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Dedication

For my grandmother, who didn’t get to read this,

you taught me the art of being your authentic self.

And for the ice queens,

the grudge keepers,

every girl who’s ever been labelled a bitch before she

opened her mouth.
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Juniper & Callum’s Playlist

Black Magic Woman – Fleetwood Mac

the grudge – Olivia Rodrigo

I Could Be a Florist – Olivia Dean

mirrorball – Taylor Swift

Chew On My Heart – James Bay

High – Stephen Sanchez

Would That I – Hozier

Ok Love You Bye – Olivia Dean

Hits Different – Taylor Swift

Jaded – Miley Cyrus

Move Together – James Bay

mad woman – Taylor Swift

Nobody Gets Me – SZA

Weathered – Jack Garratt

i am not who i was – Chance Peña

Everywhere, Everything – Noah Kahan, Gracie Abrams

July – Hozier

Mess Is Mine – Vance Joy

Us – Miller Blue

Silver Springs – Fleetwood Mac

Don’t Blame Me – Taylor Swift
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Then

Callum

Falling in love with Juniper Ross felt like stepping into oncoming traffic.

Late July, running down the blistering platform of Edinburgh’s Waverley train station. The air held the scent of smoke and boiling sewage that only came from dirty city streets. Heat rippled off the tarmac in hellish waves – and there she’d been. Through the train carriage window, she appeared like a mirage in the desert.

Warning bells should have sounded the moment I discarded the first-class ticket disintegrating in my sweat-slicked hand and threw myself through the sliding carriage doors just in time to retain all my limbs. Her carriage. Who needs extra leg room anyway? Not me.

Red flags should have waved when I got my first look at her up close and thought – Too young – then took the seat opposite her anyway. Sweat dripped from me, like the condensation on her iced latte, and she glanced up from her paperback just long enough to watch a bead trail the length of my neck.

Blistering. That’s the word that would forever come to mind when I thought of her.

She reminded me of Snow White’s sarcastic twin. Pale skin and a permanent blush to her cheeks. Black clothes, black boots and a delicate little septum piercing. Her hair had been long back then, midnight black and curling at the base of her spine. A wicked smile on her lips like she knew the punchline to a joke I hadn’t even heard yet.

Or maybe I had.

Warning bells were ringing after all, and I ignored every one of them, throwing myself into the seat opposite hers. Not a guy who played his hand too soon, I granted her a full five minutes to feign interest in the paperback in her hands, then asked, “Do you live in Glasgow or Edinburgh?”

She barely glanced up from the page. “As if I’d hand over that information to some creep on a train.”

Her voice was low, her accent smooth and melodic in a way that scratched a part of my brain perfectly. Even if she lived here, she wasn’t a Lowlander.

“Usually, I would advise a woman against it, but this situation is entirely different.”

She flipped a page. “And why’s that?”

I bent closer, getting high on her perfume, and whispered, “Because I’m trustworthy.”

She laughed and I felt like I’d won a medal. “A trustworthy creep? You’re the fourth I’ve met this morning.”

I’d never been so fucking thoroughly charmed by a person. I was only headed to Glasgow because my wee brother, Alistair, wanted me to meet his new girlfriend. It made me the worst sibling in the world, yet I was ready to drop all my plans for the next three days and beg her to fill every second of my time. Then, the train had pulled into Glasgow and she landed the first gut punch.

She had a boyfriend. Of course she had a boyfriend.

Shit, but it didn’t seem fair for a girl like that to be in a serious relationship.

Hours later, standing in my little brother’s too-clean kitchen, the second punch landed.

My stomach was in my arse as I stared down at this weirdly wonderful woman for the second time that day. Her slim hand in mine as we shook in greeting.

Wee Juniper Ross.

I couldn’t believe the cruel odds of meeting her there. Two escapees from our tiny Isle of Skye village. My baby sister’s best friend. I hadn’t made the connection on the train, too caught up in the vision of those mile-long legs wrapped around my waist. Alistair’s new girlfriend. And I’d encountered her for the first time on the eight-forty-five train from Edinburgh to Glasgow. Seven months and twelve days too late to make her mine.

Falling in love with Juniper Ross felt like stepping into oncoming traffic.

I sensed my feet leave the kerb. Saw the flash of headlights. Heard the screech of tyres. Sensed that split second when I could have pulled back and saved myself. But then she laughed. Laughed like her entire body was set to take flight and it set fire to a place inside me that had frozen over the day my bullish father shipped his sixteen-year-old kid off to the army.

Juniper laughed and I opened my arms, welcoming the collision.

From that moment on, I locked my feelings deep inside my chest. I flirted and taunted and threatened to steal her away from my brother in the night. I ruffled her hair and flicked her nose like a big brother would.

But mostly . . . I avoided her, because every time I saw Juniper Ross, she owned me a little bit more.




Three Years Later, Glasgow

Juniper

“Are you looking at the documents I emailed over from the Boutique Hotel conference? I’ve highlighted a few paragraphs under the sustainable business model section—”

“This all looks very modern. You know your dad preferred to keep the inn traditional.”

Yeah? Well, Dad isn’t here anymore. Clutching my phone tighter, I swallowed the cruel retort, eyeing the door of my Glasgow city centre hotel. “I get that, but we need to make changes now if we want to compete with the influx of private holiday rentals on the island.”

“I love your enthusiam, Juney, Dad would be so proud.” But no – she didn’t need to say it.

This was pointless. I knew before I’d got on the damn ferry from Skye that the conference was useless and, like a fool, I’d come anyway. I scrubbed a tired hand over my face. “Maybe we should talk about this when I get home.”

“If that’s what you want, love.” It wasn’t. But I acquiesced. As I always did. “Do you have any big plans tonight? You haven’t visited Glasgow in so long.”

“A mountain of room service and that lame wedding movie, you know the one where the guy falls in his in-laws’ pool,” I lied, already headed for the door.

“Father of the Bride? A classic. They don’t make love stories like that anymore.”

“If you say so.” My adoptive mother had always been overly romantic.

“You’re not meeting up with Alistair?”

“No, why would I?”

“I’m just saying, after so many years together it’s a shame to let things—”

“Fiona.” I issued her name like a warning.

“—it would be nice if you could be friends at the very least. He was your fiancé.”

“Call me crazy, but I wouldn’t put a fiancé who abandons you the second your father gets sick in the great future friend category,” I snapped.

Silence. Shit. “Fiona, I’m sorry—”

“I know.” Her voice wobbled. “It’s just hard to remember him sometimes.” I started to apologise again but she cut me off, sniffling in that way she always did while composing herself.

“It’s hard for me too.” My voice was quiet. Homesick not for a place, but a person. “Look . . . I’ll see you tomorrow. My bus is early so I should get to bed.”

“Tomorrow.” Did I imagine the disappointment in her tone? “Love you, Juney.”

My chest ached when I couldn’t offer it back.

Out on the street, the familiarity of Glasgow’s Victorian architecture moulded around me and I fuelled my frustration into each beat of my heels on stone that screamed Home, home, home. Instead of taking a left that would carry me toward the River Clyde and the gleaming tower of city apartments, I turned right, circumventing arm-in-arm couples to the string of upscale restaurants lining Hope Street.

That neighborhood belonged to a younger Juniper. A little more wild, monumentally less jaded and owner of one too many band T-shirts. By some miracle I’d put my journalism degree to good use and wrangled an entry-level position at the Glasgow Herald only a year out of uni. I always left out the part where I worked for the gossip column, the ancient editor had taken one look at my septum piercing and declared, “You’ll bring a little edge” whatever that meant. I hadn’t cared that the stories were trashy. I’d loved the endless bustle of the Cube Farm office and the smell of shit coffee from my World’s Sexiest Journalist mug (a gift from my best friend Heather). I’d loved that when I got really into a story, my fingers refused to type as quickly as the words flowed through my brain because it felt like I had my finger right on the pulse of something great. I’d loved that every Friday, Alistair took the subway from Hillend to Buchanan Street to take me out for lunch.

Almost a year since I’d set foot in the city.

Almost a year since my engagement party that changed everything.

The memory of my father, Alexander, collapsed on the dance floor clutching his chest, left me cold. A heart attack. Overnight, the strongest man I’d ever known became so frail he’d almost appeared childlike as he recuperated in a hospital bed. I’d dropped everything. Rushed home to help take care of him. Put my life and my relationship on hold. And then he’d died not even four months later. And every dream I’d had for myself died with him.

You’re better off alone, wean. Who’d want to stay with you anyway? The phantom voice slid through me like a white-hot poker. The voice of a nameless, faceless woman who’d abandoned her one-year-old daughter in a hospital toilet.

Brushing off the urge to glance down at my empty ring finger, I careened into the first bar I came across. Thirteen months – I’d been without it longer than I’d worn it – and yet I still felt the weight of it like a missing limb.

A young man greeted me at the door, head tilted back to meet my eyes. His widened ever so slightly and my lips tipped with wicked delight. Oh, I really enjoyed that. Shame he was a little short for my taste. Call me old-fashioned, but when a man fucked me against a wall, I preferred when my toes didn’t drag on the floor.

Height was the very least I required when searching for a companion for the night. Not that I was looking, exactly. All I wanted was to drink and eat my own weight until I forgot the little fact I was back in Glasgow, the ghost of my old life haunting my every step.

Taking a seat in a small booth in the back, I paused the waiter before he could leave, ordering two martinis and a small feast of carbs from the bar menu. The food was with me in minutes: two bowls of skinny fries, whisky-battered onion rings, those little balls with veggie haggis in the middle, and a bowl of olives. I popped one into my mouth, savouring the salty flavour as a shadow fell over me. A hand gripped the back of the booth. I tracked it up to its owner.

A man around my age. Handsome in a generic kind of way. He was the kind of man you’d find modelling in an office supply catalogue, attractive, but not attractive enough to distract you from the swivel chair with adjustable lumbar support.

“Having a party?” He grinned across the circular table showing a dimpled cheek he probably thought was adorable. I wondered if he practised the move in the bathroom mirror.

“A wake if you don’t remove your hand from my booth.”

He jerked, eyes flicking between mine incredulously. “A shut-down, just like that?”

I dragged the second olive from the stick with my teeth. “Just like that.” A man behind him – his friend, I assumed – snorted into his drink.

“Bitch!” he hissed, flipping me off and stalking away.

“Rude!” I called to his retreating back. “I thought you wanted to be friends?”

I’d barely dug back into my food when a second figure shadowed my table. One of his friends here to shoot their shot with the bitch in the back, no doubt. Perhaps I’d gotten extra lucky and they’d wagered money on it.

Not in the mood, I didn’t even glance up. “Come any closer and I’ll plant this cocktail stick in your eyeball.” I held the miniature weapon up for his viewing pleasure.

“Unnecessarily vicious and yet I admire the creativity, harpy.”

I froze. Every hair on my body rising at the deep brogue. The nickname. The lilt of humour that exposed a man who took very little seriously.

A different kind of ghost entirely.

Sitting back slowly, I had to fight to keep my voice even. “Callum Macabe.”

He nodded to my new friend at the bar. “That looked brutal.” His smile revealed pointed incisors I’d always envied.

He wore a charcoal suit, dark but not quite black. No tie. His light brown hair, the exact same shade as Alistair’s, was a little longer than when I’d last seen him, curling at the edges of his open shirt collar.

I folded one leg over the other in a move more confident than I felt. “For him or me?”

“The lad looked heartbroken.”

“I’m sure he’ll find another bitch to keep him entertained for the evening.”

Callum’s grin vanished, shoulders pulling taut beneath the fitted jacket. “He called you that?”

He looked almost . . . angry – an emotion I didn’t know Callum Macabe was capable of. It delighted me enough that I crooned, “Why Callum . . . you making plans to defend my honour?”

“If you ask nicely.” The words were casual. The glare he tossed at my new friends was not. I could have sworn they all slouched in their seats.

We lapsed into silence, and I twizzled the now empty cocktail stick between my red-painted lips. Callum watched it with an intensity I wasn’t accustomed to, the blue eyes he shared with Alistair flashing a sharp cobalt.

In an instant I was dragged back to that day on the train. The unconcealed heat in his eyes when he saw me again at Alistair’s place. There, and gone so suddenly, I’d seen the regret settle like a mask over his features. Polite. Distant. A little cold.

Perhaps that’s how everyone looked at their brother’s girlfriend.

He wasn’t looking at me like that now.

Tugging off his jacket, he slung it over the back of the booth and sat.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, steadying the table when he knocked it with his knee.

“Having dinner.” His shirt cuffs came next, as he unbuttoned and then rolled the white cotton over toned forearms dusted with light hair. He kept a polite distance between our thighs, however his eyes lingered on the lacy bralette just visible beneath my shirt. A muscle in his jaw pulsed.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Ordered your own, have you?”

Laughter lines at the corners of his eyes crinkled. “You’re seriously going to eat all of that?”

“Yes.”

Clearly, he thought I was talking shit, yet when the waiter approached, he put in the exact same order – minus the olives – then sipped his drink with rapt attention while I pretended he didn’t exist and sampled one of everything on the table.

I didn’t ask him to leave. I should have. Because in the short time it took for the waiter to return with his food, an invisible third body had squeezed into the seat between us. Alistair, who at that very moment was probably a ten-minute walk away in his fancy high-rise apartment.

“What are you doing here?”

He seemed relieved by the question, or perhaps relieved by what I didn’t ask.

“Met up with some old army pals. And you?”

“A small business conference in the city.”

He nodded, thick fingers tracing the rim of his glass. “You’re running Ivy House now, how’s that going?”

Awful, I wanted to shout. Fiona has turned into a control freak ever since Alexander died and refuses to let me change a thing. Heather and I barely talk, and I’ve got no fucking idea what I’m doing. All I said was, “It’s going.”

His brow furrowed, clearly reading between the lines. “Ah, family fun . . . I’m really sorry about your dad, I wanted to talk to you at the funeral—”

I snorted into my martini. “Absolutely not. If you start with that you can take your food to go.”

“What?”

“Pity.” My nose wrinkled.

“It’s not pity, it’s sympathy.”

“They are the exact same thing and I don’t want it.”

“Okay.” He slung an arm over the booth’s curved back, fingers a hair’s breadth from the sharp ends of my bob. The last time he’d seen me it had fallen down my back in long waves. “What do you want, Juniper?”

Fuck, it was suddenly stifling in here. I couldn’t remove my jacket without him thinking it was some sort of come-on.

Maybe I should remove it.

“I want to drink my two martinis in peace.”

“You only have one.”

“I have another on a tab.” I pointed to the waiter who flushed adorably and raised his hand in a half wave.

“Hmm.” Callum’s eyes slid to the waiter and back to me. Then he shifted closer, the leather of the seat creaking under the weight. “I don’t think that’s what you want. I think you love that I came over here and ruined your lonely little evening. And when those two martinis hit, you’re going to thank me for interrupting an evening of disappointing sex with some two-pump twenty-something.”

I rolled my eyes. Hard. “Christ, I’d forgotten you were like this.”

“Honest?”

“No, arrogant.”

“Harpy, I’ve had sneezes last longer than that boy will between your legs.” His eyes swept over my every feature, ending at the line of my jaw where my shorter hair now brushed. I did the same. He’d grown more handsome in the year since I’d seen him, features a little more chiselled with age, the scruff of facial hair a little longer. I used to find him too rugged, favouring Alistair’s more refined features.

He looked different now.

Or maybe he looked exactly the same and something else had changed.

His throat bobbed.

“I like your hair this way,” he said. Rough and low, as though he meant something else entirely. It was like he’d licked the words into my skin for all that my body reacted. Still holding his gaze, I lifted a hand to signal the waiter.

“What are you doing?”

“Ordering those drinks.” I was going to need them.

“Did you bring a coat?” Callum cleared his throat, following me to the bar’s exit. I shook my head.

We’d talked for hours, Callum eventually stepping in to finish my fries without comment when I pushed the bowl away. The conversation never once straying to Alistair, and when we eventually slid from the table, I no longer felt the weight of his presence between us.

Probably the effect of two martinis. The last had tasted extra strong and was subsequently the exact same moment kissing my ex’s brother stopped feeling like a monumental mistake.

He still wore only his white shirt, his suit jacket now gallantly hanging over my shoulders after the bar’s aircon became too much to stand. “Where are you staying?” We paused in the small entry.

“The Grosvenor.”

He stared at me for the longest time, then scrubbed a hand over his jaw and shook his head. “Me too.”

I sensed his lie, too distracted by the heat pulsating through every limb to mind as I replied, “What a coincidence.”

His head whipped to look at me. “I could . . . drive you. I only had one drink.” We’d retreated to opposite corners of the small space, like opponents in a ring, waiting for the other to tap out first. His jaw ticked as he tracked lower, down the line of my neck and pausing at the V of my shirt, half hidden beneath both of our jackets.

When the tension became too much, I broke our stare, dropping my gaze to my feet in time to see him step closer. Not stopping until his dress shoes whispered against my open-toed heels and my back pressed against the exterior door. The long silence pulsed. “Turn me down, Juniper.”

I couldn’t think. Couldn’t speak around my racing heart.

This was so wrong. God, I knew it was half the reason I was getting off on it.

His finger swept down my throat. “We both know where this is going. Tell me . . . fuck, tell me to step away. Tell me to act like a half-decent brother . . . tell me to put you in a taxi and not look back.” He was trembling, the words so raw they sounded dragged from his chest. “Juniper. Tell me this is a bad idea. Tell me . . . tell me I’m not for you.” When I remained silent, he thumbed my chin up until our eyes locked. His expression was caught somewhere between fierce arousal and panic. “You need to be the one to say it. I can’t walk away from you on my own.”

Silence echoed for two thunderous heartbeats, Alistair’s handsome face rising behind my eyelids. His smile the cruellest taunt.

And that voice slipped into my mind like an eel, reminding me that I deserved nothing. Deserved to be lonely.

“Bring the car around.”




Callum

Alistair: Breakfast while you’re in town?

Callum: Raincheck?

Alistair: Understood, brother . . . have a good night ;)

She’s changed her mind, a vicious voice whispered. I snarled back at it like a challenged wolf, turning onto the busy through road and idling in the loading bay before the bar. If she’d changed her mind that was . . . fine. For the best.

I’d find a way to get over it. Eventually.

The clock ticked.

Thirty seconds passed.

A minute.

My hands tightened around the wheel. Guilt and hope battling in my chest. I needed to leave. Turn on the ignition and drive and drive until I was no longer swallowing down lungfuls of Juniper’s perfume like I needed to commit it to memory. Imagining kissing those red fucking lips I was obsessed with.

Or . . . I could accept the fact she’d never truly be mine and grasp onto this one night – this one taste – like a gift and spend the rest of my life picking up the pieces.

The bar’s door opened. My breath caught. Juniper’s lean frame came into view, even taller in those fucking shoes that were hot enough to feed every single fantasy I played out for the next twenty years. Suddenly I was so bloody tired of fighting my feelings. Ever since that day on the train she’d only ever been a single thought away.

When I was with her, I only thought of how I could put distance between us. Hang on to that last remaining scrap of sanity. During the long stretches of time I didn’t see her, I obsessed over all the ways I could force a meeting: a day trip to Skye, a quick text just to check in. Anything that put me on her radar for even a second.

Her head pivoted on the step, searching for me. My body acted independently, I flashed the headlights once. Decision fucking made. She veered in my direction, her measured steps brimming with expectation. Alistair had his chance. The sentiment beat like a drum as I bent across the console and opened the door, about to warn her of the steep step when her pale thigh flashed through the slit of her silk skirt and those endless legs ate up the distance with ease.

The door closed behind her and the car fell into darkness. Against the inky backdrop she reminded me of a heroine in a noir movie, too unobtainable to exist anywhere but a film reel. Her tongue licked over her lower lip and she glanced everywhere but me. “I’ve never been in your car.”

She was nervous, I realised with a jolt. My harpy was never nervous. It made me falter too, hand trembling as I reached to cup her cheek and turned her to face me.

“Callum?” Her brows pulled together, and I wondered what my expression must look like. Desperate. Reverential most likely. I didn’t care, my name on her lips the only thing that mattered.

My fingers curled, grasping her nape.

Hearts shouldn’t beat this fast, I thought, feeling lightheaded. This was the closest I’d ever been to her . . . the longest I’d ever touched her.

Tomorrow, I wouldn’t remember who moved first. Only the crash of lips. The slide of tongue and reaching hands. I clasped her face between my palms, fingers sinking into the silken strands at her temples at the same time she grabbed my shirt, wrenching the material in fists and tugging as we scrambled to get closer, lips pressing to a punishing degree. I moaned her name between kisses, harsh grunts that made the soft curves of her name sharp as I opened my mouth, tongue flicking along the seam, searching for hers. Every time I got close she withdrew, keeping it from me.

“Fuck,” I gasped. “You taste . . . you taste . . .” Exactly how I dreamed. Better.

She pushed to her knees, nails scraping my scalp almost painfully, tilting my head back until she towered over me on the narrow seat. My hands curled around her hips, beginning to tug her over my lap, exactly where I needed her, when a laugh filtered through the frenzy.

A young group of lads circled the window. One had the gall to give me a thumbs-up. Jesus, Juniper had kissed me fucking blind, and I hadn’t even tasted her tongue yet.

“Fuck – not here.” I didn’t grace them with a response, easing Juniper into her seat and strapping her in. It took three attempts to find the buckle. Other than her smudged lipstick and finger-tangled hair, she looked completely unruffled. That’d be the first thing I’d change once I got her beneath me.

“Take off the jackets,” I ordered, voice the steely command of an army sergeant. She cocked a brow – the smooth movement never failing to make me hard – but complied. Swinging the car in an arc and looping onto Argyle Street, I had to remind myself to keep the speed down on the narrow lanes. “Underwear too.”

I didn’t look at her – couldn’t – or I’d be done for.

“You seem to be mistaken, Macabe, thinking you’re the one in charge here.”

She was in charge, all right. Always had been. Still, I smirked. “You see, I’m all about give and take, harpy. And once I have you in a bed, I plan to do a whole lot of giving.”

She paused, just long enough I thought she might not comply. And then her legs unfolded. Hands disappearing beneath her skirt. I tracked their trajectory up her thighs, heart thundering as I waited for them to reappear. She unhooked the article from her ankle. A lacy scrap so thin I could have torn through it with my teeth.

“Fuck – it’s white.” I couldn’t say why that mattered. But it did.

Her lips twisted into a devious smile as she balled them, shoving the lace into my cup holder. “I like to keep men on their toes.”

I snatched up the material the second she relinquished it. Brought it to my face, inhaled, then spread it out across my thigh. My eye-rolling groan had her laughing as we stopped at a traffic light. The red gleam made her skin glow like a flame behind glass. Her entire face lit, excitement burning in her brown eyes.

Too perfect to be real.

How many times had I imagined her like this? A thousand? More?

Holding my gaze, her square little teeth bit into her lower lip. Her fingers curled around the hem of her skirt, dragging it higher. Inch by torturous inch. “Fuck.”

“You said that already.”

“Are you going to be trouble, Juniper? Please say yes.”

“Undoubtedly.” Her head sank against the headrest, dark eyes flashing, breasts rising and falling as her fingers dipped between her thighs. Not high enough to touch herself but high enough to drive me out of my mind.

I groaned again, zero control over the sounds coming out my mouth. If I wasn’t so turned on, I might have been embarrassed.

“Macabe?”

“Yes?”

“The light’s green.”

“Shit.” The car jolted, almost stalling as I fumbled into the correct gear. “Don’t you touch yourself, harpy! Do you hear me? Do not touch yourself.”

She hummed in pleasure. I risked a glance and swore as her back arched. “I’m in charge, remember?” Her moan cut straight out of my fantasies.

“You’re in charge. But unless you want a head-on collision in your near future, you’ll grant me this small mercy.” My hands white-knuckled around the wheel, fighting the need to glance again. To find the nearest side street and watch her stroke herself into oblivion. “I’ll gladly watch you pet that pussy all night if that’s what you want. Once I get you there safely.”

At the next junction, the hotel came into view. Tyres spat gravel as I careened into the car park.

“Around the back,” Juniper panted.

I parked haphazardly beneath a streetlight. Throwing myself from the car and around the bonnet with singular intent. Juniper already had the door open. I caught it, swinging it the rest of the way. Grasping her thigh and spreading it further until I could see all of her. Endless legs, drenched thighs and the prettiest pussy I’d ever bloody seen. I needed to taste her, right there on the cracked leather.

“Now, Macabe.” Eyes fluttering closed, she fell back on her elbows. “Are you going to fuck me better than he ever did?”

More turned on than I’d ever been, it took a moment for her words to register. When they did, my body responded as if to an ice plunge. Pure dread followed by a cold so bitter, it hollowed out my insides.

My lips were a fraction from her clit. Close enough to scent her. Taste her if I dipped my tongue out.

“Fuck you better than who, Juniper?” Clearly I was a fucking masochist because I knew who.

“Forget it . . .” Her thighs tightened around my shoulders. “Just . . . just fuck me already.”

Don’t stop, my mind screamed at me. You both want it. You’re never going to get this chance again.

It was the tight squeeze of her eyes that had me stumbling back. If I continued, would it even be me fucking her? Or the memory of him?

Heart wrenching, my hands shook as I tugged her skirt down. “I’m sorry.”

A single beat of silence and she pushed to sit. “You’re not serious?”

I shook my head, trying to block out the burn of rejection in hers. “I can’t . . . we shouldn’t—”

She barked a cruel laugh. “You couldn’t even get me off before deciding to grow a conscience?”

“Fuck, harpy, I’m—”

“Don’t you dare apologise again.” She half fell from the car, snatching up her jacket and purse. The lights in the car park just bright enough to reveal the deep red of her cheeks.

“I didn’t mean – I shouldn’t have – you don’t really want this.”

She halted but didn’t turn. “You’re suddenly an expert on what I want?”

“No. But I know it’s not this.” Not me. “And I refuse to do something I’ll regret in the morning.” The words were all wrong. I knew it the second they left my lips.

The world seemed to stop, the sound of the traffic disappeared as the moment stretched between us. Suddenly I was back on a Glasgow train platform, watching the only woman to spike my interest in years walk away from me.

Only this time she didn’t speak. There was no smirk. No witty retort. Just climbed the steps to her hotel. And then she was gone.




Now

Five Years Later, Kinleith
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Callum

Mal: Where the hell are you?

Mal: Heather is going to dump my mutilated corpse into the sea if she has to wait for the food any longer!

Callum: Sorry! Give me ten minutes.

Callum: Make that twenty!

“Did you really wear those shoes to a beach party, harpy?” Every muscle in Juniper Ross’s perfect body tensed at the sound of my voice.

Then in true Juniper fashion, she didn’t whirl, but spun with slow calculation – no doubt getting sand in those chunky black loafers – to glare at me, eyeing the six-pack tucked under my arm with an eye roll. “A few grilled sausages and a crate of beer hardly constitutes a party.”

“Sure is fun though.” I winked. Another move guaranteed to get her icy blood pumping. As was the way my eyes dragged down her body, over the short little skirt, made even shorter by her mile-long legs. “Shit, you’re even wearing tights.”

“My tights are better than . . .” she trailed off, nose wrinkling at the swim shorts covered in tiny half-peeled bananas I’d slung on after racing over from my parents’ place. “What even are those?”

Adjusting the six-pack, I spun in place, giving her a full view of the goods. “Swimming shorts, harpy. Don’t let the size of the bananas fool you.”

She grimaced like they were the most offensive things she’d seen in her life. “I suppose I should be thankful you didn’t wear the Speedo I know you have tucked away somewhere.”

“Imagine it often, do you?”

Instead of answering, she snapped her sunglasses down over her eyes. The frames slightly tilted like cat eyes. Fucking classy is what they are. “As always, lovely chatting to you, Macabe.”

I won’t lie, I watched her walk away. Her slight hips swaying all the way to the shoreline where she accepted a canned drink from April, my brother Mal’s girlfriend.

“Callum!”

“Callum!”

It took a third shout to drag my attention away. Bloody infuriating woman.

Cutting through the small group, I crossed to where Mal was manning a grill. The smell of charcoal-burned meat enough to make me wince.

“It’s about time,” he grumbled as soon as I was in earshot. Hair stuck to his forehead. Sweat pouring down his flushed, stubbled cheeks.

I’d promised last week to help carry the grill down the steep bank from his cottage to the small, private beach that bordered Kinleith Whisky Distillery.

I’d also promised to do the cooking.

And pick up the cake. Shit, I forgot the cake.

“Sorry, sorry!” Setting the crate down by the ice boxes, I yanked the spatula from his hand, manoeuvred him away from the waist-high flames and lowered the gas before we became responsible for a wildfire.

Today was April’s birthday and my sweetheart of a baby brother had wracked his brains for an entire month, trying to plan something special. The low-key beach party had been my suggestion. Which he’d agreed to so long as I was around to help with the cooking.

“I got caught up at Mum and Dad’s.”

He paused, holding a bag of half-opened hot dog buns. “Everything all right?”

We all had a . . . complicated relationship with our father, Mal more than any of us.

Jim Macabe was an arsehole, to put it bluntly. An arsehole obsessed with the idea of moulding his sons into successful men. As the oldest boy, I’d been placed into boxing lessons from the time I could walk. And when I came of age, the British army. Just like dear old Dad. Alistair had replicated our father’s later-in-life vocation as a general practitioner. Malcolm, being the only son who dared to live the life he wanted, had paid the price in the form of years of verbal put downs. Dad never missed an opportunity to let Mal know how disappointed he was with him.

Now Jim Macabe was an arsehole with Alzheimer’s. And it had all become a lot more . . . complicated.

That fucking word seemed to haunt me these days.

“Everything’s fine, just helping Mum throw out some old clothes,” I lied. If I told him Dad had developed a habit of wandering from the house over the last few weeks he’d only offer to help. The last thing I wanted was Mal feeling obligated to get involved.

He nodded, silently adding a couple of burgers to the grill while I flipped. “That bean burger is June’s. Don’t get it muddled with the meat or she’ll have my balls.” He shuddered and I laughed at the genuine fear in his tone.

“Wouldn’t it be a shame if I ate it?” I joked. As if there were any way I would actually follow through.

“If you piss off my best friend at my birthday party, I’ll have your balls.” April appeared out of nowhere, ducking under Mal’s arm to wrap hers around his waist. She looked pretty as a picture, her red hair seeming to burn against the light blue summer dress.

“Please don’t talk about my brother’s balls.”

I laughed, cracking open a much-needed beer. “Still salty, I see.” While April and Mal were getting together, I might have flirted with April in a bid to get his arse into gear. April was a beautiful, world-famous actress, it was barely a hardship. Not that I would have ever actually gone there. One brother’s girl was all my conscience could take. “And Juniper’s always pissed off.” Selecting a clean turner, I flipped the bean burger.

“She doesn’t look pissed off right now,” April said. Like a magnet, my eyes sought Juniper, easily finding where she reclined on a beach towel.

No, she did not.

In fact, she looked far too happy. Laughing at whatever crap Jamie Stewart was pouring into her ear. He was a good lad. A great shinty player. But he didn’t stand a chance with Juniper. She’d eat him alive.

Then why does it bother you so much?

Rather than untangle that mess, I brought my beer to my lips. Before I could take a single sip, “Uncle Cal!” split the air. My nieces Ava and Emily, giggling with childish excitement as they wobbled over the soft sand, Boy and Dudley – Mal and April’s little and large dogs – hot on their heels.

“Uncle Cal, Uncle Cal!” Ava’s hands waved like excited pinwheels. Boy barked, his giant golden retriever paws leaving wet prints on my white T-shirt.

“Oops.” Emily giggled.

“Hi girls, causing mischief?” I bent down, ruffling Boy’s cheeks.

“We found a dog!” Emily bounced on her toes. Soaked from the water guns clutched in their hands, beads of water clung to dark eyelashes.

“A dog?” Frowning, I glanced about. Only seeing Boy and Dudley. “Where?”

“In the grass.” They both pointed up the sandbank. “It’s hurt.”

“Can you show me?” Expressions suddenly serious, they nodded, both of them reaching for my hands. I looked over my shoulder at Mal, letting them lead me away. “I’ll be back.”

“Shit,” I huffed a minute later.

“That’s a bad word. Mummy said we can’t use bad words.”

“She might let us say it if Uncle Cal uses it,” Emily said to her twin. “Can we say it, Uncle Cal?”

“No.”

“What if I only whisper it?” Emily whispered.

Trying not to startle the curled-up creature, I lowered to my haunches, putting my finger to my lips to hush their chatter. Ava and Emily immediately closed in on either side of me.

“Is the dog hurt bad, Uncle Cal?” Ava asked.

“It’s not a dog.” I tilted my head, eyes racing over the dark brown fur and whiskered face, looking for signs of injury. “It’s an otter.”

“Shit.”

“Emily!” Ava whisper-shouted in my ear, always the voice of authority. “Uncle Cal said no.”

Emily argued back, something about an occasion last month when Ava had spelled the word idiot with her fingers so she couldn’t get in trouble.

“Girls,” I interrupted. “Can you do me a favour? It’s really important.” Wide-eyed, they both nodded. “I need you to run back to the beach and grab me a blanket so I can take this little guy to the Sea Life Sanctuary.” I might have started my veterinarian studies at twenty-three – the very moment I was able to relinquish my role in the army – but I had very little knowledge of aquatic mammals.

“I’ll get it!”

“No, I will. Emily . . . I’ll get it. You take over everything!”

Listening to their retreating steps, I tried not to sigh. Assessing the trembling animal once again. It wasn’t the little guy’s fault I hadn’t gotten enough sleep on Mum and Dad’s squeaky camp bed. Or that I hadn’t paused long enough to eat anything today. It needed help and it was my job to provide it.

The centre was only a twenty-minute drive away. If things went to plan, I could be back in an hour. I needed to grab April’s cake from the bakery anyway.

Ten minutes later, with the sorrowful otter the twins had nicknamed Finneas tucked into a beach towel, I made my excuses to April and Mal.

“Just can’t resist playing the hero.” April laughed, leaning back against Mal’s chest. “No wonder June calls you ‘Community Ken.’”

“She does?” Amused, confused and slightly aroused at the knowledge, I couldn’t resist sneaking a glance her way. My teeth clicked. Still on that damn blanket with a man ten years my junior, Jamie’s expression suggesting Christmas and his birthday had come at once as his eyes pinged between her legs and her face. I couldn’t even fault the lad; both were irritatingly spectacular.

“Hey, girls.” I waved to the twins, dripping water pistols still in hand. “Aunty Juniper’s looking a little too dry for a beach party.” They squealed, accepting their mission with a little too much enthusiasm.

“Shit,” Mal said.

“Well . . . this has been fun.” April turned in Mal’s arms to watch the show. “Remember what I said about your balls.” I blocked all images of Juniper and my balls before they could take form. This was a family affair.

“You’ve had a good time?” Mal asked into her hair.

She tipped her head back on his chest, her expression spilling over with adoration. “The perfect day. Thank you.”

“Princess—”

A scream split the air. And . . . that was my cue.

Juniper was wringing out her short hair by the time I passed by, accepting the towel an equally soaked Jamie so gallantly offered. We get it. You’re a real fucking Prince Charming.

“Captain,” he said when he spotted me. “All ready for the game next week?”

“Yep.” I wasn’t. I hadn’t even found time to book the pitch, which as captain of the Kinleith Shinty club was my responsibility.

I didn’t spare the kid another glance, too busy soaking up the furious little snarl on Juniper’s face as I clutched Finneas to my chest. You’re a sick, twisted man, a voice whispered. Because if I couldn’t have her affection, you’d be damn sure I’d take her fury. Anything that kept my name on those red lips.

“You’re looking a little . . . wet, harpy.”

“Screw you, Macabe.”

I winked, already retreating. “Enjoy the party.”




2

Juniper

The Macabe brother rule book (according to Juniper Ross):


	1. Don’t look at a Macabe brother.

	2. Don’t talk to a Macabe brother.

	3. Don’t even think about a Macabe brother.



“I swear, I’ve never gone through this many lint rollers in my entire life.” I cast a look from my shirt, saturated with a coat of thankfully black hair, to Shakespeare. The deceivingly elegant black cat currently taking up the centre of my bed. She yawned and stretched onto her back, spreading more fur across the bedsheets. “Your grand plans for the day?”

Narrow eyes met mine. Tempted by her soft little cat belly, I extended a finger then immediately snapped it back when the action won me a fresh welt across my forearm.

“Remind me why I adopted you again?” Circling the island that separated the kitchen from the bedroom in my small, open-plan cottage, I ran the scratch under cold water and pulled my sleeve down to cover it. “You’ve been a pain in my arse from the moment I brought you home. I should have made you into a hat.”

A pain in my arse was an understatement. While gorgeous to look at, the cat was a fucking menace who hated me.

With every passing day, it became more and more obvious that Kelly, Kinleith’s sweet-as-pie veterinary nurse, had played me. She’d flat out begged me to take the “misunderstood sweetheart” home. A month and too many wounds to count, I’d come to realise Kelly simply wanted her to be someone else’s problem.

Pouring kibble into the hellion’s bowl for her to ignore, I called, “Don’t wait up.” And stepped out the door before the sun had even risen, not bothering to lock it behind me. One of the limited benefits of living a hundred metres from your place of work.

I’d moved into the small, stone-wall cottage six years ago, upon my return to Kinleith. Sitting on the very tip of the wildflower garden, it offered a little more privacy than the family apartments covering the top floor of Ivy House Inn.

Slipping through the back, I cringed at the creak in the old door, tracing my finger along the aged tartan wallpaper that decorated the walls of the old servants’ entrance. Built in the late 1860s, the sprawling house, with its uneven floors, slate roof and ivy-coated walls, had once served as the “Old Manse,” or vicarage, until the village church was decommissioned in the 1950s. Cue my grandfather, or adoptive grandfather, I should say, who bought the property and turned it into Kinleith’s first guest house.

This was my favourite time of day at Ivy House, in the morning silence, the guests still sleeping. When the well-worn floorboards told the story of my home, rather than someone else’s destination. In the quiet kitchen, the smell of garlic and rosemary hit me first. Ducking beneath hanging copper pans and dried herbs, I flicked on the oven and coffee machine in preparation for the breakfast service. All the while smirking at the thought of Hank, our curmudgeonly chef, grousing when he realised I’d gotten here first.

Brushing hands down my jeans, I left the way I came, refusing to so much as glance at the neighbouring property as I climbed into my car and drove the five minutes into Kinleith village.

That would be a direct violation of rule one of the Macabe brother rule book.

“Morning, Jess.” I greeted Jessica Brown, the owner of Brown’s Coffee & Cakes, with a bright smile I reserved only for her.

“Juniper, how are ye, lass?” Her pale skin practically shone beneath the fluorescent lights as she set both hands on the counter, taking the weight from her legs. After her double hip replacement last year, she’d remained obstinate in her refusal to follow doctor’s orders and take it easy. So a plush stool now sat behind the ancient till – a compromise I’d yet to witness her make use of.

“Good. Not so busy at the inn now the tourist season is winding down. It’s nice to have a little breather after the long summer.” We’d been booked solid for the months of June, July and August, even with the perpetually leaking showers Fiona refused to replace. We’d been forced to cancel a few bookings in late July when a toilet backed up and put two rooms out of commission for a full week. And I now held the conviction I could strip and remake an entire bed with my eyes closed.

“How’s that mother of yers? Still off on that trip?” Jess gave a toss of her short, blue-rinsed hair with a derisive little snort. “In my day, we couldn’t go gallivanting all over the world to meet men. We stayed here and made do wi’ what we had.”

“What a sad time. You’d have cleaned out in a big city, Jess.”

She cackled, batting a hand my way. “Yer a daftie for encouraging her, she’ll come home wi’ one of those diseases they’re always warning about.”

I smothered my grin. “What kind of diseases are we talking about, exactly?”

“Did that fancy city education teach yer nothing, girl? Sex diseases!”

The door jingled then opened. Awareness prickled the back of my scalp.

Damn it. I knew I was cutting it close.

“What’s this about sex diseases?” Callum Macabe stopped behind me, so close his chest grazed my back.

My nostrils flared.

Don’t look at a Macabe brother.

Don’t talk to a Macabe brother.

Don’t even think about a Macabe brother.

I broke that last rule too frequently, but I let Callum take the blame. The results of his annoyance shouldn’t lie at my door.

The rules didn’t really apply to Mal, either. Especially since he’d started dating April over the summer. I hadn’t seen Alistair in the six years since he’d stomped my heart into a thousand pieces, so it was truly the Callum Macabe rules. But even in the privacy of my own head it felt dangerous to single him out.

“Your favourite kind,” I quipped. Breaking rule two almost immediately.

“Does a person have a favourite kind of disease? Though if I had to pick . . . it would be necrotising fasciitis, a rare and interesting flesh-eating disease.”

What the hell is he talking about? Returning to pretending he didn’t exist, I said to Jess, “It’s about time she had a little fun, and it’s not a sex trip. Though that does sound preferable to spending a month with my aunt Sylvia. She’s going on a singles’ cruise to relax and if she happens to meet a man, then, good for her.”

“Fun,” Jess tutted again. I wondered if you reached a certain age where tutting just became second nature. “You youngins all want the fun, fun, fun, without the hard work.”

“I don’t know, Jess, sex should take a little hard work if you’re doing it right.”

I snorted. I couldn’t help it. Callum’s attention singed my skin like a branding iron. I hoped to hell my hair looked good from the back. “You consider sex, work? I pity the women unfortunate enough to wind up in your bed.”

He stepped around me, his smile . . . luminous. Strike that. Irritating. The same smile he wore every time he managed to get a rise out of me. Damn it. What happened to “don’t even look at a Macabe brother”?

“Have you imagined me in your bed, harpy? Does it warm those cold loins at night?”

Our attention met and I said with saccharine sweetness, “Only when I’m struggling to sleep, I picture you and—” I snapped my fingers. “I’m out like a light.” He smirked again and I knew I’d lost this battle. “Speaking of work, I need to get going.”

“Running late for a seance?”

“A cursing, actually. I’m short of a few ingredients.”

“What might those be?”

“Five eyelashes and a pint of blood. Yours would probably suffice.”

His lips twitched, revealing the lone dimple that lived between his scruff of facial hair and cheekbone. “I’m flattered, harpy. Truly. Unfortunately, I prefer to keep my blood where it belongs.”

“A pity.” I scratched my cheek with my middle finger, a total primary school move that made him snicker. He won’t be laughing in a moment. “I’ll take twelve oat and raisin cookies please, Jess.”

Callum drew in a sharp breath and Jess’s thin eyebrows rose. “All twelve?” she asked.

“You can’t buy them all!”

I let one side of my mouth curl. “And why not? Is there a new cookie policy I’m not aware of?” Jess’s gaze pinged between us. It had been a few months since we’d had a show-down in Brown’s – or anywhere, I usually aborted before it got that far – but yesterday, he’d crossed a line with those water guns. My blood demanded retribution.

“Well . . . no,” Jess said.

“Excellent. The same box is perfect, we have a guest who requested them.”

Smelling the lie, Callum gritted his teeth, hands on his hips while he watched Jess pack away every one of the freshly baked biscuits. Jess kept the cookie selection on a daily rotation. Monday being oat and raisin day. And who just happened to love oat and raisin cookies, you ask?

“Oh, did you want one?” Box securely in hand, I turned to Callum, feigning a guileless smile as I flipped the lid. “I’m sure my guest won’t mind sharing . . . if you ask me nicely, of course.”

He eyed the still-warm treats and his lips parted. Tempted. Yes! I mentally fist pumped. Bloody willing his begging into existence.

Then just as I thought he was about to break down and tear the box from my hands, he slumped back. “You take them. In fact.” He pulled his wallet from the pocket of his blue scrubs, and I refused to acknowledge how delightfully they stretched across his wide chest. “Allow me to pay and send your guest my best wishes.”

Fuck. “Great.” I flashed my teeth in a semblance of a grin.

“Just a coffee for ye, Callum?” Jess asked as I fell out of the line. “We have chocolate muffins too.”

“No thanks, Jess, just the coffee is fine.” He flipped his wallet open, and I aimed for the exit, waving my goodbye to Jess while she was distracted.

Flying through the door, I was met with a surprised oof. My elbow brushed flesh. “Oh, I’m sorry—”

“Watch where you’re going—” Somewhat harried, Jill Mortimer blew a perfect blonde curl out of her eyes. “You almost knocked me over.”

Bloody wonderful. The woman and her little posse of friends hated me. It was all very juvenile of course and it gave me one more reason to stay out of the village.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, edging around her on the cobbled path. “I didn’t see you.” Her eyes ran over me, taking in my hair, my clothes and settled on my septum piercing. Her lips pulled down.

“You’re a little old to still be playing the hapless high schooler, aren’t you, Juniper?”

The tinkling of Brown’s bell saved me from answering. Callum came into view and Jill transformed from shrew to siren in a heartbeat.

“Callum Macabe.” Her voice went all breathy. Not “just finished a 5k breathy” like mine would have surely sounded, but “mid-sex breathy.” My teeth ground as his face lit up, offering her the “Community Ken” smile he never gave me. “Fancy running into you here.”

With less than three hundred residents in Kinleith and one main shopping street, the odds of running into Callum three doors down from his veterinarian practice were pretty substantial.

Instead of pointing that out and incriminating myself with my own deductions, I used the moment to slip away
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