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WHAT SCREWS US UP THE most in life is the picture in our heads of how life’s supposed to be.

Robert O’Connell has a plan for his life and nothing is going to get in his way. 

He’s got the perfect woman by his side. They’ve been together for six years and he plans on marrying her as soon as he finishes his master’s degree. 

Attending the University of Edinburgh had been his dream. Living in Scotland, studying the history was part of the plan. Amy Addair was not part of the plan. The sexy, surly bartender at the local pub has caught his attention. She’s not like any woman he’s ever met. And she’s trouble. Damaged goods not looking for a relationship.

Except now, she’s got Robert rethinking his entire life plan. Is his girlfriend in New York the woman he’s supposed to marry, or is there another woman he’s meant to spend his life with?

“Damaged people are dangerous—they know they can survive.”

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


I CLOSED THE BOOK I was reading, staring at the cover of it in my lap. I wanted to excel in my studies and had been hitting the books hard. It wasn’t like I had an active social life in the foreign city I was now calling home. I’d been in Edinburgh three weeks and while I had met quite a few people, I wasn’t a social butterfly by any means. Everyone was nice enough and welcomed the American with shaggy hair and green eyes, but it wasn’t quite home—not yet anyway.

I rose from the chair and walked the very small distance into my even smaller kitchen. My flat was significantly smaller than the huge home I grew up in and the posh apartment my parents had insisted I live in during my four years at NYU. The flat was probably the size of the bedroom in my old apartment with a single, tiny window that overlooked the street below. I knew my mother would absolutely balk at the place if she saw it. It had come furnished, which was perfect for my needs. My mother, an interior designer, would cringe at the mismatched, outdated furniture that had seen better days.

I didn’t mind a bit. My newest digs were far away from the overreaching arms and eyes of my doting parents who were back home in New York. They had encouraged me to attend one of the Ivy Leagues in the United States, but that wasn’t my dream. That was their dream. I wanted to live and breathe history. 

When I found out I had been accepted to the University of Edinburgh, I didn’t hesitate to pack my bags and get my ass to Scotland. I had been waiting for this moment all of my twenty-eight years on the planet. I loved my parents, loved New York, loved my soon-to-be fiancée, Julia Clark, but there was something called too much of a good thing. It was a little too much of everything. I had been feeling weighed down, boxed in, and I needed to spread my wings. 

I, Bobby O’Connell, was a free man—kind of. I was in Scotland, far away from my family and friends and all their imposed ideas about who I should be. I loved the freedom to be someone else. In fact, it was why I was going by “Bobby” and not “Robert.” My mother would not be happy to know I’d chosen to introduce myself by the nickname she hated. 

I walked into the meager bathroom and checked my appearance. I hadn’t shaved in the three weeks I had been in Scotland, something else that would give my mother a fit. It wasn’t the proper O’Connell image I was supposed to uphold. I grinned, staring at the beard stubble coming in and rubbing my hand over my jawline and chuckling. I grabbed the bottle of mouthwash, sucked in a good amount, swished it around and then spit it out into the somewhat stained sink before replacing the cap, smoothing a hand over my wild hair and calling it good.

I found my backpack, then double-checked to make sure I had my pens, notebooks, and textbook. I grabbed my laptop from the charger and stuffed it in the pack. I checked my watch before taking the pack and rushing out the door. I couldn’t be late for class. That was not the impression I wanted to make. I didn’t want to be the spoiled American who didn’t take his acceptance to the prestigious university seriously. 

Once I was on the sidewalk, I looked left, then right, orientating myself to my new city and heading toward Old College where most of my history classes were held. The city was a huge tourist draw, which meant the sidewalks were generally packed. I had learned in the first week to avoid the Royal Mile. It was constantly packed. I loved it, and it was fascinating, but I had to get on my way. 

I inhaled the fresh air, a little bummed it didn’t smell like heather like I had heard so much about. I didn’t get the scent of flowers, but the air smelled different from New York City. The lush green smelled cleaner and older, if that was even possible. There was an air of vibrancy that pricked at my skin, making me feel more alive than I had ever felt.

I had about a ten-minute walk to class, which I chose to use to give Julia a quick call. The time difference and my studies made it difficult to have long, meaningful conversations on a regular basis. 

“Hey, babe,” I said, smiling when I heard her voice. 

“Robert!” she squealed my name. 

“I’m on my way to class and wanted to hear your voice,” I told her. 

“Oh, I miss you so much. I hate being so far away from you.” She whined. 

“I miss you, too, babe.”

She groaned. “I don’t think I can wait two months to see you. This is killing me. Come home.”

“I can’t wait to see you too. I’ll be home for Christmas,” I said with a chuckle. I loved being missed but hated missing her. It felt like a little part of me was still in New York City. 

“Do you like it there? Are you ready to quit and come home? You know I’ll love you whether you have your master’s or not. You could do your master’s here,” she reminded me. 

I smiled as I passed a couple of young blondes, both carrying book bags and looked like they were leaving class. They smiled back at me as they passed, one of them whispering to the other. 

“You know how important this is to me.”

“Aren’t I important to you?” she groused. 

I smiled, picturing her pouty lips, her short blond hair framing her perfect face and her hazel eyes staring back at me. I had loved her for years. She was my other half. We seemed to fit so perfectly, and both of our parents loved the idea of us being together. 

“You are very important to me. You can always come and visit,” I reminded her. 

She sighed. “I have to work.”

I laughed. “You and I both know you don’t have to work.”

“You know what I mean. Besides, I like my job—most days,” she said with a giggle. 

“I know. We’ll be together soon. How’s that new spin class you started?” I asked her, trying to take her mind off the fact we were apart. 

“It’s fun. I love that it’s earlier in the morning. I get to head to the gym and still have time to come home and take a real shower,” she said with plenty of enthusiasm. 

“Good, I’m glad you like it.”

“I met another woman who’s going to go for a run with me on Saturday,” she rambled on. 

I smiled, thinking of Julia’s extremely toned, lithe figure. She loved cardio. She wasn’t big on building muscle, but she was in excellent shape, a natural-born runner. 

“That’s great. You need someone who can keep up with you,” I teased. 

“If you were here, you could keep up with me,” she replied. 

I burst into laughter. “We both know that isn’t true.”

“I miss you,” she said again. 

I sighed, hating to hear the sadness in her voice. “I know. I miss you, too, but this is important. I’m getting to research Scottish history for my thesis right in Scotland. It’s perfect here. You have to come and visit me. You’ll love it. It’s so pretty. We could go exploring, check out the shopping and museums. Everything is so old,” I told her. 

She giggled, and the laugh I had loved for six long years filled my ear. She was a beautiful woman, inside and out. We had met and fell in love almost immediately. I had every intention of marrying her once I finished my degree. I already knew she would say yes when I asked. We always talked about our future. It had been assumed some time ago that we would marry, even if I hadn’t technically asked the question yet. Everyone in our lives knew it was our destiny. There was never a question of if, but rather, when. 

“You make old sound good,” she teased. 

“I’m a history major, old is good,” I reminded her. 

“You’re an old soul,” she said, her voice soft. 

I smiled. It was the same thing she had told me the first time we had met. I turned the corner, feeling the nerves rolling in my belly as the campus came into view. It was a stunning sight to see. I didn’t think I would ever get tired or used to rounding the street corner and seeing the tall, stone buildings reaching for the sky. I loved the history that emanated from the campus. People, just like me, had been roaming the halls for hundreds of years. The stories that must have unfolded behind those walls. It intrigued me. I wished I could talk to all of them. I wanted to know what it was like to live in a time without phones, without the internet, without planes flying overhead. 

“I feel like an old soul. I’ve always believed I was born in the wrong time,” I told her. 

She giggled again. “I would love to see you in a kilt. You have to buy one while you’re there. You can wear it for me on our first night back together.”

I chuckled. “That would be a sight.”

“I want to have my very own Braveheart.”

I scoffed. “You know what happened to him, right?”

She started laughing. “You know what I mean.”

“I do. I’ll wear a kilt for you. I’ll do anything for you,” I told her, being completely serious. 

“You better plan to spend every minute with me when you come home. I have to get my fill of my man before he leaves me again.” She whined. 

“I will spend every minute I can with you. My parents will understand. I’m sure they’ll encourage it,” I told her. 

“Good. I’ll do some shopping before you come home, pick up some naughty bits,” she teased. 

I groaned. “Baby, you’re killing me.”

“I want you to be thinking about me every night.” She laughed. 

“I will. I definitely will. I have to get going,” I told her. “I love you.”

“I love you!”

I smiled ending the call. With my phone in my hand, I couldn’t resist taking a picture. It was gorgeous. I sent the picture to Julia. I felt like a tourist. I couldn’t believe I was really there, about to walk the halls of one of the best schools in the entire world.

I pulled open the door, inhaling the slight musty smell of the building. There were air fresheners everywhere to try and clear the odor, but I liked it. I was smelling history. I walked down the hall, staring at the posters and various artwork as I made my way to my first class. I slipped inside, taking a seat near the back and pulling out my laptop. 

I couldn’t stop smiling. The next two years were part of my ultimate plan. I was going to get my master’s, go back home, and live out the American dream with Julia. I had visions of a decent-size house, not too big, but big enough for a family. We’d live in the suburbs, perfect lawn that I would mow every Saturday morning, with a white picket fence to keep our kids and our one small dog in the yard. 

We’d have family breakfasts, go to the kids’ football or soccer games, and visit the museums. Julia and I were on the same page. We both wanted at least two kids, but would be okay with three, maybe even four. She was ready to stay at home with the kids while I worked as a historian, maybe even taking a teaching job. 

Our life was all planned out. This was the one last thing I planned to do as a free man, then it would be time to settle down and live out the dream I had been thinking about for the past ten years. 
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THE WEEK HAD BEEN LONG and hard. I had this wild idea living and going to school in Scotland would be easy. I figured I already had a degree under my belt, how much more history could there be. Holy shit had I been wrong. The professors were no joke. They gave no leeway and demanded the best from every student in their classrooms. 

My first four years at school had been a breeze compared to what I was doing now. I had been studying nonstop and still felt ill-prepared. I should have known the competition would be much stiffer. The history program was far more competitive, and it was kicking my ass. 

I rubbed my eyes, checked my watch, and realized it was seven o’clock. I had been in the library studying for three hours. My brain was fried. I needed a cold drink and something hot to eat. I closed my book, tucked everything into my backpack, and left the library, stepping into the cool night. I zipped up my hoodie and set off to find sustenance. 

I took a different route, checking out the various shops still open. I was looking for a diner when I happened to walk by a pub with the wooden door propped open. There was a loud raucous laughter coming from inside. The pub was tucked in between a bakery and a watch repair shop. I paused, staring inside the door, feeling a bit like a voyeur as I watched people, young and old, drinking from the traditional glass mugs filled with foamy beer. 

I smiled, loving how happy everyone appeared to be. A couple of young twentysomethings walked out of the pub, laughing and talking in what sounded like German. I loved the diversity of the city and the laid-back way everyone got along. With the end of the busy tourist season, things had quieted down some, not a lot, but enough to allow me to filter out the tourists from the locals. I liked the locals. 

On a whim, I decided to go into the pub. Something smelled really good and I needed a strong Scottish ale. The faint smell of beer, some of it a little putrid, along with something that smelled very aromatic, filled the air. I knew exactly what it was—haggis! 

I spotted a small table in a very dark, dingy corner and made my way over to it, sitting down and looking for a menu. There wasn’t one. The dark wood table looked like it was at least fifty years old. It wasn’t vintage or antique—it was just old. All of the furnishings in the bar were old and beat up. If I had been in New York, I would have steered clear of a place like this. Dive bars were dangerous in the city, but this one had a completely different atmosphere. It was lively and rowdy. People getting hammered after a long week. I didn’t see any mean drunks or guys spoiling for a fight. Everyone was laughing, drinking, and having a good time. 

I wanted to have a good time, and I wanted something to eat. I could smell the food and see half-eaten plates on some of the other tables. I had a feeling this was one of those places where you just had to know what was on the menu—if you didn’t, you guessed. I waited and waited some more, realizing there weren’t any waitresses. No one was coming around asking what anyone wanted. I noticed someone walking away from the bar, carrying two pints of ale, and realized if I wanted something, I was going to have to chase it down. 

I grabbed my backpack and headed for the bar, finding a couple stools at the opposite end from where a woman filled tall mugs from a keg. I sat down, looking around for another bartender. There was a single woman behind the bar, but I couldn’t say for certain she was the actual bartender, or barmaid, rather. She was probably the least welcoming bartender I had ever seen. She was sloshing drinks as she slammed them down without taking a few seconds to talk with her patrons. Her attitude was a strong contradiction to the environment in the bar. I waited, my backpack tucked against the bar with my legs shielding it, hoping someone would wait on me. I was parched and in desperate need of a drink. 

“You’re hoping to get a drink?” A man with bushy black hair and heavy, dark stubble took the seat beside me. 

I chuckled. “That was my plan. Is that not an option?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “We’ll see,” he said, his Scottish accent thick. 

I looked at the woman with her back to me. She had on a pair of tight jeans, showing off a tight, high ass and slender hips and legs. She wore a tiny black T-shirt that was a tad too short and hovered above the low-rise jeans, showing off a ban of creamy white skin. Her wavy red hair was more pink than orange. It looked silky smooth and bounced with every move. 

I couldn’t stop staring at her. Her arms were toned and muscular in a feminine way. The way she held herself told me she was confident and maybe a little bit of a badass. I caught a profile glimpse and noticed the heavy, dark makeup on her eyes. Her skin was pale with a hint of freckles. She glanced my way, scowled at me, and turned back to the man she was serving. I didn’t get the chance to really look at her eyes. It was then I realized I had glanced down at her chest, the steep V-neck shirt she was wearing drew my attention in that direction. It couldn’t be helped, at least that was my defense. Her breasts were pert and not overly big, matching her trim body. She was stunning, with a hint of danger that intrigued me.

Her angry look and her ridiculously poor customer service should have had me grabbing my pack and walking out, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was drawn to her. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her beauty wasn’t classic like Julia’s. She had a hard edge about her that was sexy and scary at the same time. She had that edgy early Angelina Jolie look about her, which made you want to run from her and fuck her wildly at the same time. 

“Still thirsty?” the man asked. 

I smirked. “More than ever.”

He laughed. “My name is Conrad MacDonald. You a student at the university?” he asked, nodding to the backpack I had wedged between my feet and the bar. 

I nodded. “I am. First semester here. I’m Bobby O’Connell,” I told him.

“Oh, a wee bit Scottish, are you? How do you like it so far?” he asked, his brogue thick. 

I nodded again. “I love it. It’s been a dream of mine to attend the university. Getting to live in Scotland is icing on the cake. My mother’s parents are from Glasgow, hence the O’Connell,” I explained. 

I looked at the surly bartender, trying to will her to look at me. I wanted a drink and could really use something to eat. 

“What are you studying?” he asked. 

“History. I’m working on my master’s,” I told him. 

“Wow, ambitious. A man with a real plan for life,” he teased. 

I noticed his own book bag at his feet and nodded toward it. “You? Are you going to Edinburgh?”

He grinned and nodded. “I am. Bachelor of arts. I’m not quite ready to start thinking about a master’s yet. This has taken me long enough.”

I chuckled. “This was all part of my life plan. I knew before I ever graduated high school what I wanted to do. I’ve been working toward this goal a long time.”

He grimaced, his bushy brows forming a single line as he wrinkled his forehead. “I don’t think I had a plan. Oh, no, my plan was to get drunk and chase the lasses. Good for you for making it all happen.”

I laughed, nodding. “That is a popular plan for many. I did my fair share of getting drunk, but I’ve been with the same girl for six years.”

Conrad looked at me as if I had two heads. “Six years, man! Damn! Have you not been a little curious about what’s out there?”

I shrugged. “Nope. Not really.”

Conrad didn’t look convinced. “Still want that drink?” he asked with a grin. 

I nodded. “I do. What do I have to do to get her to get me one?” I asked. 

Conrad grinned and winked at me. The twinkle in his brown eyes left me thinking I shouldn’t have asked.

I watched with slight horror as he slammed his palm on the surface of the bar, causing the drinks resting along it to bounce and slosh over the rims. 

“Barkeep! Two pints down here!” he hollered. 

I wanted to crawl under the bar and hide. I was positive that was the exact wrong way to order a beer from a bartender, especially one as surly as the one behind the bar. I grimaced, waiting to duck out of the way of a glass being hurled our way. 

Instead, the woman turned and scowled at Conrad. “Give me a minute! Can’t you see I’m busy here!” she hollered back. 

I couldn’t move or breathe. Her raspy voice suddenly gave me the feeling of nails scouring down my back in the heat of passion. Not that I would really know what that felt like, but I had seen it in the movies. Julia and I weren’t quite that uninhibited. The bartender, she was a different story. I imagined her shouting, spanking, and being a very active lover.

“I can’t believe you just did that.” I hissed, pushing thoughts of her and sex far from my mind. 

Conrad looked at me. “You said you wanted a drink.”

“Yes, but don’t you think you should have asked her,” I nervously pointed out, looking around to see if there was a bouncer headed our way or some big, angry, tattooed boyfriend ready to kick our ass and teach us some manners. 

“I did ask her,” he retorted. 

I shook my head. “If you would have asked like that in the States, you would find yourself on your ass outside the door.”

He laughed. “You Americans are all so uptight with all your manners and rules. You’re in Scotland. A pub is a rowdy place. If that hurts your delicate sensibilities, you are in for a rude awakening, my friend. We don’t mind taking a little shit now and then. It gives you thick skin.”

I nodded, laughing along with him. “I’m sure I’ll survive, but you, my friend, I’m worried about you. She does not look like the kind of woman who appreciates being hollered at. I’d pay close attention to what she’s putting in your pint.”

Conrad threw his head back, his large barrel chest puffing out at he laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

I was glad to see he wasn’t worried. I hoped that meant I could be assured my drink was untainted as well. It was going to take a little getting used to. I had a rather strict upbringing, manners and proper social etiquette had been drilled into my head the moment I first drew breath. Being in a loud, rude, slightly obnoxious pub was way out of my element. I liked it. I liked feeling like one of the locals. Now, if only I could look like one of the locals and have a foamy mug of Scottish ale to drink from. 
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I WATCHED WITH ANTICIPATION as the redheaded beauty pulled a hair tie from her wrist and skillfully lifted her long hair up, twisted it a few times, and had it sitting on top of her head in a sexy, messy bun within seconds. She turned to face us, hands on her hips as she walked toward Conrad and me. Once again, I felt like a deer caught in the headlights of a speeding semitruck. The collision was inevitable, and it was probably going to be painful, but I couldn’t move. 

“What do you want, Conrad?” She glowered at him. 

Conrad grinned and held up two fingers. “Two ales for me and my friend.”

She glared at him before spinning and grabbing two mugs from under the bar. She placed one under the tap, opened it before reaching for a towel and wiping down the bar, irritation on her face. I watched with rapt attention as she slid the overflowing mug to the side and stuck the empty one under the open tap, never missing a beat. She was good at her job, even if her attitude sucked. 

With both mugs filled to the very rim, she grabbed them and slammed them on the bar directly in front of us. The ale sloshed over the top, sliding down the glass and messing up the smooth surface she had just wiped down. 

“There, now quit barking at me. I’ve got things to do,” she said, her raspy voice triggering dirty thoughts. 

“You can do me,” Conrad shot back. 

“You are a pain in the ass, Conrad MacDonald,” she snapped. 

He grinned. “You think I’m a sexy pain in the ass,” he shot back. 

“Don’t yell at me again or I will dump that ale right over your head next time,” she said, barely looking my way. 

“Just give me a warning and I will peel off my shirt first,” Conrad replied, not the least bit disturbed by her threats. 

“Why are you here, in my bar? Can’t you take yourself somewhere else? I don’t need your spoiled attitude in here. You are not my only customer,” she told him. 

Conrad chuckled. “But I’m your favorite.”

She glared at him again before picking up the towel and wiping down the bar once again. I felt like I should tell her the bar would stay cleaner if she refrained from slamming down overflowing mugs of ale onto the surface. I kept my mouth shut, not wanting one of those full mugs dumped over my head. I had a feeling her threat was more of a promise, a warning of what was to come. She didn’t seem like the type of woman who wasted energy on empty threats. 

I sipped the ale, letting the cold liquid slide down my throat before taking another heartier drink to try and curb my hunger. I watched as she reached into a small window, obviously the window to the kitchen where the delicious smells were emanating from. She expertly balanced four plates of food in her hands and on her forearms, then walked to one of the tables in the pub and handed over the food. 

“She does this all by herself?” I asked with awe. 

Conrad looked at me, followed my gaze to the bartender, and nodded his head. “No one else is brave enough to work with her,” he teased. “The man in the kitchen, he is only safe because there is a wall between them.”

I laughed, taking another drink and feeling the stress and strain of a busy, stressful week slowly fading away. When the redheaded beauty was back behind the bar, she shot us a look, checked the level in our mugs, and quickly dismissed us. She reached under the counter, not a few feet away from me. It was then I caught the glimpse of a tattoo behind her ear. It was a swirling pattern that looked like it had some kind of meaning. 

I immediately wondered if she had other tattoos hidden on that beautiful body. I decided in an instant she must. A woman like her would have numerous. I was only surprised they weren’t visible. I couldn’t stop watching her as she moved around the bar. There was a certain grace to the way she managed the bar and delivered food. She moved purposefully and swiftly, never missing a beat. 

“What’s caught your eye man?” Conrad asked from beside me. 

I looked at him, blinking several times. “What?”

“You look like you see something you want.” He grinned. 

I shrugged a shoulder. “No, no, nothing like that.”

Conrad boisterously laughed, not to be outdone by the other raucous laughter floating around the pub. “You got the hots for Angry Amy.”

“Who? Angry Amy?” I asked with confusion. 

Conrad nodded to the bartender moving past us, two more mugs in her hand. “That is Angry Amy,” he said in a low voice. 

“Oh. I guess that seems like an appropriate name for her.”

He smiled. “It is. She’s an angry woman that one.”

“She’s pretty,” I blurted out, immediately chastising myself for saying what was on my mind. 

“Stay away from that one. She’ll swallow you whole and spit you out, American. She eats men like you for breakfast.”

“Men like me?” I asked, a little offended. 

He grinned. “All doe-eyed and innocent. Want me to give you a piece of advice?” he asked, leaning close to me. 

I nodded. “Yes, what?”

“Steer clear of that one. Stay far, far away,” he warned. 

I looked at the woman, who couldn’t weigh more than a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. She had a tough exterior, but how bad could she really be? I knew the Scottish people were big on legends and lore, but Angry Amy was nothing more than an irritated woman in my opinion. He was giving her far too much credit.

“I have no intention of trying to get close. I told you, I have a girlfriend, a very serious girlfriend. I plan on marrying her as soon as I’m done with my schooling here,” I told him, confident in the idea my plans for life were right on course. 

“Good to know because Amy there, she will destroy a man faster than he can blink. Far bigger, tougher men than you have been caught in her web and eaten alive,” he warned. 

I smirked. “I appreciate the warning, but I assure you, it isn’t going to happen.”

“Who is this lass who has your heart but isn’t here with you?” Conrad asked. 

“Her name is Julia. I’ve known her forever. She is beautiful, smart, funny, and she loves me as much as I love her. She’s waiting for me, working as a legal assistant until I get back home and marry her,” I told him. 

Conrad raised an eyebrow. “Just like that, huh? You have it all worked out.”

“I do. So far everything I planned and dreamed for my future has come to reality. I don’t plan on stopping until I have it all.”

“Wow, you are an ambitious man.”

I caught a glimpse of another plate of food being carried to a table and eyed it longingly. “What do you think it would take to get some of that?” I nodded to the plates filled with what looked like mashed potatoes. 

“You want to eat in a pub? You know that is haggis?” he asked. 

I grinned. “Yes, I want to eat in a pub, and I have eaten haggis before,” I told him, not mentioning the first time had been last week. 

“Well then, we can’t have a big guy like you starving to death now, can we? Sit back, watch, and learn how it’s done,” he ordered. 

He kept referring to me as a “big guy,” but I never considered myself big. I had a feeling it was because I was a few inches taller than him, standing at six one. He was far bigger across the shoulders and had the typical Scottish build, broad-shouldered and stocky while I was a bit leaner. 

I kept my head down, not wanting to make direct eye contact with Amy as Conrad ordered up two plates of the usual. I had no idea what the usual was, but I was hungry enough to eat just about anything. I finished off the last of my ale and before I had a chance to order another, Amy sloshed one down in front of me without saying a word. 

“Thanks,” I muttered, not wanting to be rude. 

She scoffed and walked away. I looked at Conrad, one brow raised. He was grinning like an idiot. 

“I told you, she is not the woman you want to mess with.” He laughed. 

“I wasn’t trying to be friends with her. I was only trying to be polite.”

“Wasted effort. That isn’t how Angry Amy responds. You have to give as good as you get,” he said like it was common practice to treat people like shit to get something you wanted. 

“I’ll try and keep that in mind. I can’t wait to tell my mother she’s been teaching me all wrong these past few years,” I said sarcastically. 

Two plates of food were dropped in front of us. I looked up, hoping to actually look at the grumpy woman, but she was already on her way to the other end of the bar. I looked at the meal. It didn’t look the least bit appetizing, but it smelled amazing. 

“Are you afraid of it?” Conrad asked, picking up his fork. 

I looked at it. “I don’t know. What is it?”

“It is some of the best damn food you’ll ever eat. Mashed potatoes with a whisky gravy, turnips, and of course, haggis.”

“Whisky gravy?” I asked, picking up my own fork and mashing the thick, dark gravy into the fluffy potatoes underneath. 

“You’ve never had whisky gravy?” Conrad asked with shock. 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

I took a bite, the flavors bursting in my mouth. I couldn’t say if it was because I was so damn hungry or if it was because it was truly that good, but I was convinced I’d never eaten anything quite so delicious. It felt hearty and oddly enough, manly. I imagine real Scottish Highland warriors dining on a similar meal five-hundred years ago in a pub much like the one I was sitting in. It was like being transported back through time. 

“Good?” he asked, watching me as I took one bite after another. 

“Very good,” I said, washing it all down with a hearty drink from my mug. 

He laughed, digging into his own meal. “It doesn’t look like much, but it will fill your belly and it goes so well with the ale.”

“I can see why everyone orders this,” I told him. 

Conrad laughed, his bright eyes twinkling. “It’s all you can order my friend.”

“What?” 

He shook his head. “Amy only lets you order this one dish. She might let you have fish and chips on occasion, but this is what they serve and that’s that.”

“Ah, that’s why there isn’t a menu.”

“Exactly. You don’t need to waste time with a menu when there’s only one thing to order,” he said with a chuckle. 

“Did you grow up in Edinburgh?” I asked him. 

He shrugged. “Here, there, and all around Scotland really. You? Where are you from?”

“New York, born and raised,” I told him. 

He chuckled. “I’m going to visit New York one day. I want to see what all the fuss is about.”

“It’s nothing like this place. Everything is new, flashy, and very tall,” I told him. 

“Ah, here everything is ancient stone and it all looks the same,” he said with a wink, repeating what so many tourists said about the older part of the city. 

“I like it that way.”

“We should meet up between classes next week. I’d like to hear more about your flashy city,” he said with a grin. 

I nodded, loving the idea of making a friend and having someone to hang out with. I had been feeling a bit lonely in the big city with no familiar, friendly faces, emphasis on the friendly as I looked up to find the cranky barmaid glaring at the both of us.
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THE RINGING OF MY PHONE pulled me out of a deep sleep. I rolled over, one eye open as I looked out the window. There was sunshine streaming in. That was a very welcome sight. I reached out, grabbing my phone and putting it to my face without checking the screen. 

“Hello,” I mumbled, my voice slightly gruff. 

“Hi, baby.” Julia’s voice came through the speaker, filling my heart with excitement. 

“Hey, babe, what are you doing up so early or late? What time is it there?” I asked her with confusion. 

My sleep-muddled brain wasn’t going to let me do the time thing. 

“It’s just after two.” She giggled. 

I rubbed my eyes. “In the morning?”

“Yes, silly.” She giggled again, and I knew she’d been drinking. 

“Did you go out?” I asked her, pushing my pillows up and reclining on them as I slowly shook off the cobwebs of sleep and focused on the conversation. 

“I did. Carly and Becca insisted I go out and have some fun. I’ve been kind of a Debbie Downer with you gone.” She sounded as if she was pouting. 

“I’m sorry. I’m glad they got you to go out. Did you have fun?” I asked her, not the least bit jealous or worried she would ever do anything that would hurt me. 

“I did! We danced and drank and danced some more.”

“You sound like you had a really good time. Did you do tequila shots?” I asked her, knowing what that did to her. 

She giggled again, the sound of a guilty, drunk woman. “I did.”

“That explains the giggling. You better drink some water and take a couple aspirin before you go to bed,” I warned her. 

“You always take such good care of me,” she said with a sigh. 

“I like taking care of you. What are you wearing?” I asked, imagining her in something short and sparkly. 

“I’m wearing the black dress you love,” she cooed. 

“The one with the long sleeves and turtleneck?” I asked excitedly. 

“That’s the one.” She laughed. 

I groaned. “I wish I could have seen you in it. I love that dress. I love how it hugs your sweet little body.”

“I’ll take a picture. Well, actually, I already took lots of pictures with me and the girls. I’ll send you one,” she replied. 

I smiled, happy she wasn’t sitting around her luxurious apartment and missing me. The last thing I wanted for her was to be miserable. I had felt terribly guilty for choosing to come to Scotland in the first place. It was something we had talked about extensively and had both agreed it was the right thing to do. It was something I had wanted for years. If I didn’t follow my dreams, I would end up with regret and that wasn’t something she wanted for me. I loved her all the more for her willingness to sacrifice time together in order for me to chase my dreams. 

“Did you go out to dinner first?” I asked her, hoping her friends were smart enough to feed her first. 

“We did. There you go again, always making sure I’m taken care of,” she said wistfully. 

“You know it. I might not be there with you, but you know I care about you and want to take care of you.”

“What about you? Did you get to go out with Conrad last night?” she asked. 

“No, I stayed in. I have a test coming up and I wanted to study,” I told her. 

“Do you and Conrad share any classes?”

“No, he is in another building entirely. We have managed to meet for lunch a couple times, but we both have busy schedules,” I told her, glad to be able to share my life in Scotland with her. 

I didn’t detect any jealousy on her part. She was supporting me, and I appreciated her all the more for it. 

“I’m glad you have a friend. I was so worried about you being there all by yourself,” she said. 

I laughed. “I’m a big boy. I’ll be fine.”

“I know, but you’re such a likeable guy. I can’t believe it took you a few weeks to make your first friend,” she said with a laugh. 

“Thanks. It is nice to have at least one friend in the strange city. You would really like it here,” I told her. 

She made a snorting sound and I could imagine her perfect button nose wrinkling. “Baby, you know I like clean, spacious, and new. The old rocks are your thing,” she reminded me. 

I chuckled. “True, but this place is so fascinating. Every day I try and go a little out of my way so I can explore more.”

“Why don’t you buy a car while you’re there?” she asked. 

It was the same conversation we had several times already. 

“I like to walk. It’s the best way to see everything. I can get a bike if the walking is too much, but I’m only about ten minutes from campus. There are shops, markets, and stores all around me. Plus, the traffic is not fun.”

“Okay, but you better not come back to me all scrawny from doing all that walking,” she warned. 

I laughed. “I assure you, with the food I’ve been eating, I’m in no danger of wasting away.”

“Speaking of, I’m having lunch with your mom today,” she informed me. 

“Really?”

“Yep, I think she’s worried I’m going to sink into a horrible depression without you here,” she teased. 

“We all know that’s very possible. Try not to talk about me too much.”

“Ha! As if! We have far more important things to talk about,” she joked. 

I heard her yawn and knew I should let her get to bed. I missed talking to her, kissing her, and spending time with her. It was moments like these I missed her terribly. 

“You better get to bed, especially if you have to meet my mom later,” I told her. 

She yawned again. “I know. I should, but I want to fall asleep to the sound of your voice.”

“Do you want me to read you a bedtime story?” I teased. 

“Maybe. I want to pretend you’re here beside me,” she whispered. 

“Drink some water and take that aspirin,” I told her, knowing she was on the verge of passing out. 

“I will,” she mumbled. 

“Good night, baby, I miss you. I love you like crazy,” I told her. 

“I love you,” she said, her voice already fading. 

I ended the call, staring at her face on my screen. It was a picture of us together at the beach. She was wearing a tiny white bikini. Her tanned skin and toned body made the stark-white bikini look even brighter. I was only a month into my two years away from her. I hoped I had the strength and dedication to make it. I had a feeling I was going to be racking up a lot of airline miles over the next two years. 

I got out of bed and walked to the small window in the living room, moving the white, gauzy curtains back and peering into the street below. It was a nice day. It had been raining forever it seemed like. Seeing the sun and hearing Julia’s voice first thing in the morning bolstered my spirits. 

I quickly showered and dressed in a pair of khaki pants and a warm, wool sweater before heading out to do a little exploring for the day. I felt like I had barely scratched the surface of the city. I wanted to see it all and familiarize myself with the many streets and back roads. The buildings really did look the same, making it easy to get lost and turned around. If I was going to be living there for the next two years, I damn well needed to know my way around. 

I inhaled a deep breath, taking in the fresh, slightly damp air before heading across the street. I had yet to explore the area and was looking forward to finding out more about the area I was calling home. At least half of the street vendors who clogged the sidewalks during the height of tourist season had packed up. There was no shortage of vendors hawking their wares. I walked down the sidewalk, my head moving left and right as I scanned the various shops. 

At some point, I realized I was moving into a row of jewelry stores. It seemed odd they would all congregate in the one area, but I supposed they wanted to take advantage of one another’s advertising. I found myself drawn to one store in particular and went inside. 

“Hello,” I said when an older
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