should be fun, not a chore. Not boring. Not unimaginative.”

“Get back here fast,” Greg growled. He fisted a hand around his cock and began to stroke it, almost lazily. “I’ll show you imagination.”

Perry all but ran to the spare bedroom and scrabbled in the bottom of his wash bag for lube and a condom. Then, having paused for a millisecond, he scrabbled again and pulled out another handful. Wishful thinking or wise anticipation? He’d let Greg be the judge of that.

He padded back into Greg’s room. He registered quickly—and with a shock—that Greg was no longer on the bed. Then a hard, hot body pressed up against him from behind and hissed in his ear, “Gotcha!”

Perry gasped, laughed, and leaned back into Greg’s grasp.

“I only went to the bathroom,” Greg murmured into his ear. “Did you think I’d run away?”

“You can try,” Perry said smartly. “But you wouldn’t get far. I can probably run faster than you.”

“Aye?”

“Yes. You wanna try it?”

“Not right now.” Greg’s hips nudged at Perry’s arse. “Did you mean that about wanting me to fuck you?”

“You better believe it,” Perry quipped. Oh, this was fun! He grabbed Greg’s hand and pulled him back to the bed. They had a moment’s scramble with the lube, and then Greg snatched the condom out of Perry’s hand. He paused for the slightest of heartbeats.

“Just start slow,” Perry whispered. He wondered if Greg was nervous, or maybe less experienced than Perry imagined. Neither was a problem, of course. Nothing was, right at this moment. He wished he could implant that in Greg’s psyche too.

Greg didn’t reply, but the grin he lifted Perry’s way was wide and wicked. He pushed Perry onto his back and ran his lubed fingers up the inside of Perry’s thigh. When they pressed gently inside, Perry yelped.

“Too much?” Greg asked, pausing.

“Hell, no!” Perry stretched back, lifting himself up toward Greg to encourage him. “Come on, keep going.”

“You were right,” Greg said, firmly caressing and stretching Perry in preparation, with laughter and some amazement in his tone. “When you said you liked it.”

Perry would have laughed too in agreement, but just about then, Greg’s cock nudged against his entrance. Perry wanted to concentrate on this: he didn’t want to miss a second. He reached up a hand to grip Greg’s shoulder.

“Okay?” Greg whispered.

He needed reassurance, Perry realized, almost too late. “Please,” he whispered back, nodding. “I want to feel you there.”

Greg pressed in more firmly, all the way, slowly and steadily, until his groin jutted against Perry’s. Perry bent his legs farther, making a harbor around Greg’s hips. His eyes half closed as he savored the delicious pressure. His laughter calmed and he pursed his lips, concentrating fully on Greg rocking back and forth, shifting Perry on the mattress beneath him.

It was marvelous: so very splendid. Perry did like sex, but this time he felt something more than just the physical effect of hitting his hot button. Greg’s lips brushed his shoulder now and then, and Perry remembered the chilled heat of their kiss after the fall in the loch. When Greg gripped a hand on Perry’s arm, Perry remembered being guided across the dance floor that night. When Greg groaned above him, he glanced up and caught the glint of Greg’s deep, dark gaze on him. Perry’s heart soared.

Oh fuck. I’ve got it bad.

Then he shut his eyes completely and surrendered to the utter joy.




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

GREG woke slowly and languorously.

This was the kind of morning after he dreamed of: no hangover, no grumpiness, no effort required to face another bleak or troubling day. On some days, especially when he’d first moved here, he’d suffered his choice of all of those.

This morning was delightfully different. The second he woke he could hear Perry’s breath beside him, tickling his nape. Perry was spooned up to his back, his slim thighs against Greg’s legs. One of Perry’s hands hung limply over Greg’s waist, the fingertips brushing his belly.

It’s all about Perry.

Greg felt a satisfaction and relief he hadn’t felt for years. Such pleasure too. They’d played for much of the night, it seemed. When he was tired, Perry had soothed him to sleep for a while. When he stirred, horny again, Perry had chuckled and met his passion with equal enthusiasm. And when he’d felt oddly sentimental, Perry had drawn him close under the covers and just hugged him. Greg hadn’t experienced such uninhibited comfort with emotions… well, ever, as far as he could remember. Tension and defensiveness had ruled his life for as long as he could recall. But last night, he realized suddenly, at no time had he worried about how he looked, good or bad. He’d stripped off and bounced about on his bloody bed and let Perry see everything he had. Happily, and—dammit—proudly.

Perry made a snuffling noise into Greg’s neck.

Sudden, vivid excitement washed over Greg, tugging at his morning wood, which was already raring to go. He reached blindly behind him, wanting to grab Perry’s hip but managing a handful of thigh instead. Perry obviously slept higher on the pillow than Greg did. Which gave him a new and mischievous inspiration. He eased his way out from under Perry and inched farther down the bed. Perry’s smooth chest was warm, the skin soft with sleep, and the piercing rolled gently in his nipple as Greg slid down over it. Perry’s navel dipped as his stomach muscles clenched: there was a tiny, stray white feather from the duvet caught in his pubic hair.

Greg sighed with what he suspected was true, unalloyed happiness. He didn’t actually know, because the closest he’d ever come was on days when he was out on the loch or on a solitary walk with Rory. One day he’d like to share that comparison with Perry, if only to see Perry’s grin and rolling eyes in return….

Perry snuffled again and Greg anchored a gentle hand on his hip to keep him still. Then he slid his mouth over Perry’s limp, soft dick and licked. No response. Smiling to himself, he thought it was a treat for him to suck Perry off regardless of Perry’s attention. The skin was smooth and the sheath creased up on his tongue as he moved slowly up and down its length. It tasted of…. Perry, of course. What did he expect? Honey and strawberries? That made him chuckle, and the vibration obviously alerted Perry, who suddenly went unnaturally still.

Greg took another long, lascivious lick. His beard brushed against Perry’s balls on the up stroke. They shifted inside the sac, coming alive with the stimulus. Perry’s cock began to swell. Soon Greg wouldn’t be able to take it all in his mouth: he’d never mastered that deep-throat thing. He wondered briefly if Perry had. He was slightly startled at Perry’s knowledge and experience of these things, judging by last night. Such a delicate little chap he was, but with such a huge sexual appetite, and a cheeky, filthy mouth when he was properly distracted….

Perry groaned and kicked the duvet off his feet.

Greg pushed it fully off the side of the bed so they both lay uncovered. “Good morning,” he mumbled around his mouthful.

“Already?” Perry sighed, his voice still thick with sleep but with a thread of laughter awakening in it. “Are you sure?”

Greg chuckled again, so that Perry sucked in a breath and moaned with pleasure at the sensation. Then he began sucking Perry off in earnest.

Perry arched above Greg like a beautiful sea creature. For a man who professed such a love/hate relationship with the sea, he moved with all its grace and sensuousness. The climax built gradually but strongly—Greg could feel Perry’s leg muscles tense up either side of Greg’s head—and then Perry reached down and snatched a handful of Greg’s hair.

“Oh” was all he said, half a word, half a blissful sigh.

Yes. Greg didn’t even speak it aloud. The way he and Perry were rocking together in rhythm, it was as if they communicated without words. His own cock was thrusting against the sheet below, seeking attention but, in a perverse way, enjoying the suspense.

Perry came at last—though Greg could have continued for hours, whether or not his jaw would have locked in protest in the end—and Greg swallowed him down gratefully. They didn’t speak, but the relief and pleasure seeped through both their bodies. Perry collapsed on the mattress, and Greg climbed back up the bed to lie beside him. He slung an arm around Perry’s shoulders and kissed him firmly. He wasn’t letting Perry either go back to sleep or get out of bed just yet. Not least because he still had a hard-on to rival a tentpole.

Then Perry snuffled—though how could he, when Greg had his mouth on him, kissing his breath away? Realization struck like a pair of sheep shears dropped on his toe, and Greg groaned aloud. “Oh Jesus!”

Perry’s mouth opened but now in surprise. “What? What’s happened?”

Greg flung himself across the foot of the bed and hung his head over the edge. Perry followed him. They both stared down at the floor where two bright eyes looked up at them, twinkling in the pale morning light.

“Rory,” Greg said weakly. “I forgot to put his basket out.”

“He usually sleeps with me,” Perry said thoughtfully. “I mean, in the spare room. It was his room before mine, right?”

“That’s true.” Greg looked across at Perry. “Did you move him in here last night?”

Perry raised his eyebrows. “Did I…? When do you think I had time to do that? You were manhandling me from the minute we reached the front door.”

Greg started grinning. He liked that word: manhandling. It was a perfect description. Actually, it was something he ought to spend more time practicing. He trailed a hand absently along Perry’s bare side.

“So how did he—and his basket—get in here?” Perry looked bemused. “Did he drag it in himself?”

“He could if he wanted. He’s strong and canny.” Bemusement was a good look on Perry, Greg thought, though any look would be good on him. The best one of all, of course, was the twist of shocked ecstasy on his face when he came—

Rory barked and wagged his tail, eyes on Greg.

“He’s a dirty voyeur,” Greg said, glaring back. “Bad dog!”

“You think he wanted to watch?” Perry didn’t seem upset. In fact his eyes were alight with mischief. “Wow. What a pervert.”

Greg started laughing, loudly and carelessly. He rolled back onto the bed, splayed out. Seconds later, Perry slid over his body, also laughing, reaching to kiss Greg’s mouth, his cock brushing a damp trail all the way up Greg’s naked thigh.

“Looks like you’ll soon be ready for the next showing,” Greg murmured, missing Perry’s mouth because of laughing too much, but not missing the chance to grab a handful of Perry’s gorgeous arse.

Perry arched against him, his piercing catching the tip of Greg’s nipple with a cool, metallic flip. “Maybe just some messing about. Your last blowjob pulled me inside out, and I need some recovery time.” He shuddered happily and wriggled his hips. “Maybe it’s your turn to suffer.”

Greg sucked in a sharp breath, and his cock hardened even more against his thigh.

“But we’d better make it good,” Perry whispered against Greg’s ear, reaching down to cup Greg’s balls. “Now we’ve got an audience!”




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

PERRY’S trips to the village shop were always a treasure trove of who he’d meet, who he’d confuse, and who would confuse him in return. Greg had been very perceptive when he accused Perry of staying to gossip, which he did more often than not. But Perry assumed the morning after the ceilidh—that was, the morning after the night after the ceilidh—was going to be an extra special challenge. So he was pleasantly surprised when, after breakfast, Greg insisted on coming with him.

“I can get the shopping on my own, you know,” Perry said. “Or phone it in. Dougie will box it up and bring it along to the croft later today.” He couldn’t miss the big grin on Greg’s face. “What’s so funny?”

“You. Getting comfortable with the village routine.”

Greg’s grin didn’t ease up. He seemed a different, much happier person this morning. He’d gazed at Perry all during breakfast and nearly fell over Rory, trying to fetch Perry’s coffee for him so Perry didn’t have to get up from his chair in the middle of eating his muesli. The more cynical London Perry would have written it off as the amazing effect of a good shag on a man’s mood. But then Greg caught hold of Perry as he ambled across the kitchen to fetch more shopping bags and pulled him onto his lap for a deep, long, and heartfelt kiss.

Perry abandoned his cynicism, along with his inhibitions, and just enjoyed it.

“We could go back to bed,” Greg murmured. He wriggled his hands sneakily down the back of Perry’s trousers.

“No fishing there,” Perry said, laughing. His groin was keen, but his slightly fragile arse needed time to recover. “Let’s get the shopping done and prepare lunch, and then—”

“Then?” Greg waggled his eyebrows like he was a cartoon voyeur on a seaside postcard.

Perry’s laughter increased. “Then… we’ll see.”

“Okay. But the sooner we go, the sooner we can come back.” Greg leaped up from his chair. “Where did I leave the car keys?”

“You sure you don’t want to stay here? I can walk to the shop. After all, you don’t much like shopping.”

“I want to go with you,” Greg said, with a daft look in his eye that implied he’d probably follow blindly even if Perry suggested a ramble up Ben Nevis before lunch.

And guess what? Despite embracing what he knew was an alarmingly seductive risk—after all, when had a holiday romance ever worked out well?—Perry felt entirely the same. He’d make the most of this, for as long as he had with Greg. Why wouldn’t he? He hadn’t felt this happy and relaxed for a long, long time.

He watched the man of the moment moving confidently around the kitchen, gathering up bags and the list of shopping necessities that Perry now encouraged him to keep, and even whistling under his breath….

Greg. Wonderful, honest, argumentative, antisocial, sexy Greg.

Perry’s heart constricted. So maybe he was seeing things through the Good Shag Goggles as well, but he doubted that was the sole reason for the leap in his chest when he saw Greg, or the happiness always bubbling under his banter, or the shiver of pleasure he felt when Greg touched him, even in passing. A seductive risk, eh? Just a holiday romance? Perry hid his sigh and the nausea churning in his gut, knowing it was already too late.

I’ve really got it bad. It was what he’d said to himself last night.

It was totally, increasingly true.

 

 

THE shop wasn’t busy, but Bridie waved to Perry as he entered, her eyes dancing with an enthusiastic mix of “good morning,” “tell me the damn news before I explode with curiosity,” and “wait a minute, I’m at work here.”

“I’ll just serve young Fiona,” she called, “and then I’ll be with you, Perry.”

“No rush,” he said. Greg drifted off to look at a selection of fishing gear, while Perry stood patiently by the counter, browsing through the new selection of style magazines Bridie had ordered in this week. From Bridie’s comment, he assumed that young Fiona was the little girl skipping between the aisles, headed for the counter. She looked about seven years old. The basket over her arm was too big for her to carry comfortably, but she seemed proud to be in charge of it. It was currently filled with some packets of porridge oats, a chocolate bar, and a plastic bag of knitting yarn. On top of them was a long, thin, cloth doll in a well-worn and probably well-loved knitted dress.

Bridie sold yarn from a large basket over in one corner of the shop, with a selection of knitting patterns and needles. Perry glanced over Fiona’s dark curly head and saw a tall, angular woman sorting through the bags of wool, obviously looking for something in particular. She was in her sixties, at least, and with strong, striking looks. Her gray hair was styled well, and as far as Perry could see from this distance—and without peering rudely—her skin was healthily freckled around the natural wrinkles. She wore trousers and a sensible pair of walking boots, but the design of her sweater was an astonishingly bright blend of turquoise and lilac diamond shapes.

As Perry hovered longingly over the display of chocolate—he reckoned all this fresh air counteracted calories, didn’t it?—Fiona wriggled past him. He smiled at her. “That’s a wonderful yarn in your basket. Is it for an Argyll sweater?”

Fiona nodded. She looked Perry up and down, her eyes growing so large they looked like they’d pop out of her head. “Grannie will knit it for Grampy. Grannie knitted Emily’s dress too. See?” She waved her doll under Perry’s nose. “Grannie knits the best in the village.”

“I should think so,” Perry said with another smile. “Intarsia isn’t a technique everyone can master.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he registered the older woman by the yarn basket lifting her head, but she didn’t turn around. “Is this one of Grannie’s?” Perry placed a reverent finger on the shoulder of Fiona’s sweater cardigan. It was a marvelously complex design on a relatively small garment: a mix of heather-colored diamonds with pale pink threads running through them. “I love the traditional Argyll pattern,” Perry said softly and admiringly. “This one has a wonderfully childlike style.”

“Are ye calling me a child?”

He jumped. The old woman’s voice was surprisingly robust. She’d crept up on Perry without him even noticing. Greg appeared at his other shoulder, also rather suddenly, clutching a bait box like a shield to his chest.

“Perry?” Greg said warningly. “You haven’t yet met—”

Perry ignored him. He wasn’t intimidated: not this morning and—the way he currently felt—possibly not ever again. “Certainly not,” he said to the woman. “I meant your design has a unique charm to it that I haven’t seen anywhere in the fuddy-duddy old men’s sweaters and socks they wear around here.”

“Oh my God” came Greg’s mutter. Perry knew that despairing tone. Greg had probably closed his eyes too.

“That’ll be right, will it?” the woman said drily. “They’re all my designs as well.”

Perry winced a little. But he lived on this planet too, didn’t he? He had a right to his opinions and his advice. Maybe the “in crowd” in Uist wasn’t the same as in London, but in his opinion, everyone wanted to look good. Always. Wherever they lived, whatever money they had, whatever their personal style. Though when someone cleared his throat in the background, Perry wondered whether Greg Ventura would prove the exception to that rule.

“Everyone’s entitled to their own taste,” he said soothingly. “I’m sure many wouldn’t like my choice of clothing either”—he ignored Fiona’s spontaneous giggle—“but the important thing is we all feel good in ourselves, right?”

The woman blinked as if trying to translate a foreign language. Her accent was strong, but Perry had heard worse. He was sure she’d understood him in return.

“Grannie!” Fiona plucked at her elbow. “Bridie’s packed up all the shopping for me and Emily. Can we go?”

The woman smiled at Fiona absentmindedly. She never took her eyes off Perry. “You ken knitting?” she asked him.

“I…?”

“You have enough opinions on it, wee lad. I’d expect ye t’ be more than passing the time o’ day.”

Oh good God. He thought he knew what she meant. “Yes, I know all about it. In fact, I do a fair bit of knitting myself at home. In London, that is.” The woman’s nose wrinkled at the mention of the city, as if it were a bad smell she didn’t have time to clean up. “I’ve run a few designs through Camden Market, hoping to get noticed by a fashion buyer.”

The woman raised her eyebrows in query. Fiona giggled again.

“No, nothing sold yet,” Perry said grudgingly. “But nothing ventured, eh?” He felt warmth behind him and knew Greg had moved closer. He was startled at how good that felt.

“He’s a designer, Aileen,” Greg said. “He works for a prestigious London media firm.”

His breath brushed past Perry’s ear, and Perry had to swallow his instinctive moan.

“If ’twere that prestigious, Greg, lad, he’d have shown a clean pair o’ heels back t’ the mainland before now. He has his reasons for stayin’, I guess.”

What did she guess? Perry was torn between turning around to catch Greg’s expression and staying fixed on the woman’s. He didn’t think he should show weakness at this critical stage of the confrontation.

“But mebbe it’s not the prestige ye both find attractive,” she said, more gently. Perry may have been mistaken, but that certainly looked like a twinkle in her eye, despite now fixing her steely gaze on Greg.

“Aileen,” Greg said. His voice sounded breathless. “It was good to see you, but isn’t Cameron waiting for you in the car?”

“Grampy!” Fiona squealed and dashed out of the shop.

“Wait!” Perry cried, panicking for her safety, but at the last minute he spotted a large off-road vehicle parked outside. As he watched, Fiona ran to it with obvious familiarity. When he looked back, Aileen whoever-she-was was peering at him with an odd expression on her face.

“She’s a lively one, isn’t she?” Perry said cheerily. He was damn sure that sigh behind him meant Greg had closed his eyes again.

“Aye,” Aileen said. “A real handful.” She glanced over Perry’s shoulder at Greg, then back to Perry. “Her Grampy spoils her, I’m afraid t’ say.”

She laid her yarn choices on the counter, waiting for Bridie to parcel them up. The shop door chimed again, and Perry turned to see an old man swagger in. He wore a kilt, the proper socks—Perry couldn’t remember what they were called, though several people at the ceilidh had spent time trying to explain the Highland dress to him—and a smart overcoat.

Greg stepped out from behind Perry and faced the new customer.

How interesting. Perry wondered who the old man was, to merit this acknowledgment.

“Greg.” The man’s voice was gravelly but firm.

“Cameron.” Greg nodded back. He looked a little pale.

“I’ll be a moment,” Aileen said to the man who was presumably… her husband? Perry found with delight they were the perfect example of when a married couple ends up looking like each other. The same gray hair, broad shoulders, and tight mouth. The steely glint was common too.

The old man turned to Greg. “Saw you with that young London fellow last night. Cut a fine figure on the dance floor.”

That young fellow? Like I’m not even here! Perry tensed up, but Greg just nodded. “Yes. I saw you there too, Cameron. And how’s your Mairi these days? Is she visiting with Fiona?”

“Nay. She sent the bairn alone t’ us for a holiday. They won’t let her take time off herself. I’m nae keen on her staying in that place.”

That place? Perry raised his eyebrows in question.

“Mairi is Cameron’s daughter, Fiona’s mother,” Greg murmured in explanation. “Mairi’s a widow, and working as a theater sister at a mainland hospital.”

Cameron gave a cheerful hack and spit into his hankie. “Not sure of ’em over there, lad. They’re nae like us.”

“No, indeed,” Perry agreed, though he wasn’t exactly sure who the statement had been directed to. Greg’s hand, resting almost on the small of Perry’s back, tapped him once, quickly, as if he was warning Perry against too much sarcasm. You have no idea, Perry thought, remembering the vicious banter he survived in the London office. Right now, he was just being polite.

“Boy,” Cameron said sharply. It took Perry several moments to realize Cameron was talking to him now. “Here’s my Mairi. You’ll want t’ see her.” Cameron reached into the inside pocket of his old coat and brought out a surprisingly glossy photo. It looked like one of the makeover sessions that were offered on the Internet. Perry was prepared to forego any professional critique, but it was actually well done. Of course, that was mainly because Mairi was a very pretty girl.

“She’s lovely,” he said with warmth. “You must be very proud of her.”

“Aye. She’s very pretty,” Cameron said, his voice warm.

“Well, not just that,” Perry said quietly. “I actually meant, because she’s got a responsible and prestigious job.”

There was a sudden silence in the room. Aileen stared at him openly now. Bridie was obviously trying not to laugh, and Greg looked torn between running for cover and protecting the poor young outlander he’d thrown to the Scottish wolves.

Cameron frowned. “So. Are ye one o’ those hom’sexuals?”

Perry had no problem being asked, even that bluntly. He just hoped the man’s gruff words expressed interest rather than insult. Maybe Greg was nervous too—he’d gone as motionless as stone. “Yes, I’m gay.”

Aileen just blinked, still staring at him.

“Cannae say I understand it,” Cameron continued. “Not when ye got the ladies t’ look at. Take my Mairi, for instance.”

Perry tried to imagine old Cameron in the same family as the lovely nurse in the photo but totally failed. And he’d always thought he had such a vivid imagination.

“Grampy!” came a wail from the car outside.

“The bairn!” Cameron turned swiftly and left the shop without so much as a good-bye.

Aileen, however, paused a moment longer, her parcel now under her arm. “Come t’ afternoon tea, boy,” she said to Perry, her eyes twinkling again. “We’re neighbors, y’know.”

The Mackies? So that’s who they were. Perry had never yet bumped into anyone from that croft. “I’d love to,” he said politely. “But I’m not here on North Uist for long.”

Aileen nodded, her gaze flickering between him and Greg. “We’ll see,” she said, then turned to follow her husband and granddaughter. “We’ll see,” drifted back as the door closed behind her.




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

BACK at the cottage, Greg made straight for the wine. Perry settled on the sofa with a hot coffee instead. It was only lunchtime, after all, though neither of them took much interest in the sandwiches Perry had made.

“Cameron Mackie is like an unofficial laird of the village,” Greg said, having taken a large gulp of his drink. He sounded awed. “He’s been here for as long as anyone can remember. His word is law. Dougie’s terrified of his temper.”

“He seemed a perfectly pleasant man to me.” Though Perry had quickly identified the gleam in the old man’s eye, showing his mind was as sharp as a man forty years his junior. But it amused Perry to see Greg out of sorts.

“How did you dare?” Greg asked.

“You mean, answer him back? They’re just people, Greg.” Perry spoke bravely, but actually he was worrying now he’d been too cheeky. Would this make trouble for Bridie and her shop? Or perhaps for Greg himself? Perry felt a strange twist inside at the thought of that.

“It was bloody good entertainment,” Greg said and suddenly grinned. “You’re a bold young man, Perry Goodwood.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“What do you think?” Greg winked at him. That look was creeping back into his eyes, the one that broadcast how much he wanted to tumble Perry to the rug right now and get him naked, then slide his mouth right over Perry’s dick and—

“Do you really knit?” Greg said instead.

Perry shook himself out of his lustful dream. “Of course I do. Why would I lie about it?”

Greg’s expression was more thoughtful. “No, you don’t, do you?”

“Knit? I just said—”

“No, I mean lie. You don’t lie.”

The way Greg said it, it sounded like an insult. “I’ve been known to stretch the truth. I believe in the occasional, compassionate white lie.”

“Like telling someone they look good when they don’t?”

“No.” A shiver ran down Perry’s spine. The warning this time was more than just watching his tongue with powerful old men. Where was Greg going with this?

“What happens when you come up against someone who’s just too ugly to find anything complimentary?” Greg had turned his head so he was ostensibly looking at something out of the living room window.

“I never have,” Perry said firmly.

“Perry, don’t be stupid—”

“And don’t call me stupid!” he snapped back. “I have as much right to my opinion as you have. And I have never, ever, seen someone ugly. It’s a cruel and unnecessary word.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“No one’s ugly, Greg. Everyone has attraction, good features, a personality that can sparkle and charm.”

“Now you’re talking like one of those bloody magazines.”

“No, I’m talking from my heart.”

“You’re fooling yourself.”

Were they arguing again? Perry was suddenly scared—scared of what Greg was exposing, scared of saying the wrong thing, now they were… what? Not yet dating, yet definitely intimate. Where did that really leave him?

“No, I’m not,” he said carefully. “Everyone can look good, Greg. It’s not about clothes or makeup or a good haircut. Though, good grief, that can really help. It’s about the personality showing through, the confidence, the reaching out. Then a connection can be made, and it’s no longer just a two-dimensional photo in your hand but a real person, face-to-face.”

Greg still hid his face from Perry, but his shoulders were shaking.

“Tell me,” Perry said sharply, then toned it down to repeat, “Tell me what the problem is. Please, Greg. Tell me why you think this way.”

“I can’t.”

“Don’t you think I deserve to know?”

Greg shook his head vehemently. “It’s not that. Of course you bloody do! But I… can’t relive that now.”

Perry took a deep breath. “Looks to me like you never stopped living it in the first place. Come here.”

Greg peered back over his shoulder at Perry. His eyes were red around the edges. “Don’t fucking patronize me, Perry.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Perry said smartly. “Come here or there’s definitely no more sex, before or after lunch.”

Greg’s eyes widened, then his mouth twitched. He shambled over and sat next to Perry on the sofa, but his back was rigid, his hands clenched on his lap. Perry didn’t try to unknot him yet. He just put a hand over Greg’s and squeezed gently in solidarity.

“It’s because of your brothers, right? The guys I met in London?”

Greg scowled. “You thought they were great, didn’t you?”

“Well.” Perry knew he should be honest. “Geoff seemed pleasant enough. And he’s pretty buff. I confess I had a crush on him when he was player of the year. Hey, I was young, right?” Greg was half smiling: that was a good sign. “Gerry seemed—excuse me—a bit of a prat. Too fond of talking over everyone, getting his own way. The twins were fun, though I think they’d be exhausting over a period of time.”

“God, yes.” Greg’s expression twisted with pain. “And so you’ve seen and learned more about my family than I have in the last five years.”

“You kept in touch, surely? They said you left home when you were old enough, but I can’t imagine—”

“Nothing. Not a word between us, apart from the occasional Christmas card, when I let people know where I was. Believe me, though, it was mutual. We don’t come from a history of closeness. My parents live in Switzerland and have more or less cast us all adrift. They sent me news of the family for a while after I left.”

“But…?”

“It felt alien. It was all about football tournaments and rowing challenges and London promotions, parties, girlfriends and wives. Sometimes several times over.”

“From what I’ve read about your brothers, I wonder where they find the time,” Perry suggested. Greg’s smile back at him was genuine at last. “How did it get so bad between you all, Greg?”

“I’ve always been the butt of the jokes,” Greg said. “My looks, you know?” He rushed on, as if he knew Perry would challenge that. “And I’m slower and clumsier than them all. Pretty crap at sports, no lover of partying, and useless with girls.”

“I’m not complaining about that,” Perry said softly, and squeezed Greg’s hand again.

Greg’s expression was sad. “Well, me neither, really. But that’s how we were all judged—how we appeared in public. Even George, when people knew he was gay, found cute pop stars to date. The media was part of our family from a young age.”

“And you?”

“I didn’t play the game, deliberately or naturally. It was best I got out of the way and left them to it.”

“But now they need you back?”

“Aye. Finally, someone wants all the Venturas, not just the pretty ones.”

“Stop that!” Perry was angry and pained, all at the same time.

“Perry. I’m talking about years of being told I was shit. All through school, and not just my brothers, but their cronies too. You don’t shake that off overnight, if ever. However, intellectually I try to tell myself it was just their game.” He gave one of his lopsided smiles. “Oh, there were happier times, when we were children. But as soon as Geoff started his football career and photographers began hanging around… well, my life turned miserable and stayed there.”

“You were a kid, that’s all, these things even out over time—”

“Look at me, Perry!” Greg’s voice rose. “My nose is still too big, my mouth crooked, my eyes too wide. I can’t cross a room without falling over something.”

“Heavens, you’re hardly Quasimodo.”

“But that’s not the point.” Greg sounded weary and irritated. “The point is that my brothers—”

“—were perfect. I see.” Perry took a deep breath and clasped both of Greg’s hands. “But they weren’t perfect, were they? They bullied you, Greg. They picked on you because you have a unique look, because you didn’t fit the mold. And….” It had to be said. “Because you let them.”

Greg stiffened. For a second, it looked as if he’d pull away.

Perry hurried on, “You’re so much more than looks, don’t you see? Look how you stood up for me!”

“Huh? When?”

God, Greg could be so… so obtuse sometimes. “When we were in the shop and Aileen Mackie fixed on me like a knitting needle spearing a bug.”

Greg chuckled. “I suppose so. The Mackies scared the shit out of me when I arrived. Thank God I don’t meet them often.” His expression softened again. “Perry. Thank you for listening. Well, you bloody well pushed me into talking, but you know what I mean. Sorry I’m nothing but a whiner.”

For God’s sake! “No, you’re not.” His own harsh, personal memories made Perry’s mouth go dry. “Self-esteem isn’t something you buy more of in Tesco’s. You hear me? When it’s been worn down, it takes a hell of a lot to build it up again.”

Greg peered at him, puzzled, perhaps, by something in Perry’s tone. “Perry? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. And so are you.” Perry rubbed his palms together. “And I’ll make you see that, Greg Ventura. We’re gonna work on it.”

“I’d prefer to work on something else,” Greg murmured. “You know. Right now, anyway. You said, after the shopping…?”

Perry frowned, pretending to be reluctant. Really, he just wanted to ask—no, beg!—Greg to take him to bed and roger the life out of him, at least until supper. There hadn’t been many stretches of time today when he hadn’t been thinking about Greg, and last night, and how good Greg had looked and been and said and done….

“Hm.” Greg’s expression gave a strange twist. “I see.”

Ah crap, he’s changed his mind….

But Greg slid a hand around Perry’s neck, grasped the hair at his nape, and tugged. “Don’t cut this,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Not while I have the chance to take you like this.”

Oh fuck! Perry’s whole body shuddered with delight, and he stretched his head back, leaning into Greg’s palm and baring his throat. “I certainly hope so.”

Greg licked his lips, his eyes almost too bright for comfort. “Good. We’re on the same page.”

When he let Perry go, Perry scrambled off the sofa and skittered to the stairs. His legs felt shaky and his belly ached, but no way did it have anything to do with indigestion from a rushed lunch. He turned, breathless, to see Greg at the living room doorway, smiling smugly at Perry’s eagerness. “Are you coming?” Perry said.

“What was it you said just now?” Greg’s expression was mischievous. “I certainly hope so!”




Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

PERRY was turning out to be a surprise in so many ways. At least, he was surprising Greg.

Over the next few days, Perry accompanied Greg on his daily walks with Rory, where the dog still flirted disgustingly with his new friend, nipping around Perry’s heels with near ecstasy as they walked, when he’d usually race away from Greg. In the afternoons, if Greg wasn’t working, they’d visit a loch or Marty’s smokehouse or just stroll along the beach. In other spare hours, Perry would clean the house or help Greg dig vegetables in his small garden, and had even shamelessly tricked Greg with a vegetable pasta dish for supper. Greg never even realized it had no meat until he’d cleaned two platefuls of it. Perry was also picking up a slight Scottish accent, referring to Dougie as Doogie, and rolling the R in Bridie. The London edges were being rubbed right off him. What was more, the villagers had all taken to him in a ridiculously short time.

Perry was very charming, of course. That smile of his would lure sea birds off the loch. It made a mischievous dimple in his left cheek. And he seemed to be able to talk to anyone, even the awe-inspiring Mackies. Admittedly, some of the villagers didn’t understand Perry’s London accent—or pretended not to—and his clothes continued to cause high humor in the pub, even when Greg persuaded him to put that fleece sweater on top of his colorful shirts.

Most of all he seemed happy to be with Greg. It was stupid to find that so weird, of course—Greg wasn’t a complete loser; he had friends, didn’t he?—but Greg kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Meanwhile, Perry continued to boost Greg’s ego at every opportunity. Funny, it seemed genuine too. Perry teased him when he messed up, just like any good mate would—the banter between them was sharp and full of amusement. But when Greg did something well, Perry was quick with praise and admiration. It felt surprisingly good.

Perry took up his knitting again. The day after they’d met the Mackies in the shop, Bridie sent over some needles and patterns and a note from Aileen about the diamond design Greg had never known was called Argyll. Perry seemed fascinated by it and began knitting endless squares of the stuff, all in different—and Greg had to admit, very beautiful—color blends.

“What are you gonna make from them, though?” he asked Perry one morning. “Join ’em all up and make one of those granny blankets?”

Perry looked up from the craft niche he was creating around him on the living room sofa and frowned, but with a smile that took the sting out of it. “I’d like to create my own version of the design,” he said. “Something modern yet stylish.”

Greg peered at the large square of knitting Perry had already done that morning. He worked really fast. “Is that a rainbow?”

“Yes.” Perry nodded, obviously pleased with his efforts. He pushed the hair back off his forehead—he still hadn’t cut it, thank God. “I thought it’d look good on children’s sweaters. The colors are muted because of the type of wool, but that emphasizes the fact it’s handmade.” He held up the sample, musing, “I could adapt this onto fabric too, you know.”

“You think we should all wear rainbows?”

Perry raised an eyebrow. “Not this boldly, no. I know that won’t go down so well. But these shades could be woven into something more subtle, without losing the overall cheer.”

Greg just smiled. He didn’t feel like heaping scorn on the idea of his community sporting rainbow tartan or something equivalently daft. He just felt like… smiling.

It was good having Perry around.

 

 

BRIDIE called on Perry the next lunchtime to mind the shop. Dougie was away in Glasgow and Bridie had to take Lisa to the dentist. Apparently, Lisa was a complete baby and had to be nursed through root canal work. Greg had no idea what that was, but privately thought she was a wuss. At least until Perry returned and explained the procedure in graphic detail, and with a certain amount of glee at turning Greg’s stomach over afternoon tea and cake.

“Is Lisa still around?” Greg said grumpily. “I don’t know what she finds so interesting here. Glasgow’s a city full of action and plenty of opportunity for a good hairdresser, I’d think. Whereas here….”

“You have Maggie Shaw hacking away at people’s hair with sheep shears,” Perry said drily with a quick glance at Greg’s own hair. “Yes, no comparison there.”

“Maggie’s been good enough for the villagers in the past.”

“Greg, the world moves on, even here. You can’t possibly think you can stop it.” When Greg didn’t immediately reply, Perry laughed. “You do, don’t you?”

“Believe me, if anyone wants to move away from the past, it’s me.”

“But you’re not moving on, stuck out here. You’re trying to freeze time. To hide.”

It made Greg pause.

“And Lisa,” Perry continued, bustling about with an armful of his clean washing and, Greg noticed, more than a few of his items too. “She’s not here for the career prospects. Haven’t you realized?”

“What?”

“She’s here for Bridie.”

“Aye. They’ve been friends since school days.”

“Greg.” Perry sighed. The look in his eyes was a strange mixture of fondness and pity. “They’re adult women now. Lisa and Bridie want to be more to each other than schoolgirl friends.”

Greg stared at him. “What? Do you mean they’re…?”

“Yes.”

“I see.” Greg took a careful breath. “Do you think Dougie knows?”

“He’s been sharing a house with the pair of them for ages—I assume Lisa comes to stay regularly? Well, you’ll probably find he’s noticed something. He’s not much of a brother if he hasn’t.”

Greg darted a look at Perry. Was that some kind of barbed comment about Greg as a brother? Maybe about Greg’s brothers, in relation to him—

“And no, that comment had no hidden agenda,” Perry said quietly.

How does he do that? Know what I’m thinking?

“I reckon,” Greg said quickly, and with no care as to whether it’d make any sense in the current conversation at all, “I’ll teach you to swim.”

Perry stared at him, eyes wide. Then he smiled. “Okay. In the loch?”

“Aye. We’ll borrow you a wet suit. Alasdair has a couple of adult ones he keeps for when his grandson comes to visit.”

“You’ll let me wear something that’s touched the skin of the gorgeous gay grandson?” Perry murmured mischievously.

Greg growled, grabbed for him, and missed. Perry tripped away like that sea creature he could resemble when he was at his most slippery. When Greg finally caught him, almost breathless with laughter and mischief, the first swimming lesson had to be postponed—at least until after Perry had rolled Greg onto the sofa and sucked him off.

It took a while before Greg could get his limbs to work to order again.




Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

PERRY saw what he reckoned was the best of Greg Ventura over the days following their get-together at the ceilidh. And no, that didn’t just mean the man’s fabulous body—and fun appetite—in bed. Greg was relaxed and as confident as Perry had ever seen him.

Why did Greg let those damn brothers of his get to him so much? He should have moved on. Like I know how easy—or not—that is! Perry ignored the inner voice that reminded him things were rarely that simple. Instead, he started devising little ways to support and strengthen Greg’s self-esteem. He complimented Greg on how he looked; encouraged him when he smiled; approved when he shrugged into the tee shirts Perry thought suited him best. If Greg grew morose at his clumsiness or made some disparaging remark about his looks, Perry was there to kiss and distract him, and tell him just how bloody stupid—and untrue—that was. The one situation where Greg never seemed to worry about himself was in bed during sex.

Perry didn’t mind however many distractions they had like that!

Greg actually began to overcome his natural clumsiness. Maybe that started because Perry kept the house in much better order, but as the days went by, Greg strode around more confidently, his head held high so he could see obstacles in his way. He was far more likely to notice his surroundings.

Perry loved the swimming lessons best. He still hesitated to jump voluntarily into the depths, but once Greg had gone in and held out his arms to catch him, he grew more willing. The sea water lochs were the best for practice, where the water itself supported him, but he found himself looking forward to swimming in the fresh water lochs, which had a peace and beauty of their own. He had the basics already, so it was just a matter of Greg teaching him better strokes and building up his confidence. While he was in the water, Greg swam beside him, a hand under his torso at all times to hold him up if needed and words of encouragement in his ear to help develop his style. At those times, Greg was the sea creature and Perry his splash-about sidekick. And best of all was at the end of the sessions, when Greg would grasp him around the waist and lift him up onto the jetty. Perry could just about manage to pull himself up out of the loch, but it seemed both of them enjoyed this little ritual.

“Can’t believe you never tried one of those posh city gyms,” Greg said one afternoon as they sat on the jetty after Perry’s lesson and ate thick-sliced cheese and homemade pickle sandwiches. The air around the loch was warm and still, apart from a clutch of midges buzzing around. It was so beautiful, Perry could just sit there absorbing the wild, stark beauty for hours. “They have pools, don’t they?”

“Some of them,” Perry said. If he kept his head down, maybe Greg would move the subject on.

“Well, you can join up when you go back. Keep up this good work.”

A strange silence fell, as if both of them realized at the same time what all that meant.

“I’ll… um. Fetch the towels from the car,” Greg said gruffly.

Perry didn’t answer. The specter of London had landed yet again, hadn’t it? And it was taking on a whole new horror.

 

 

PERRY turned over in bed—in Greg’s bed—and slammed the Off button on his phone. Bloody texts! He’d been ignoring Candace’s calls for two days—now they’d sicced Antony on him as well. Perry had been cowardly keeping his phone turned off as often as possible, but as soon as he turned it back on, it beeped furiously with messages. It was 6:00 a.m. and he had ten missed calls.

It was like the worst kind of wake-up call.

“London again?” Greg yawned behind him. The duvet jerked away from Perry as Greg stretched his arms.

“I have to go back,” Perry said. “As soon as possible.”

Greg snorted. He rolled over and slid an arm around Perry’s shoulders. “They’ve crapped on you, why do you care about them? You’re a good-looking man, you could do anything, work anywhere—”

Things snapped. Perry had no idea why he lost control so quickly—well, he bloody well did, but he couldn’t admit to that right now—but he was tired, so tired, of his daily battles. Just for one short period of time here on Uist he’d escaped them, but now everything would settle back on his shoulders again.

He twisted his head sharply to glare at Greg. “What the hell do you know about it? You think I don’t struggle to look good every single bloody day? You think I get out of bed fully groomed?”

“I know you don’t,” Greg said, obviously without thinking first. He blushed bright red.

“Yes, well. You think this is easy to manage”—Perry tugged painfully at his hair and the uneven curls that fell any which way now he’d stopped using product—“and I keep this shape by eating all the meat we cook?” Though, actually, he reckoned he’d toned up rather than put on weight since he’d been here, but he wasn’t going to admit to that either.

Greg was staring at him like he’d suddenly grown two heads.

“And my career. What about my career? You think I can just flit from job to job and not get a reputation as unreliable? This is my chance to make something of myself, Greg! I’ve never had a client this important, a project this big.”

“Okay….”

“That’s another thing you’ve assumed,” Perry rushed on, ignoring the look of shock dawning on Greg’s face. He swung his legs out of bed and stood up. And stayed there, totally naked and shaking, because he just didn’t know what else to do. “That all I’ve ever wanted is to make celebrities look prettier, and to get my name on a TV team list. I never wanted this fucking job in the first place!” He knew his voice was too shrill, too loud. “I was all set to be a designer in my own right, but do you know how fucking difficult it is to get anywhere in London without knowing the right people?”

“No,” Greg said quietly. He didn’t move at all. It looked like he was trying really hard not to.

“Well, it’s hugely fucking difficult, and I just don’t know anyone influential enough. So I thought a job in media would be a route toward the job I really want. A chance to network with the right people.”

“I’m sure….” Greg swallowed heavily. He looked nervous. “Well, I mean, yes, you’ll surely….”

“No, I bloody well won’t!” Perry snapped. “I’m no further forward than I was a year ago. I’m too good at getting the job done and doing what I’m told. Why the hell would they promote me out of a job they sorely need doing, and well?”

He realized what he’d said the minute it spilled out of his mouth. He’d effectively shut the door on his own ambitions. But what else was he meant to do? He ached sometimes to work on the designs on the shoots. He anguished at the mistakes they were making in style and setting; he dreamed painfully, night after night, of the collections he could be planning for the new season.

But still they yelled for him to get the coffee—and to charm reluctant TV celebrities like Greg bloody Ventura.

“I never realized,” Greg said. Slowly, he swung his legs out from under the duvet. “But why are you letting it get to you? Tell them to get lost. You can stay here as long as you bloody well like.”

Perry felt as if the breath had been knocked out of him. Not that he could imagine anything he could do on North Uist that didn’t involve water or sheep—but he was blown away by the fact that Greg had just said that, without any second thought. “That can’t happen.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Greg, I do. I have to go back. I have to do a lot of things I probably don’t want to.” Of course, Greg could do what he liked, couldn’t he? He had no ties, no commitments. He’d truly escaped it all. So he’d given up his family as a result, but that hadn’t been a hardship at the time. In fact, it sounded like it had been a good coping strategy. But that wasn’t Perry’s situation, was it?

“No, you don’t,” Greg said mulishly. “You shouldn’t have to lead a miserable life.”

“You don’t know anything about it!”

“You won’t tell me!”

They’d both raised their voices. Perry sighed and tried to rein in his anger. “Okay, so you might as well know. I have to go back to my tiny little flat and my disgracefully ill-paid, overladen job, and the panic I feel every time I get a call at home out of the usual—”

“What do you mean—?”

“I have to go back,” he almost yelled, tears pricking his eyes at last, “because I can’t afford not to!”




Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

GREG stared at him, uncomprehending. “Can’t afford?”

“Fuck,” Perry said. He couldn’t think of any other word that better expressed his utter misery.

Somewhat to his surprise, Greg didn’t continue pressing him. Instead, he also stood. Great. Now there were two of them, standing stark bollock naked in the middle of the bedroom.

“Perry. Tell me what’s up.”

“Oh, for God’s sake—”

“Tell me,” Greg repeated. “You made me tell you things once. Now it’s my turn.” He gestured to the bed. Then when Perry stood unmoving, he took his shoulders and guided him back to sit on it. Greg sat beside him, close but not intimidatingly so.

Again, when Perry sat there like a statue, Greg tugged him so that Perry’s head lay on his shoulder. Oh God, yes. Greg was like a rock: a warm, living, comfortable rock, but steady like the real thing would be. Perry relaxed into the position. He wanted to lie against him forever.

“So?” Greg said softly. “What was it on your phone?”

“It was a message from Antony, my friend at the agency.”

“Another follow-up call about the TV program?”

“Worse. I’ve had a warning delivered to my flat about… about bailiff proceedings.”

“What are you talking about?”

Perry swallowed tightly. “I’m broke, Greg. Not just broke, but horribly in debt.” How terrible that sounded, said aloud. How humiliating. “It’s not my fault!”

“I wouldn’t imagine it was.”

Perry felt no change in Greg’s breathing pattern, so maybe that was sincere. But Perry had too much to blame on his own behalf not to expect it from others. “There was a guy… we went out together for nearly a year. Henry had been in the fashion industry for years but wanted to start up his own agency. Yes, I know what a flaky industry it is. And how bloody difficult it is to succeed, especially on your own.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“I wanted it to succeed, Greg!” Perry rushed on, He didn’t dare stop now. “And for really selfish reasons, I suppose, because I could have launched my own designs with him. He promised me I’d have his full support. Of course, that was in exchange for my financial investment.”

Greg was silent for a moment, but his hand tightened on Perry’s arm.

“I was happy to do it, you know? I didn’t have much in the way of savings, but I was happy to invest it in his future. Plus I supported him when he left his existing job. What’s more, I even persuaded Mother to invest. And then….” His stomach clenched. It wasn’t just the betrayal that hurt, but his own stupidity. “Well, of course, he struggled to make a go of it. He couldn’t make enough contacts, he couldn’t attract enough clients. Maybe it was his approach—he was an arrogant bastard, I can see that more clearly now—but like I say, it’s not always a friendly business. The money leached away, and he started to run up debt. In the end, he lost his flat to the bank and had to move back in with his sister. We couldn’t keep up the relationship by that stage, and to be honest, I was relieved when we split up.”

“But what about your investment?”

“Henry said he’d pay it back. I had my doubts about that, but I thought it was important to help his self-esteem, so I agreed to keep in touch. And God knows, I needed the money myself. There was a time when I thought I’d lose my flat as well, but luckily my friends at the agency helped me out. They never really liked Henry.” He swallowed hard. “Proves their instincts were better than mine. He ran up extra debt up in my name too. I had no idea until months after he’d left me, when I started getting legal letters threatening me. And Mother too.”

“My God, Perry.”

“It was a tough time. I’ve paid Mother back, though she doesn’t know it came from me, not Henry. And I’m still challenging most of the claims. But some of the others… dammit.” He sank his head into his hands. “I’ve had to pay up just to get the agencies off my back.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Greg said in a low voice.

“Fuck it, don’t give me that—!”

“No! I mean you shouldn’t have had to do that. You were the victim, Perry, not the one at fault.”

For a moment, Perry gulped in a breath, trying to hold back tears. Greg’s grip on him had never faltered. “Anyway, that’s why my job is so bloody important to me. Without it, I couldn’t have afforded to stay in London. Or pay Mother back her savings. And even now, I can’t afford to waste anything.”

“Like on clothes? And… oh, dammit, me and my big mouth. On gym memberships?”

Perry flushed. He reckoned even his nose was red with shame. “It’s true. I can’t afford anything except basic living. I don’t even know if Eddy is going to reimburse all my expenses for staying here. I have the clothes I arrived with and hardly anything else left behind.”

Greg tensed beside him. “None of that stuff matters to me anyway.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Perry could feel his anguish as a thick lump in his throat. “That’s one of the reasons I love you, Greg Ventura! But it’s everything to me, in that world—”

His brain caught up with his mouth just those few second too late. What have I said? What have I done? Horrified, he twisted away from Greg and leaped back up. His skin was cold without Greg’s grip. His heart plummeted at the look of shock on Greg’s face.

“Perry—?”

“Don’t! I’m sorry!”

They spoke at the same time. The silence fell like the heaviest snowfall. There could be no going back from that kind of declaration. And Perry couldn’t deny it, could he? Because it was sadly, shockingly true.

Greg cleared his throat as if it hurt him. “I’m not… I’m no good for anyone else, Perry. I’ve tried to be better, to be different. But I’m never going to be right for you.”

Perry knew his humiliation was complete. He could feel the tears finally seeping out. “Don’t let anyone tell you that! You’re just perfect as you are.” He turned quickly so Greg wouldn’t see any more of his shame. “But I apologize for embarrassing us both. Excuse me now. I’ll pack my bag and book my travel back to London. There’s a suitable flight tomorrow afternoon.”

He left the room with as much dignity as he could. Bloody difficult, when he was totally nude and about to bawl his eyes out.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

A COUPLE of hours later, Perry stood in the hallway of the cottage, fully dressed but still rubbing suspiciously wet traces from his eyes. He hadn’t dared face Greg after that scene in the bedroom, so he’d spent an unnecessarily long time packing. Not that his clothes were likely to survive many more journeys. In fact, they’d been virtually ruined from his first day here, but… well, they were all he had. He looked at the smart jacket and the ripped but immaculately pressed jeans that still had mud stains on the hems, and they all looked totally alien to him. They’d been some of his favorite pieces when he first arrived.

And he still needed them for that life, didn’t he? He couldn’t turn up on the streets of Soho in blue Wellington boots and a huge waterproof coat. To say nothing of the layers of comfy clothing he was now used to wearing, especially the oversized blue fleece Greg had loaned him when he first appeared in the cottage like a drowned rat. Perry had always been reluctant to give it back.

For that matter, where the hell was Greg? Perry had heard Greg’s phone ring in the kitchen an hour or so ago. Greg had shouted up the stairs about having to go to Alasdair’s to find a sheep that’d gone missing and there was a storm on its way, then the front door had slammed behind him.

Perry peeked out of the small window by the front door to see if Greg was on his way back yet. How long did it take to find a missing sheep? The fields of peat that stretched from the end of the croft seemed to go on for ever, with no landmarks to break it up. And now the rain had started falling, slowly but steadily. Typical. It matched Perry’s mood. Miserable, cold, and inevitably wet. Water had dogged him every step of the way on this trip. He’d arrived soaked to the skin, fallen in the loch, needed extra swimming lessons when he should have done it years ago as a kid….

But every time, he recalled, Greg had been there to help him. Greg had dried him off when he fell in, made sure he was warm. Had kissed him. Greg had held him in the water until his swimming confidence grew. Greg had laughed with and kissed him—again, and again—and taken him to bed. Perry sighed.

Oh my God, I am so in trouble.

He’d just received his e-ticket for his flight home tomorrow. It was all booked. But this departure was impossibly painful, and not just because he’d fucked up his mission. It was because he didn’t want to leave Greg.

“What am I going to do?” he mused aloud. “What can I do?”

Rory gazed up at him, his tail wagging.

“Things are so much easier for a dog, right?” Perry reached down and absentmindedly scratched behind Rory’s ears. “You can just love someone without needing to explain yourself. Without worrying whether they feel the same, or how much, or in what way. In fact, not needing to talk about it at all.”

Rory tilted his head to one side. Perry had never had such a fascinated, nonjudgmental audience. And my God, he needed to let loose to someone or he’d burst. His emotions started to seep out of him like sand through his fingers, and as soon as he started, he found he couldn’t stop.

“I want to sleep in his room like you do, boy. Every night. Be with him every day like you are, walking the croft, eating the food he grows, building the fire, watching his art take shape, drinking that ghastly wine he makes. Good grief.” Perry shook his head mournfully. “He’s turned me into Bear Grylls.”

Rory snuffled. It was almost a laugh. He tilted his head the other way, his bright eyes fixed hopefully on Perry’s face.

“Okay. Yes. It’s time to be honest, at least with myself, isn’t it? And with you. What I said to him was the complete truth. Love is the word. Love is the bloody word. I’ve fallen for him. The big, gorgeous, tongue-tied, brother-bullied, issue-riven berk that he is. I’d never have imagined it. He doesn’t like musicals, he doesn’t possess any cocktail glasses, he doesn’t believe in fabric conditioner, and that haircut…? Oh God, I can’t wait until Lisa gets her salon up and running and can knock that into a decent shape on a regular basis.”

There was a moment’s silence. Rory didn’t make any doggy sounds.

“Shit. I won’t be here to see it anyway, will I?”

Perry reached down again, letting Rory lick at his hand. His eyes felt suspiciously sore but he refused to cry again. At least not today, and not where Greg might catch him. “I love him. I love Greg Ventura. Trust me to fall for the wrong guy again, eh?”

Rory whined quietly.

“I have to go back to London. I have to! I made a commitment, I have a problem to make good, and I have to face up to it. And besides, there’s nothing definite for me here. He hasn’t really asked me to stay, has he? At least, not because he feels the same way. It’s been such a short time to get to know each other.”

Rory’s ears suddenly pricked up. Perry’s heart gave a lurch. Was Greg back at the cottage? Surely he wasn’t finished with Alasdair already? Perry had assumed with his newfound island crofting knowledge that they might have to take the sheep to the vet’s, and that was out by Dougie’s place. But when Rory shook himself and then trotted over to the window, Perry followed.

“Can you hear something, boy? No idea how you can with that bloody rain hammering on the roof. And you certainly aren’t tall enough to see outside.” With a smile—at a dog, for God’s sake, what had got into him?—Perry glanced out toward the end of the croft.

There was someone outside, darting toward the peat bog. Short, dressed in a white top and jeans, unsteady on its feet. Perry couldn’t see from here whether it was male or female, but it looked small enough to be a child. He couldn’t see anyone else around. No one would let their child out alone in the rain like that, would they? I mean, he knew they were hardy folks around here, but that one didn’t look like it had a coat or hat or anything to protect it.

Rory barked loudly. He was standing to attention, right in front of the door, as if expecting to be taken out. And right now.

“What is it, boy?”

Rory barked again, as if to say, How many times do I have to repeat myself, you idiot? His tail thumped hard against the doorframe.

“You’re the idiot, methinks,” Perry said. “Wanting to go out in that weather.” He peered out of the window again. The wind lifted around the cottage, wailing through the gap in the kitchen window that Greg hadn’t fixed yet. There was no sign of Greg or anyone else for that matter. Just the back of the small, white-dressed creature as it staggered across the horizon and finally out of sight.

“The rain will turn that bog into a mud bath,” Perry mused aloud. “Poor kid needs to get back indoors as soon as possible.” Who was it? Why wasn’t it running for cover like any sensible-minded person would? For that matter, where could it be going? The only houses around here were Greg’s, Alasdair’s, and the Mackies’. And none of them could be called close neighbors in Perry’s citified opinion. The figure had been traveling away from Greg’s croft—was that north? Perry couldn’t remember, and he wasn’t going to waste brain cells trying to remember right now, but he suspected there was nothing to find in that direction for miles.

Rory growled from deep in his throat.

“All right. I get you.” Perry sighed. “I’ll go out and call them in here to shelter until the rain stops. But if I have to travel tomorrow in soaking wet shoes again, you’ll be the one to blame.” Then he spotted his blue boots against the wall by the front door. Excellent idea, even if he was only going to be outside for ten minutes. He really was turning into an outdoorsy person. He wriggled into them and opened the front door.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

THE wind hit him first, full in the face, sweeping around the corners of the cottage like a mini tornado. He hadn’t realized how fierce it was getting. He grabbed the borrowed fleece and zipped himself into it. There was no time to put on any other layers. He couldn’t see the figure out on the bog any longer and he was worried about losing it completely. Who knew what muddy mess was out there, places to fall over, places to get stuck, probably pits and mounds like the worst kind of jungle? Subconsciously he knew a Scottish bog wasn’t remotely like the Amazon rainforest, but danger was danger, right?

Perry tugged his sweater around him and started jogging down the path toward the bog, waving his hands. “Hey! Where are you? Can you hear me?” No one answered, though he didn’t expect it in this wind. He ran out of the croft gate and onto the scrub. The going was harder here, and the rain was gathering into shallow puddles. By the time he reached the peat, he was already slipping on the slick surface, and despite the long fleece, his jeans felt suspiciously damp around the knees.

The rain was increasing in strength. By the time he’d gone a few hundred yards farther, the jungle analogy was getting more and more credible. If he twisted around, he could still see the croft—a small, dark building on the edge of his vision. But the rain was coming down in rods all around him, and he had to blink hard to keep his eyelashes clear. Chill wetness beat down on his head, even through the hood of the fleece, and was soaking through the shoulders.

Keep going. Just over that next lump. The land had always seemed pretty flat, but maybe the water was affecting the peat at different degrees. Whatever the topographical reason, Perry found himself alternately sliding down an incline, then struggling up out of mud that clung to his ankles.

He couldn’t see the croft anymore. There should have been a route to the main road somewhere behind it, but he couldn’t see any sign of that either. Just gray, thick cloud above his head, sloppy mud below his boots, and the bloody wind and rain everywhere else. When he tried to shield his eyes to find a guiding landmark, the rain smacked him in the face, and the wind was so strong he had to struggle to lift his arms at all.

Maybe he should have done more of that swimming. Or joined Greg more often in his daily workout. The thought of Greg in just a thin workout vest warmed him right through for a moment. Then the wind snatched back his attention. He tottered and nearly fell on his arse.

The smallest tremor of fear ran through him.

Pull yourself together! He was no TV weather boy, but he was sure this would pass quickly. He just had to find the child and get back to the croft, and then he could take a warm shower and change his clothes. He worried briefly about ruining more outfits and having to repack yet again, but that was hardly a priority at the moment. He leaned forward, put down his head like a little bull terrier, and pushed onward.

He’d lost track of time and distance by the time he saw the flash of white clothing again. The child had stopped running and was standing stock-still, bent at the waist as if exhausted. The rain beat down on the bowed head, and the white clothing was turning gray with damp. Whoever it was, they were in trouble.

“Come over here!” Perry yelled. “Come and get out of this hideous weather!” His words were whipped away by the wind, but he was sure the figure heard him. It raised its head and looked his way. Perry clumped a few steps nearer, though the mud was more and more tenacious now.

Oh good God.

It was Fiona Mackie. The little girl was white-faced and soaked through, staring at him with eyes so large they were like beacons. Perry tried to rush to her—he really did—but every step felt like wading in treacle. A foot away, he slipped again and his ankle twisted sharply underneath him. He bit back the curse he would have let loose if there wasn’t a minor in hearing distance. Instead, he reached for her and pulled her close. She was as cold as stone.

“Fiona! What are you doing out here?”

Fiona shook her head. Her teeth were chattering and her body shuddered with cold. Fear shot through Perry again. He struggled out of his wet fleece and wrapped it around her as quickly as he could, trying to capture any remaining warmth for her benefit.

“Let’s get back,” he said. His own teeth felt frozen now, since he’d stopped walking. “Um. Do you know which way you came?” They should retrace their steps: get back to the croft as soon as possible. But where the hell was the croft?

“Have to f-find Emily.”

Emily? Perry felt sick at the thought of another child left out here, then remembered that Emily was Fiona’s doll. “Where is she?”

“Wind. W-wind blew her away. I ran after her. Got to catch her.” Fiona’s face crumpled in distress, but she was obviously too tired by now to look farther. Perry glanced around but all he could see was black, churning mud. Wherever Emily was, she’d be the same color and consistency by now. They’d never see her against everything else.

“We’ll find her, but not now, okay? Please, let’s get back out of the rain. We’ll come straight back out and find her.”

“It’s a storm,” Fiona said, simply but rather obviously. The words stuttered out of her in her high-pitched child’s voice. “Grannie said it’d last for hours. I wanted to go and see Morag’s puppies, but Grannie said not until after the storm. And I couldn’t have one for myself because who’ll look after it when I go home with Mummy to the mainland? It’d be all on its own and would miss me, and they like company, especially farming dogs, don’t they? And they need really good training, and I wouldn’t be here to do it, but Grannie was being really mean—”

Perry squeezed her arm in the hope of halting the tirade. God, she was wet, the fabric of her shirt was like wringing a sodden dishcloth. “Well, I think that actually sounds very sensible of Grannie, love, but come into the cottage and we’ll talk about it. Where is Grannie?” Was Aileen out here in this storm as well?

“I ran away,” Fiona said. Her face set in a very mulish expression, despite the raindrops rolling off the end of her pert nose. “Me and Emily. I’m coming to live with Rory and Greg. And you, Perry.”

Perry resisted rolling his eyes. “Um, well, yes. Let’s get Greg to sort all this out, shall we?” The bog underneath his feet was… well, bogging him down. He glanced back the way he thought he’d come, but couldn’t see anything to guide him. His ankle was starting to throb. How far had they come, for God’s sake?

Fiona was crying and clung to him. “I’m so cold. Emily’s lost. Grannie will be so cross, I’ll never have a puppy now.”

“Fiona Mackie,” Perry said almost sharply. “You can have as many puppies as you please, but only if we get back right now!”

She shut up immediately, but she was still shivering violently. Would he have to carry her? She couldn’t weigh much, but he was starting to worry about his ankle. Any movement sent a sharp pain through his heel, and his calf had started to go numb. “Come on, love,” he said. “We’ll try this way. We’re bound to find one of the cottages soon.” He took her arm as gently but firmly as he could and guided her ahead of him.

 

 

IT had been hours. Maybe days. No, that was stupid, wasn’t it? But Perry was having trouble concentrating on anything for more than a couple of seconds. He thought he could hear barking in the distance, but it was probably the rain on a fence somewhere. Or his hallucination, imagining St. Bernard rescue dogs on their way. But that was in the snow, wasn’t it? Not the jungle. Was he still in the jungle? It may have been called the rainforest, but did it actually rain this much, all the time?

He’d just take a moment to gather his strength, then they’d set off again.

Just a moment. He dug his heels into the mud and paused, breathing heavily.

Fiona had collapsed a while back, her little legs too tired to hold her up any longer. When Perry bent to lift her up out of the mud, she clung around his neck and wouldn’t loosen her grip for anything. So he hoisted her up into his arms and struggled forward, carrying her. They’d staggered on like that for yards… miles… centuries. Shit, he was losing touch with his brain again. It was impossible not to find one of the three crofts any minute, wasn’t it? Unless, of course, he’d gone completely the wrong way and struck out into the uninhabited peat bog beyond the crofts. If so, it was miles before he’d reach any other houses. He could be moving in circles for all he knew.

He peered ahead through the relentless rain. Still nothing to see. A trickle ran off his nose into his mouth and he licked it in, careless now of the muddy taste. The bloody sky must be empty of water eventually. And he was sure this was the right direction. Wasn’t it? Fiona was a dead weight in his arms, but he couldn’t put her down in all this filth. Poor little love. She hadn’t made any noise for what felt like a long time. The rain slithered down his back like he was in a shower at home. No, not home, was it? It was Greg’s house, not Perry’s. He was just a visitor. An unwelcome one, from the first.

He wondered where Emily was. He wondered where Greg was. Would he be angry that Perry had ruined the fleece? That he’d probably have to delay his flight while his clothes all dried out again? That he’d be an unwelcome, embarrassingly besotted, needy guest for even longer?

Anyway. Rest was over. He had to keep going, get Fiona home safely. He wrenched the boot on his good foot up out of the mud and reached gingerly forward for a more secure foothold. Pulling up his injured foot took longer. Much longer. He nearly dropped Fiona.

Mustn’t do that.

Pain in his foot. Wind biting, beating his nose and mouth with sharp, cruel slaps. He’d stopped noticing the rain at the point he realized he was the rain, wasn’t he? One little, tottering, sodden blob of rain, determined to get across this bloody bog and get back to Greg. To safety, that was.

He lifted the boot again. Made the next step.

And the next.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

GREG didn’t feel settled at Dougie’s house, even though he’d claimed the comfy armchair, had drunk two cups of tea, and eaten most of Bridie’s cherry cake. His friends had been skirting around him, both physically and conversationally, ever since he came stomping over after taking one of Alasdair’s sheep to the vet’s nearby. He’d just wanted a bit of company, but all he got from them were pitying looks.

“Perry’s leaving tomorrow?” Bridie sounded shocked. “Why didn’t you tell us? We’ll have to come and see him off. When’s he coming back again?”

Greg decided to ignore that question, mainly because he’d been asking himself the same thing ever since he arrived. But would Perry ever want to see him again? Greg had just gawped when Perry said that… that thing about how he felt. He should have been quicker to reassure Perry, to say something soothing and mature. Instead, he’d blathered on again about himself as usual, and what a crap bet he was, and how Perry deserved so much more….

At least, he thought that was what he said. He’d been so startled, he couldn’t remember any of the following minutes until Alasdair’s phone call. In fact, he’d sat on the bed like a silent, useless, shocked lump, listening to Perry moving around in the spare room, presumably packing up his stuff. To leave. To go. Why did that feel so painful? After all, they could still be friends. They could be even more trendy e-mail pals when Perry got back to London.

E-mail pals? You bloody hypocrite! Greg couldn’t ignore the way his traitorous conscience was harassing him. He didn’t want a bloody correspondent; another friend he touched base with once in a blue moon. He wanted Perry beside him, in the flesh. How had things got to this stage?

“There’s a really big drenchin’ on its way,” Lisa muttered beside Bridie. They were sitting together on the sofa, holding hands. Greg felt such a fool he’d never noticed their closeness before Perry pointed it out. “You havenae left Perry out there in this, have ye?”

“Of course I haven’t,” he snapped. “He’s safe in the cottage. Packing his stuff. Rory’s with him, if you’re so worried about the lad!”

Lisa scowled; Dougie still looked bemused.

“Why’s he going, anyway?” Bridie persisted. “You should have asked him to stay for good.”

Aye, you should, you bloody idiot.

He turned on Bridie too swiftly. “You want me to do his stupid fucking TV show?”

“Ach, steady on!” Dougie raised his eyebrows at Greg’s angry tone. Lisa bristled, protective of Bridie.

But Bridie didn’t need protecting. “Of course I bloody don’t! And don’t use that tone with me. I wanted Perry to stay longer because he makes you happy, right?”

“But….” Greg was weary of all his arguments, which, honestly, were looking less justifiable as time went on. “I’m not going into all this again. It was Perry’s choice. He has… things to do back in London. He’s packing now and has booked a flight for tomorrow.”

“You’ll be taking him to the ferry?” Bridie asked fiercely.

“Well… can’t Dougie take him?” Greg hadn’t thought about it before now, to be honest. Seeing Perry off on the ferry? Watching him leave the island? Sounded like a recipe for surefire pain. Greg shifted on his chair. He felt inexplicably chilled, despite Dougie having lit the fire. His despair at having messed everything up was growing, and his stomach hurt. It was unlikely to be because he’d tried to drown his sorrows in tea and cake.

“What am I now?” Dougie groused. “A bloody taxi rank?”

“You want the truth?” Greg startled himself with the misery in his voice, and all three of the others turned to stare at him. “I don’t want to see him all togged up in his London gear again, back off to his glamorous job. And he certainly won’t want me moping all over him.”

Bridie frowned, but with concern in her eyes now. “What’s happened, Greg?”

“What’s tha’ noise?” Lisa called over.

She’d gone to the window by the front door. Greg thought it was probably to check the weather, since she was so bloody worried he’d let Perry out in the wind and rain, like he’d bloody melt or something—

Bridie was up off the sofa, as well, and had moved next to Lisa. “It’s a dog barking at the gate. It’s Rory!”

She opened the door and the dog came racing in, soaking wet, panting heavily. He ran straight to Greg and leaped onto his lap.

“Looks like he’s run all the way from y’r place,” Lisa said, with something like awe.

“Perry,” Greg said hoarsely, ignoring the damp patch immediately appearing on his lap. He didn’t know how he knew, except from Rory’s rolling eyes, but… “Something’s happened to Perry!”

 

 

THEY scooped Rory up into Dougie’s car with them and powered their way as fast as they dared to Greg’s cottage. The distance was walkable on a fine day, but the wind was fierce now, and Rory’s distress dictated speed. Greg sat in the front with Dougie, while Bridie and Lisa insisted on traveling with them in the back.

“Good boy,” Greg murmured to his dog, holding him tightly on his lap as Dougie guided the car through growing pools of standing water. The wipers ran at double speed, spraying the rain either side of the car. Rory was still panting and wriggling restlessly against Greg’s grip. “Wish you could tell me what’s wrong. Has the storm scared you?”

“That dog’s got baws of steel,” Dougie scoffed. “And he’s seen more than his fair share o’ storms. Something else has disturbed him.”

Greg knew that for himself. Just trying to calm myself. And failing.

When Dougie drew up outside Greg’s croft, Greg was the first human from the vehicle: Rory had already leaped out ahead of him. The dog wheeled back and forth by the front door, barking, tail swishing raindrops in an arc over his back legs.

Bridie ran ahead of everyone, into the cottage. “Perry’s not here!” she called back to the others.

Greg’s chest hurt now, not just his stomach. They all clustered inside the front door, dripping water everywhere, the wind slapping around their legs and raising the fringes of the hallway rug.

“Would he ha’ booked an earlier flight for t’day? Made his own way t’ the ferry?” Lisa asked.

“Of course not.” The cold shiver down Greg’s back tightened into a grip. “He couldn’t walk that far. He doesn’t know the bloody way. He wasn’t that upset.”

“Upset? Why was he upset?” Bridie said sharply.

“Not now,” Greg said quickly. “We have to find him.” But where did they start? What was Perry playing at? Would he really have set off without any transport or help, so desperate to get home? Greg glanced at the hooks on the wall beside the front door. Perry’s boots had gone, but his heavy waterproof coat was still hanging there. He’ll be soaked, Greg found himself thinking. He’ll freeze out there. He felt suddenly nauseated.

Had he been the one to send Perry out there on his own after all? Was it Greg’s stupid, selfish refusal to climb out of his self-imposed exile and face the world that had driven Perry to the end of his tether? Had he, Greg, really thought he could have a few nights of fun with a handsome young man and not be guilty of using him? Of misleading him?

What’s more, he realized suddenly that wasn’t the real issue any longer. Maybe he had used Perry at first, stealing a kiss or two, letting things run to much more than that. They’d both been guilty of that, though, hadn’t they? But now that felt like a long-ago persona. Perry had changed him. Not in the way he’d probably expected when he turned up at Greg’s door in his sopping London clothes and his daft haircut and plans to make Greg his makeover project. It had happened in a much deeper, sweeter, more poignant way than that—it had happened from the inside out.

His thoughts of Perry now were full of panic and fear. What would he do, if Perry had come to some harm? He could have fallen into another loch, tumbled into one of the pits out on the bog. He could have hit his head, knocked himself unconscious, been unable to pull himself out.

Oh God. Oh God! Greg’s throat was almost too tight to breathe. If Perry had… how would Greg ever get over it?

The fierce knocking on the doorframe startled them all.

“Perry?” Greg cried with unutterable relief and spun back around. But it wasn’t Perry behind them at his door. It was Cameron and Aileen Mackie, their waterproofs drawn tight and glistening black with rain, their heads almost hidden inside heavy, sodden hoods.

“Is she here?” Aileen said abruptly. “The bairn?”

“She definitely ran this way,” Cameron said, as if he’d been arguing with Aileen about it. His face was too pale to blame on just the cold wind.

“For God’s sake, come in,” Greg said.

“No!” Aileen’s anguish rang from the word. “Where’s Fiona? We had words, and she ran off with her dolly. Ye have the nearest croft, but if she’s nae here, where is she?”

And Rory barked hard again.




Chapter Thirty

 

 

IT took them only a couple of minutes to organize the search party but, for Greg, that was agonizingly slow. He was scared for Fiona, but more terrified for Perry. Had the two of them set out somewhere together? Had Perry followed Fiona, or had she followed him? Cameron had brought with him a handful of their croft workers, suited for the weather and carrying strong torches, and with the others adding to the team, Greg sent everyone out in a fan arrangement. It seemed right for him to take charge. Cameron didn’t make any protest, anyway.

“She’s a wee girl,” Aileen said. She’d said the same thing again and again in the last few minutes: she was obviously beside herself with worry. She’d wanted to search with Cameron and the others but had been persuaded to stay at Greg’s with Bridie, in case Fiona turned up there in the meantime. “How can she have got so far?”

Greg patted her arm awkwardly. “We’ll find them, Aileen.”

“Them?” She looked as bemused by his touch as she did his words.

“Perry’s out there too. For all we know, he’s with Fiona and they’re both fine.” Greg didn’t say anything else, but he knew from experience how fast and how far a determined young child could travel. He could remember yet another time George and Gareth went missing, when they decided to row to France from Brighton seafront in an inflatable dinghy. They were only eight, and it took Geoff and their nanny ages to swim out and drag the dinghy back to shore. And one day in the center of London, on a theater trip, Gerry had taken a right turn when the rest of the family took a left… it wasn’t until after an hour and a distraught call to the police that they found him. He’d got all the way from Leicester Square to Charing Cross as a weary ten-year-old, with no idea at all of where he was. It had been one of the rare times Greg had seen his brother Gerry frightened.

Pawing madly at Greg’s leg, Rory barked. Greg crouched beside him.

“Are you coming?” Dougie called from the doorway.

“I’ll follow Rory,” Greg said. “He knows something about Perry.”

Dougie didn’t waste any more words, just nodded, turned, and strode out into the storm.

 

 

THE only benefit of the low-lying, treeless landscape was that anything unusual stood out. Greg saw the bundle on top of the peat at almost the same time as Rory started running toward it, barking.

Perry lay on his back in the mud. His whole body was drenched, covered in the brown muck, and he’d sunk down several inches so that it looked like it was slowly consuming him. His eyes were closed. On top of him lay another person, much smaller, just as wet, dirty, and limp. Fiona! Perry’s arms were clutched tightly around her, holding her above the worst of the mud, cushioned on his own body. And wrapped around her, Greg just about recognized his own fleece jacket, now ruined beyond hope, but offering some small protection for the little girl.

“Fiona? Perry!”

Neither of them stirred. Rory scampered around the bundle of bodies, barking, nosing at Fiona.

“I’ve got it, boy. I’ve got them.” Greg’s voice was distorted by the wind and rain, but even without that, it was barely recognizable. His throat was so tight, the words hurt to speak. He dropped to his knees, squelching mud everywhere, and shoved his gloved hands under Perry. It took several tugs just to get him released. Then Greg gripped under Perry’s shoulders and knees as hard as he could, leaned back on his heels, and lifted him up.

Who knew the skinny little bugger could weigh so much? Of course, he was lifting Fiona as well. He staggered as he stood upright and was terrified he’d drop either or both of them, but Perry still clung tightly to the girl.

As Greg stood for a moment, gathering his breath, he glanced down at Perry’s legs and feet, hanging limply down. Everything was black from the mud, apart from one toe of his bright blue boots. The rain on Greg’s face felt warmer than before, until he realized it was tears. He was crying. He hadn’t cried for years.

“And you know what?” he yelled fiercely at Rory, though God knew, it wasn’t the poor dog’s fault. “I don’t fucking care if anyone sees! If anything happens to Perry, I’ll never get over it!”

“Greg? Greg!”

The others in the search party were struggling their way over to him, alerted by Rory’s barking more than anything else. He was shortly surrounded by people, all swathed in their waterproofs so he hardly knew who was who. They tried to help him carry Perry and Fiona, but he wouldn’t let anyone near. He couldn’t seem to loosen his grip on them. So everyone clustered around to help him stay upright and supported, and Dougie lit the way back to the croft by arranging a small army of people with torches.

 

 

BRIDIE had started up the fire in the living room, and as soon as they all stumbled through the front door, Dougie and Lisa all but pushed Greg up the stairs.

“You need a quick, warm shower, man.”

“Not now—”

“Yes, now!”

Greg couldn’t remember when Dougie had ever sounded so serious. He wriggled out of his coat and boots, but no one tried to undress him further. And no one dared pull Perry out of his arms. Instead, they all followed him to the bathroom. Bizarre. However, when Cameron followed them into the room and threatened to get into the shower with him, Greg allowed the old man to peel Fiona out of Perry’s grasp.

Fiona stirred and yawned. “Grampy?”

There was a chorus of sighs and relieved laughter.

“Och, my dear wee bairn. My dear wee bairn.” Cameron looked close to tears himself.

“Did Rory fetch you, Grampy? Perry sent him to find Greg.” Fiona yawned again, more widely. Her face was mud-streaked, but the cheeks beneath it were gaining more color in the warmth of the room.

“Rory’s a bloody hero,” Lisa said gruffly. “So’s Perry.”

Bloody hell, was she crying too? Greg thought about commenting, then decided he was way too tired.

“Aye. We’ll talk about it all later. Greg? Go on with ye.” Dougie hustled him toward the shower again and reached in to start the water. The Mackies shuffled out of the room, chatting over Fiona’s head, crying and laughing. The door shut behind them, leaving Greg with Dougie and, surprisingly, Lisa. Greg wondered if they’d stay there even if he stripped off. Maybe they were afraid he’d fall and crack his head open. Or Perry’s. How kind. He smiled aimlessly at Dougie, startling the other man. He’s a good friend.

“You’re not all there, man,” Dougie muttered. “You want help?”

Greg nodded and stepped carefully into the shower. Why didn’t Perry wake up, like Fiona had? His eyes were still tightly shut, his body a dead weight. Dougie lifted down the shower head and started washing the mud off Greg’s back.

“Don’t drown the poor wee bastard,” Lisa said sharply, as Dougie moved around to the front. Everyone was drenched by now anyway, either from the rain or Dougie’s clumsiness with the shower.

“I’ve got this in hand, thank ye,” Dougie snapped back.

Lisa reached over to undo Perry’s shirt. It clung to his torso, the nipple piercing glinting dully through the thin fabric.

“Cute,” Lisa murmured.

“Don’t touch him!” Greg snapped.

Dougie snorted.

And Perry stirred at last. His eyes sprang open, unfocused and scared, his body jerked in Greg’s arms, so they both stumbled against the tiled wall, and he gave a god-awful sneeze.

“Ach, he’ll be fine now,” Dougie said with all the confidence of an episode of Dr. Finlay’s Casebook. He dropped the shower head with visible relief. “We’ll leave ye to it!”

 

 

“I CAN have as many puppies as I like. Perry says so!” Fiona’s voice was high and excited. Apart from a high flush on her cheeks and ruined clothes, she seemed to be returning to normal after her ordeal. They were all clustered in the living room by now, Perry on the sofa wrapped in another pair of Greg’s pajamas and the spare room duvet. Aileen was crying and alternately hugging Dougie and Bridie. Cameron just stood with Fiona in his arms, rocking her. She looked annoyed at the restriction, but equally thrilled with the attention.

After all the drama, Lisa and Bridie had served everyone with hot drinks and sandwiches, and watched over the invalids until the afternoon had almost slipped away. The rain had eased a little, and the Mackies were preparing to leave.

“Remember to call Dr. Mackenzie,” Greg ordered. “He can decide if Fiona needs to be checked out at the hospital in Benbecula.” Tomorrow, he’d wonder at the wisdom of ordering Cameron Mackie to do anything, but for now, this was his croft, and he was in charge. He gestured at Fiona with a frown. “And she needs to listen to her elders and betters and stay indoors on days like this.”

Fiona stared at him, opened her mouth—then shut it again abruptly, having seen the look on his face, settling for a pout.

“What about Perry?” Bridie asked.

“No, no hospital.” Perry coughed and sat up. “I’m fine. Just… cold. Tired.” He looked like he’d drop any second, but he looked pleadingly at Greg.

“I’ll look after him,” Greg said quickly. “If I think we need the doctor, I’ll call him as well.”

Aileen had crossed the room before he realized it, and she took Perry’s hand. He looked up at her with a bleary, puzzled expression.

“Thank ye, lad,” she said. “For finding my bairn. For guarding her.” She turned briefly to Greg. “And t’ you all for bringing her home.”

Greg saw the Mackies out of the house, with more thanks and more insistent calls to come around soon. Bridie and Lisa started clearing away the plates and Greg’s mismatched mugs.

Dougie came to stand beside Greg on the doorstep. “So will you be needing Dougie’s taxis t’morrow after all?”

“Get away with you.” Greg scowled at him. “Perry needs to rest. But hopefully he’ll be okay enough tomorrow to travel as planned. It’s up to him what he does.”

“If it were up t’ Perry,” Dougie said with spirit, “he wouldn’t be going anywhere.”

Greg stared at him. “Don’t be stupid. He’s from another world, and he’ll go back sooner or later.”

Dougie shrugged and grinned. He pulled his waterproofs back on, ready to leave the cottage.

Bridie came out of the kitchen, also wearing her coat. “Greg? What about you? Are you okay?”

Surprising them both, he hugged her. Her wet raincoat made a squelching sound between them. Glancing over her shoulder toward the fireplace, he could see Perry, already asleep on the sofa, swaddled in the duvet like it was a cocoon with his tousled hair poking out of the top. The flames flickered on his flushed cheeks.

What would I have done if he’d been lost?

There were puddles of water on Greg’s rug and mud trampled all over the hallway. Rory lay panting in his basket as if he’d run a marathon, and he’d need a damn good bath. Greg’s sanctuary had been invaded by crofters he barely knew, he’d bossed Cameron Mackie about, and more or less criticized Aileen Mackie’s grandparenting skills. But none of it mattered. Perry was okay; Perry was back home. All that mattered was Perry. How had he been so blind to those priorities before now?

And what will I do when he’s gone?

“Greg?”

“You were right,” he murmured into Bridie’s ear.

She chuckled. “Wonders will never cease. What about, specifically?”

“He does make me happy.”

“I see.” She searched his face for a moment, serious now. “This has moved very fast, my dear man.”

“Aye,” he said with gentle mimicry of her accent. “Verra fast, and verra definite.”

She smiled. “You’re a stupid wee arse,” she muttered fondly. “Now you just need to let him know!”




Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

FROM the moment Perry woke the next morning, the community didn’t leave him alone.

There seemed to be people wanting to see him, either by ambushing him from the Mackie house—they were just passing, what a coincidence!—or traveling back and forth in Dougie’s car on the pretext of delivering supplies, or calling Greg on some spurious business query and asking could they drop in later to discuss it face-to-face? Really, they just wanted a look at the weird London lad who’d saved Fiona Mackie from the peat bog.

Perry knew his Big Adventure on the peat bog—as he was now calling it in his mind—had been one of the worst times of his life. At one stage, when his ankle hurt almost unbearably, when he couldn’t lift Fiona any longer without a rest, when he couldn’t seem to rouse himself again after he’d sunk down on the sodden ground… well, that ranked as one of the most frightening things he’d ever suffered. Intellectually, he knew he was unlikely to have died out there—though could one drown in mud, like the sea?—and he hadn’t been that far from habitation, if only he’d known where the hell he was. But he was far from fighting fit, and there’d been definite risks of hypothermia, shock, and further injury. Or so Dr. Mackenzie had said in a too-loud whisper to Greg, when he made a quick house call that morning. Perry’s ankle still hurt like hell, though the doctor said it wasn’t broken, but he’d walk with a limp for a while.

Perry was just glad to be alive and in one piece. For the first few hours, he didn’t mind all the visitors—he’d taken all of the villagers to his heart—but he was horribly conflicted about being confined to the cottage. On the one hand, he desperately wanted more time with Greg. He missed the silly but sweet routines they’d had so little time to establish together: the snuggling on the sofa; the menu experiments; playing with Rory; sharing the shower in the morning. The way he’d started drifting into the studio when Greg was painting, then just sitting cross-legged on the floor behind him with a book, watching him work. Learning to swim; arguing over the fact Greg never had the TV on because it was full of crap, then watching a stupid program that never got any real attention because they rarely made the end of it before they started making out—

But on the other hand, it hurt to be around Greg. Perry should have remembered it had just been a fun interlude, a romantic, sexy, holiday romp. He was an adult; he knew how these things went. He’d entered into it with his eyes open. But he’d allowed himself to care too much, and there was no reason to prolong that agony. And really, he couldn’t put off the reckoning with both his bank and Eddy Latham for much longer.

Even Rory seemed to know something rotten was happening. He lay in his basket for most of the morning, still exhausted after his mercy dash in the storm, but whining every time he caught sight of Perry. When Greg brought Perry’s case down into the hallway, Rory actually howled.

It was a relief when everyone else left the cottage to Greg and Perry, just after lunchtime. Now Perry could concentrate on leaving. Limping into the hallway, he found his blue boots standing neatly by his case. Greg must have cleaned them this morning. Perry gave Rory a good hug, and he didn’t protest when Greg shut the dog in the kitchen.

Greg cleared his throat. He looked strangely anguished. “I won’t come with you to the ferry.”

“I… sorry?”

“Well, there’s not a lot of room in Dougie’s car, as I hear Bridie and Lisa are coming too. And really, there’s not much point, is there?”

Perry stared at him. Greg looked a bit sickly too. Perhaps he’d slept as badly as Perry had, though Perry couldn’t confirm that. He’d been hustled into the spare bedroom last night, on the premise he needed undisturbed rest.

“Fuck.” Greg grimaced. “I didn’t mean that to sound like… well, like it did. I meant, we can say good-bye here in the warm and the quiet. No point stamping our feet against the cold at the ferry, with the girls milling about and weeping over you.”

“No, I suppose not. Shall I call you when I get back safely to London?” Perry didn’t want to beg, but he was startled by the pleading tone in his voice.

“Yes. You better.”

Greg smiled but he still looked pale. Perry didn’t want to string this really awkward situation out, but there was no sign of Dougie’s car yet. “Don’t forget to tell me how Fiona gets on. If she makes it back to school okay for the new term. If Dr. McKenzie’s housekeeper finds her son’s iPod. If Bridie orders those LGBT books I suggested for the shop. If Marty sells more scallops to that French restaurant on Harris—”

Greg put his hand on Perry’s arm. It was a real shock; Greg hadn’t touched him all day. “I think you’d better come back yourself to catch up on all that. It sounds like a soap opera in itself.”

“Yes.” Perry smiled at last. “I’ll hold you to that.”

They stood in the hallway, more awkwardness descending. Greg’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket. That was another thing Perry had set him straight on—keeping it charged up at all times.

“Shit. Dougie will be half an hour late. But there’s no risk you’ll miss the ferry. We allowed for plenty of time.”

They looked at each other. Perry felt a flicker of something in his belly that seemed most inappropriate, but totally unmistakable. “Could we… go to bed while we wait? Is that the most selfish thing I’ve ever asked?”

Greg chuckled. His face colored and his eyes lit up. It was almost the return of the old Greg. “God, yes. I mean, yes, we can go, not yes it’s selfish. Or else I’m selfish too.”

For a while, quickly naked in Greg’s bed, they didn’t do anything sexual. They just hugged. It was obvious when Greg remembered Perry was only here for a little more time. One minute he was stroking Perry’s thigh, teasing him, nudging his leg, and making some joke about such a skinny bloke taking up so much mattress. The next minute he stilled his hand, and his breath caught. And he shifted almost imperceptibly away, as if drawing back even his muscles. “Um. You’ve got the journey sorted once you’re back on the mainland? You’ll need help to get around the airport. Your ankle….”

“Candace is organizing something for me. Transport to get me from the airport to home, and then into the office tomorrow.”

Another brief silence. “Do you have to confirm your flight? Check in?”

“It’s all done.”

“Mr. Efficient.” Greg ran his hand down Perry’s chest to his navel.

Perry chuckled. “That tickles.”

“Was meant to.” Greg’s voice sounded strained.

I have to ask, don’t I? “Look… when I go back… you know what I mean?”

Greg tilted his head as if to hear better. “Not really. I haven’t completely clued in to your subtle London-speak.”

Perry thumped him on the upper arm, though he reckoned it hurt him more than it hurt Greg’s solid muscle. “We’ll keep in touch, right?”

“Right,” Greg said.

Perry tried to ignore the tiny hesitation there’d been before the response, but failed miserably. “Greg?”

Greg sighed. “I’m sorry. Of course we’ll keep in touch.”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.” Had he misjudged everything?

“Christ, Perry. We can’t all leap up in the air cheering with rainbow-colored balloons and streamers every time we speak.”

Perry bit his lip.

Greg groaned. “God, that was shit stupid, wasn’t it? And not what I meant either.”

“So now it’s your quaint island speak I can’t parse.” When Greg blinked at him, Perry laughed at the owlish look. “You’re so gorgeous, you know.” He shuffled up onto his knees, shrugging the duvet off his shoulders, and leaned into Greg for a kiss. Greg’s lips were dry to start with, then eased against Perry’s, the brush of their combined saliva softening the taste for them both. Greg slid his hand around the back of Perry’s neck, holding him in place. Perry’s skin prickled with growing delight, but he wasn’t immediately hard. This was a caress, not an invitation to sex, at least not yet. He dropped his hand to Greg’s groin, tugging at the little hairs, sliding his little finger against Greg’s dick where it rested on his upper thigh. Just to touch, to connect.

“Perry.” Greg’s voice sounded strangely ragged. “I never said this to anyone before. It’s you that’s gorgeous.”

“For heaven’s sake, are we going to bicker about that all over ag—”

“I don’t want you to go.”

Oh. Perry was silent for a long moment. He could feel Greg’s heart beat against the palm of his hand where it rested on Greg’s chest.

“Greg. I don’t ask much”—apart from the big-arse grief of Greg going back to London, and how well had that gone?—“but please be honest with me.” Especially about this. “I need to know how you’re really feeling.”

“This,” Greg said. He was obviously still struggling with expressing himself.

Perry knew he could probably express enough for them both, but… why should he have to? “You have to give me more to go on. This… what?”

Greg smiled ruefully, his expression pained. “Us. This.” He gestured this time at the bed.

Perry nodded slowly. “It’s bloody marvelous?”

Greg barked a laugh. “Too bloody right! But it’s more than that. Isn’t it?”

Perry felt happiness seep through him like sinking into a warm bath. “Well, it is for me.”

Greg nodded slowly. Perry watched his progression of thoughts: they appeared in Greg’s expressions like a personal movie. “I see that’s what you meant. But you’re going back to London.” It wasn’t a question.

“I have to—”

“I know, I know. Your job. The money. I understand.”

“And you don’t want to come with me.”

Greg scowled briefly. “Not fair.”

“I know. Sorry.”

Greg grimaced, pain still in his eyes. “I love it here. This is my world.”

“I know,” Perry repeated.

“And that’s your world, isn’t it? What you deserve. All those bright young media types. Glamorous stars. People with power and money to seduce you.”

“I hope you’re not implying I’ve slept my way to the top, Greg Ventura. And especially not with Eddy Latham.” They looked at each other, shuddered, and laughed. Then Perry let the laughter go, gentling his voice. “I don’t want those bright young types, Greg. But I understand how things are, with us in such different places.” And saying I loved you…? “Look, I can’t apologize enough for the stupid thing I said before, I know I overreached—”

“Wait, I don’t mean—”

“Come here.” Perry didn’t want this last time to be full of argument and angst. He licked his palm and slid his hand around Greg’s cock. Slowly and lovingly, he began to stroke. Greg made a small strangled sound and arched up beneath him.

Quiet descended over the room, no sound except for their harsh breathing and the occasional groan from Greg. Perry slid his other hand under Greg’s balls, relishing the crinkled skin on his palm, gently squeezing to enhance Greg’s reaction.

“Oh, Jesus.” Greg grunted and gripped hard at Perry’s shoulders. “So bloody good.”

Perry encouraged Greg up into a kneeling position as well, facing each other. He gripped a little harder, his hand slick now with precome as well as saliva. Greg was panting, leaning into him, his head resting on Perry’s neck. From that angle, he could watch Perry’s hand moving on him, up and down.

There was a knock at the front door.

“For fuck’s sake!” Greg moaned, his hands fisted in the sheets beneath his knees. “Can’t they leave us alone?”

“Hush. It’s okay. It’s probably Dougie. He must have made better time than he expected. He can wait. My case is in the hall so he’ll know I’ll come down when I’m ready.” He knew he was just prattling on, and when he caught Greg’s eye again, Greg’s stark look was sobering.

“He’ll just walk in!”

“It’s locked,” Perry said softly. “You locked it after that last batch of crofters called around.” He tightened his hand.

“Perry?” Greg looked startled, disapproving, desperate. He pressed his hands flat against Perry’s chest. “We can’t.”

“Can,” Perry whispered. “You’re close, aren’t you?” He recognized the tension in Greg’s limbs, the tightening of his throat. I won’t give this up, not yet! He stroked faster.

Greg gave a low, swift growl in the back of his throat. His whole body shivered.

The knock came again downstairs. And again.

“He can wait,” Perry repeated in a determined whisper. They could all wait.

“Oh fuck,” Greg groaned. The bed rocked beneath him. “Oh fuck! Can’t stop it.”

“Please.” Perry made the word almost a sigh. “Please don’t.”

Greg gave a strangled laugh as if both amazed and anguished, and shifted his grip to Perry’s arms, anchoring himself. He came with a yell and a shudder through his legs and torso that nearly threw Perry off the mattress.

They remained kneeling up on the bed, facing each other, foreheads touching. All Perry could hear was their gasping. His cock was half-hard, but he didn’t need to touch it; he’d been excited enough giving Greg pleasure. He wiped his fingertips gently over Greg’s belly. The come was already cooling, and he liked the way it clung to Greg’s hairs. Greg shifted his head and kissed the tip of Perry’s nose.

“God. You are such….”

“What am I?” He didn’t lift his head, though he could see the smile on Greg’s face.

“You’re a magnificent, dirty, little bugger.”

Perry smiled too, though more sadly. That would have to be good enough for him. He leaned away and shifted to the edge of the bed. “I’ll answer the door, shall I?” he asked, reaching for his jeans. He kept his back to Greg, because the false brightness in his voice made him wince. “You know, this is going to sound stupid, but I actually don’t want you to come to London.”

Greg sank down on the bed behind him; the mattress dipped heavily. “What the hell?”

“I mean—not for the TV show. I know it’d make you miserable. I know it’s not really you. And I can’t think of anything worse now than making you act against your will. Of you being any less than you. I lov—I really respect that.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You. I’m glad I didn’t persuade you.”

He slipped off the bed, picked up his clothes, socks and shoes, and made for the bedroom door.

Greg seemed frozen in place but he said hoarsely, “You’ll call?”

“I’ll let you know I arrived safely. Can’t have any more watery disasters, right? We’ll talk soon.”

Perry tried not to limp too much as he left the bedroom.




Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

THAT evening, Bridie was the last person Greg wanted to see. He knew that, she knew that, to hell with it. But there she was at his door with, of all people, Aileen Cameron behind her. And a very different Aileen than usual. Instead of being wrapped up in her habitual thick, albeit beautiful, sweater and jeans, she was wearing a silk blouse and a smart trouser suit.

“Is Perry okay?” he said abruptly, and to hell with sounding rude.

Bridie raised an eyebrow—could she smell the whiskey on his breath from here?—but she didn’t scold him. “Yes, there’s nothing wrong. Well, not with Perry. He made the ferry okay and I believe his connection to his flight. He’ll be back in London by tonight.”

“So why are you here?”

“Good God, lad.” Aileen snorted and pushed past him into the house. “Your manners are appalling. We came t’ get Perry’s London contact details.” She peered at him as he stood there in some shock. “Thought ye’d know. Mebbe not.”

Greg opened and shut his mouth like a fish. Then tried again. “Somewhere. I have them somewhere, in one of my brother’s communications.”

“What’s his agency called?”

Greg dredged up the name from his memory. “Latham. Eric—no, Eddy Latham. What’s this about?”

Bridie looked between him and Aileen, then went to put the kettle on. Aileen led Greg into the living room and sat them both down. “Fiona came home with a square of knitting she said was Perry’s.”

“Aye. He’s been designing stuff.” There’d been several squares left around the living room, which Greg had bundled into a drawer under the TV so he didn’t have to look at them and remember Perry on the sofa, concentrating on his knitting with his tongue flicking out now and then….

“I sell my woolens t’ a designer in Glasgow,” Aileen said, breaking into his miserable memories. “Just came back from my monthly management meeting. Aye, ye never imagined that, did ye? Thought I was only good for socks and frumpy winter scarves.”

“No,” Greg protested, way too late.

“The store was very interested in Perry’s designs. I think we could develop a range of woolen cloth, created here in North Uist but sold t’ the mainland.”

It was what Perry had been thinking of too. “Like a cottage industry?”

Aileen resisted—barely—rolling her eyes at him. “Ye know nothing, lad. This is big business, nae amateur hour. I need t’ know if Perry is willing t’ go into partnership with me, with his designs.”

Greg’s mouth did the fish impression again. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “He’s gone now.”

Aileen sighed and shook her head. Somehow, Greg inferred she was sighing at him, not Perry’s absence. Bridie came in with the tea and forced a large mug of strong brew into Greg’s hands while he thought over what Aileen had said. For a brief, wild moment he imagined what it’d be like if Perry worked here on North Uist, lived with him. Well, not even with him, but if he were on the same land mass, rather than a bloody ocean of sea and sky away. If only….

“So, Greg,” Bridie said, settling beside Aileen on the sofa. “You look like shite.”

“Ah. Thanks.”

“Did you not ask him to stay? Did you not tell him how you feel?”

Oh Jesus. When was he meant to have done that, when he’d barely realized it himself? “I don’t know how I feel, really, Bridie. Except… scared.”

“Scared?”

“Aye. Scared, pissed off, whatever. I can’t really work it out in my mind.” Greg swallowed hard. “Definitely miserable.”

“Was it something Perry did? Said?”

“Yes. No.” Greg gave a harsh laugh. “It is all his fault. But not. You know?”

Bridie wrinkled her nose. “Astonishingly enough, I do. Must be years of living with my incomprehensible brother.”

“I’m scared of losing him.”

Bridie kindly didn’t point out the fact that it looked like Greg already had. “You mean to the London life? To another man? To someone like your own fucking brothers?”

Greg just stared at her. Aileen sucked in a breath but surprisingly didn’t scold Bridie for her language.

“I thought you knew him better,” Bridie continued. “Even after such a short time. But you can’t have it both ways, Greg Ventura. You can’t have him at your beck and call but also push him away when it gets too heavy.”

“What did he tell you?” Greg growled.

“Nothing. He’s a loyal wee lad.”

“Yes,” Greg said. “He was. Is.”

Rory was sitting in his basket by the fireplace. He’d been moping ever since Perry left that morning. Now he lifted his head and barked sharply at Greg, just once, but with a wealth of doggy meaning.

“I love him.” Greg had never told anyone in his life that he’d loved them—not since his mother, anyway, and he’d only been a kid—and he was suddenly swamped with the need to confess it aloud.

But what bloody use was it, saying it to himself?

“Do you know how good you look?” Bridie said with smug satisfaction.

“Bridie, I don’t mean—”

“And I don’t mean in the mirror. You just are better, you enjoy yourself, you communicate better—”

“Ye smile more,” Aileen added, with a brief grimace of her own.

“Face it, Greg, he’s made you a new man.” Bridie was in full smirk mode now. “Would you have ever said that love stuff before now? You’re an antisocial, self-pitying lug at times—and for no good reason, as we’ve always tried to tell you—but you’ve never been happier than with Perry around.”

Was that why now he’d never felt more bloody unhappy? “Aileen. Are you here to read me the riot act too?”

“Get over y’self, sassenach,” she said crisply.

“Greg.” Bridie perched on the edge of the armchair, looming over him. She slid an arm around his shoulders. “We’re here to help. And here’s what we’re gonna do for you!”




Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 

“WHAT do you mean, I’m fired?”

Perry stared at Eddy Latham from the other side of his boss’s outrageously large desk, and felt his stomach roil. Eddy had made him wait two days for a debrief, and now he’d been met with this bombshell.

Eddy leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers, and peered at Perry through his gold-rimmed glasses. “Peregrine, one thing you’ve always been excellent at is English comprehension. You know what it means. I’m sorry, of course, that it should come to this, but that’s the nature of the job. It was made clear to you at the start that this was a rolling twelve-month contract. We’ve all enjoyed having you around, and I’ll draw up a fine reference for you. But this debacle confirms for me that this isn’t the job for you.”

“Why not?” was all he could think of to say.

“It’s the hunger, Perry. You don’t have it. You don’t have that edge, that desire to win at all costs. To make things happen. You had a mission and a time frame and, unfortunately, you met neither. Now excuse me, I have clients to see before lunch at The Ivy.”

 

 

“HE’S livid,” Candace whispered. She and Antony were fussing over a stunned Perry in the staff area, with stewed machine coffee and stale biscuits. “They awarded the TV show to the Howlers a week ago.”

“The Howells,” Perry corrected absentmindedly.

Antony giggled nervously. “Perry, we all call them the Howlers nowadays, like you once did.” He patted Perry’s arm sympathetically. “You’ll need more moisturizer, love. That wilderness has taken its toll on your skin.”

Something Candace had said clicked in Perry’s mind. “A week ago? We’d already lost the contract while I was still on Uist?” No wonder Eddy had abandoned Perry on his own, had suggested Perry stay on for extra time! Eddy hadn’t wanted him back in London to see the disaster—or to admit it hadn’t been Perry’s fault at all. Bloody nerve!

“Apparently the Howlers had friends in management at the production company and pulled strings to win the program. Their agent has been crowing over Eddy ever since. They’ve been archenemies for years.” Candace’s face was twisted in upset. “We’re going to miss you working with us. You really livened up this place.”

It was the unfairness of all this that hurt Perry the most. “I’m just the scapegoat here!”

“Darling. It sucks, I know.” Antony shrugged. “That’s the role of us minions, right?”

A ripple of excited chatter ran through the open plan office. Antony gave a pained squeal, because he was meant to be watching Reception, and darted off toward his desk.

Perry took a gulp of the disgusting coffee—he definitely wouldn’t miss this—and peered over Candace’s shoulder. “Is that…? It’s the Venturas. Why are they in the office?”

“Oh. That. Eddy’s pitching one last time for a Christmas special. The family at home, but without Greg.” Candace shrugged. “He’s clutching at straws, Perry. Let him make a fool of himself. It serves him right.”

The four brothers made their usual fabulous sight: designer suits, perfect hair, the whole arrogant/entitlement thing they had going on. Antony on Reception was cooing and blushing like royalty had arrived, which, in fact, it probably was in the media world. The Venturas murmured hellos to everyone, accepted cups of freshly brewed, decent coffee. Geoff led the way as always, with Gerry blustering in his wake. The twins were mugging mischievously for people’s camera phones all the way, posing for selfies with the admin staff.

This was their world, and they were princes of it.

But Perry realized his attitude had changed. Instead of being impressed, he could look at them dispassionately now. They were like models, manufactured from a mold—the same look, the same grooming. The same character, the same selfish self-indulgence. Media plastic. He wondered who the hell would want to see a TV program featuring these self-centered, too-handsome men.

And we let them be that way. We encourage it!

That said, he was without a job because of them. He had quarterly rent to pay next week, and food to buy, to stock up after his trip. His mother needed her scheduled monthly allowance. She still had no idea Perry was making the repayments on her loan, and not his feckless ex, Henry. Eddy would probably sign off on his expenses—if only to make sure he left the building without any fuss—but that was little enough to live on.

He glanced over at the Venturas, now being greeted effusively by Eddy.

He could approach Geoff Ventura direct, couldn’t he? Apologize for failing to bring Greg back to London. He could beg Eddy for a chance to work on the Christmas special instead. He could beg Eddy for a job cleaning the toilets, for that matter.

Forget that!

Anger stabbed inside his chest. Yes, he knew his junior job was the lowest of the low, and he’d fucked up the one chance they’d given him. But he knew he was good at what he did, and he had tried as best he could. And this wasn’t fair!

He was damned if he’d approach Geoff, Gerry, George, or Gareth Ventura for any bloody favors. And definitely not Eddy Celebrity-Boot-Licking Latham. Perry’s last words to Greg had been truthful—he didn’t want Greg to be caught up in this pile of media shit! He didn’t want Greg dragged back to this superficial, two-faced, hypocritical, back-stabbing business at all, in fact—

“Perry?” Candace jabbed him in the ribs. “Who’s that just come in behind them?”

A tall man strode up to Reception. “I’d like to see Eddy Latham,” he said, loudly enough for Perry and Candace to hear him from the other side of the office.

Geoff Ventura obviously heard him too, because he stopped abruptly on his way over to Eddy’s room. The other brothers also turned to look.

“Fucking hell,” Gerry said succinctly. “Look what the cat dragged in!”

Greg Ventura stepped away from Reception and glanced over the rest of the office. Everyone was staring at him. Perry recognized a hint of nervousness in the way his hands were half-curled into fists, but it was unlikely anyone else would.

“My fucking gorgeous God’s gift,” Candace breathed.

Greg wore a splendid designer three-piece suit—and Perry knew a splendid designer when he saw it—with a startlingly white shirt and sumptuous purple silk tie. Perry wondered where he’d bought the suit. It looked personally tailored to fit Greg’s every measurement, and it wasn’t one of the commonly available styles Perry had seen in this season’s catalogs. Greg’s shoes matched perfectly and were highly polished. Perry realized he’d never seen Greg in shoes, only ever in hiking boots or slip-on clogs. Greg’s whole aura was one of self-confidence and assurance.

Perry’s appraisal slid up to Greg’s face. Their eyes met. Perry’s breath caught in his throat.

Perry knew he was biased but, honestly, Greg had never looked more handsome. There was something about his healthy, craggy features that added style to his sophisticated clothing, rather than conflicting with it. Where so many models nowadays looked pretty, but pale and aloof—or as Perry’s mum often said, “white and spiteful”—Greg looked stunning. His wide mouth accentuated his smile, and his striking features caught everyone’s attention. No one would ever mistake Greg Ventura for anyone else. He looked fully alive. Suddenly his smart, well-groomed brothers were the pale ones in the equation.

“Tongue back in, darling,” Candace murmured to Perry. “Do you know him?”

There was total silence in the office apart from a phone ringing persistently, which was blatantly ignored. Perry noticed with some smugness that every woman was fascinated and admiring—and several of the men too.

Then a second phone rang and the temporary spell was broken. People shuffled back to their desks and started tapping again on keyboards. It was only an act of course—it was obvious that everyone was watching to find out who Greg was and why he was here.

“Are you from the TV company?” Antony asked, wide-eyed. He and one of the makeup girls, Amy, were gazing at Greg like he was fillet steak inexplicably served up at a fish and chip restaurant.

“In movies?” Amy asked. “You must be. Don’t tell me—I’ll remember in a minute. I’m sure I saw you at that premiere last month in Leicester Square.” Amy was a shameless celebrity hunter. “Or one of those wonderful dancers on Strictly Come Dancing. You move like one. Or that fabulous French revolution series, full of gorgeous hair and ruffled shirts. Wait a minute, maybe you’re one of the recent Eiger exploration team, is that it?” She tilted her head to one side, puzzling out what context she’d seen him in.

Greg looked a bit dazed at the attention. He darted a glance at Perry that seemed to say “help me out, here” and Perry weaved his way through the desks to Reception. Amy and Antony never even turned to acknowledge him, maintaining their mouse in the eye of a big cat pose in front of Greg.

When Greg smiled at him, the brilliance made Perry blink, and his stomach flipped with joy.

“Why are you here?” Perry asked. “You said you wouldn’t come.”

“That was for the program. I came to see you,” Greg said.

“Me?” Perry winced at his simpering tone, but it had slipped out with his happiness.

“Well, it’s lucky you caught him here!” Candace crowed, appearing at Perry’s side. “Because Perry’s leaving the company tomorrow.”

“What?” Greg frowned. “Leaving?”

Perry shrugged. “We lost the TV option. And officially it’s my fault. At least, I’m the one who has to fall on my virtual career sword.”

“That’s not fair!”

Perry shrugged again, though he was ridiculously touched by the sympathy. “Well, it has its advantages. You’re no longer needed back in London and won’t get swept up in all this crap. But…. Um.” He tried hard not to blush, but reckoned he’d failed when even the tips of his ears felt hot. “I could have let you know by phone. Why did you make the journey all the way from the Western Isles?”

“I thought I was the fisherman,” Greg said softly, with an increasingly wide grin.

“What?” Then Perry realized what Greg meant and blushed even more. “Oh God, no, I wasn’t fishing for compliments!” Well, not really. “I just wondered….” He’d been saving himself to e-mail Greg that very night, or maybe call him. He’d just needed an excuse. Dammit, he wasn’t even bothered about that. He’d just worried how soon it’d be before Greg told him to piss off from stalking him, if he created spurious reasons to call every night, until he could bum the money off someone to go back out and visit the Isles—

“I couldn’t wait to see you. I miss you.” Greg looked almost sheepish, which was a very fine look on someone so unutterably gorgeous. “From the minute you left until the minute I could get to the ferry and fly over here after you.”

“Wow,” Candace breathed, transfixed.

“I miss you too.” Perry wanted to grab Greg, to kiss him, to hold him. He pulled up just in time, realizing Candace and Amy and several other just-happened-to-be-passing staff members were enthralled at the little drama unfolding in front of them. “How long are you here for?”

“I can’t stay long, just overnight—Alasdair needs help with the sheep, with lambing coming up. And Rory won’t take medicine from anyone but me—”

“Oh my God, Rory’s sick?”

“Who’s Rory? Another hunky friend?” Candace hissed to Antony.

Antony shrugged, his adoring gaze still on Greg. “Who knows? You think he’ll have a brother too?”

“Just a chill,” Greg reassured Perry. “He’s hardy, but he’s not a youngster anymore, and I think he outpaced himself that night you saved Fiona Mackie. He went out the next day as well, you know, and found that damn doll of hers. But he’s on the mend now.”

“Perry? You saved someone’s life?” Candace was still hanging around at his elbow, eyes wide. “Were you with this gorgeous man at the time?”

“A hero,” Amy sighed. “I knew he had to be that.”

“Perry’s the hero, not me.” Greg dismissed the fans like they were nothing but a small flock of annoying sea birds. He turned back to Perry. “Come back with me. I know I shouldn’t ask, but I want you to.”

“To North Uist? To the croft?”

“What’s a croft?” Candace asked.

Greg rushed on as if Perry had already begun to refuse. “I can try to make it more comfortable for you. I could put in central heating. Double glazing. No, triple glazing, if you want.”

“No central heating?” Antony’s face screwed up in shocked disgust.

“I’ll make sure Rory stays in the spare room. Well.” Greg flushed deeply. “That’s if you don’t want to sleep there yourself.”

“A threesome?” Antony murmured. “How very bohemian.”

“Perry? Christ, am I messing this up? I knew I would.” Greg frowned. “Are you still angry with me?”

Perry took a deep breath. “Angry? Why would I be?”

Greg frowned. “Is that sarcasm?”

Perry laughed much too loudly, but his heart was beating so quickly he felt light-headed. “No, it’s genuine. I’m not angry with you, you idiot. I understand precisely what you see in that place, why you don’t want to leave it. You’re not just hiding away there—you’ve made your life and love there. I understand your decision, believe me. I wish I could—”

“What?” Greg jumped on his pause. “Sounds like you want to come back there yourself.”

“You mean, come back to that erratic weather? Being woken by the noise of sheep every morning? Of not a tree in sight? No manicurist? No decent hairstylist? For that matter, no shops?”

“There’s good Internet.” Greg looked a little sly. “You can do all your shopping online. And Lisa’s moving in with Bridie and setting up her own business. So you can get a decent haircut at last. Assuming you like what she did with mine?”

“I like it very much,” Perry said softly, though his eyes weren’t on Greg’s smart haircut. He couldn’t get over the utter joy of having Greg in front of him, in person, in fabulous person, and speaking such astonishing stuff.

“Oh, and while I remember,” Greg said. “Aileen called around with a business proposal for you. She—no, I would like you to consider it.”

“Business proposal? What—?”

“Greg Ventura!” came a sudden cry. Eddy Latham stood at the door of his office, arms wide in an expansive welcome. “Well, the wanderer has returned. And looking astonishingly good!”

“Greg Ventura?” Candace gasped, gazing up at Greg’s full six foot three. “Are you really? You’re so better-looking than the other Venturas. Where have they been hiding you?”

“Let’s talk about this TV option, shall we?” Eddy said, grasping Greg’s elbow and gesturing toward his private office.

“Greg. No!” Perry grabbed his other elbow. He glared at Eddy, who glared right back, but with the smug assurance of a man who knows he has the financial upper hand.

Greg looked confused. He glanced down at Perry. “Your job rests on it, right?”

“I’ve got new ideas,” Eddy crowed. “A rival program to the Howells. The Big Ventura: the ugly duckling of the family becomes the fashionable swan!”

“I don’t give a fuck about my job,” Perry said through gritted teeth. “You won’t do this.” He shut his eyes briefly to tune out the awfulness of it all.

“Well, well” came another new voice, the other side of Greg. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

Perry opened his eyes to see Gerry Ventura face-to-face with his newly returned brother. “Brush up surprisingly well, don’t you?”

“Better than anyone,” Perry said quietly. He didn’t care whether he was heard or not, but Gerry Ventura obviously thought he was being insulting, because he swung around immediately to stare at Perry, his handsome face twisted with scorn.

“What’s it to you?”

“I’m sorry?” Perry drew himself up to his full height, albeit he was still four or five inches less than the shortest of the Venturas.

“Are you the one who tarted him up like this? Is this why he’s so full of himself?” Gerry turned the scorn on Greg as well, then smirked. “You’re fucking each other?”

“What the hell does that have to do with you?” Perry snapped.

“Gerry, back off,” Greg said coldly. His face looked like thunder.

But Gerry didn’t. “It must have taken a hell of a lot of greasepaint to touch up my brother’s significant failings,” he sneered. “You had bugger all to work on. He’s always been an ugly bastard.”

Perry opened his mouth in angry shock, but nothing came out. He stepped forward with a firm intention to thump Gerry somewhere it’d really hurt, but then Greg pushed him gently but firmly to one side, leaned forward, and punched Gerry squarely on the nose.




Chapter Thirty-Four

 

 

THE office had finally calmed down, the blood from Gerry’s nose had been mopped up, and Eddy had pestered everyone back to work. It was unlikely to stop the rumors brewing around Reception or the pictures currently being gleefully uploaded to YouTube, but that was the modern media world in action.

To Perry’s startled surprise, Geoff Ventura supervised having his brother thrown out of Latham’s. The twins helped him. They directed Gerry and his throbbing face toward a nearby coffee shop to sit and cool down, and then keep out of the way for a while.

“He’s an arrogant, mean-mouthed tosser,” George said cheerily, as they all ambled back into Eddy’s office. “About time someone other than us smacked him down.” He smiled at Perry. “You’re braver than most, despite your size.”

“Fine right hook, Greg,” said Gareth beside his twin, eyes twinkling. “You always were a good scrapper.”

It was obvious the twins loved every minute of the drama, but Perry could see Eddy almost apoplectic with shock, so he nudged the four remaining brothers into his boss’s room. To his utter relief, there was a jug of fresh iced water and good coffee brewing on the table. When Eddy came blustering into the room on their heels, Perry frowned and nodded toward the refreshments. To his eternal astonishment, Eddy scuttled over to pour drinks for everyone.

Geoff turned to Greg. “What can I say?”

“The guy’s an arse?”

Geoff barked a laugh. “Always was, right? I suppose I gave him too much leeway, as he was always the loudest of us all. But his humor was always too sharp, his aggression too heavy. Mother struggled with him at the best of times, and Dad just gave up in our teenage years.”

“What about the bullying?” Perry said crossly. “You gave plenty of leeway for that too.”

Geoff turned to look at him as if he’d forgotten anyone else was there. But he impressed Perry by recalling his name. “Perry Goodwood, isn’t it? I remember us trying to persuade you in the first place to turn Greg here into a Ventura figurehead.”

“A performing monkey, more like,” Perry answered with spirit.

To Perry’s continuing surprise, Geoff laughed. “That sums us up pretty well. We were directed when we were sportsmen, stage-managed when we won success, and now we’re being manipulated into being TV personalities.”

“You regret all that?” Greg looked confused.

Geoff shrugged his broad, elegant shoulders. “You know I always lived for the sport. And now I’m too old to play, a living’s got to be made.”

“You need this TV gig?”

“Not that badly.”

“But I’m here now,” Greg said.

“Excellent news, isn’t it?” Eddy was hovering around Geoff’s elbow, glancing between the two brothers.

Perry was disgusted. The man’s tongue was almost hanging out.

“Peregrine, call the TV company, see if we can pick up some of the options. After all, who knows how long it’ll be before the Howells self-combust? They’re hardly the most stable of families.”

Perry snorted loudly and everyone turned to look at him. “Eddy, you’re a bloody fool if you don’t realize that’s exactly what the TV schedulers want to happen. And preferably on screen. Besides, you seem to have forgotten I’m not working for you any longer. You fired me.”

“What a pity, Mr. Latham,” Greg said. His voice was almost a growl, and his gaze was fully on Perry. “When the only person I will ever work with is Perry.”

Eddy went pale.

Geoff cleared his throat. “Let’s stop this nonsense, shall we?” He caught Greg’s eye. “You’re not here for any career reasons, are you? You’ve never had any intention of appearing on TV as part of the family, whether it’s a series, a Christmas special, or an advert for men’s knickers.”

Greg grinned back. “Not in a million millennia. At least, not if I can humanly avoid it.”

“What?” Eddy spluttered. “But you just said—! You can’t just come in here—!”

“Eddy, shut up, will you?” Geoff Ventura’s tone was smooth and calm, but Eddy shut up immediately. Geoff turned back to Greg, and a grudging smile crept over his face. “I know that look of yours, you see. You used to look just like that when you wanted to do something we didn’t—and vice versa. You always were a determined little arse.”

“Now look here—” Perry leaped to Greg’s defense again.

“Perry, it’s okay.” Greg slid an arm so firmly around his waist that Perry had to draw an extra gasp of happiness to keep breathing. Greg turned back to his elder brother. “So what will you do instead?”

“Oh, I’ve been offered a football commentating job for a satellite channel. I’ll enjoy that, and it’ll pay my designer’s bills. And the twins are planning to open up a nightclub in Knightsbridge. Gareth has a Russian oligarch’s daughter devoted to him, to the extent of investing a couple of million in his pet project. And funnily enough, her cute brother keeps calling George at all hours of the day and night and sending enough flowers to bring on hay fever. I think the pair of them are set to be adopted into the new London upper classes. Oh, they’ll do all right by their partners, no question—they’re decent blokes, especially when they’re out of the limelight—but a TV show would probably have been the worst thing in the world for them and their egos. And of all of us, they always land on their feet.”

Eddy was still spluttering as the Venturas turned to leave, Perry along with them. Geoff smoothly shook Eddy’s hand, took his card, and promised to keep in touch. Then turned to Greg and Perry and gave a big wink. When he walked away from Eddy’s office, it was obvious he didn’t expect Eddy to follow.

“Peregrine?” Eddy called after them. “We can reconsider your contract!”

“Reconsider my arse,” Perry said in his politest tone. “I’ve had a much better offer.” Over by Reception, he could see Candace and Antony laughing. Candace gave him a thumbs-up.

At the exit, Geoff stopped Greg with a hand on his arm. “Whatever Gerry said all those years ago—okay, what we all said—we always loved you, you big fool.”

Greg tensed. He didn’t smile back. “Not really any excuse, though, is it?”

Geoff looked abashed. “No, you’re right. But it looks like you’ve turned out the best-looking of us all.” He pulled Greg into a big, awkward hug, then pushed him away. He was blushing. “Of course I’m noticing this in a brotherly way, not some big gay way.”

Perry smirked, and tightened his own arm in Greg’s. “Damn right you’re not,” he said. “I’m the one to do the big gay way.”

Greg smiled, but he still didn’t look convinced by Geoff’s protestations of brotherly love.

“Greg,” Geoff sighed. “You have every right to hate us forever. I hope I’ve matured over the last few years, and I can see more clearly now what horror we must have caused you. I hope you’ll let us try and mend the breach in some way.”

Greg was silent. Perry peered up at him, trying to read his expression.

“And I mean, have you looked at yourself recently?” Geoff said. “I mean, properly? You stupid bugger… look, come here.” Geoff pointed to a huge TV screen on the office wall. It was meant for the staff to review screenings of advertising campaigns, but everyone knew Eddy wanted it tuned to American crime series in the afternoons. There was nothing on the TV now, but the screen was polished cleanly enough to act as a mirror. Geoff pulled Greg beside him and pointed fiercely at their reflection. “You were always going to be a late bloomer, you old bugger. And look at you now! Bloody perfect. No, even better than that.”

“What the hell?” Greg seemed shell-shocked.

“You don’t have that plastic glow we all have,” Geoff said quietly. “You reek of natural health and a boatload of charisma—maybe a little like me, while I was still playing. But so much more. You know, you look content. Like you’re happy where you are in your life. I’m proud of you, guy.”

Perry held his breath as Greg paused and followed Geoff’s look.

“Perry?” Greg whispered.

“Take a good look,” Perry added softly. “A proper look. An honest look.” Greg had to start seeing himself not colored by his history or by anyone else’s opinion. A fresh start.

Greg shook his head slowly, thoughtfully. Then he reached down and grasped Perry’s free hand. To Geoff, he said, “You’re a stupid bugger too.” But his tone had softened.

“For Christ’s sake. It’s not a contest.” Geoff rolled his eyes. “I thought I was the one who’s meant to be so bloody competitive.”

Then they looked at each other and laughed.

“But we should have done better,” Geoff said, his face suddenly twisted in distress.

“You will,” Greg said, and he clapped Geoff heavily on the shoulder. “You will!”




Chapter Thirty-Five

 

 

GREG’S brothers had left the building, Eddy had retired to his office to lick his wounds, and Greg and Perry waited a moment more by Reception. If Perry were being truly honest, he’d admit it was because he wanted to lust a little longer after Executive Greg.

“You look so good.” Perry smiled. “I’m so proud of the man I love.”

“Look, Perry—”

“Oh, shit, I’ve overreached again, haven’t I?”

Greg deliberately put a hand over Perry’s mouth. “Will you shut the hell up for a minute?”

Perry mumbled in shock. It was probably a good thing Greg couldn’t make out the actual words.

“God, Perry, this is difficult enough as it is without you… you… being there!” Greg took a deep breath. He looked almost guilty. “Bridie says I have to tell you. Bridie won’t let me—”

Perry broke free of Greg’s hand. “—get away with anything?”

Greg roared with laughter. “That’s it! You see, when you were out on the bog… I didn’t know where you were. I didn’t know if you’d left voluntarily, or were lost, or hurt. That’s when I realized. Just didn’t know what to do about it. How to do it.”

Perry went very still.

“Perry, I’m trying to say something and scrambling it as always.” Greg gave a huge, heavy sigh and ran his hand through his hair, half ruining the careful style. “Perry, I love you too.”

There was a long moment of pregnant silence. Then Amy and Candace—whom Perry had even forgotten were there behind them, shamelessly listening in—gave a combined sigh of happiness that echoed through the whole room. There was even a smattering of applause from some staff over by the photocopier.

Perry held his breath for a few seconds more. “Is there a but?”

“No, there is no fucking but!” Then Greg realized what he’d said and roared with laughter again.

“Then I’d love to.”

“What?”

Perry rolled his eyes. “Come back to the island. Look into this business opportunity you have. Help you nurse Rory back to health. Buy you a new set of matching crockery for when people come to call. Keep Bridie and Dougie in hand.”

“You will?”

Perry reached up and kissed Greg rather chastely on the well-shaven cheek. “I want to come back to the croft with you. For as long as you want me there.”

“That’s a long bloody time,” Greg said. His voice was ragged, but his smile broad. “As I left, the sun was up over the loch. Perry, you’ll love how it looks.”

“You’ll paint it?”

“Aye, I will.” Greg gave a rueful grin. “And talking of my painting, you’ll have to live on my money until your business gets going—but I promise you, it’ll be nothing like your ex’s fuckup, not with Aileen Mackie in charge. And I have enough to get you completely out of debt for the moment.”

“I don’t need much to live on,” Perry whispered. “Not there. Not with you.”

Greg flushed happily. “Oh, and Aileen has all kinds of plans for new fabrics, including—you’ll like this—tartans for kilts.”

“Rainbow ones?”

“Jesus, Perry. You dunderheed, as Dougie would pronounce it.” But Greg laughed again. “If that’s what you want. And I’m taking you out to dinner tomorrow night. Smoked scallops in white wine with green mustard sauce. The Sea Bird sisters are putting on a special event, just for your return.”

“You were so sure I’d return?”

“I realize now it was never in doubt.” Greg was beaming by now. “Despite all Bridie’s plotting, she and Lisa making me over for this trip, Dougie planning my travel, Aileen getting me kitted out in some exclusive Glasgow store—I remember now I’ve always had the trump card. Your selkie skin!”

“My—what?”

Greg smirked. “That old fleece hoodie of mine you wore all the time you were in the peat bog? I reckon that’s like your magical seal skin. So now I have it, and have hidden it, and so you’re trapped with me forever.”

Perry shook his head, laughing. He and Greg were going to do a lot of that, all the way back to North Uist. “You reckon?”

For a brief moment, Greg’s confidence faltered. “Perry, listen to me, you can’t argue with centuries-old folklore—”

And then Perry leaned in and kissed all the teasing away. At least for the time being.
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