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            She got cold feet – now a hot Scot is melting her heart...

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An American runaway bride, a Scottish player with a guarded heart, and a love like a tidal wave.

      

        

      
        April flees her own wedding and lands on a remote island in Scotland, seeking solace and escape. She’s done with predictable, safe choices, yearning for liberation and self-discovery. Enter Euan, the isle’s charming surfer, bartender, and expert in female orgasms with a past he’s keen to forget.

      

        

      
        April’s insatiable desire for liberation clashes with Euan’s fear of getting too close, igniting a fiery yet precarious love affair. When April’s past finally catches up, and Euan’s secrets surface, their newfound romance is put to the ultimate test.

      

        

      
        Will they be brave enough to become more than a vacation fling?
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        This book uses British spelling and expressions. However, since the main female character is American, there are some US expressions in here as well – that’s her character voice.

      

        

      
        Please be aware: this story contains explicit open-door sex and quite a bit of profanity. It also references topics that could trigger certain audiences, such as abandonment, divorce, and alcoholism. Most of it is in the backstories of the characters, but it’s best to be prepared.

      

        

      
        Your mental health matters. <3
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      I don’t think I can do this.

      This was the worst possible moment. April clutched her bouquet, knuckles whitening around the stems.

      Just breathe.

      Except the stupid dress wouldn’t let her. Part of her wished she could rip the silly bodice and watch the pearls spew everywhere. Her gaze was fixed on the polished chapel floor. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the shiny tips of her father’s leather shoes. Today, he was forced to notice her for a moment.

      This was her big day, after all.

      April’s heart drummed a staccato beat as she half-lifted her head, looking at the closed wooden doors in front of her. In less than one minute, they would creak open. In less than one minute, she’d begin the slow march down the aisle in her ivory lace gown. Past rows of two hundred distinguished guests. Happy and smiling with glistening eyes. And in less than five minutes, she’d pledge forever to the only man she’d ever known, the only one she’d ever…

      Loved?

      April blinked hard, swallowing around a lump in her throat. After ten years together, shouldn’t love come easily? Shouldn’t she ache to run into Dick’s comforting arms and never leave? Shouldn’t she rejoice at the prospect of ceasing to be April Virginia Smith and becoming Mrs Richard Williams III?

      Yet all she felt was overwhelming nausea.

      What’s wrong with me?

      She usually did the right thing. The sensible thing. Whatever was expected of her. She wasn’t much of a rebel, that had always been her brothers’ privilege.

      The organist played the first chords of the wedding march and the doors groaned open. April’s breath caught as the guests rose and all eyes turned to her silhouetted in the doorway. There were audible gasps and sighs.

      Dick stood at the altar. So handsome. The tux accentuated his shoulders. The perfect guy and ideal husband. Kind and generous. Gentle and caring. Financially stable. A good man. Everybody here wanted them to get married. To be happy.

      But as April took her first step, a violent sob welled in her chest. She paused, the lace train of her gown whispering around her ankles. A ripple of confusion swept through the guests.

      ‘What’s going on, April?’ her father hissed over the deafening music. Tugging discreetly on her left arm.

      She couldn’t move.

      All April saw was a grim future of polite smiles, nice cuddles, and the annual obligatory sexual intercourse to create more babies. A slow suffocation of her spirit. Was the price of marrying a good man to have no sex, no passion, no real intimacy? And was she willing to pay it?

      She blinked at the altar, at Dick’s furrowed brow and pursed lips. She loved him, but—

      I can’t do this.

      The realisation shot through April like a million volts. Each fibre of her being was screaming. As if she had spent the past years in a foggy cocoon and now everything came into sharp focus.

      Marry your best friend, they said. But April didn’t want to marry her best friend. And was he even her best friend? She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life with a man who didn’t desire her. Whose response to ‘Don’t you think we should talk about our sex life?’ was always ‘Don’t be silly, honey’.

      She couldn’t lie there every twelve months and wait for Dick to soundlessly do the deed in the dark – only to hide in the bathroom for half an hour afterwards, suppressing her sobs by biting into her fist. She couldn’t be that lonely with someone. She couldn’t live a half-life until she died.

      It wasn’t too late.

      As if in slow motion, she saw her cramped fingers open and the bouquet – red and white roses with baby’s breath – tumble to the floor before the hem of her dress.

      As the organ music stopped, as distraught murmurs and her mother’s pointed cry echoed through the chapel, April turned on her heels and ran.

      

      ‘To the airport!’ she shouted at the cab driver as she tossed her suitcase onto the backseat and slid in, pulse racing.

      ‘Sure? Aren’t you missing someone?’ The driver inspected her wedding dress in the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Kansas City International. Now. Fast as you can!’

      ‘All right, all right. Jesus!’ He stepped on the gas.

      She dug through her purse for her phone and sent a text to her mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        APRIL (12.18 PM) I’m so, so sorry. But don’t worry. I’ll be okay. Explain later. A.

      

      

      

      

      

      And another to Dick.

      
        
          
            
              
        APRIL (12.19 PM) I’m sorry that I couldn’t marry you. But this is not the life either of us deserved. Be happy with someone else. Talk later.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then she switched it off without checking the dozens of messages and voicemails flooding in and tossed it back into her bag. With a groan, she folded her body over and buried her face in her hands. Her breathing was fast and shallow.

      This dress is killing me.

      Lauren Williams, her almost-mother-in-law, had chosen it for her. April would have picked something much simpler, more comfortable. But when she tried it on, Lauren had gushed, ‘You’re so glamorous in it, doll. Simply stunning. This is it!’

      Of course, it had been incredibly generous of Dick’s parents to pay for it. But from the second she tried it on, April had felt like an extravagant cake decoration. With an exasperated groan, she straightened up and fumbled the veil out of her updo with sweaty fingers.

      ‘Bad day?’ the driver asked.

      ‘Oh, you think?’

      His eyes flashed amiably in the rear-view mirror. ‘Don’t have to be a genius to see that something went wrong.’

      ‘Almost made a mistake today,’ she said. ‘Until I didn’t.’

      He smiled at her. ‘You’ll figure it out. Where’re you going?’

      ‘No idea. Far, far away from here.’

      This was the moment when it dawned on April that, for the first time in her comparatively uneventful life, she hadn’t thought it through. She hadn’t thought at all. Her dress felt tighter still. She couldn’t wait to get out of this pearly prison.

      Luckily, their packed suitcases had been at the venue. The plan – Dick’s plan, as per usual – had been to fly directly to Mexico after their wedding party in the country club next to the chapel. To spend their honeymoon in Tulum.

      The one place April was definitely not going to. But where else?

      A place where no one will ever find me. Wouldn’t mind being swallowed whole by the earth. Where’s the abyss when you need one?

      She pressed her temple to the cool glass of the window and took a deep, steadying breath. Tears filled her eyes. Impossible to even begin thinking about all the people she had failed and let down today.

      Most of all Dick.

      The good guy. The nice guy. So few edges that everyone liked him. Without exception. And she had jilted him at the altar like an ungrateful jerk-face. She should be feeling gut-wrenching guilt, despair, self-hatred.

      And yeah, she did.

      Yet there was also an unstoppable liberation seeping through her like molasses, interrupted by short heaves of panic. A faint aroma of freedom with an aftertaste of bitterness. Excitement and fear were having an MMA fight inside her ribcage as the cab sped down the highway towards the airport and into the unknown.

      But wherever she would end up, it would be the right place. Simply because it wasn’t here.

      She pushed the little button, let the window down, and threw her veil out.

      This was madness, wasn’t it? Or this could be a chance to discover what she wanted in life. After having very publicly declared what she did not want. An opportunity to find out who she truly was, beneath the polite smile she’d worn for so long.

      No, she didn’t have a plan.

      But she did have her freedom. Sort of.

      When the cab pulled up to the airport, April dug her card from her wallet.

      ‘Listen,’ said the driver as he handed her the receipt. ‘No idea what happened today. None of my business. But you’ll be fine. I got a feeling.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said with a quivering voice. ‘I hope you’re right. At least it can’t get any worse.’
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      People were staring at her. Of course they were. It wasn’t every day that they saw a messed-up runaway bride.

      April stood at the entrance of the terminal with her suitcase, sporting her wedding dress. Puffy, red eyes from crying. A teenage girl whispered something to her mother, who in turn glanced away to avoid any sign of discomfiture. An older couple stared with sympathy written over their faces. April’s gaze was pinned ahead, never meeting the curious stares of those around her. Her practical side took over. First mission: taking off the gown. Second mission: finding a spot to hide for the foreseeable future.

      With shaky legs, April took a step forward. Into the great mystery that was her life now.

      A detour to the restroom to get rid of the suffocating dress of doom. It took her a good ten minutes to wrangle and wrestle herself out of a gazillion layers of lace, tulle, and taffeta. She opened her suitcase, filled with summer clothes, and picked out a pair of comfy leggings, her black Chucks, a white t-shirt, and a denim jacket.

      When she was done, April stumbled back and leaned against the wall. She could breathe again. Felt good. Overdue. After washing her hands and face, she stared back into a hollow pair of dull green eyes in the mirror. A few strands had come loose from her hairdo and stuck to her sweaty cheeks.

      Who are you?

      April blew out a breath. She’d find out soon enough. She stuffed the ivory fabric into her suitcase, put the heels next to the sink, and left the ladies’ room.

      As she entered the terminal, a video advertisement on a large illuminated billboard caught her eye.

      A crescent moon of sand and dune nestled between arms of rugged rock. The ocean was a gradient from clear crystal to deep azure. Where the land met the water, thrift blossoms stood in defiance of the salty winds. Grasses clung to dunes that rose and rolled like slumbering giants beneath a blanket of sand. Beyond were green hills, their peaks draped in mist. A place where the soul responded to the call of the wild. April was magnetically pulled into the scenery. It looked like everything she needed. Serenity, peace, quiet. But raw and true, not easy and artificial. A landscape that whispered its old tales to those who would listen – the solitude of the beach, the stoicism of the mountains, and the endlessness of the ocean. The next frame of the video showed the same stunning place, this time with a large whisky bottle and the text: ‘Isle of Saorsa. The taste of freedom and Scotland’.

      Scotland?

      Somewhere in the depth of her soul, a hidden, secret part began to rouse. A remote Scottish island was the textbook definition of far, far away. Slap bang in the middle of nowhere. Nobody could find her there. Or even look for her.

      It was perfect.

      April’s heart raged with each step, beneath the panic and confusion wound an undeniable thread of excitement.

      Off to Scotland then.

      

      Sitting on the long-haul flight from Chicago to London a few hours later, she had plenty of time to drink and think. About her life. Her relationship with Dick. His proposal and her acceptance. A wave of sadness washed over her and the icy air stream from the vents made her shiver. The engines’ hum hid the sound of her sniffles.

      Where did it go so terribly wrong?

      She met Dick at the end of her first year of college, only eighteen. Dick was the first boy who ever noticed her. Her first boyfriend.

      Her only boyfriend.

      They never fought. It took a dedicated and prolonged effort to fight with Dick. After graduation, they moved in together. Days turned into weeks, months, a year, then ten.

      It didn’t matter much that his parents were wealthy and her parents weren’t. That his parents had a picture book marriage and her parents had the polar opposite. Dick had always made her feel safe. As they grew older, they occasionally talked about getting married. Just like everybody did. Dick wanted to wait until he was settled in his father’s firm. During the past two years, he had spent more and more time at work. She often joked that he should put up a cot in his office.

      Now was the time, he had said last Christmas, and stuck an engagement ring on her finger. They were both thirty, ready for the next phase. Their life’s path had been laid out before them: two or three children, one or two dogs, sex once a year. Maybe. Large house, country club, mommy Insta account, beige baby clothes.

      Cosy and stable.

      Infinitely smothering.

      ‘Would you like something to drink?’ The flight attendant looked at her, not at all fazed by April’s weepy face.

      ‘Can I have a tomato juice, please?’ Then April called herself to her senses. ‘Make that a Bloody Mary. No, make it two.’

      Why had she said yes to him?

      Probably because it had been the next logical step. Superficially, Dick was a good catch. Attractive, kind, dependable. Someone who would never abandon her. And it wasn’t that he didn’t love her. He just didn’t do it with his body.

      The problem was: April yearned for precisely that. With every part of her entire self. She wanted to be desired and accepted for who she was and what she wanted, not merely tolerated for fulfilling a role in someone’s life plan.

      A flame of guilt and shame seared in her thorax. This mess was her fault. If she’d been honest with herself for five minutes during those past ten years, she would have heard herself scream on the inside. She would have understood what was missing. Done something other than trying to seduce him, trying to talk to him, and eventually giving up…

      She would have spared a lot of people a lot of pain and anger. Including herself.

      Nope. She didn’t want to deal with the aftermath of today. At all. At some point, she would have to. When she was ready. Which she wasn’t. Not by a long shot.

      At least, Dick’s father, Richard William II, had paid handsomely for the party. She hoped everybody got decently smashed on his account.

      God knows they deserved it.

      She slurped the last drop of her second Bloody Mary from the bottom of the plastic cup. As she leaned back in her seat, the realisation that she had wasted ten years of her life with Dick wrapped itself around her heart, squeezing. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, silent throbs heaved in her chest. It hurt. But neither of them deserved the stale life that they would have had together. Living like ghosts. Eternally side by side, but never together.

      April had always been reasonable, everything planned out. Now she was flying by the seat of her pants. Things were going to be uncomfortable after this stunt. Terrifying, even. She needed time and space to clear her head, to hide and lick her wounds, to muster up the courage to face the consequences of her escape. To find out what she wanted in life without distractions. To make her own choices without pressures or influences steering her in one direction or another.

      The vodka, the exhaustion, and the hum of the turbines lulled her into a shallow sleep. When the wheels touched the ground on the tarmac at Heathrow hours later, April was still dreaming of untamed Scottish landscapes.
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      Morning sunlight filtered through the windows of his VW camper van as Euan stretched under the crumpled sheets. He woke slowly, surfacing from sleep like a diver coming up for air. For a second he was disoriented, confused by the warmth pressed against his side. Then it came back to him in a rush – his shift at the pub, the thrill of a new connection, stumbling into the back of his van, all eager hands and groans and hungry mouths.

      The usual.

      He yawned and opened his eyes. Next to him – Poppy? Ruby? – stirred, the sheet slipping to reveal the curve of her hip. Memories of last night flashed in his mind. Nice memories. Her breathy moans, the taste of salt on her skin. The scent of sweat and sex still lingered on the sheets, blending into the smell of musty wood and petrol.

      ‘Morning’, she mumbled, rolling onto her back. Her full breasts peeked from under the sheet, rosy nipples stiff in the chill air. This was the Hebrides in May, not Alicante in August.

      ‘Morning.’ He propped himself up on an elbow, tracing a finger along her arm. ‘Sleep well?’

      A slow smile spread across her face. ‘Mhm. And you?’

      ‘Can’t complain.’

      ‘Good. I’d like to think I did make you tired.’ She let out a contented sigh.

      Euan grinned and shifted closer. ‘Aye, you did.’

      Was it too late to ask for her name? Best to keep the conversation to a minimum. Less potential for…misunderstandings. Euan brushed his lips against hers, lingering for a moment, looking at her. Eyeliner smudged, faint lines around her sleepy eyes, her long, dark hair dishevelled. Girl was rocking that bed head. Lovely woman. They all were.

      ‘Thank you for last night,’ he murmured against her lips. They both knew that such encounters weren’t meant to last. One-night stands were unique moments of shared passion. Nothing more. A brief respite from the natural loneliness of humans. Pure, honest pleasure. Like a good dram. Precisely why he liked them. That was also how he liked his women: mature, full-bodied, and, most importantly, gone after a few sips. And Euan was always upfront about it. He was a one-night only event. No need to hurt or trick anybody. No need to play stupid games. Not among adults.

      ‘If anything, I have to thank you!’ She laughed, bright as a bell. ‘I came here for a break with the girls and look what I found,’ she yawned, ‘a sexy surf instructor and many orgasms. Lucky me. Too bad I’m leaving this afternoon.’

      Euan got the hint. He let his hand wander up her thigh in a gentle caress, barely grazing her skin. Classic move. ‘Want another one?’

      She reached across the narrow space between them, finding him already hard. ‘Wouldn’t say no to a parting gift.’

      Music to his ears.

      

      Euan eased away from the sleeping – Poppy? Ruby? – mindful not to wake her. He slid the van door open, almost noiselessly. After all, he had plenty of practice with his ‘shag mobile’, as his sister called it. Euan shook his head. He loved her, but Morag lived a completely different life.

      The sun was climbing higher in the sky over Saorsa. It was past seven now. Euan cast one last glance at his night guest. She looked peaceful. He had made her happy for a few moments. She would smile whenever she remembered her trip to Saorsa after her return to…Dorset. Or was it Dover? Doncaster? Definitely England.

      Am I happy?

      The question popped up in Euan’s sleepy mind. Hard to say. At least he wasn’t actively unhappy. He was healthy and got to do what he liked. Had the surf school and his van. The job behind the bar at the Old Barn and his writing. Morag, Allan, and their bairns. A stream of people – yes, women – from everywhere during summer. But most importantly he was here. On the isle where he was born. His home. Eilean na Saorsa, the island of freedom.

      Yep. Could be worse.

      The chill morning air cleared his head. His board was propped against the van. Euan ran a hand along the fibreglass, feeling the dings that marked the years. It had been with him through it all. He had flashier ones at the surf school, but this was his favourite. His first. A gift from Morag when he had turned fourteen and discovered his passion for the waves. Almost seventeen years now. Shortly after… Well, a long time ago.

      With practised movements, Euan slipped into his wetsuit. He grabbed his board and headed out to the beach. The sand was cool beneath his feet, not yet warmed by the sun. How beautiful it was, the water crystal-clear turquoise. A few diehard surfers sprinkled the shore, scanning the horizon for the first set of swells.

      Morag had always taken care of him. If it wasn’t for her… She was the reason he was able to stay in Saorsa when their parents got a divorce and moved to different cities on the Scottish mainland. It couldn’t have been easy for her to raise a teenager, only in her mid-twenties herself. Euan would forever be indebted to her.

      Aye, he’d let her give his van any silly nickname she liked.

      As he swam out, the first wave was approaching. A wall of cyan water that promised a solid ride. Euan turned his board to shore. When the wave was about to break, he whipped around and began paddling hard. The acceleration sent a thrill through his veins. He stood up on his board, the hiss of the water filling his ears. The world narrowed to him and the sea. It had been his solace for as long as he could remember. Out here, he didn’t have to think or feel or want for something he couldn’t have. He could simply be. This was freedom. This was life.

      Euan grinned as the wave spit him out, heading straight back out for another.

      By the time he returned to his van – muscles pleasantly worn, mind empty, heart free – Poppy was gone. He felt a pang of relief. No need for small talk, thank God. Relationships were like waves. Transient and temporary, coming and going. There was always another wave out there, just as there was always a new connection to explore. The most exciting one was always the next. No point in looking back.

      As he made himself a coffee, he saw Ruby had left him a note on the counter. Scribbled onto a napkin.

      
        
        Thanks, Euan. You’re a star.

        XOXO

        Jen

      

      

      He shrugged. Hard to get it right each time.

      

      Euan drove his rumbling camper up the single-track road to his sister’s house, engine roaring. As soon as he had passed the last hill, the familiar whitewashed walls and slate roof came into view. The former crofter’s cottage fit perfectly into its rugged surroundings next to the shore, a stone’s throw from the pub. Minuscule yellow flowers were blooming on the low, mossy dry-stone wall at the front. Every time he saw the cottage, Euan admired Allan’s skill. He had essentially rebuilt the MacDonald/MacLeod home from the ground up. Euan could barely fix his van. Woodwork, building, construction – handiwork wasn’t where his talents lay. Even though he helped Allan here and there with construction during the winter.

      No, his hands were better suited to handling delicate material.

      Euan pulled into the parking space next to the house, gravel crunching under his van’s tyres. Morag, Allan, and their three kids lived in the top-floor flat; in the middle were the four rooms of their bed and breakfast. The ground floor had the kitchen, breakfast room, and a tiny studio flat with a separate entrance. During spring and summer, they rented it out as an Airbnb. During the winter, it was where Euan went into hibernation and wrote. When it was too cold and dank in this van. Due to the high demand in holiday houses, it was virtually impossible to find a permanent home in Saorsa. Unless it was an inheritance like Allan’s. This wee house on the edge of the isle was Euan’s half-home.

      He pushed the van door shut with a dull clang and walked through the creaky back entrance. No key needed. The people of Saorsa only ever locked up during the two weeks of the music festival in August, when the entire isle was overflowing with tourists. Commonly known among locals as ‘the invasion’.

      The smell of bacon and eggs filled the breakfast room. Instead of several small tables, it had a long and large wooden table at the centre. That way, the guests had to talk to each other. Feel more at home, like family. At least that’s what Morag always said. Euan wasn’t too sure about that.

      ‘Well, well, well…if it isn’t my philandering baby brother. Breakfast?’ Morag asked, turning from the stove with a smile.

      He hugged her. ‘Always. But I’ll take a quick shower first.’

      She arched an eyebrow. ‘Washing off last night?’

      ‘More the salt water of this morning. But aye, that, too.’ He grinned.

      ‘Euan,’ Morag said, waving her spatula in the air, ‘I seriously don’t understand what you’re doing. Honestly, your van needs a revolving door.’

      He snatched a strip of bacon from her pan. ‘You don’t have to understand me. You just have to love me.’

      ‘Och, you know I do.’ She rolled her eyes fondly. ‘But I want you to be happy and find something lasting. Calm doon a wee bit. Settle a little. You’re almost thirty-two, for goodness’ sake.’

      ‘Still in my prime. Unlike you. Ten years make such a difference.’ Euan ducked from her spatula.

      Morag shook her head. ‘Still on your own. Only you and your rusty little hump truck. People are talking, you know?’

      ‘Let them. At least I give them something interesting to talk about.’ He nibbled on the last bit of his bacon. ‘Where’s Allan?’

      ‘He’s taking the kids swimming and then he’ll be working at the petrol station.’

      ‘They’re still not done with construction there?’ Euan asked while taking off his jumper. As the only contractor, Allan was very much in demand and involved in everything that was built, torn down, flipped, renovated, and repaired in Saorsa. Meanwhile, Morag was running the small family business. She had a first-class honours degree in literature. But tourism was the principal source of income here. More or less the only one. It hadn’t always been like that. Their grandfather had been the last islander to own a distillery in Saorsa. But that had been in the 1970s and 1980s. Much had changed. But then, as now and always, island life wasn’t easy. It demanded and moulded a certain personality.

      ‘Two more weeks. Apparently. We’ll see.’ Morag sighed audibly as she poured the eggs into another pan. ‘Hey, I had a last-minute cancellation today. You can sleep in your room if you wish.’

      Euan frowned. As tempting as that sounded, he had another shift in the pub tonight. And who knew what – or who – would happen. Better to leave his options open. He was to spend more than enough time in here from October until March. ‘Naw, I’ll sleep in the van.’

      ‘Course you will.’ She gave a snort. ‘You and your bang bus. Aside from anything else, that stupid thing is a traffic hazard. I heard you coming up that hill a mile away. It’s falling apart, Euan.’

      ‘Not quite. It still has some life left in it.’

      ‘That’s a miracle, considering how the poor old chassis is constantly being rattled.’ She shook her head, but returned his smile.

      Euan laughed. Morag wasn’t judgemental. It was her way of looking out for him.

      And although it was annoying at times, part of him was glad that someone actually, truly did.
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      White-capped waves broke against the curved shore. April peered out the airplane window at the golden rays catching on the sea, heart leaping. Saorsa looked exactly like the video ad. Serene, with its distant rocky hills disappearing into the mist. The ocean’s surface was a rippling patchwork of blues and greens. Scattered seaweed-clad rocks emerged from the water. Sparse houses dotted the landscape, their lights twinkling in the glow of the fading sun. The small plane rattled as it descended onto the makeshift runway on the beach, skidding to a stop on the sand.

      The pilot turned around. ‘Welcome to the Isle of Saorsa. Local time eight forty-five, temperature fifteen degrees Celsius. And, in case you haven’t noticed, it’s wet. The airport is that shed over there,’ she nudged her head to the left, ‘that’s where you’ll find your bags in a minute. Thank you for flying with DeanAir and all that. Good night.’

      There were only five other passengers who had boarded the tiny twin-engine aircraft in Glasgow roughly forty minutes ago. April was the last to step onto the sand, the wet chill seeping through her Chucks.

      This was the world’s end.

      Her new beginning.

      She sauntered into the small airport hut, which was roughly the same size as her old classroom. She had loved teaching, loved the kids. But earlier this year, she and Dick decided it made sense for her to stop working, especially with him taking over his dad’s firm. April couldn’t figure out why she’d agreed. It was as if the logic of her old life was drifting further away with each minute.

      ‘Oi, lass. Yer first time in Saorsa?’ There was a deep Scottish burr behind her. When she turned around, a massive guy stood behind a panelled counter. He was tall and broad-chested, with a belly like a barrel. His round face was framed by a curly, copper-coloured beard and equally red mane. A younger, ginger-haired Santa Claus.

      April gave a short laugh at the thought, exhaustion bordering on hysteria.

      Something akin to concern appeared in his eyes. No wonder. She had been awake for almost forty hours. And if she looked anything like she felt, concern was the appropriate reaction.

      ‘Is somebody pickin’ ye up? Ye seem a wee bit lost. And ye’re no wearing much for the weather,’ he said and frowned.

      ‘Yeah, it’s my first time in Scotland,’ April explained. ‘I was supposed to go to Mexico. But then…I changed my mind.’

      ‘Mexico ye say?’ He laughed, and it sounded like rolling thunder. ‘Mexico! Now that’s as far from here as ye can get. Changed yer mind? Let’s hope ye won’t regret it!’

      ‘Fingers and stub toes crossed. Do you know where I can find my luggage?’

      ‘I ken, aye.’ He flipped up a section of the counter and came out from behind. ‘It’s outside, just round the corner. I’ll show ye.’

      The baggage claim on the side of the minuscule airport was a simple aluminium extension that looked like a bus stop, with suitcases on a single low shelf, not a long conveyor belt. It was sufficient, there had barely been enough room for the people on the plane. They had already left. April picked up her black trolley. Everything she owned now. Mostly. Luckily, she still had her own bank account and savings.

      ‘Where are ye stayin’, love? Do ye have transport?’

      ‘Don’t know.’ She shook her head. ‘I haven’t booked a hotel. Maybe I can get a taxi and find a place in town?’

      ‘In town? A taxi? Ye Americans are funny, I gie ye that.’ He laughed so heartily that his belly wobbled. Then he looked at her again and stopped. ‘Ye’re serious? That’s bold, love. It’s May. The season has started. Everywhere’s gonnae be booked tae the brim.’

      April’s sternum wanted to pull inwards. It dawned on her that the main problem with not making a plan was the general lack of a plan.

      ‘Do you know a place? Any place? Just for the night. I’ll take a tent in a front yard.’ Memories of mirthless camping trips with her dad and her three older brothers rose. April pushed them back down where they belonged.

      ‘Let me text the wife. If there’s anything, she’ll know.’ With two huge thumbs, he tapped surprisingly nimbly on his smartphone screen.

      April took in her surroundings. In the twilight, the clouds glowed in vibrant oranges and pinks with streaks of magenta, as if the heavens caught fire. The colours were receding into the water that encircled the island, the sun kissing the ocean good night. It was breathtaking.

      No, that’s wrong, she thought. It’s breathgiving.

      ‘So the wife says that Morag MacDonald had a cancellation. But that’s in Cuanag, right at the southern end of the isle. A forty-minute walk. Nae taxi or bus, I’m afraid.’

      April shrugged. ‘That’s okay. I can’t sleep at the airport now, can I?’

      ‘Naw, that ye can’t.’

      He then called that woman named Morag, apparently they knew each other, and asked if she could come to fetch April. But this Morag and her husband had both had a bit too much wine. Somebody’s birthday.

      ‘No problem. Honestly. I can walk’, April said to the Scottish Santa Claus, tightening her shoulders to instil confidence in herself. ‘Thank you so much for your help.’

      ‘Nae problem. I would drive ye myself. But I can’t leave yet. Take my number in case anything happens and ye need something. Name’s Angus.’

      He wrote the digits on a small flyer for a whale watching trip. She folded it into her wallet. Then she clasped the plastic handle of her wheeled suitcase. Time to walk five hundred miles.

      
      April trudged along the single-track road as rain drizzled down, gradually soaking her
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