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For my daughter. 




From the first words I wrote in this book, 

I was thinking of you, and the life I wanted us to have. 






















Content Warnings




Summer On A Scottish Isle is a cosy, no-spice story but it touches on a few larger topics. Take care of yourselves, skip pages if you need to, and my DMs are open if you want to chat. 






	Depiction of stress and anxiety

	Brief descriptions of homophobia - historic, not happening to the main character

	Implied nature-related danger to a pet; no harm comes.










CHAPTER ONE










I STIR MY coffee in the plain white mug, and watch the bubbles eddy along behind the spoon. The plastic table in front of me blurs around the edges as my eyes drift closed, but I shake my head and sit up a little straighter. It’s been years since I last caught the ferry to Eilean Breck. Normally I catch a flight from Glasgow, and this is exactly why. The little island in the Inner Hebrides, on the west coast of Scotland, can be reached by a four hour ferry ride or a short flight. If you want to have your car, you take the ferry, and you just have to accept that it only runs once a day, departing sharply at 6am. 


In fairness, it’s been a long time since I went to the island at all, by any means.


I pick up my cup and take a sip, in the vague hope that caffeine will help wake me up. Edinburgh is too far away to drive straight to the ferry this early, so I spent last night in a Travelodge close to the port, where light filtering through the curtains mixed with uncertainty and memories to make the perfect cocktail to keep me awake. 


This trip feels like I’m making things worse. I’m taking away all my support systems. Giving myself nothing to do, instead of keeping busy. But then, busy has clearly not been working. 


It’s four weeks, I remind myself. It’ll be fine. The doctor suggested it, and doctors do know what they’re doing. You’re getting the place sorted out, you’re taking a break, resting, and then you can go back to Edinburgh and get back to work and everything will be normal again. 


It isn’t like I’m really coming for a holiday, after all. I’m here to get work done. Just a different kind of work to normal. 


I look around the café area of the ferry. It’s been eight years since I last visited Eilean Breck. That was for Gran’s funeral, and the memories of that particular trip are partly why I’ve stayed away. I wanted to preserve the happiness, not keep thinking about what, or rather who, was missing. Not think about the windy goodbye and the black clothes and the dark, empty room. 


The ferry is more modern than I remember, but I doubt much else will have changed since my last stay. Even so, as we get closer I find myself drawn up on deck to stand at the railing and watch the island approach. Despite being mid-summer, with beautiful sunshine overhead, the brisk sea wind has me zipping up my waterproof jacket and blinking sea spray from my eyes. We’ve just rounded the top of the island, and the wide bay with the pier on one side comes into sight. It looks exactly the way I remember it, the way it looked at the start of so many holidays when I was a kid. I push my hands into my pockets. It always felt calm, coming here. In a way, I’m afraid I’ll pollute that now. But I’m hoping that the feelings which have slowly crept up on me over the past couple of years can be left behind in Edinburgh.


After the lockdowns ended a few years ago, and most things shifted back to their pre-pandemic state, I’d hoped my subconscious would sort itself out. I made sure I spent lots of time with other people again, got plenty of exercise, and tried to reestablish my old routines. All the things that are supposed to help with anxiety. But the niggles that had started to creep in during those months spent inside only seemed to grow. 


I clench my hands in my pockets, then make a conscious effort to release them, drawing in a deep breath of sea air. I take hold of the barrier rail beside me, trying to anchor myself to the present. A few more breaths help to ease some of the sudden tension, but there’s still a knot in my chest, and I try to draw my thoughts back to the positive. 


I am going to do my best not to carry stress with me to this place that’s otherwise free from it. It’s a fresh start, in this sense at least, even if it will be steeped in memories of family. 


As the ferry pulls up at the pier and the tannoy announcement tells drivers to go back to their cars, I take another deep breath of the cool clean air and rub stray tears from my face. I didn’t notice them escaping, but that’s pretty normal at the moment.


This is a break. Something new, something different, and I will not think about that any more than I absolutely have to. 





I follow the wiggly road away from the pier and through the main village, past the supermarket where the tourists will soon be queueing up to get their food for the week. Turning inland, the road leads me into the hills that march along the central spine of the island, dividing the touristy places from some quieter farmland on the other side. Grass billows in the wind, and I have to slow the car several times to let sheep move off the road. Then I’m over a rise and facing the sea again, and my grandparents’ cottage comes into sight. 


A short walk from the beach, it sits near the top of the gentle hill, fields sloping down away from it, giving a brilliant view of breaking waves, golden sand, and the rocky headland nearby. The three neighbouring houses, spread out around the bay, look just like I remember them, except for the small conservatory my brother had told me the nearest family added last spring. In a place this small, that really was the big news Toby made it sound. 


I pull into the little driveway, just big enough for my little Ford Fiesta. Eight years, and everything seems the same. The island always seemed unchanging when I was growing up, but I’d put that down to idealisation in my memories, and the unobservant nature of young people on holiday. Now images of holidays past come flooding over me, mixed with less happy ones from that last visit. I clutch the steering wheel for a second and close my eyes as the conflicting emotions bring a lump to my throat. 


“You’re tired,” I say out loud, opening my eyes again and stepping out of the car. 


I leave my bags, and walk to the front door of the old stone building with the almost comical large iron key in my hand. The little fence separating the front garden from the road could do with some paint, and there is definitely a worn, weathered look to the house as a whole. Toby had said that the renters hadn’t been up for much maintenance recently, but it didn’t look like anything major needed doing. He’d been down right after they moved out to check everything over before he returned their deposit, and there was nothing terribly wrong with the place, but apparently it needs a little bit of love. And that’s where I come in. 


The door opens with a little jiggle of the key, and I flick on the light in the hallway. There’s the slightly musty smell of a house that hasn’t had anyone in it for a while, but it looks almost the same as I remember. I walk through to the kitchen to see if the renters have updated anything. Is the paint different? Maybe. The fittings certainly don’t look like they’ve changed in a long time, though — that’s something that can go on the to-do list. 


Next, I head upstairs to check on both bedrooms. Stepping into my grandparents’ old room is strange, like I’m somewhere I shouldn’t be. Funny to feel like that here, when this is a room that has actually been cleared out quite a bit. It’s their old metal bed frame, but I know Toby put a new mattress on before we started renting the place out. There’s a wardrobe by the door, and a small chest of drawers below the window. I think both of these used to live in the spare room across the landing. Certainly when it had been my gran’s room, there was a much larger set of drawers, with a fancy big mirror on top and lots of framed photos. It feels very bare without them, or the other bits and pieces that used to be in here. 


I can’t see any obvious problems, though: no mould trying to creep in at the corners, or any signs of a leaking roof. That’s a relief, but the room feels dark even without any curtains over the windows. Definitely some changes needed if we want to tempt in renters or a buyer. 


I open a window in both the bedrooms to help them air out, then go back downstairs, peeking briefly into the living room before heading to the back of the house, and my favourite place: the sunroom. I open the door at the end of the hallway, and light floods in. The sunroom was added sometime when I was very small. My mum talks about the bother it had been when Gran and Grandad installed it, but all I can remember is sitting in an armchair bathed in light, tucked up with a book on summer evenings. It’s a small, semi-circular room, with glass walls starting low. The ceiling is wooden rather than more glass, something Mum sometimes said was a shame, but my grandparents would say that it was much nicer on cold wet days this way: they didn’t have to feel like raindrops were about to fall on their heads. And with the strong island winds, the solid ceiling was really a more sensible choice. 


Wanting to linger, but knowing I’ll likely fall asleep if I sit down just now, I head back to the hall — and almost jump out of my skin at a sharp knock on the door. 


“Hello?” calls a voice. “Anyone home?”


Who on earth would be knocking?


I open the door, and am met with the sight of a grey-haired elderly man with a large belly stretching his shirt, fist raised to knock again. 


“Oh,” he says, taking a step back. 


“Can I help?” I ask. There’s something familiar about him, but I can’t quite place it. 


He tilts his head slightly, as though thinking the same thing. “It’s not Ruth, is it?”


“Yes,” I say, surprised. 


“You used to come round for tea with your grandparents when you were younger. You probably don’t remember me at all, though?” he asks. “I’m Mike, I live in the hoose over there,” he points along the bay. 


“I’m afraid I don’t,” I say, “but it’s nice to meet you again, Mike.” I hold out my hand. “You do look familiar, but I’m afraid I just got off the ferry, and I haven’t had enough sleep for my memory to be working properly today.”


“That’s understandable,” he says with a smile. “I hope I didn’t interrupt you from anything important. I just saw the car parked outside, and I knew Toby hadn’t let the place out to anyone new yet, so I wanted to make sure it wasn’t burglars or anything like that.”


“I wouldn’t have thought you’d get many burglars on Eilean Breck?” I ask. 


“You never know,” he says, shaking his head. “Some people come out exactly because it’s so rural; they think they can take advantage of the quiet and all the tourists being around, and make off with something while no one’s the wiser.”


“Well, I appreciate you checking in,” I say. 


“It’s no trouble,” he says. “Are you stopping here long?”


“About a month,” I say. “The house needs a bit of a refresh before we rent it out again, so it’s a working holiday, really.”


“Then you should come by for a cup of tea soon. Mabel and I would love to catch up.”


I nod by habit, and he smiles broadly again. 


“Let me just give you our number,” he says, and rummages around in his pockets to produce a pen and a scrap of paper while I watch, a little bemused. Who just carries around pens and paper these days? 


“Here,” he hands me a scribble. 


“Thank you,” I say. “I’ll get in touch. I’m going to take a couple of days to catch my breath and see what might need doing, but I’m sure we can find a moment sometime to meet up.” 


I wave as Mike heads off back down the lane, then put the jotted phone number on the kitchen counter. The prospect of tea with people who are basically strangers is a little daunting, but they would probably be a good starting point to help put me in touch with the builders and decorators I’ll need to bring in to work on the house, so maybe it’s a good idea. And it was awfully nice of him to have stopped to check the house wasn’t being burgled, even if he did scare me half to death. 


I bring my bags inside and wipe the kitchen counters to freshen them up before unloading the dry groceries I’ve brought over to save rushing straight off to the shop. It feels strange being here alone like this: layered over the oddness of my family not being around is a stirring feeling, like it’s the start of an adventure. I can put things wherever I like in the empty cupboards and on the bare countertops. I can sleep in any room I want to, and stay up as late as I like. I can walk on the beach or read books in the sun, as long as I make a little bit of time for booking in tradespeople. It’s the beginning of a little escape, and it feels like exactly what I need. 







Things to pack


1) Footwear: wellies, flip-flops, trainers, slippers.


2) Cosy jumpers, particularly the green fleece with worn patches on the sleeves, and the soft red woollen one.


3) Two books. Don’t need to fill up suitcase with more, can get ebooks to save space, and there might still be secondhand ones for sale at the community centre — can support local economy and buy there.


4) Laptop and related electronics, but must remember to limit use; no good going to the middle of nowhere if I still spend the whole time looking at work emails. 


5) Notebook and pens. Renovating a house will need lots of lists, and dr talked about importance of routine in helping with stress. 
















CHAPTER TWO










ALL I NEED to do this whole weekend is settle in and take stock of the house, so I make a cup of tea and slowly unpack, finding a place for everything instead of leaving things in my suitcases. With my clothes tucked into the bedroom cupboards, the bed made up, and food away in the freshly-cleaned kitchen, I dig out a notebook and start to make a proper list of work that needs doing. Some things are obvious, but I want to get a builder to have a proper look as well and see if they have any recommendations. Then there’s the question of how much I’m able, or willing, to do by myself. Painting, for instance. It might be fun, but I’ve never painted walls before and it could be better to get an expert in. I’ll see if I can find a quote from some locals, I think, and then make a proper decision. 


I really want to minimise my technology use this trip, not just because it’s so easy to get sucked into “just checking one email” and because of how many people say it’s good for mental health, but also because Eilean Breck is such a lovely, peaceful place to be that I don’t want to miss out on any of it. Even so, by late afternoon on Saturday I’m pulling up the radio app on my laptop. The house is unfamiliar enough that I’m jumping at every slight noise. I live alone in Edinburgh, but there’s a big difference between being by yourself in a flat in the city, with cars driving past outside and neighbours you share a staircase with, and being by yourself in a detached cottage on a rural island where there are probably only a few cars passing an hour. I make a note to check the local shop for a cheap radio I can plug in, to get some more familiar background noise into the house without needing to use my phone or computer. 


After getting up so early for the ferry, I’d planned to go to bed sharp tonight, but I can’t resist a walk to soak up some of the warm summer evening. I slip on my old trainers and pop some tea into a travel mug then walk down the road towards the beach. The tall grass rustles in the fields, and the gentle breeze catches at my hair, tugging the strands which have escaped from the messy ponytail I pulled it into while I pottered around the house earlier. The road leads right down to the edge of the beach before it turns, and at that bend, the grass drops away to sand and a small gate keeps any wandering livestock from getting onto the shoreline. 


I pause by the gate, looking down along the beach from the slight vantage point of the raised road. Waves are breaking gently, white foam tumbling in soft lines where the water meets the sand. Memories flood back as I stand here - I’ve done so many evening walks with my grandparents on this beach, then with just Mum and Gran when she was a bit older. It was one of our ‘things’, the women of the house, during holidays here. Time where I could share all my news with Gran, and spend some time with Mum away from our usual hectic lives. Time on Eilean Breck is as far from hectic as you can get. That’s what makes it the perfect place to take stock of my current situation. 


I take a sip of tea, then open the gate to reach the sand before I can overthink it. After a few squashy steps, the ground firms up enough that it’s easy to walk in my trainers, and I get as close to the water’s edge as I can before turning to follow it along the beach. It feels as though every step helps me relax a little more.


Part way along the beach, a house is perched up beside the road. This is where Mike, who’d come to check for burglars, lives with his wife Mabel, I remember. Now that I’m looking at it, I vaguely remembered walking down onto the beach from there, by a little path that sneaks out their garden. I will give them a call in the morning, I decide. Being here for a month is long enough that it’s worth finding some people to talk to, despite the initial stress of calling someone I barely know, and they’ll be able to point me towards good builders and other things that are worth knowing. It’s going to be very different staying on Eilean Breck as an adult, trying to do up a house, than it was as a child or teenager visiting my grandparents, and I’m relying on this a little bit to help get me past all the memories of Gran and Grandad that have stopped me from visiting until now. 


I spot someone further along the bay, a dark dog running to and from the water beside them, obviously chasing a ball or a stick. I smile. Maybe they live locally and I’ll get to meet them another day, and can see this dog regularly. That would be nice. Toby has a dog and it’s one of my favourite parts about visiting him. Living in a flat in Edinburgh, with no garden and the amount of hours I work, there’s no possibility of having a pet of my own any time soon, even though I’d love one.


Head clear for the moment, and plans made for the morning, I turn back towards the house and settle in for the night. 





I wake to sunlight streaming through the curtain-less window. A quick squint at my watch has me pulling up the duvet over my eyes with a groan. It’s only five am. Why hadn’t I thought about pinning something up to cover the windows? It had never really registered with me before quite how early it gets light in the summer. In Edinburgh my blackout blinds keep the daylight away until I want it — even though I’ve been waking pretty early a lot recently. It’s one of the things that motivated me to go to the doctor in the first place a few months ago. I wasn’t sleeping well, again, and my stomach had been playing up, again. After a couple of appointments, he linked in some of my other symptoms, ruled out some possibilities, and came to the conclusion: stress. 


“But everyone gets stressed,” I’d told the solemn-faced doctor. “We’ve all lived through a global pandemic and now there’s a cost of living crisis, and landlords keep raising the rent. It’s just an adjustment. I’m sure that’s not affecting me any worse than it is for anyone else.” 


Unfortunately, I know that isn’t how mental health works. Mental illnesses aren’t logical, or predictable, or ‘fair’. And the more I think about it, the more I remember having these feelings from right after the covid lockdowns eased up and we went back to the office. I’d pushed the feelings aside then, but although it often doesn’t feel like it, plenty of time has passed since then. I can’t call it “adjusting” anymore. 


At least with stress, a label, there might be some things I can do to help myself. So here I am: signed off work for four weeks, and going beyond just getting away from work to really get away from everything for a little while. The house here needs some attention, and Eilean Breck should be the perfect stress-relieving place for me to spend a little bit of time, and see if I can reset myself a bit and rediscover the old Ruth, who never felt anxious enough to lose sleep, or put off a simple decision for a whole day at work. 


I close my eyes again, but try as I might, first just lying on the bed, then tucking my face behind my duvet to block some light, and finally turning on a podcast to see if the gentle lilt of voices will lull me back to sleep, I can’t do it. An hour later, I give up and go down the creaky stairs in the otherwise silent house to make a cup of tea. The kettle boiling sounds loud and out of place in amongst the quiet, and I’m tempted to turn on my laptop again for the radio. But the laptop will make it far too tempting to look at my work emails, or the news, and I know what a slippery slope that is. I’m trying to give myself at least a few days of a full clean break from Edinburgh before I check what’s happening in my absence from the office. 


My out of office is on, I remind myself, and Gary, my boss, is listed as the one to contact for anything urgent. So instead, I dig out one of the oversized fleece sweaters I’ve packed, and pull it on over my pyjamas before opening the door to the garden and carrying my mug out to the little picnic table that’s nestled in a corner, out of the wind. I pass a pleasant bit of time in the garden listening to the birds and watching the wildflowers bob in the breeze before going back inside for a proper breakfast, and then do another walk through (and around) the house to check for anything I might have missed off my list of work and repairs yesterday. There are a couple of patches of worn paint that I hadn’t spotted at first, but other than that, I think I’ve got everything my unpracticed eyes will be able to find. Before I do anything, though, I want to get a professional to look over it. That brings me to my next action point of the day: calling Mike the neighbour to arrange to meet up. 


He answers on the second ring, and I find myself invited round to join them this afternoon for tea and cake. With several hours to fill until then, and not much I want or need to do in the meantime, I head out on a little drive and refresh my memory of the island. Two hours later, I have been down almost every road, and aside from confusing myself slightly with the repetition and doubling back that is needed in some places to make sure I get everywhere, I think I’ve put together a pretty good mental map of the place, lining up the roads I walked and cycled along as a child with the reality of what they’re like to drive as an adult. I also spot several signs for craft shops and other businesses which I’m pretty sure are new from the last time I was here, and I make a mental note to visit them next time I’m out and about with time to spare. I am also reminded of just how beautiful the island is. Many of the roads run right along the coast, beside golden sandy beaches, where the crystal blue waters dance. Inland, there are green fields belonging to the many farms that dot the landscape, and sheep wander freely across the road in several places. I can well imagine that some visitors find it overwhelmingly remote, but to me it has always felt peaceful. 





I choose to walk down to Mabel and Mike’s house, while the weather is dry. It doesn’t take long, and soon I am standing on the doorstep of the little cottage I’d looked up at from the beach last night. Now I realise it was the back of the house I’d been seeing before. The side facing their driveway has the window frames and front door painted a strong grass green, ready to welcome visitors, and a little awning sticking out to shelter you if it’s raining.


I’m interrupted from my thoughts as a small, grey-haired, brown-skinned woman pulls open the door. “Hello!” she says with a smile. “This must be Ruth. Come on in!” 


I follow her into a bright kitchen, tidy shelves full of the nicknacks that show a long time lived in this house. 


“Just let me boil the kettle, then we can go through to the living room.” 


I’d been nervous about trying to make conversation with people who must remember me far more clearly than I remember them, but now that I see Mabel, and watch her moving through the rituals of filling the kettle, gathering cups and plates and placing them on a tray, pouring a little milk into a jug and then putting the hot water into a teapot, I’m filled with that deja vu knowledge of having been here before, many times. 


Mike joins us in the kitchen just as she’s finishing up, and she gestures towards a plate of biscuits already waiting on the side. Obligingly, he picks them up, giving me a little wave of hello that I return, smiling.


“It’s a little strange being here without my grandparents or my mum,” I say as I follow them both into the cheery living room. 


They exchanged a glance, and it’s with understanding eyes that Mike looks at me as he replies. “It was a little strange for us getting used to having just your gran for our weekly catch ups, and then to not having them at all.” 


“I don’t know if you’ll remember us saying before, on your previous visits,” Mabel says, “But we moved here about thirty years ago, and from the very first week, they came here, or we went to their hoose, almost every week for all that time. We miss them very much.” 


I shake me head, and hold out my hand to accept the cup of tea Mike pours for me, grateful for the slight distraction. This little memory has brought a lump to my throat, and I have to blink a few times while I stir my cup. “I remember that we came here to see you a lot,” I say. “But I had no idea you’d known Gran and Grandad for so long.” 


“How is your mum?” Mabel asks. “I think we’ve only seen her a couple of times since your gran passed on.”


“She’s ok,” I reply. “I think she just finds it very hard to come here. Too many memories, you know? And, I don’t know if you know, but it was Toby and I who Gran left the house to. I think it worked doubly well,” I say, sharing something I’ve talked about with my brother. “It gave us both some security, and it means Mum doesn’t need to feel obligated to be here more than she wants to, or dealing with it in any way. We all agreed that renting it out was what we wanted to do,” I add, not wanting it to seem like we’ve deprived my mum of her childhood home, “but she says she still likes having some space.”


“Well if she ever wants to visit Eilean Breck without being surrounded by quite as many memories, she would be very welcome here,” says Mike. 


“Thank you,” I smile. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.” Mabel holds out a plate of homemade shortbread, and I take one, dipping it into the tea for a moment to soften before taking a bite. “This is delicious, thank you.” 


Mabel beams. “I always loved baking, and since we retired, it’s been nice to have more time to do it. We just don’t have people to bake for as often as I’d like, to be able to have sweet things in the hoose - I’d end up the size of a hoose myself!” 


“I already am!” jokes Mike, patting his tummy, and I smile. 


“I had a question for you, actually,” I say. I explain about my plans for the house, and which bits I think I’ll need some professional help with. Mabel potters back to the kitchen to write down the contact details of a decorator on the island, and I chat with Mike for a while about my job as an accountant, and his previous role with the local council. 


I’m surprised by how easy it is to talk to them both. We’ve eaten most of the shortbread between us before I take my leave, promising to join Mabel at her book club on Tuesday. 


“Don’t worry, it’s as much about a wee natter as it is the book,” she assures me, her brown skin crinkling as she smiles. 


“I’ll see you there, then,” I say, and head back up the road. 





Some of my stress signs (must remember to journal these for therapist and Dr)



	Headaches

	Upset stomach

	Fast heartbeat

	Overwhelm

	Feeling like I can’t focus

	Sleep problems




Must also remember that these are part of the same issue, not just happening as separate things because of what I had for dinner or because I’m being indecisive. Better for me to write things down and realise later they weren’t stress, than leave them off and miss seeing a pattern.











CHAPTER THREE






ON MONDAY MORNING, I manage to sleep a little later, thanks to the clouds hiding the sun a bit. Instead of going to the garden, I take my early morning cup of tea into the sunroom, and make myself sit quietly watching the birds outside, instead of scrolling through social media. Limiting my internet time is another thing the doctor suggested to help with the stress, but I’m not sure I’m fully convinced. I’ve got a phone call scheduled with a therapist, someone who actually deals with this sort of thing regularly, so I’ll see what they say. Not that I don’t trust the GP, but they have to know about so many things, there must be lots where a general level of medical knowledge just isn’t enough. And seeing on Instagram what my friends are doing makes me feel happy, so surely that isn’t adding to my problems? I am, however, willing to try making more time to appreciate the world while I’m on Eilean Breck, making it feel more like a holiday by separating from some of my normal routines and slowing down a little. 


When it reaches office hours, I ring the builders, and speak to someone called Joe, who says he’ll come round tomorrow afternoon to assess the scale of the work. That leaves me with the whole day with nothing planned. 


“Well,” I say, speaking aloud to dispel some of the quiet that still seems a
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