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        Returning to her Scottish hometown after years in London was not part of Kirsty’s plan.

      

        

      
        But when family duty calls, the journalist finds herself managing her parents’ cute café in the quaint coastal town of Cairnhaven.

      

        

      
        Connor, her first love and the man who shattered her heart, is on leave from his offshore job. Single, lonely, and carrying a torch for Kirsty, he wants to make amends.

      

        

      
        As they’re flung back into each other’s lives, they have to deal with tender memories of the past and the sizzling feelings of the present…

      

        

      
        On the picturesque Aberdeenshire coast, Kirsty must navigate the changing landscapes of her hometown and her heart, deciding where her future lies. And Connor must forgive himself before it’s too late – or risk this second chance at love slipping away for good.
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      ‘This shit can’t be real,’ Kirsty mumbled to herself, ignoring the puzzled look of the woman sitting across from her. It was early afternoon, and the tube was as packed as always in London. The stench of body odour wafted through the carriage. Summer in the city.

      One of her colleagues had just sent Kirsty a text with the link to a live stream. Their boss, PulseJournal’s editor-in-chief Charlotte Montgomery, was about to give birth.

      On air.

      Good grief. A live caesarean section, meant to empower pregnant women to make their own choices. Very feminist, very zeitgeist-y. And, in Charlotte’s case, very performative. But not at all surprising. She had made a stellar career for herself and hooked, as she called him, a ‘baby daddy’ less than a year ago. Charlotte was three years younger than Kirsty and got things done. Always on brand, always an agenda.

      That was one determined woman.

      Something that could not be said about Kirsty, who had neither a career nor a partner or even her shit together, generally speaking. The closest she’d ever got to the relationship-baby-daddy-thing was Victor, and even that had been light years away. They couldn’t bring themselves to live together for the entirety of their three-year relationship. That said a lot in a place like London, where skyrocketing rents were a much stronger incentive to move in with someone than love. Their break-up two years ago had been a long time coming until he was the one who said it out loud.

      An invisible fist squeezed Kirsty’s insides as she dragged the nail of her middle finger underneath her nails. Everybody her age had either an accomplished career, a picture-book family, or both. Handmade pasta, diverse property portfolio, well-earned promotions. She, however, had miraculously and consistently avoided both. Love and success. And property, of course.

      You’re thirty-three and what do you have to show for it? Nothing but a new bristle sprouting on your chin each year. Bristle sprouts, ha ha.

      Gripped by the need for distraction and compelling cringe-lust, she clicked on the link. Listening to the doctor’s voice in the live stream through her in-ears⁠—

      ‘…I’m looking at nice muscles now, pushing them aside to make room for the baby to get out…’

      —Kirsty was on her way to interview a couple in Chelsea who had physical relations with balloons. Full-blown inflatables-shagging. Kirsty’s job was to capture their story, the human behind the sensational. Or rather, that should have been her job. Like it used to be after she’d come to London from Aberdeenshire – eighteen and bushy-tailed – with that writing scholarship. Two and a half years later, she’d landed the life-changing internship with this flashy new online magazine: PulseJournal.

      But now, a good fourteen years after setting foot in London, Kirsty was contractually obligated to ‘create content bits for various platforms’. Whatever that was supposed to mean.

      ‘…I can already feel the baby’s head…’

      Stay inside, little one. Cling to that uterus with all your might.

      She shook her head and blew a raspberry. The commuter on the opposite bench looked up from her thriller again. Kirsty slanted her eyes at her, the visual equivalent of a hiss.

      With over ten years as a full-time writer at PulseJournal, Kirsty should be deputy editor or head of a department. But it had never worked out. Always overlooked or outflanked. Lacking ambition, connections, and elbows, she’d watched younger, hungrier, more cunning writers pass her by. Those who liked to play the game. Like Charlotte.

      The truth was, Kirsty had never aspired to be ‘Top Thirty Under Thirty’. She wanted to tell stories. That wasn’t how journalism worked, though. Bit by bit, she was drifting towards the ‘leftover dungeon’ in the open-plan office. The ostracised tribe of those unwilling or incapable of embracing change or working themselves to the bone in the process of producing crap. Empty shells with dead eyes. Some of them just a bit older than her; others a few painful years away from retirement. The capital’s media circus reeked not only of nepotism, sexism, racism, and classism; it stank of ageism, too.

      The indignant cry of a baby in her headphones disrupted Kirsty’s thoughts.

      ‘Oh God… Oh my God. A human just came out of my body. Somebody lifted a new human out of me. That’s…insane.’ Charlotte sounded equally happy and terrified. The first time Kirsty heard something akin to fear in her voice.

      It made her smile.

      

      Two and a half hours later, Kirsty navigated through the crowd, dodging selfie-taking sightseers and joggers. Chelsea’s streets were a frenzy of tourists and London’s haute-volée on their daily parade. The city could be so full-on sometimes.

      ‘Do you mind,’ she muttered as she sidestepped a man with a groomed pug that probably had a pedigree longer than her CV. Which, to be fair, wasn’t that big an achievement.

      She had finished her interview with the ‘looners’, as they called themselves. It was a sweet story about acceptance and love, about intimacy and playful desire. But Kirsty already knew that Grigori – Charlotte’s deputy until she was back at work – wanted the sensational hook. Probably something like ‘Sex with the (bal)loonies’. That was what the eroding business model of journalism and the attention economy of social media dictated. Clicks and conversion rates ruling the world. Even after ages on the job, it still broke a bit of Kirsty’s shrivelled heart. Every time.

      Her phone chimed. When she fingered it out of the pocket of her trench coat, a semi-ironic nod to the reporter she once aspired to be, the display said ‘Maw’.

      Strange. It wasn’t their weekly phone date. It was Friday, not Sunday.

      ‘Maw?’ she answered, immediately falling back a bit into the rolling Scottish accent she had worked so hard to anglicise, ‘is everything okay?’

      ‘Naw, Kirsty. You have to come home. We need you here.’

      Home.

      She hadn’t been back to Scotland since she’d left on the first of January fourteen years and seven months ago.

      After that fateful, terrible night.

      Well, not for long anyway. Her last time in Aberdeenshire? Only a brief Christmas in-and-out after her insufferable auntie Angela had passed away, and Kirsty’s mum had needed some comfort. And her parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary, of course.

      It wasn’t her fault they disapproved of her career choice.

      Career. Hilarious.

      Her mum and dad had both been heartbroken and angry when Kirsty had decided to leave Cairnhaven for a creative writing scholarship in London. Good that they didn’t know what she was writing these days. They’d visited her in London during the first few years, for her birthdays and such. But over time, their visits had got rarer. Until they’d stopped.

      Sometimes, more often than she would ever admit, Kirsty missed Scotland. The briny wind and pelting rain, the directness and rough kindness of the people, their wicked sense of humour, the moody North Sea. The hills and the cliffs and the beaches. The whitewashed houses and the crashing waves. The vast, wide skies. But the concept of home was a rocky crevice in her heart she’d plastered over with the relentless pace of London, its endless noise and distractions.

      ‘You have to come, Kirsty.’ This wasn’t a request. It was a plea, edged with a desperation that sliced through any pretence.

      ‘What’s happened? Why do you suddenly need me there of all people?’

      ‘It’s your da, lass. He had a fall yesterday.’ Her mother’s voice wavered, the strong timbre a bit brittle.

      ‘What?’ A wave of guilt, acrid and dense, settled in her stomach. ‘Oh no. No. Is he okay?’

      ‘He is, aye. For now.’

      Kirsty had been so busy with despising her job and life in general, fiddling around with silly ideas for a novel, bingeing Netflix, and being a self-absorbed bitch, that the reality of her parents ageing, living through their twilight years without her, had been reduced to nothing more than an occasional thought. Quickly suppressed, much as any other memory of Cairnhaven. Of her childhood and youth.

      And…well, of him.

      Nope. She wouldn’t spend one minute thinking about him. Even more ancient history than all of Scotland’s standing stones combined and equally irrelevant to her.

      Completely, utterly irrelevant.

      ‘See? You’ll need to come up here and help with the café. You know I’m getting my hip next week. And we can’t do it on our own.’ Her mum sighed. ‘It’s only for a few weeks, love. But you have to come home.’

      ‘Can’t you hire someone? A temp?’

      ‘Are you joking? Get yer arse up here noo, Kirsty Munro.’

      As the weight of her mother’s words sank in, the streets blurred into a dizzying swirl around her. ‘This can’t be happening,’ she whispered to herself as she hung up. It was as if the universe had conspired to pull the ground from beneath her feet, propelling her into an unknown future and all too well-known past.

      Another buzz and an image popped up on her phone’s lock screen. Charlotte in full make-up, including her signature red lipstick, awkwardly holding a crumpled and disgruntled mini-Churchill.

      
        
          
            
              
        BOSS BITCH (5:44 PM) Say hi to Gigi Amadeus, the cutest baby in the world. Soon to be influencer and my number two at Pulse.

      

      

      

      

      

      Part of Kirsty wouldn’t be too surprised if that tiny human would be telling her to snapstagramchatbook content bites for a new native advertisement scheme in a few years.

      Chrissake. Barf.

      It couldn’t go on like this. She needed a break.

      Honestly, what was holding her here?

      And was whatever kept her away still that important?

      Either way, bailing out was not an option. Her parents had never asked for her help. Looked like shit was about to get a lot more real than she was comfortable with.

      Back to Cairnhaven then. Now was as bad a time as any. And she could survive it for two or three weeks, take a break, regroup, and then start over in London. She was a tough, big-city girl, she could handle a quick trip down memory lane.

      Why, then, were her knees wobbly and her hands clammy at the mere thought of returning to the place where it had all begun?
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      ‘Watch out, Bannerman!’ The shout cut through the howling wind and thrashing waves, reaching Connor just in time. He jerked back as a heavy coil of wire rope swung past, missing him by inches. Heart racing, he shot a grateful nod to Dougie, who’d warned him, and steadied himself against the steel frame. As a rigger foreman, he should be more careful.

      The North Sea was unforgiving. A constant reminder of the peril they all faced on this oil platform a hundred miles east of the Scottish shore. Connor wiped the salt spray from his face, the taste of the sea was bitter on his lips. He had been out here for three weeks. The endless expanse of water and sky his only companions, save for the crew. It was hard, a life of isolation and danger. But it was a life he knew well.

      The life he deserved.

      He turned back to the task, securing the equipment. One lapse in concentration could mean disaster out here. That was why the job paid so handsomely. Even without the Bannerman family bakery he had accumulated a well-stuffed financial cushion. Was about all he had. There was no one to share it with. Which was just as well.

      If I kick the bucket out here, they’d probably take my silver and shove it up Alistair’s arse.

      Like their parents had when they’d taken the money from Connor’s savings account – the one his late grandparents had set up for him – and bought Alistair a car for his eighteenth birthday. Officially, so that the fucking arsehole could travel between the two bakeries for business. Officially, as a loan.

      Aye, right.

      Connor had never seen a penny back.

      As far as their affections were concerned, his parents only ever had one child – awesome Alistair. Connor had spent a lifetime in the shadow of his older brother. Hating his guts was as natural as breathing.

      ‘Oi, Bannerman. Daydreaming will get you killed,’ Dougie called out, snapping him back to reality. ‘You know that!’

      Connor gave a half-smile, shaking off the memories.

      ‘Keep your heid where it needs to be. Got a storm coming in,’ Dougie warned, pointing to the darkening sky.

      Connor nodded, gaze lingering on the horizon.

      How did I end up here?

      He knew. Course he did. He’d taken the gig the day after his marriage had officially ended. He and Marta had only been married for a year and a half. They weren’t happy by any stretch of the imagination. Despite the best of intentions. But that it took her only four months after their finalised divorce to ride his brother’s cock still stung. Even eight years later.

      Stupid ego.

      Connor shouldn’t have married her. That was on him. Yes, she’d seemed keen and nice. Easy on the eyes, too. They’d got along, hadn’t fought or bickered. She’d been good company. Wasn’t enough for a lifelong marriage, he knew that now. But for once, he’d wanted to have something of his own. A normal, acceptable life. Ticking the box. Making his parents happy. Hadn’t worked out.

      Surprise.

      And then Alistair simply had to swoop in and take it all, hadn’t he? He could’ve had his pick of women. He was a good-looking bastard, in a sleek and sleazy kind of way. Marta was just the cherry on top of his cake.

      Fuck that. It’s long over.

      Connor bit the inside of his cheek. This heap of metal in the sea was his place now. He hadn’t known what to do with himself, other than to leave. So when his pal Dougie told him about a job on an FPSO going from Nigeria to Norway to Shetland, Connor had taken it in a heartbeat. Hadn’t mattered that he had no offshore experience, only the occasional summer gig with his aunt Sylvia’s former scaffolding company. He had lied. Most of them had. Nobody asked thorough questions. They couldn’t be too picky. Men and women willing to risk their personal and physical lives for energy corporations weren’t easy to come by. Not even in Scotland.

      So here he still was. This job was a far cry from Connor’s existence as Bannerman Bakery’s bookkeeper. God, why had he even tried to please his father? Pathetic.

      This job here was hard on the body and not easy on the mind. But it was a hell of a lot better than being the unwanted appendage. It was also a good way to make bank. To never see Alistair’s stupid face again. And to disappear.

      Just like she’d done all those years ago.

      Her.

      Why was it in moments like this that his thoughts drifted to the first girl he’d ever loved? To her flaming red hair and baby-blue eyes. To that sharp tongue and wit. The first and only woman who’d made his blood boil and his heart melt. Kirsty’s cheeky laugh flashed in his mind, warming him against the cold.

      Maybe it was the brush with death, or part of being thirty-two and a nostalgic prick.

      With a deep breath, Connor turned away from the rolling waves. In the unforgiving world of the oil rig, there was no room for regret. The sea was a harsh mistress. It was also a sanctuary from the past he wasn’t willing to face.

      Yet, as the first drops of rain began to fall, he felt the pull of home, of unfinished business, and of roads not taken. What if…that night had taken a different turn? What if he hadn’t said those things? Not done what he had?

      He wondered if Kirsty ever thought of him.

      Once or twice.

      Don’t be daft, man. She can’t even remember your name. And even if she could, she certainly wouldn’t want to.

      

      Later in his berth, as the metallic groans of the rig melded with the howling wind, Connor wrestled with sleep. His bed was as narrow as a coffin, the thin mattress doing little to cushion the weight of his thoughts. As part of the core crew, he had his own room. It was wee, but at least he didn’t have to hear the muffled smacking of a hand frantically stroking a dick in another bunk bed. The guys and gals who worked here were bound by isolation, hard toil, and the unspoken understanding that every person had their own way of coping with the isolation and monotony. This field was a bit of a shitehole, but it was their home. Half the time, anyway.

      Connor closed his eyes tighter. For a second, a small part of him wished he had someone to miss. To be missed by. To masturbate to. Inside, he felt as vast, grey, and empty as the skies above the Scotia Oil Field. Was this what his next thirty years would look like?

      At least tomorrow night, he’d sleep in a proper king-size bed with a top-class mattress again. His back was doing him in. Fucking rugby years ruined my body. He ground his teeth until sleep had mercy and knocked him out.

      

      The choppers were two days late for the changeovers. Hadn’t been able to land because of the wind. Same old. Connor shouldered his duffel bag, ready to leave the rig with eleven others. Dougie clapped him on the back. ‘Off to the homeland, eh?’

      ‘Stop greetin’. Just three weeks, then you’ll see me again, darlin’.’ Connor adjusted the strap of his bag. The rotor began to whirl, time to board. He patted Dougie on the shoulder. ‘Keep her standing till I get back, aye?’

      ‘Nae promises, Bannerman,’ Dougie shouted over the growing roar, a grin spreading across his face.

      The blades beat a rhythmic pulse as Connor stared down at the tossing North Sea, a tapestry of whitecaps and deep blues. He braced himself for the return. Not that anything was waiting for him. Except a fridge full of carefully curated pale ale, an equally consciously chosen nice couch, and a fine seventy-five-inch TV in an otherwise minimalist flat.

      Three weeks in Cairnhaven might not seem long. But in a place laden with memories, time could sometimes stretch and twist. Some people still hadn’t forgiven him. And Connor couldn’t be arsed to explain it again and again.

      People think what they want anyway.

      After the usual stop and changeover in Shetland, the minuscule plane landed at its destination, and he stepped onto the Aberdeen airfield. The soft chill different from the sea’s gusts. He pulled his pilot jacket tighter.

      It’s supposed to be summer, for fuck’s sake.

      Connor grabbed his bag and made his way to the taxis. He wasn’t in the mood for an hour-long train ride. All he wanted was a beer and his bed.

      The thirty-minute drive to Cairnhaven was a blur, the landscape passing by. Snaking along the edge of the rugged coastline, the road was a ribbon of tarmac bordered by grass and a tumble of rocks. In the distance, the outline of the ruined medieval castle cut sharply into the sky.

      Connor’s brother and ex-wife were shacking up in the other direction, up in Aberdeen, expanding the ‘Bannerman Bakery’ franchise along the Scottish east coast. It had only made sense for Connor to move down this side. Back to the small town they’d grown up in.

      Truth was, he’d had no idea where else to go. And the least he could do was pony up some taxes in the place where his family fired forty folks – a debacle he’d been complicit in by name and felt responsible for. Even though he’d been against it. But what had his opinion mattered to Alistair?

      Fuck all, that’s how much.

      This corner of the world was where he had his roots, as rotten as they were.

      To the side of the road just outside Cairnhaven, there was a cemetery with orderly lined crumbly tombstones. A reminder of the Cairnhaveners who’d called this place home. At least four generations of Bannermans among them.

      Then the first familiar row of houses and cottages came into view, with roofs of red and grey like smudged pastels against the blue sky.

      Home.

      He could do with a decent bag of fish and chips before sinking into his couch. Connor asked the driver to let him out in the car park next to the harbour. He stopped by Fergusson’s chippy and sat on a bench for a moment, taking it in. He did that sometimes. It took a moment adjusting to being land-bound again.

      Cairnhaven’s bay looked like a serrated bite taken out of the coastline. The harbour’s arms, shaped like the crooked elbows of an old dockworker, extended into the water. Tiny fishing boats with their peeling paint bobbed on the surface with quiet resignation. The narrow houses along the harbour’s edge nestled together in huddles of stone and whimsy that once passed for architecture. They leaned into each other like old pals sharing a joke at the expense of modern building regulations. Cairnhaven was crumbling around the edges, but it was pretty.

      From the corner of his eye he could see it, up the road a bit, toward the square. The light blue front of the Seaview Café. The Munro’s tiny family business. It, too, looked a lot older, a bit worn, rather empty. How many hours he’d spent there as a teenager. With his few friends. With her.

      A lifetime ago.

      Up to now, he’d avoided this place. Too many memories.

      Should I get one of Liz’s famous pies? Been a while.

      But he wasn’t ready for chit-chat with her mother. He’d evaded her parents and the café for a reason. Connor wasn’t prepared to hear how blissfully happy and successful Kirsty was down in London. None of his business. And she’d probably turned into a posh cow anyway.
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      Kirsty’s hand trembled as she pushed open the door to her parents’ café. The bell jangled overhead with a piercing sound, a herald of her return. The scent of coffee, butter, and cinnamon wrapped around her, sending nostalgia zipping through her veins. It was both comforting and confining. The café was a patchwork of memories.

      Not all of them good.

      It was here that her parents had both yelled at her when she’d opened up to them, confessing she wanted to be a writer. They’d called her daft and ungrateful when they’d heard Kirsty wouldn’t take over the Seaview Café.

      They didn’t get her and vice versa.

      After trying for years and years and giving up, her parents had been in their thirties when they’d had Kirsty, always calling her a ‘miracle baby’. Which, miraculously, turned out to be so vastly different from the two people who’d created her. Must have been like raising a cuckoo child.

      Each worn table and mismatched chair was a witness to the past. Even the walls, with the framed black-and-white photos of Cairnhaven, seemed to watch her. Her parents’ old coffee machine, a stubborn beast, fizzled and sputtered in protest. As if it, too, recognised the prodigal daughter.

      There was her mother, queen of the café. After nearly four decades behind that cramped counter, she moved with practised ease. Her smile was as warm as the steaming mugs she handed the customers. Yet Kirsty detected lines of worry etched into her face. It squeezed something tight in her chest. She’d been chasing dreams in London, lost in the city’s pace, and forgotten all about this town.

      Have you? Have you really?

      Kirsty felt like a ghost, haunting the edges of someone else’s life. She stepped forward, and the clinking of cups paused as the two patrons turned to look at the newcomer with curiosity and suspicion. It could have been a scene in a Western with the outlawed villain entering the saloon at noon.

      ‘Kirsty, you’re here! What took you so long?’ Her mother’s voice punctuated the uncomfortable silence. ‘Glad you were able to arrange it after all. Now get to work. We don’t have all day and lots of rolls to butter.’

      ‘Love you, too, Maw. And I’m here now, for as long as you need me.’

      ‘About time.’

      As Kirsty approached the counter, her mother enveloped her in a tight hug, the kind that spoke of relief and love. Liz Munro had a biting wit and an enormous heart. Kirsty let herself sink into the familiarity, the love that had never wholly wavered, even in her absence and despite all the fights and misunderstandings.

      Pulling back, her mother held Kirsty at arm’s length and searched her face. There was softness in her blue eyes, but the usual sharpness in her words. ‘You look tired, Kirsty. And what in God’s name have you done to your hair? Makes you older.’

      Kirsty pushed a strand behind her ear. ‘I dyed it brown.’

      ‘What was wrong with the red?’

      ‘Nothing, just wanted a change.’

      Her mother put her hands on her hips in protest. ‘Well, your natural colour looks better on you.’

      It reminded Kirsty that it had been a while since her last touch-up. The café’s rhythm resumed, but she felt the weight of every glance. They saw her – the city girl in her urban armour of trench coat, trainers, and Ray-Bans – as a stranger. The coffee beans crunched in the grinder, a rhythmic sound that grounded her in the present.

      ‘Is that really wee Kirsty?’ The white-haired man in the red fleece jumper surveyed her from top to bottom. ‘Haven’t seen you round here in a while.’

      ‘It is, aye,’ she replied. ‘Who’s asking?’

      ‘Don’t ye remember me?’ he said in response to her puzzled expression.

      She shook her head. ‘Afraid not.’

      ‘Jesus, Kirsty! That’s Doctor Emslie, your old GP. One of our last loyal customers.’ Her mother’s voice was fraught with annoyance and a hint of guilt. ‘So sorry, Malcolm. She’s been away for too long. You know how it is.’ Liz let out a heavy sigh, her eyes saying, You’re an embarrassment.

      ‘Aye, I know, I know. Haven’t seen my Jamie in ages.’ Doctor Emslie took a sip of his coffee. ‘That Kirsty’s all grown up now. Not so wee anymore.’

      She lifted one shoulder. ‘Tends to happen when you feed and water adolescents regularly. As you should know, Doctor.’

      He laughed. ‘I see ye got yer mother’s tongue.’

      ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ She smiled. ‘How’s Jamie – does he have bairns?’

      ‘Aye, two lasses.’

      ‘Oh, I’m really, really glad that he managed that. Sweet relief.’ It earned her a confused look, but luckily, the good doctor didn’t probe.

      Something was amiss. She’d taken the Caledonian Sleeper from London. It was almost nine in the morning. The café should have been buzzing with people getting a Saturday breakfast, or catering to the odd tourist. And yet the only guests were Doctor Emslie and two quiet lads in their hi-vis coveralls by the window.

      Curious.

      ‘So, what do you need me to do, Maw?’

      Liz looked up from wiping down the coffee machine. ‘For starters, go to the shop for some milk. We’re running out soon and I didn’t get round to do it yesterday. You still remember where it is?’

      Another passive-aggressive remark. Kirsty would have to live with that for the next three weeks, possibly forever. ‘Course I do. I’ll be only a minute.’ She frowned. Something else wasn’t right. ‘Where’s Da?’

      ‘Upstairs. Resting and doing the books. You can say hello later. Now go get the milk. Chop, chop!’

      ‘Aye, captain.’

      She stepped out into the heart of Cairnhaven under a sky painted with the bold strokes of a glorious Scottish summer’s morning. The houses crouched shoulder to shoulder under the bright July sun. Rays winked off the windows, casting shadows across the cobbled streets. And somewhere, just out of sight, there was certainly a gull eyeing someone’s buttery with the cold, calculating gaze of a ruthless feathered pirate.

      The small former fishing town of Cairnhaven in this corner of Aberdeenshire was a picture of idyllic charm. Or so the postcard-pretty houses would have you believe. Their slate roofs were a testament to gravity-defying optimism. An excessive number of chimneys punctuated the skyline like exclamation marks, surprised at their own continued existence amidst the onslaught of the sea.

      This was the place Kirsty had grown up. The place that shaped her. A shape she’d spent the past fourteen years to twist herself out of.

      She could still draw the outlines of the tiny harbour and the skyline of crooked houses with her eyes closed, and it would be roughly accurate. Its bones hadn’t changed in two centuries. Certainly not in the time she’d been away.

      Then why did Cairnhaven feel so uncomfortable, like a shirt with an irritating tag?

      Pushing through the automatic doors of the town’s only big supermarket, the neon tubes cast a sterile glow on the fresh produce. On her quest for the milk fridge, Kirsty grabbed a basket and moved into one of the aisles that rose like human-made canyons stocked with the spoils of far-off lands and nearby farms or factories. Everything was different, of course. The last time she’d been in here, she’d bought a large bottle of Irn-Bru and Jammie Dodgers for the train ride to London. New Year’s Day.

      Her heart stopped as she caught sight of a vaguely familiar, unruly shock of dark, wavy hair at the end of the aisle. That thick skull…

      It can’t be. Can it? No.

      Every cell in her body refused to believe what couldn’t possibly be true.

      But there, by the milk fridge, stood Connor Bannerman.

      In. The. Flesh.

      Statistically speaking, an encounter like this might have been inevitable in a town as tiny as Cairnhaven. But that didn’t prevent the shock that wrapped around her like a sudden gale. She didn’t even know he still lived here, her parents hadn’t mentioned him. And Kirsty had never asked. She’d assumed he’d moved away. Most people did, eventually.

      Each heartbeat boomed deep into her stomach as she watched him, her teenage love and the main reason for her abrupt and permanent departure from Cairnhaven, browse the shelves. Like nothing had ever happened.

      Connor fucking Bannerman.

      Still towering over anyone, still broad-shouldered, like a massive wardrobe. But he also looked different. More rugged, more serious, more…grown-up and manly. But unmistakably Connor. There was a familiarity in his features and stance, a memory tickling the corners of Kirsty’s mind. He wore a faded plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular, tanned forearms. And then he did the thing, softly tapping a rhythmic beat on his thigh. He’d always done it when he was concentrating or thinking.

      Kirsty was a million times more prepared to become baby Gigi Amadeus’ devoted personal assistant for the rest of her life than to face the first man who’d ever broken her heart.

      Well, that wasn’t quite accurate.

      Broke it, shredded it, set it on fire, and then pissed on it.

      She turned on her heel, intent on leaving the shop before he had any chance to notice her. Heart still a rowdy knot of nerves and memories, she navigated the aisle with the grace of a newborn deer on ice. Her body bumped sideways into a cardboard display of stacked bags of crisps. The display wobbled precariously, then gave way, sending a cascade of crisp packets down. The crash reverberated through the aisle, announcing her presence to everyone.

      Smooth. Real smooth.

      Connor spun around at the commotion, and their gazes locked. It knocked the wind out of her with the force of a wrecking ball. All those memories surged back into her mind.

      How he’d secured her poem from the nasty hands of Maisie MacPhee, saving her further humiliation in their first week in secondary one. The first sip of cider on the steps of the war memorial. Their first kiss on the beach. Sneaking off to go night-swimming in the quarry… All the first times of everything important had been with him. He’d been her first boyfriend and first man and best friend.

      Until he wasn’t.

      As she tried to turn and run in panic, her foot slipped on a rogue packet and down she went, arms flailing. Blindly, she grabbed for support, any support – and latched onto Connor’s belt.

      God have mercy. He must have got closer while I zoned out.

      She wanted to combust on the spot.

      ‘Kirsty? Is that you?’ His deep voice broke through the fog of remembrance as he looked down on her. His pupils dilated in disbelief, as if he thought she was an illusion or something.

      ‘Erm… No?’

      It was then she realised that she was still holding on to his belt. She let go as if it were lava.

      Connor narrowed his eyes. ‘Liar. Who else would tackle me in the snack aisle?’

      She got up and squared her shoulders, mortification battling with anger and the desperate urge to disappear. ‘Sorry, no. You got me confused. I’m Isabel. Kirsty’s evil twin.’

      Humour had always been her most reliable shield.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners as he chuckled, a warm rumble that sent an unwelcome tingle down her spine. ‘I bet if we asked Isabel who the evil twin is, she’d give a different answer.’

      An uneasy silence stretched between them, filled only by the incessant hum of the refrigerators and the inane pop song blaring from the market’s speakers – Bon Jovi’s You Give Love a Bad Name.

      How very fitting.

      She studied the scuffed toes of her trainers, aware of his presence mere feet away. Even as a boy and young man, he’d had a certain gravity about him. The only person with whom Kirsty had felt grounded. She’d been the balloon and he the string.

      God, he even smelled the same, like pine and soap and something delicious. A pheromone cocktail that hit her right where it shouldn’t. This prick still had the same effect on her, at least according to the tingle in her toes and the flutter in her belly. As if the past years had been erased.

      Fascinating how scents do that. Catapult you back into the past.

      Connor Bannerman with his muscly arms and stubbled face and mossy eyes was like a shot of whisky, igniting a stinging burning within her. Against her will.

      Damn him.

      He broke the silence. ‘Other than inciting a riot – what are you doing here, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      She slanted her eyes at him while she lifted the cardboard display from the ground. ‘I definitely do mind. But I’ll tell you. I’m here to help my parents.’

      He scoffed. ‘That’s a first.’

      Putting the bags back in place, she now pulled a double-squint. It was the next best thing to punching him without getting into trouble with the law. ‘And where have you been all these years?’ she asked sweetly. ‘Prison?’

      ‘Of sorts,’ he grumbled, picked up two bags of crisps, and handed them to her.

      So he was still evasive when he wanted to be. Fine. Monosyllabic arse. The air was charged with years of unspoken thoughts. ‘I’d better go,’ Kirsty blurted out. She didn’t trust herself to say more, knowing each word might betray the tumult stirring in the pit of her stomach.

      Connor cocked an eyebrow, that same old quirk. Still annoying. Without another word, she turned and left.

      ‘You never were good at goodbyes, Kirsty Munro.’

      Her head jerked around so fast she nearly gave herself whiplash. ‘And whose fault was that, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      The comment hung in the air. For a moment they weren’t in a supermarket aisle, but back in that last, never-ending summer. When promises were as fragile and fleeting as dandelion seeds in the wind.

      ‘You wanted to leave first.’ His words were soft, but they struck with the force of Thor’s hammer.

      ‘Well, then here it is: Badbye, Bannerman,’ Kirsty grunted and made a beeline for the checkout, pulse racing, before realising she hadn’t got the milk. She half-turned, stealing a glance back at Connor, only to find him watching her with a burning gaze.

      Shit.

      Her mind was a muddle, even more so than usual. She was back in Cairnhaven, back in the life she had left behind. And whether or not she liked it, Connor used to be part of
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