
  
    [image: Love in the Scottish Christmas Village]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A novel by…

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Part 5 in the ‘Escape to Scotland’-series

      

      

      
        
        Join for a free story:

        beatricebradshaw.com/sign-up

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One night. No strings. That was the deal.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A castle party. A linen closet. One unforgettable hook-up.

      

        

      
        Photographer Trish thought her fling with Jack, the rugged single dad, was a one-off.

      

        

      
        Now back in the Scottish Highlands for a Christmas shoot, avoiding the sexy postie in Kilcranach is near impossible. And also not what Trish wants…

      

        

      
        She’s a nerdy perfectionist with big dreams. He’s a commitment-phobic small-town postman. As December’s festivities push them together, their one-night deal is quickly becoming the worst-kept secret in Scotland. And they’re falling faster than the snowflakes.

      

        

      
        But can they risk their hearts and friendships on a love that was never supposed to happen?
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        This romance is written in British English (‘realise’ instead of ‘realize’). There’s also a bit of a Scottish accent here and there – the story is set in Scotland, after all.

        Please be aware: this book contains several explicit and rather smutty open-door sex scenes and quite a bit of profanity. It also touches on topics that could trigger certain audiences, such as parental abandonment and neglect, alcoholism, grief, and divorce. It’s best to be prepared.

      

        

      
        Your mental health matters. <3
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      Trish felt about as merry as a deflated PVC snowman. The Edinburgh Christmas Market sprawled across East Princes Street Gardens, a kaleidoscope that begged to be captured through her lens.

      Not the glitz, but the grit.

      Couples sipped from Santa-boot mugs, their faces glowing from the booze. Groups of friends squeezed into a giant plastic snow globe, trying to look happy for social media. A Santa Claus with a stained beard and bloodshot eyes was pocketing loose change from his donation bucket. In a corner, a hunched figure rifled through a bin, searching for food scraps amidst the gaudy excess of the market.

      Above it all, Edinburgh Castle loomed majestically, floodlit against the inky sky like something out of a fairy tale. It was magical. It was tragic. All a question of perspective, of what you chose to focus on – as was everything in life.

      From where Trish stood, it was also brutally boring.

      Amidst the bustling crowd, she pulled her scarf tighter and glanced at her date. Sebastian was tall, handsome, and endlessly droning on about interest rates or golf handicaps – she’d lost track ages ago. His plummy English accent and the tinny sound of Feliz Navidad from the speakers grated on her nerves.

      Why did I decide to go out with a banker again?

      A group of tourists jostled past, nearly knocking over her mug of overpriced seasonal beverage. Sebastian didn’t even notice. ‘…and that’s when I realised the true potential of hedge fund arbitrage,’ he explained, oblivious to her glazed expression. His voice was as bland as unseasoned porridge.

      Right now, Trish would rather be stuck in a darkroom with faulty equipment than endure another moment of this financial lecture masquerading as a date.

      December is the worst time for dates, everybody is so desperate not to be alone for Christmas.

      She took a generous swig of her lukewarm ‘original German Glühwein’. It did little to thaw her growing irritation.

      ‘Tell me, Sebastian,’ she interrupted, unable to contain herself any longer, ‘do you ever talk about anything besides money and golf?’

      He blinked, caught off guard. ‘I suppose one can always discuss the Scottish weather.’

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Trish muttered under her breath. He’d seemed a tad more interesting in the messages they’d exchanged on the app.

      But then again, that bar was devastatingly low to begin with.

      She despised dating apps. It was like diving in a pool of poo to search for a tiny gold coin that might or might not exist. Too many dick pics, too few brain flexes, zero heart.

      Where’s the magic in that?

      Then again, she’d been half a bottle of wine deep when she’d swiped right, still stinging from that Instagram engagement post of Marc with his fiancée. She couldn’t even be mad. A gorgeous Polish molecular biologist, of all things. Part of her wanted to congratulate him. The other part…

      Trish and Marc’s break up after ten years had been a long time coming and more or less mutual. But his moving on so completely only five months later not.

      It seemed…unjust.

      Trish thought back to that rainy day eight weeks ago when she’d packed up her camera equipment and her tired heart and moved from London to Edinburgh. Scotland’s capital was stunning, gothic spires and hidden histories underneath its streets, winding alleyways, and closes. The way the morning mist clung to Arthur’s Seat, how the entire city seemed to glow golden in the late afternoon sun. When it wasn’t raining. But even then, a photographer’s dream. And Edinburgh was the perfect escape – close enough to visit Marla in the Highlands now and then, far enough to avoid bumping into Marc and his soon-to-be-wife – or worse Trish’s parents – down in London.

      ‘…the weather is hardly a problem if you’re properly kitted out, and a good shoot is worth it. Just last month, Jonesy and I…’

      Ugh.

      Trish faded Sebastian out again. She looked around, searching for an exit route among the throngs of people pushing through the rows of wooden chalets. She blinked against the sting of her contact lenses, wondering what the hell had possessed her to swap out her glasses today, of all days. Vanity? Or maybe some misguided attempt to seem more put-together for this date? Whatever the reason, it was biting her in the eyes now, a constant scratchy reminder. Her breath formed little clouds in the frosty air as her gaze drifted over the sea of bobbing Santa hats and reindeer antlers, her eye habitually framing potential shots. A nearby stall hawked tacky tartan trinkets. Perhaps she could fake a sudden, overwhelming desire for a bagpipe-shaped bottle opener and ram it into her ears?

      Just as she was contemplating the merits of accidentally dumping her drink on Sebastian’s impeccably creased trousers and making a run for it, her phone buzzed. Trish nearly wept with relief.

      ‘Pardon me,’ she said, not sorry at all. ‘I have to take this.’

      Sebastian nodded magnanimously, as if granting a royal pardon. Trish resisted the urge to curtsy mockingly as she stepped away.

      ‘Marla, you beautiful, brilliant lifesaver,’ Trish breathed into the phone. ‘I could kiss your stinky bum right now.’

      Her best friend’s warm laugh crackled through the line. ‘That bad, huh?’

      ‘Worse. I’m on a date with the human equivalent of a spreadsheet. He’s handsome, think blonde Henry Cavill, but he’s about as interesting as watching paint dry.’

      ‘Ouch. Well, consider this your get-out-of-jail-free card then. I need a favour.’

      Trish perked up. ‘Name it. I’ll do anything to escape Mister Hedge Fund.’

      ‘How do you feel about a Highland adventure?’ A hint of mischief tinged Marla’s voice. ‘I need some professional winter shots of Hazelbrae for the website. Plus, I’m putting on a small event for Christmas. A village fair of sorts. Could use your professional eye for both.’

      Trish’s heart leapt. Hazelbrae. The gorgeous eighteenth-century castle her best friend had inherited a year ago, nestled in the Scottish Highlands. It was the perfect excuse to flee Edinburgh and her disastrous, half-hearted, pathetic attempts at dating.

      ‘Marl, you had me at “Highland adventure.” When do you need me?’

      ‘As soon as you can get your arse up here. Lots of snow’s about to fall, which rarely ever happens, and it’s going to be magical. Or so Niall says.’

      Trish glanced back at Sebastian, who was now engrossed in his phone, probably checking stock prices. ‘I’ll start packing tonight and leave first thing tomorrow. Got to sort out my gear.’

      ‘Brilliant! See you soon, love.’

      Trish ended the call, a genuine smile on her cold cheeks. She turned back to her date, summoning her most neutral expression. ‘Listen, Sebastian. I’ve just had an urgent work call for a last-minute photo shoot in the Highlands and I have to  bugger off. Okay?’

      Sebastian nodded and had the decency to pretend to look slightly crestfallen. ‘Of course. Fine. Don’t worry. Have a safe trip.’

      If he cared at all, it was only by a hair more than she did.

      Trish was already backing away. ‘Thanks. I really must dash. Lots of packing to do, lenses to clean, that sort of thing.’ She turned and fled before he could respond, weaving through the crowds with desperate determination.

      As she reached Princes Street, Trish slowed her pace, exhaling a long breath. The relief of escape mingled with a familiar melancholy that seemed to creep in whenever she thought about the holidays.

      Five months since Marc. Five months of trying to outrun disappointment and alienation and a severe identity crisis. At thirty-six, Trish should have figured things out by now.

      Nada.

      She’d hoped Edinburgh would be a fresh start, a chance to reinvent herself away from London’s memories and her parents’ crushing expectations. And maybe it would be. She’d only moved here in early October, determined to concentrate on her career and nothing else. To make it as a photographer. She’d always been behind the camera, but she’d only jumped into the profession two-and-a-half years ago, leaving her job in marketing behind. It was…tough.

      Trish pulled her down coat tighter, her thoughts drifting to Hazelbrae and the promise of escape it offered. A week or two with Marla in Kilcranach was exactly what she needed. A chance to lose herself behind the lens, to capture some of that wild Scottish beauty in a way that made her soul sing.

      And also…a chance to see that Scot again.

      Trish’s cheeks burned brighter than Rudolph’s nose as the memory hit her. She hadn’t intended to pounce on Jack MacGregor when she’d first clapped eyes on the man at Hazelbrae’s opening party three months ago, but… There was something about him. That cocky grin, those smouldering eyes had peeled back layers she hadn’t even known she was hiding. He’d made her feel as exposed as a raw negative. Jack had lit a fire in her Trish thought had long since died out.

      Well, it hadn’t.

      Like…not at all.

      Maybe it had been the champagne fizzing through her veins. Maybe it had been the ache of her recent breakup, the raw need to feel wanted again after years of emotional drought. Of rejection. Failure.

      But yeah, that day in September, Trish had thrown caution to the wind faster than she’d ever ditched a bad composition. First, their eyes had locked across the room. Then they’d had a chat. Jack had listened, he’d been kind and fun. He’d made her laugh when she hadn’t in ages, melting her like the first warmth after winter. Trish had never felt such an easy, instant connection to anyone. Jack had seen her as someone fun, rather than as the ‘nerdy perfectionist’, an ‘unrealistic dreamer’, or ‘an obsessed camera weirdo’.

      Marc’s fucking words when he’d told her she’d had to move out.

      Being with Jack had been about feeling something – anything – after years of numbness. Trish had needed to feel alive, to stop caring what everyone thought for once. And for those stolen moments, she had. She’d been so bloody tired of being careful, of overthinking everything. She’d wanted to be reckless, to let her body lead instead of her overactive brain.

      He’d taken her hand, tangling his fingers with hers. ‘Come with me.’

      And like a moth drawn to a flame, she had.

      Oh, boy.

      For once, she hadn’t been Trish the perfectionist, Trish the overachiever, Trish the optimistic people-pleaser, the dumped nerd. She’d just been…Trish, the happy slut in the closet. Fucking with a stranger. Purely, uninhibitedly, gloriously alive.

      In that moment, pushed against the shelves, a dam had broken. All the pent-up frustration from decades of trying to be the perfect daughter, the ideal girlfriend, the professional, the aspiring artist – it had all come rushing out in a flood of desire.

      Jack had hitched her leg around his waist, grinding against her core like he owned that joint. He’d coaxed sounds from her she hadn’t even known she was capable of.

      ‘Shh,’ he’d murmured against her skin, his breath hot on her ear. ‘Don’t want the whole party hearing what a horny girl you are, do we?’

      It had been like he was speaking directly to that hidden, hungry part of herself. The part that craved more than safe, predictable, beige lovemaking in a darkened bedroom. The part that wanted to lose control completely.

      And, that was the astonishing part, she’d almost had.

      Almost.

      Trish had struggled with orgasms during penetrative sex all of her life. They’d been elusive, like trying to capture the perfect shot of a rare bird – always just out of reach. With Marc, and the few others before him, she’d felt unable to focus, unable to click.

      But Jack… Jack had known exactly how to touch her, to zoom in on her pleasure centres.

      Trish had come close. So damn close.

      But then Marla had yanked the door open, and well, that had been the end of it.

      Warmth tingled at her toes, spreading in a rush up her thighs, as she remembered how it had felt with him. More than a rebound, their instant connection had almost been scary. Too much too soon too fast.

      So when he’d texted her once, she’d ghosted him. She’d had no idea what to say.

      A pang of guilt niggled at Trish. Had she used him? Treated him like a human tripod to steady her world after that break-up? They’d both been clear about it being a fun fuck. She didn’t owe him anything. She didn’t want to owe anyone anything. After Marc, the last thing she needed had been to tumble headlong into feelings again.

      But…

      The other reason she’d never answered his text was the minor inconvenience that Jack was her best friend’s boyfriend’s friend.

      On top of that, he was also a divorced dad of three kids and, according to Marla’s occasional anecdotes, a bit of a mad shagger.

      In other words: triple trouble.

      With a triple-sized gift – and the skill to use it.

      Her nipples hardened beneath her woollen jumper. Getting turned on in the middle of a busy Edinburgh street by the mere memory of a phenomenal cock was hardly appropriate, but neither was shagging your best friend’s boyfriend’s best friend in a linen closet.

      After having come so close to coming, Trish was curious if she could repeat that experience with someone else. Anyone.

      Hence the app.

      And yet, all she found there were lame ducks like Sebastian, whom she’d never even go near any closet with. Trish shook her head forcefully, as if the physical motion could dislodge the thoughts of her first and only one-night-stand.

      No. She couldn’t afford to meddle with her best friend’s found family in Kilcranach. Marla was finally happy, and Trish would rather throw her Leica SL2 off Arthur’s Seat than ruin that for her with complicated, hormone-driven entanglements. She also couldn’t afford to hang on to a guy, anyway. Not when her career was still on shaky ground. Hazelbrae was a welcome escape and a professional opportunity rolled into one. Work, her best friend, snow – no distractions.

      As she hurried down the bustling street, Trish told herself that this trip was strictly about work, about helping Marla. Nothing more.

      And absolutely no one else.
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      Jack MacGregor wondered if he’d lost control of his kitchen or his life.

      The aroma of burnt toast hung in the air, mingling with the sweet scent of spilt orange juice and the faint, lingering odour of week-old tiny football socks. Jack surveyed the scene of utter carnage that was his kitchen with a weary sigh.

      Beth was decorating a slice of toast with bits of cheddar, her seven-year-old creativity in full swing as she turned it into an inedible masterpiece. Jack Jr., two years older and ever the serious one, was glued to a YouTube video about the latest Nerf gun, oblivious to the sticky puddle of juice spreading across the table. And Phil, a whirlwind of energy for a lad of five, was using his spoons to pound out a chaotic rhythm on the battered cereal box.

      Let him. Maybe he becomes a Topper Headon one day.

      A vintage concert poster for The Clash hung crookedly above a sink full of dishes. Next to it, a novelty apron declaring ‘Kiss the Cook’ dangled from a nearby hook and collected dust. Jack’s eyes flicked to the calendar on the fridge, its surface a jumble of scribbled appointments and custody schedules. Three years, and the sight of Melissa’s swirly handwriting still made his stomach clench. One week on, one week off – a rhythm as familiar now as the beat of his favourite songs. And even that had been a battle.

      He grabbed a magnet shaped like a guitar pick, pinning a new permission slip next to a photo of the kids at Craig’s summer barbecue. Melissa’s new bloke, real estate agent, all teeth and charm, with a big house in the next village. Close enough to co-parent, far enough to avoid running into them. And not on his daily route. Small blessings.

      ‘Right, you lot,’ Jack announced. ‘Two minutes to finish up. Or Santa’s bringing you sprouts instead of presents.’

      As expected, the threat had zero effect. Jack Jr. had just begun a Nerf gun assault on the living room wall. Beth defiantly took a bite of her toast masterpiece, while Phil’s drumming on the kitchen table intensified.

      ‘Oi! Ya wee monsters!’ Jack raised his voice, a hint of exasperation creeping in. ‘I mean it!’

      Jack Jr. fired one last foam dart, narrowly missing a framed family photo. ‘Aye, Da, but I’m practising my aim!’

      ‘And I’m not done with my toast,’ Beth chimed in, her chin smeared with mayonnaise.

      Phil’s rhythmic pounding continued unabated.

      Jack ran a hand through his short, dishevelled hair. ‘That’s it. No Christmas presents for the lot of you.’

      This finally got their attention. Three pairs of wide eyes locked onto him.

      ‘You wouldn’t,’ Jack Jr. gasped, lowering his Nerf gun.

      ‘Try me, pal.’ Jack crossed his arms and attempted his best stern dad face. It was a bluff, of course, but he needed some semblance of control over the morning chaos.

      Beth’s lower lip trembled. ‘But Da, Santa wouldn’t forget us, would he?’

      Jack Jr. rolled his eyes. He was in on the truth, but he’d promised not to tell his siblings.

      Jack’s resolve softened at his daughter’s worried expression. He crouched down beside her, wiping the smear of mayonnaise off her face. ‘Course not, darlin’. Santa knows you’re good weans…most of the time.’ He winked, eliciting a giggle from Beth. ‘But I’m the postie here, so I’m crucial to the gifts getting delivered – or not. Santa can’t do it all on his own. Now, come on.’ He stood up and clapped his hands. ‘Let’s move it!’

      Jack adored his kids, but sometimes their boundless energy felt like a small army invading his world of comfortable chaos. And he had little authority over them. Occasionally it worked, though. Like now. The kitchen erupted into a flurry of activity as the three children scrambled to finish breakfast and gather their things. Jack navigated the obstacle course of backpacks and toys.

      This was the busiest time of year for him. And Melissa had promised she’d take the menace this week on top of the next to help him. They should’ve been with her until the thirteenth. But then her plans had gone to pot, so now it was back to the usual ping-pong of schedules. The next handover was in two days, Friday after school. Jack rubbed his temples, a headache brewing.

      A quick shag would take the edge off.

      Yes, he was a part-time dad. But he wasn’t only a dad. And he wasn’t only Kilcranach’s postie. He was also a man.

      A free man.

      A free man with an appetite.

      After breaking free from the shackles of his miserable marriage three years ago, Jack had dived dick-first into a smorgasbord of sexual pleasures. Each romp felt like reclaiming a piece of his soul from the dusty corners of monogamy, filling the void left by years of routine and endless, caustic fights.

      Because occasional hate-fucks are a lot less fun than they might sound. Even if they produce adorable mini-mes.

      No strings, no expectations, just a parade of consenting partners. He’d become a regular on the dating app, swiping his way through Oban, Fort William, and even Inverness on his days off. The thrill of sneaking out of hotels and bedrooms, the satisfaction of leaving before the post-coital awkwardness set in. No messy feelings, no promises he couldn’t keep with his fingers crossed behind his back. Nothing but unadulterated adult fun.

      After years of not making Melissa happy, Jack had discovered that he had a bit of a talent when it came to getting women off, leaving a trail of trembling thighs in his wake. He was a proud craftsman.

      But lately… something was off. He couldn’t muster the energy to gorge on the usual buffet of potential shags. He hadn’t so much as looked at the app since…

      Hazelbrae’s grand opening.

      Which wasn’t quite accurate. Or at least not the whole truth.

      Not since Trish Whitmore.

      Aye, he remembered her full name. And that wasn’t the only thing he remembered.

      Wild curls tickling his chest, breathless laughter when he’d fumbled with her bra in that cramped linen closet, those honey-browns wide and hazy in the dim light as she’d looked up at him over her shoulder, the sight of her bent over…

      But not just that.

      Something about her had knocked him off-kilter that day. Maybe it was how she’d rambled on about light and apertures with tipsy enthusiasm, or the way she’d snorted mid-laugh when he’d made a terrible pun. She’d been unguarded, passionate about her art, a bit awkward, wearing her insecurities and enthusiasms right there on her sleeve. No games, no performance. And for a guy who’d figured out young that letting people see the real you was an open invitation to getting stomped on – her raw authenticity had hit him so hard he’d been counting constellations for days.

      He’d sent her a text after that night, a casual, ‘That was fun.’

      Massively underplaying it there, son.

      No reply. Radio silence. The memory of her ghosting him stung like a thousand paper cuts on his ego, and he didn’t know why.

      Your loss, lass.

      Still, ever since that party, his dick seemed to have developed a discerning palate. Jack tried to shake off thoughts of her. It had just been another hook-up. Casual was safer. Casual was easier. Casual was his thing.

      Not to speak of the uncomfortable fact that this was his best friend’s girlfriend’s best friend. Far too close to home for his taste. Jack scrubbed his chin, still unsure why he’d thrown his ‘keep it ootside the village’ rule to the wind for her. Could get far too complicated far too fast. So, he’d probably dodged a bullet there.

      Yet there was one detail that nagged at him worse than Melissa’s constant antics: he hadn’t made Trish come.

      Him. The man who prided himself on his ability to reduce women to quivering, satisfied puddles. To give them what they yearned for. It was a splinter in his finger, irritating and impossible to ignore. He’d replay their encounter, searching for where he’d gone wrong. Yes, they’d been interrupted. But it shouldn’t have taken that long in the first place. Had he been too pished? Perhaps that’s why she’d disappeared, didn’t give him the chance to…what? Make it right?

      Dinnae be daft, man. It was a quickie, not a bloody fairy tale.

      But it fucking bothered him. And made him want to pin her against the nearest wall and prove himself all over again.

      Part of him wondered what might’ve happened if they hadn’t been interrupted. Jack shook his head. That was a thing of the past. A fun slip-up with an imperfect ending. He had more relevant fish to fry right now – like getting three kids out the door without losing his sanity in the process.

      ‘Right, ya wee terrors. Time to move your bums before I turn into the Grinch and cancel Christmas myself!’

      He herded the kids towards the door, dodging stray Lego bricks like landmines. As he manoeuvred Phil’s arms into his coat sleeves, Jack caught a glimpse of himself in the hallway mirror. He looked rough. Hair sticking up like he’d been electrocuted, five-day stubble, and bags under his eyes that could carry the weekly messages.

      The joys of fatherhood.

      Jack grabbed his postie jacket, patting the pockets to make sure he had his keys and phone. No time for a proper shave or even a comb through his disaster of a mop.

      Could be worse, I could be working in an office. And still be married.
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      Fucking Christmas.

      Jack’s van rattled down the winding road to Hazelbrae House. The steering wheel juddered under his hands as he was drumming the Beatles’ Tomorrow Never Knows with his fingers. It was a rare braw day, sunny with a sparkling layer of frost over every surface. But a mountain of parcels and envelopes teetered precariously on the passenger seat, threatening to avalanche with each pothole.

      Jack groaned, remembering the upcoming Christmas ceilidh at the Blue Bonnet this Friday. Gwen had roped him and the others into playing with the band again. Not that he minded, really. Music made him forget about his life. But the thought of grinning through another performance in three days felt like one more thing pulling at him right now.

      The castle’s blonde sandstone walls gleamed through the neatly trimmed ivy. The mullion windows, big and old, stared down like they had stories to tell. The late eighteenth century country house looked impressive – clean, sturdy, and a bit intimidating – but not cold. It felt lived in, like someone cared about every stone and shutter. Hadn’t always been the case, but Marla had turned the place around in less than a year. Now it was a bed-and-breakfast and a retreat for healthcare workers.

      This was the longest driveway of his route, but worth the trek for the view alone.

      As Jack pulled into the sweeping approach of the old manor house, the unusual stillness struck him. No Marla pottering about, no guests milling around the entrance.

      He hopped out, snatching up the towering stack of post and parcels that threatened to spill from his arms. The pile reached well above his eye line, he saw fuck all. Still, he’d walked this path hundreds of times. Little bend, three steps up to the front door, piece of cake.

      The stack wobbled in his arms as he navigated the frosty gravel. ‘Right, let’s get this over—‘ The words died in his throat as his foot connected with something squishy and solid.

      Time slowed. The parcels launched skyward in a graceful arc. His arms windmilled. The ground rushed up to meet him as letters rained down like confetti.

      ‘FUCK!’

      He crashed onto something that definitely wasn’t gravel. Something warm and soft that went ‘oof’.

      ‘Ouch! What the—’ A voice squeaked beneath him.

      Jack blinked, finding himself on top of…

      Trish.

      Holy shit.

      He froze, every nerve ending on high alert. Warmth radiated through her joggers, and her lush arse was nestled right against his groin like it was custom made to fit there. Jack’s cock twitched at the sensation. And the memory.

      ‘Bloody hell. Trying to give a man a heart attack?’

      Trish squirmed beneath him, sending a hungry jolt through his system. ‘You ran me over?’

      Jesus, he needed to move. It was hard to concentrate on untangling himself when the faint scent of her shampoo was messing with his head. And his dick.

      ‘Right, sorry.’ Jack scrambled to his feet, adjusting himself as discreetly as possible. He offered her a hand up, wincing as his scraped knee stung.

      Damn shorts.

      Her hands flew to her camera, cradled against her chest. ‘Shit, please be okay…’

      She ran her fingers over the camera’s sleek body. The lens cap had popped off. A second later, she let out a sigh of relief. Only then did she yank out her earbuds and look at him, eyes widening behind her glasses. ‘Oh, hi. Wow. That was…unexpected.’

      She fidgeted with the camera, cheeks crimson. Was she flustered because of their collision, or…? His mind flashed to his unanswered text, then to his semi against her arse just moments ago. He shoved his hands in his pockets, trying to read her expression, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. The morning frost suddenly felt like a blessing against his burning skin.

      She flicked bits of gravel from her joggers. ‘Didn’t hear you coming. When I’m behind the camera, I forget what’s going on around me. Especially with the earbuds.’

      Jack stood there, gawping like an idiot, self-consciousness creeping up his spine.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ they asked in unison.

      He cleared his throat. ‘You know, uh, delivering the mail. As you can tell by my uniform. And what brings you back to this neck of the woods?’

      ‘Got in last night. Marla needs help with some promo shots.’

      ‘Ah. And how long are you gonna be in town?’

      ‘Just a week or so,’ she said.

      ‘I see.’

      Her coat was open. Jack’s gaze dropped to where her sweatshirt had ridden up, revealing a tempting strip of skin. Very soft skin. He yanked his eyes away, focusing on the chaos of scattered mail. ‘This is gonna take a while to sort.’

      ‘Here, let me help.’ Trish crouched down, gathering envelopes.

      ‘No need, I’ve got it.’

      ‘Nonsense! I was in your way.’

      Their hands touched as they reached for the brown paper package. The touch set off tiny sparks, like striking flint against steel, and Jack yanked his hand back. Her fingers were still there, hovering over the parcel. The spot where they’d connected tingled. It was just a brush, so why did his pulse feel like it was trying to escape through his neck?

      He gave a lopsided grin to cover the moment. ‘Careful, Shutterbug. Don’t want to go breaking any fragile post on my watch.’

      Jack’s focus stayed glued to the letters, desperate to ignore the way her presence seemed to wrap around him. The air between them buzzed with unsaid things, a pressure cooker waiting to pop. His knee started to throb, a little reminder of that humiliating dive he’d taken minutes ago. The sorting dragged on in a silence that wasn’t just awkward. It was a brick wall so thick he could’ve drilled a shelf into it.

      Speaking of drilling and shelves…

      Stop it, man.

      Her thoughts went in the same direction.

      ‘Jack, I—’ Trish started, then faltered. ‘About that night, why I—’

      ‘Nae bother. Water under the bridge.’ He cut her off and plastered on his signature grin. Took some effort. ‘No need to make it weird. We had fun once, why make it messy?’

      But then there she was, the same woman who’d had him tongue-tied with a single smile the second he’d laid eyes on her. The woman whose realness and fire had thrown him completely off balance.

      Trish’s face fell slightly, but she nodded. ‘Right. Of course. Yeah.’

      ‘Marla in?’

      ‘Yes, she’s inside the house.’ Trish picked a pine needle off her coat. ‘I’m taking some winter shots for the website. You know, all that arty stuff.’

      ‘So you’ve said.’ Jack nodded, trying to keep his eyes from wandering to the sliver of stomach exposed as she moved.

      ‘I have, haven’t I? Maybe I have a concussion.’

      Jack’s throat tightened. Shite, she was cute – like a clumsy kitten trying to act cool and calm. She wasn’t, though. Her glasses kept sliding down her nose. He had to fight the urge to reach out and push them back up for her.

      ‘Well, I’d better get a move on… Can’t keep the good people of Kilcranach waiting for their Christmas stuff.’ He gestured vaguely. ‘This week’s been mad with the kids, and now I’m getting knocked over by stray photographers.’

      ‘Yes, absolutely. Go on, Postman Pat,’ Trish said, her eyes lingering a beat too long. ‘Don’t let me keep you.’

      ‘See you around, Shutterbug.’

      Jack’s mind raced as he approached Hazelbrae’s front door, his body on autopilot. How she’d felt pressed against him, all soft curves… and how they’d been interrupted before she’d finished. If only… No. Nope. He didn’t do repeats, and he certainly didn’t do complicated. He’d spent years carefully cultivating his circle. It worked. And Trish? She was Marla’s best mate, which made her firmly off-limits.

      Christ, just imagine the awkward dinners if things went tits up.

      He’d seen enough relationships implode. His own marriage had been a masterclass in how to properly bollock things up.

      Plus she lived in Edinburgh or London or wherever. Might as well be on Mars.

      But as he knocked on the door, waiting for Marla to answer, his traitorous mind wandered. What if he just…

      Bad idea. Fucked-up idea. The kind of idea that led to hurt feelings and disappointed friends. He’d already dipped his wick where he shouldn’t have once. Doing it again would be asking for trouble.

      But it still royally pissed him off that she hadn’t…

      Get over it, knobhead.

      Marla’s voice floated from inside, calling out that she’d be there in a minute. Jack shifted his weight, acutely aware of Trish’s presence. He felt her gaze burning into his back. Or maybe that was just his overactive imagination.

      The door swung open, revealing a frazzled-looking Marla. ‘Jack! Thank God, I’ve been waiting for these.’

      He handed over the stack of mail, forcing a grin. ‘Aye, special delivery for the lady of the manor. Though I think your photographer might be more interested in capturing the local wildlife than the house.’

      Marla rolled her eyes. ‘She’s been out there since dawn. I swear, nothing gets between that woman and her camera.’

      Jack gave a dry laugh, the sound barely making it past his throat. ‘Duty calls. Places to go, post to deliver, you know how it is. Busiest time of year. Ta!’

      As he turned to leave, his gaze drifted to Trish. She was crouched by a flower bed, her camera pointed at something he couldn’t see. As if she was actively trying to look busy. Jack hurried back to his van. He had a job to do and kids to pick up later. No time for complicated women with eyes that saw too much.

      As he drove away, the rough leather of the wheel bit into his palms. Jack gripped tighter, willing his body to behave and his mind to focus on literally anything else.

      Fucking Christmas indeed.
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