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        This book is dedicated

        to all the beautiful souls

        dealing with invisible illnesses

        who often hear “You don’t look sick”

        from a society in dire need

        of manners and empathy.

        I see you. I am you.

      

        

      
        And to my amazing sister Heather.

        Orkney is in our blood and in our hearts. Forever.

        Love you always. x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Note from the Author

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Readers,

      

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to A Smile in a Whisper. Evie and Nikolai’s story is a standalone romance; however, it takes place in the same ‘universe’ as my previous novels.

      

        

      
        Evie appears (very briefly) in London, Can You Wait? (my second novel) and Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye (my fourth novel). Nick appears in Until the Last Star Fades (my third novel) and Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye. Evie’s alter ego, historical romance author Cordelia Ross, pops up with a mention in my Christmas in London romance The Certainty of Chance (my fifth novel).

      

      

      
        
        Within these pages, you’ll find laugh-out-loud moments and steamy stuff, but this book, like my others, is not a rom-com.

      

      

      
        
        This story unfolds on the Orkney Islands, an archipelago of seventy islands off the northern coast of Scotland. The largest, most populated island is called the Mainland, so when you see the Mainland mentioned in A Smile in a Whisper, it’s referring to Orkney, not the Scottish mainland where Edinburgh, Aberdeen, and Inverness are located. FYI, the archipelago is called Orkney or the Orkney Islands, but never the Orkneys.

      

      

      
        
        Evie in A Smile in a Whisper lives with Crohn’s disease, a chronic inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). There is currently no cure. The root cause is unknown; however, it’s diagnosed when the immune system attacks healthy tissues in the gastrointestinal (GI) tract creating inflammation, which can spark abdominal pain, diarrhea, poor absorption of nutrients, malnutrition, weight loss, anemia, and other uncomfortable symptoms. Any part of the GI tract can be affected as well as the eyes, skin, liver, and joints. The Crohn’s disease rollercoaster is a ride I know well—several people close to me, including my husband, live with it. Sometimes it flares horribly, while other times it’s under control and barely noticeable.

      

      

      
        
        It’s important to note—all cases of Crohn’s are different. Physical symptoms, food intolerances, and medical treatments deviate from case to case (as does how the patient copes); therefore, the Crohn’s depiction in A Smile in a Whisper is one example and is not indicative of what others may experience. If you have questions about Crohn’s disease, please consult with your doctor or medical practitioner for up-to-date information and advice.

      

      

      
        
        I realize some readers get pulled out of a story if they don’t know how to pronounce a character’s name, so for reference, Nikolai sounds like ‘Nick-oh-lie’, Nico is pronounced ‘Nee-co’, Evie is ‘E-vee’, and Sunita is ‘Sun-ee-ta’.

      

        

      
        No AI (artificial intelligence) was used in the writing, editing, layout, or cover art of this book. This novel exists thanks to human creativity—lovingly made by me for you.

      

      

      
        
        Content note: this novel contains coarse language, open- and closed-door love scenes, Crohn’s disease/chronic illness, panic attacks, hospital scenes, underage drinking, drug use, infidelity (parental backstory), and divorce (backstory).

      

        

      
        Some scenes may also contain Orcadian words, so there’s a glossary after this note to explain terms that might not be familiar to all readers.

      

      

      
        
        Love music? For a preview of the playlist for A Smile in a Whisper, please visit the Musical Inspiration page. The complete playlist (and music for all my books) can be found under ‘Extras’ on my website.

      

      

      
        
        Special edition news! A Smile in a Whisper: Island Escape Special Edition paperback is also available.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Glossary

      

      

      
        
        Some people, places, and things mentioned in A Smile in a Whisper might not be familiar to all readers. Here are a few helpful explanations.

      

      

      
        
        Bairn: Scottish word for child

      

      

      
        
        Beuy: Orcadian greeting when a male addresses another male

      

      

      
        
        Bigsy: Orcadian word for conceited

      

      

      
        
        Blethering: Scottish word for talking a load of nonsense

      

      

      
        
        Blowin’ a hoolie: A strong gale/wind

      

      

      
        
        Broch: Conical stone towers built in the Iron Age and unique to Scotland, pronounced “brock”. What they were used for is still up for debate.

      

      

      
        
        Clootie dumpling: A Scottish dessert of spices, dried fruit, oatmeal, and flour, boiled in a ‘cloot’, which means cloth.

      

      

      
        
        Croft: Unique to Scotland, a croft is a small area of agricultural land situated on a much larger estate. The people who work this land—crofters—are usually tenants who grow vegetables and raise animals. Some crofts also have a small stone dwelling on the land.

      

      

      
        
        Curly doddies: Orcadian word for clover blooms, both the red and white varieties

      

      

      
        
        Doonies: One of the two teams who battle in the Ba’. Traditionally, males would be designated as a Doonie (short for doon the gates) if they were born north of the Mercat Cross, which stands in front of St. Magnus Cathedral. The arrival of the new hospital in the 1950s, however, gave the Uppies an unfair advantage, so allegiance is now based on which team your father and grandfather played for.

      

      

      
        
        Dry stone dykes: Stone walls constructed without cement, a technique dating back to the Neolithic Age.

      

      

      
        
        Equity card: The membership card Nick would have as a member of Equity, the British union for the performing arts and entertainment industries.

      

      

      
        
        Kiss-chase: A British schoolyard ‘game’ where children chase each other and kiss

      

      

      
        
        Octopush: UK name for underwater hockey

      

      

      
        
        Old Kirk: An old church

      

      

      
        
        Otters holding hands: It’s true! Sea otters (of which Orkney has plenty) do hold hands while sleeping, so they don’t float away from their group.

      

      

      
        
        Puggie/Puggy: Orcadian word for stomach

      

      

      
        
        Second unit: An additional, usually reduced crew filming a TV series or film at another location

      

      

      
        
        Selkies: Gray seals

      

      

      
        
        Swadge: I love this Orcadian word! Can be a verb (swadging: to kick back and relax after a yummy meal) or a noun (a swadge: a rest after eating).

      

      

      
        
        Tattie: Potato

      

      

      
        
        Uppies: One of the two teams who battle in the Ba’. Traditionally, males would be designated as an Uppie (short for up the gates) if they were born south of the Mercat Cross, which stands in front of St. Magnus Cathedral. The arrival of the new hospital in the 1950s, however, gave the Uppies an unfair advantage, so allegiance is now based on which team your father and grandfather played for.
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            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Make a wish and wish we are together

        For always and forever endlessly.”

        ‘Smile When We Whisper’,

        Torquil Campbell

      

      

      EVIE

      
        
        Then, Thursday, May 26, eighteen years ago

      

      

      Evie Sutherland had never seen a squirrel, a train, or a McDonald’s. Not that she minded. Island life in Orkney with its unlocked front doors and mysterious standing stones was safe yet otherworldly, an unsupervised playground of seashell-strewn beaches, patchwork farmer’s fields, and archeological wonders. The tight-knit archipelago offered an unhurried childhood where Evie grew up content, never missing what she didn’t have.

      Until last night.

      I need to talk to Sun! Adolescent angst gnawed deep in Evie’s chest as white-capped waves surged across the Bay of Skaill. Her impatient gaze leapt past classmates, past the tour guide, and along Skara Brae’s elevated footpath where her bestie, mouth agape and dark hair dancing in the wind, stared off into the treeless horizon. Obviously, thirteen-year-old Sunita Kumari wasn’t smitten by the trials and tribulations of Neolithic life either.

      “The stone houses of Skara Brae are older than Stonehenge, older than Egypt’s pyramids!” The lanky tour guide multitasked, serving up fascinating facts while leaning defensively into another ferocious gust off the bay. “But the people who lived here were just like us! They wore jewelry, used dishes.” He clawed at his patchy beard, his brittle fingernails bitten to the quick. “They even kept keepsakes in their dressers! Pretty cool, right?”

      Seizing the straps of her backpack, Evie braced herself against the cheek-numbing gale as several classmates gave in to molar-flashing yawns. Others glowered. Plenty of sneering side-eye was shared.

      Their teacher stepped in, rallying her troops. “We have amazing bragging rights! Did you know this is one of Europe’s oldest prehistoric villages?”

      Know? You won’t let us forget! With a furious sweep of her home-cut bangs, Evie glanced at her Swatch, a colorful 1980s hand-me-down from her mother, and bowled into Sunita, breaking her friend’s daydream. “Suuun,” she grumbled, ignoring the guide’s nasal ramblings about the Neolithic box-beds on display below her glittery sneakers. “I neeed⁠—”

      “I know!” Sunita moaned through a mouthful of metal as their teacher indulged the guide with a banal question about Stone Age pillows. “She’s seriously out of control. Honestly, who gives a surprise quiz on the bus? I swear, if she steals our break⁠—”

      “I’ll bloody die.” Evie finished Sunita’s sentence as a chorus of teen rebelliousness flared around them.

      “This place is so stupid,” snarled a chubby blonde girl, the daughter of the local butcher. Her defiant fists stretched the pockets of her Kirkwall Grammar School hoodie. “I HATE living here.”

      Sunita nodded. “When I leave for uni, I’m never coming back.”

      A red-headed boy, cheeks sprinkled with freckles, sucked in a mouthful of air. “Where’s the toilet? Like, not a shitty ancient one—a REAL one.” Desperate, his eyes bulged.

      Luckily, he knew Evie. Over the past eight months, she’d memorized the whereabouts of (almost) every public washroom around the Mainland, a habit more born out of necessity than nerdiness. “In there,” she said, gesturing away from Skara Brae’s excavated houses. “The visitor center⁠—”

      “CLASS! Shhh!” warned the teacher over her shoulder. A hush swept the students as the boy dashed off. “And where are you off to?” she demanded.

      With the teacher distracted, the class resumed their brazen chatting. The girl in the hoodie elbowed a yawning friend. “So—did you watch?”

      Evie leaned further into Sunita. “Did you?”

      “Ohmygawd, YES!” She squealed behind a veil of hair whipping wildly in the wind.

      A dirty laugh loud enough to rattle a barn vaulted from Evie’s throat. Heads turned, both student and adult.

      “CLASS!” the teacher barked. “How many times! BE QUIET!”

      Evie and her friends flinched. “Sorry, Miss!” they mumbled in chastised unison before slipping into silence, their uncomfortable pause filled with the shrill cries of Arctic terns dive-bombing the churning surf.

      “I don’t know what’s got into you today.” The teacher checked her watch. “You’ve got fifteen minutes before we head back. Make it count. This will be on the exam.” With a glare, she stormed off, apologizing profusely to the guide as they neared the visitor center.

      Sunita steered Evie away for a private chat. “Who cares about this crap! Jake and Amanda actually did it!”

      “I know!” Evie gasped, replaying the previous evening’s episode of Dalston Grove in her head. The television drama about a rough school in northeast London featured an ensemble of teenage actors and gritty storylines and had quickly become the talk of schoolyards around the country. But it was ‘Jake’, sixteen-year-old actor Nikolai Balfour, who stole hearts and adorned bedroom walls from the Isle of Wight to Shetland.

      For two years, Evie had been doodling amorous vignettes in her study notes: Nikolai picking her up in his car for a picnic, writing her a song on his guitar, snogging her face off in front of a crackling bonfire. However, kissing was as far as her swoony reveries ventured. While the idea of “doing it” with Nikolai—with any boy—was titillating, it was also terrifying, until Jake and Amanda’s tender tryst heated up her television screen. Nikolai, the cute and dreamy pin-up you could bring home for your mum’s Sunday roast, was now the smouldering, thrusting sex god responsible for setting Evie’s mind and panties ablaze with all manner of lascivious possibilities.

      There was no going back.

      “I can’t stop thinking about him naked!” Evie squeezed her best friend’s arm. “Whatcha reckon? Has he done it, like, for real?”

      “Of course he has,” replied Sunita. “It looked real.”

      “How would you know?” A soft lilt butted in.

      Letting go of Sunita, Evie spun around. Fiona Groundwater, a student from the island of Eday, blinked back. Like most teens from Orkney’s smaller islands, Fiona came to the Mainland for secondary school and lived in the halls of residence during the week. Then on Friday afternoons, she’d take the ferry back to her family on Eday, returning to residence on Sunday night. Eleven months into her time at Kirkwall Grammar and shy Fiona was still finding her feet. Her busy schedule of schoolwork, fiddle practice, and ferry sailings home didn’t leave much time for socializing with her Mainland friends. She had, however, forged a bond with Evie through their shared appreciation of dogs, scrapbooking, and of course, Dalston Grove.

      “And how would you know?” Sunita retorted. Her eyes flew down the footpath, ensuring their teacher was out of earshot. “You’ve done it?”

      Fiona tugged a hair tie around her messy brown locks. “No, but you can’t say it looked real when it didn’t show…you know.” Her elfin facial features widened. “It was just kissing.”

      “And hands. Lots of hands,” said Evie, her cheeks warming despite the brisk wind. “I swear he grabbed her boob.” The thought of Nikolai touching her non-existent breasts made Evie reel with dizziness.

      “Alaia said it looked real,” said Sunita, the only member of Evie’s inner circle with a female sibling considerably older and wiser at the ripe ol’ age of seventeen. “Their faces, you know? That was real. Nikolai knows exactly what to do.”

      “I wish I could’ve seen it at yours.” For Evie, it was one thing crushing hard on Nikolai Balfour and turning her bedroom into a pin-up-plastered shrine, but quite another drooling over his fictional teenage sexploits in front of her entire family.

      Sunita winced. “Your mum and dad still watching with you?”

      “Yep. Sam, too.”

      “Eww. I’m so glad I don’t have an older brother,” said Sunita. “Talk about embarrassing.”

      Evie recoiled. “They went on about pregnancy and safe sex for, like, an hour afterward!” She lowered her voice as she shrugged off her backpack, her tiny roller skate and orca bag charms swinging wildly. “I’m not a kid! I know where babies come from.”

      Fiona’s upturned nose scrunched as she plowed into her school bag. “My parents still refuse to have The Talk. It’s so dumb. We live on a farm for god’s sake!”

      Evie and Sunita eyed each other and broke into giggles.

      “Although, my cousin did get pregnant at fourteen.” Fiona pulled out a rolled-up magazine. “She got shipped off to Inverness and everything.”

      Evie’s jaw dropped. “Her parents sent her away? Like, forever?”

      Either Fiona didn’t hear the question or chose not to answer. “Have you seen this?” She uncurled the glossy pages.

      TEMPT HIM! LOOK HOT NOW! GOSSIP EVERY MONTH—the magazine’s cover lines orbited around the cheesy grin of the bleached blonde presenter from Top of the Pops.

      The July issue of Flirty Girl? Evie’s stomach flipped, remembering the bright, bold advertisement in the back of the previous issue: a special Dalston Grove pin-up “Not To Be Missed Next Month”. It had to be a poster of Nikolai. The magazine’s editors weren’t stupid. Nikolai’s full lips, high cheekbones, and furrowed brow guaranteed that tens of thousands of British teens would happily part with £2 to take Jake home with them—Evie included. She chewed the inside of her cheek. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Stromness,” said Fiona as the wind rifled through the pages, making them flip and crackle. “Mum and Dad came in, took me there for dinner. We popped into the newsagent for sweets after and there it was! Had to get it.”

      Sunita threw a concerned glance Evie’s way. Every four weeks, the shop in the neighboring town of Stromness received a single copy—a copy that for the past two years was put aside for Evie then picked up by her dad when he drove home from his dental practice. Someone had messed up. Terribly.

      Fiona flung open the center pages. “Look!” A crumpled mini poster of Nikolai smiled back.

      Nooo! A lovesick pang wrenched Evie’s heart. Adorable dimples teasing, Nikolai rocked his Dalston Grove uniform like Paris couture. His school tie was casually loosened and the sleeves of his white button-down were rolled up, showing off a serpent tattoo winding its way around his left forearm. With one hand, he nudged his thick brown hair from his sparkling eyes while the other, punctured by a staple, clutched the neck of his acoustic guitar. He really was the most beautiful boy Evie had ever seen.

      She settled into a pouty sigh. “So gorgeous.”

      “Especially when he sings for Amanda,” added Fiona.

      “Awwwww,” the two girls cooed.

      Sunita laughed and shook her head. “You guys…”

      “What?” Fiona looked up from the poster. “You still don’t fancy him? Not even after last night?”

      “Nope,” replied Sunita. “Too pretty for me.”

      As she admired Fiona’s prize, envy bubbled in Evie’s chest. She pictured the empty space on her bedroom wall, cleared especially for this long-awaited “exclusive” portrait, the centerpiece of her extensive Nikolai collection. But now Fiona would be the one falling asleep with dreamy Nikolai watching over her, while Evie would be taunted by an eyeful of faded flowery wallpaper. The whole thing sucked.

      “Well, I think he’s perfect.” Fiona hugged the poster against her burgeoning chest. “He’s single, hot, talented—what more could you want?”

      Nick all to myself! Evie gazed off into the endless horizon. We’d feed squirrels in one of London’s big parks, ride the Tube, go to a McDonald’s—share a Big Mac! Then go back to his and kiss and have some sex. She swallowed hard, forcing a friendly smile. “No one comes close, ’specially round here.”

      Fiona fussed with the glossy pages. “Well, someone does, obviously…”

      No! Not Fi too! Evie prickled. Eight of her classmates, including Sunita, had boyfriends of the kissing-behind-the-school, gropey-hands-under-shirts variety, but with no prospects of her own, Evie’s hopes of becoming one of the cool, mature girls were drifting out to sea along with the lapwings and their sweet “peee-ooo-weeep” birdsong.

      “Seriously? You’ve got a boyfriend?” A skeptical tone tinged Sunita’s query, but that was Sun, always wary, always questioning, a budding journalist if there ever was one.

      Fiona giggled. “You kidding? My parents would kill me.”

      Evie squinted back. “So, what are you on about, then?”

      “Oh?!” Fiona’s stare oscillated between Sunita and Evie. “You really don’t know?” The wind walloped again and snagged the magazine’s centerfold, tearing the poster free from one of the staples. “Shoot!” Fiona grasped the picture, creasing Nikolai’s arms and chest in the process.

      She’s ruining it. Evie gawped at the crinkled photo. “Know what?”

      “His dad’s mum lives here in Orkney.”

      Evie’s pulse rocketed. “What? You mean the rumors are⁠—”

      “Ridiculous!” Sunita’s scoff stepped on her best friend’s bliss. “Those stories have been circulating for ages.”

      “’Cause they’re true!” Fiona gripped the magazine tighter. “The Balfours have this huge house and a farm and loads of land. Their ancestors were lairds. Who do you think Balfour Castle is named after?”

      “Wow.” Evie knew of the castle and the village of Balfour on Shapinsay, the neighboring island, but had never visited. Until now, she had thought the Balfour name, which also branded Kirkwall’s hospital, was nothing more than an amusing coincidence. And it wasn’t like Nikolai spoke with a Scottish or an Orcadian accent.

      “They don’t own the castle anymore, though,” said Fiona. “Their farm’s in Stenness.”

      Evie froze. “His grandma lives here on the Mainland?!”

      “Yep. We saw his mum in Stromness once,” boasted Fiona.

      Brows soaring behind her bangs, Evie skipped closer, the desire for more info—now!—catapulting her heart into her throat. “The queen from Equinox Ten?! Sam would die!” Her brother was a huge fan of Kiki Balfour’s 1990s sci-fi series and owned all the DVDs, but Evie only paid attention when five-year-old Nikolai’s character wandered on screen. “What was she like?”

      Sunita gave Fiona a head-to-toe once-over. “For someone from Eday, you sure visit Stromness a lot.”

      “We went during the holidays, brought our collies and everything.” Fiona turned to Evie. “We saw Mrs. Balfour on Alfred Street. Dad got her autograph.”

      “Holy crap! Was Nikolai with her? Did you talk to him?” The questions flew from Evie’s tongue. “Was he tall?”

      “He wasn’t with her,” said Fiona. “But she did say her boys visit their grandma quite ofte⁠—”

      “Oh MY GOD!” Evie squealed. “When?! We should look for them!” In a parish of one hundred and fifty people, it wouldn’t prove too difficult.

      Sunita’s nose twitched like she’d caught a whiff of sour milk while Fiona brightened, all eager and inspired. “Yeah, definitely! We could⁠—”

      A sudden, searing gale roared in from the bay, twisting Fiona’s face into a clenched wince. Evie closed her eyes and hugged her backpack. Sunita shielded her face with her arm as the curses and playful squeals of classmates peppered the brisk air.

      “Shiiit!” Fiona cried.

      Evie’s eyes popped open. Fiona leapt off the ground, her arms stretched, reaching overhead as the precious poster cartwheeled in the wind, eluding her splayed fingers. Nikolai’s face, contorting with comical contempt, rose higher and higher, flirting with the salty spray from the bay.

      “Noooooo!” Dropping her cumbersome school bag, Fiona scrambled after the airborne pin-up. “Please! Somebody help!”

      Envy wouldn’t hold Evie back. THUMP! Her backpack hit the footpath. “I’m coming!” She swerved around several befuddled tourists and past her Kirkwall Grammar classmates, their mouths gummed up with chewy cola cubes as she clambered over the wire fence.

      Sunita hung back. “Good luck!” She snickered, retrieving the discarded magazine and Evie’s belongings.

      “Arghh! Why don’t we have trees?!” Fiona bellowed as Evie caught up, sprinting through the waving fields of grass leading to Skaill House, the haunted 17th-century manor overlooking Skara Brae.

      “It’s the salty winds,” answered Evie, her words labored and a stitch pinching her side. “Trees struggle to survive here⁠—”

      “I know that!” Fiona blurted, hobbling over a rabbit hole. “I’m just saying, maybe their branches…” She wheezed. “…would catch him.”

      The poster frolicked and dipped, kissing the bristly brush.

      “Grab him!” Fiona lunged, but another blustery surge snatched Nikolai, lifting him up, up, and away. Fighting for breath, she stumbled to a stop. “Ahh, it’s no use.” She prised an inhaler from her coat pocket.

      Evie continued on, arms and legs pumping despite her exhaustion. Glancing over her shoulder, she sputtered quizzically. “Fi! C’mon⁠—”

      “No, Evie!” Fiona shook her canister of asthma medicine. “Forget it. Let him go. It’s not meant to be.”
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        Now, Wednesday, June 21

      

      

      With a decision made, all Evie had to do was stick with it.

      Skirting the short midday shadows thrown by the imposing red sandstone of St. Magnus Cathedral, she let out a determined huff and swept her long hair out of her face, a losing battle Evie knew well. The island gales didn’t care about her fresh blowout. They didn’t care about the bagpipers wearing kilts or the homemade crowns they stole from the heads of the town’s schoolchildren. Blustery weather and the Orkney Islands were like tea and biscuits—a double act for better, for worse—and nothing, not the spritzy rain nor the rolling clouds would halt the annual June magic that was the St. Magnus Festival parade.

      Great turnout so far. Evie unscrewed the cap on her water bottle, tossing back a quick gulp.

      “Aw, there they are! My little bairns!” The chatty woman by her side beamed, her kind eyes crinkling with great-grandmotherly pride. “What about you, sweetie? Seen Fiona’s eldest yet?”

      “Ava should be along soon. Her class is in charge of flags this year.” Evie searched the rabble of giggling children for her beloved goddaughter. “Can you believe it? She’s nine now! Had her birthday two weeks ago.”

      “Such a cutie, and she worships you!” The woman, a regular in Marwick’s, Evie’s mother’s café and shop across the road, rested a wrinkled hand on the arm of her raincoat. “Ahh, must make you feel broody, eh, love?”

      Different day, same question. Evie adopted a polite grin and left the messy conga line of children behind. “I love Peedie, but bairns of my own?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” That would put an end to the prying questions, surely. Raising her water again, Evie downed a long, generous sip.

      “A good man will change that!” The granny pulled out her phone. “I’ll text you my son’s number.”

      Evie sputtered. Never mind the baby question, this was worse—much worse. Fifty-plus, recently divorced from his second wife, and father to twins Evie babysat once upon a time, she knew this “good man” had a proclivity for shower dodging and a taste for road rage.

      Wiping her mouth, Evie fought through her fluster. “Oh! That’s”—she fastened the lid on her water as the phone in her jacket pocket vibrated against her thigh—“really sweet of you, but I⁠—”

      “Auntie Evieeeeeee!”

      Rescued by Ava’s bubbly salutation and her gap-toothed smile, Evie lit up and waved fervently. “Peedie, look at YOU!”

      “Like my flag?” Ava hollered, poking the air with her wind-whipped pink and silver triangle, her red ringlets bouncing with each jubilant step. “I used all the glitter!”

      “It’s perfect!” Setting her water bottle on the ground, Evie grabbed her phone, ignored the elderly lady’s text, and fired off a burst of photos for Fiona, who was at home nursing Ava’s three-and-a-half-year-old sister Poppy through a nasty bout of chickenpox. “Your mum’s gonna be so proud!”

      Ava skipped triumphantly and bobbed into her best friend, who nudged her back with a playful hip bump.

      Just like Sun and me at that age. Evie’s heart felt full. Toes tapping along to the stirring drone of the bagpipes, her eyes skated over Marwick’s then far down Broad Street where she spotted him.

      Square jaw, rakish brown hair, shoulders broad and muscular. And his height—yeah, Evie liked them tall.

      “Ogling your dream man?” A familiar voice wafted from behind, stealing Evie’s attention away from the twelve-foot-tall Viking puppet trundling along the parade route in the distance. “Handsome, emotionally stunted, a bit of a showoff?”

      “Sunita!” Evie threw her arms around her oldest friend. Living in London and covering breaking entertainment news as a showbiz reporter for The National Mail, one of the UK’s biggest selling newspapers, Sunita only made it home a few times a year. “I thought you were flying in tomorrow.”

      “And miss this spectacle? Never!” Grinning, Sunita withdrew from their hug. “The paper can do without me for an extra day.”

      Evie eyed her best friend’s diamond-quilted Burberry barn jacket. “London’s loss is Orkney’s gain.”

      “This weather, though, blowin’ a hoolie. Some things never change.” Adjusting the designer purse on her shoulder, Sunita narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing the Orcadians parading past. “So, where’s Ava and her glittery flag?”

      “You just missed her.”

      “Damn!” Sunita tsked. “I brought her the biggest stick of grape-flavored rock I could find. Drove all over Brighton searching for it.”

      “Fi’s gonna kill you.”

      “If Ava gets a cavity, your dad’ll fix it.” Sunita watched the children flubbing their choreography and snickered. “God, remember doing this? We were so rubbish.”

      Evie laughed. “The worst!”

      “Best part was gorging ourselves on fudge afterward, then staying up all night with a⁠—”

      “Sickly tum!” Evie blurted as Sunita finished with “—massive sugar rush.”

      “Beneath the sun that never sets,” Evie added. “So beautiful.”

      “Man, I miss the summer solstice. It’s not the same down south,” said Sunita. “Speaking of, you game for a late-nighter? Drinks and dinner, lots of goss?”

      “Sure, if you don’t mind waiting,” said Evie. “We’re open till nine and I’m closing.”

      “Why you? Where’s your mum?”

      “On the Hawaiian cruise to Australia—you know, the prize Dad won at the dental conference?”

      “Get out! They actually went?” asked Sunita.

      “Yep, last minute. Mum dragged her heels as per usual.”

      “That shop is like her third child.”

      “And just as problematic.” Evie gave in to a big yawn. “Dad convinced her in the end, thank god. You only celebrate your thirty-fifth wedding anniversary once, right?”

      “You must be rushed off your feet, though,” said Sunita, “running the shop, dealing with genealogy clients.”

      “This is my first proper break in days.” Evie returned her phone to her pocket. “I should get back soon, actually.”

      “Invasion of the cruise ships?”

      Evie nodded. “And catering clients.”

      “How’s that going?”

      Relieved the misty rain had stopped, Evie pulled her gaze free from the swath of color and festive music. “Surprisingly well. In the past month, we’ve done two weddings, a funeral, and the renewable energy conference, and starting tomorrow, the catering truck’s headed to Shapinsay for a TV shoot.”

      “Another travel show?”

      “No, a historical romance—a series.”

      Sunita leaned in. “Ooh, Eves! That’s so you! Can you tag along?”

      She smiled wistfully, picturing the old receipts and torn-out pages from magazines on her bedside table, bursting with messy ideas and scribbled dialogue for her own historical romance. “Can’t. I’ll be in the shop.”

      “Ah, that sucks. No ogling hot actors for you, then.”

      “There aren’t any. I checked.”

      “Of course you did!” said Sunita. “How long they here for?”

      “Two months. They’ve filmed most of it down in London already.”

      “This is huge! Your mum’s really going for it.”

      “She doesn’t have much choice,” said Evie. “The shop’s roof is falling apart, and we don’t have enough savings to replace it. One bad storm and the whole building could flood.”

      “Jesus, that bad?”

      “Yeah, but hopefully this TV thing will answer our financial prayers. The broadcaster wants hot meals, vegan dishes, and a fully stocked craft table and is paying a shitload to get it. We cannot mess up.”

      “So who’s cooking while your mum’s away?” asked Sunita.

      “Gemma Hourston.”

      “How’d you pry her away from The Odin? She’s practically part of the furniture there.”

      “Her marriage collapsed.”

      Sunita’s head drew back. “Noo! She’s been married for, what? Twenty-five years?”

      “Twenty-seven, but it’s more like thirty-one if you count how long they’ve worked together in the hotel’s kitchen.”

      “Poor Gemma. Thank god your mum’s looking out for her…”

      Evie nodded.

      “…plus, you know…sparing the clients from your cooking.”

      She playfully smacked her friend’s arm. “Sunita!”

      “Well! My tastebuds are still scarred from your cough drop chicken disaster.”

      “So I went a little overboard with the lemon honey glaze.” Evie shrugged. “Live and learn.”

      Sunita laughed. “For his sake, I hope Brodie’s a good cook.”

      Glancing away, Evie followed a trio of boys carrying model boats. “Shame I’ll never find out.”

      “What? Why? I thought your first date went well?”

      “The second didn’t. I was home in bed—alone—after one glass of wine.”

      “What the hell happened?”

      “The usual,” said Evie.

      Sunita blinked in disbelief. “But how? He moved here two weeks ago. How’d he⁠—”

      “A co-worker.”

      “These bloody islands,” Sunita growled.

      “The oil terminal crew couldn’t wait to tell Brodie what he was in for, dating me.”

      “The bastards!”

      Evie waved her off. “It’s okay. At least he had the balls to tell me. Better to know now than down the road, right?”

      “Well, he’s a dick.” Sunita sneered into a scowl. “The problem isn’t you, it’s him—it’s all of them.”

      “What can I say? Guys want spontaneity and hassle-free fun, not a burden.”

      “Stop it!” Sunita leaned in, gripping her friend’s hand. “Listen to me, you are not a burden!”

      If only Evie believed that. Her history of going out with guys who couldn’t handle her Crohn’s disease dated back to her first and only love, a boy from London who spent his summers on her island. Time and time again when she’d open up to someone new about her condition, the glimmer of attraction in their eyes would dim. “No one wants to date the sick girl.”

      “You’re not sick all the time,” Sunita reasoned. “Just occasionally.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Occasionally is still a massive deal-breaker.”

      “Well, they’re missing out, ’cause what’s more spontaneous than a Crohn’s flare?” Sunita rubbed Evie’s shoulder.

      She laughed. “I’m so glad you’re back, even if it’s just a flying visit.” Evie side-hugged her friend and let go. “Perfect timing, too.” Exhaling heavily, her grin muted. “I’ve made a decision.”

      “Holy shit! You’re actually doing it?! You’re growing out your fringe!”

      Evie’s jaw dropped in mock horror. “No!” She smoothed down her bangs, but the unrelenting wind just tousled them again. She budged closer to Sunita, hoping the granny with the troubled fifty-something son wasn’t listening in. “I’m gonna say yes to Caleb.”

      Her no-nonsense mention of an old school acquaintance made Sunita’s eyes bulge. “Wait, what did I miss? Is this one of those ‘if we’re not married in our thirties, we’ll marry each other’ situs? You know, I’ve always thought he had a thing for you.”

      “Hardly! It’s just dinner tomorrow. A pub date, no wedding dress required.”

      “So we’re recycling old boyfriends now?”

      “He’s not an old boyfriend, you know that,” said Evie.

      “You snogged him, though.”

      “Once. Like in 2009.”

      “The Auction Mart Valentine’s dance,” Sunita recollected.

      “By mistake!”

      Sunita scrunched her face.

      “C’mon, Sun, you know what it’s like here. The dating pool is shallow.”

      “Don’t you mean it’s bone dry?”

      “I was being kind,” said Evie. “Everyone our age is either related or has a nightmare ex or⁠—”

      “Some weird flex,” Sunita interrupted, her expression souring. “Like that fellow in Orphir who’s obsessed with cacti.”

      “Oh, that guy! Yeah…he was such a prick!”

      A laughing snort escaped Sunita’s nose. “Holy shit,” she muttered flatly. “You and Caleb. Again. Sorta.”

      Watching another pocket of flag-waving children, Evie’s smile faltered. “I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      “I am, but are you sure? It didn’t go so well the first time. You kissed him once and then…nothing.”

      “I was sixteen, Sun. What did I know?”

      “Well, for starters, you knew you loved Nick.”

      Evie shook her head. “Like I said, I was young and clueless.” Looking away, she fixated on the lumbering puppet, his arrival imminent. “A lot’s changed since then. I’ve changed. I know what’s important now, what I want in a partner.”

      “And that’s One-Kiss Caleb?”

      Evie lifted her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug. “I’ve been too picky, chasing after some ideal that doesn’t exist.”

      Sunita grimaced. “But Eves⁠—”

      “I’m lonely, Sun.”

      Sunita opened her mouth to answer, but Evie jumped in first.

      “I want what you have with Micah—someone by my side who loves me with his entire soul, ready to take on the world.” Evie fussed with her long hair as it tangled in the chilly wind. “I know being with Caleb sounds random, but he’s a good guy. Just got a promotion, too. He’s the new head teacher at Kirkwall Grammar.”

      “So you’re saying he’s going places.”

      “While staying put.” Evie braced herself as the gusts roared along Broad Street again. “That’s one thing we have in common: our fondness for Orkney.”

      “Well, I guess you could do a lot worse.”

      “Exactly.” Evie paused for a beat then pulled out her phone. “You know what, why make him wait?” Her thumbs flew over the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Evie:

      

      
        8 tomorrow sounds great.

      

      

      

      

      

      She hit send and watched the swaying Viking on approach, its team of handlers fighting the gusts. “He’s pretty fun, eh?”

      “He reminds me of the giant puppets they had in Liverpool a few years ago,” said Sunita, watching one of the performers raise and lower the Viking’s muscular arms. “Pretty awesome.”

      A gentle buzz in Evie’s palm dipped her chin.
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        Perfect! See you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      She lingered over the screen. “All confirmed. Dinner at Inga’s.”

      “Mmm, nice!” Sunita’s smiley eyes skimmed right, watching the disintegrating grade school conga line before it veered onto Castle Street. “Do they still serve that amazing sea bass with chili butter?” She raised her voice over the marching band passing through.

      “Yep. I’ll probably stick with their mac ’n’ cheese, something yummy but safe.” Hair flying in front of her face, Evie typed an extra Looking forward to it x then hesitated, a knot of uncertainty tightening her chest. No, too soon. She tapped the screen, deleting the x, and hit send.

      Sunita’s roaming gaze narrowed. “Shhiit.” Her curse stretched along with her wince. “That’s not…”

      “Not what?” Evie stuffed her phone in her jacket pocket and tracked Sunita’s stern glare where she clocked six feet one inch of square-jawed handsomeness on the corner of Castle and Broad. A sharp inhale lodged in her throat.

      The trendy aviator sunglasses, the impeccable suit—bespoke, of course—and his dimple-framed grin, widening as he burst into the infectious laugh Evie had loved once upon a time. By his side, sharing in the hilarity, was a well-dressed, dark-haired woman she didn’t recognize.

      But there was no mistaking Nick.

      Her pulse pumped quick and heavy in her ears, drowning out the children’s carefree laughter and the fading notes of the marching pipe band. Teenage memories fizzed and strobed in her mind: seawater glittering on his bare chest; his mouth hungrily claiming hers; secrets revealed and promises spoken.

      Then thirteen years ago, he vanished and broke them.

      Despite her swallowing hard, the lump in Evie’s throat refused to budge. She couldn’t look away, lost to Nick’s flirty and familiar I-only-have-eyes-for-you body language and his adorable yet unsuccessful attempts to tame his wildly frolicking hair.

      “Eves?” Sunita’s caring arm rub went unnoticed.

      Every breath, every thought was consumed by the tortuous mix of simmering loathing and suppressed longing swirling inside her.

      “Evie?” Sunita tried again. “Why don’t we⁠—”

      A goosebump-raising scream cut her off and jolted Evie as the Viking puppet, free of its tethers, lurched drunkenly toward the large glass windows of her mother’s shop.

      Evie’s blood ran cold. “FUCK!” she shrieked and tore across the street.
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        Then, Wednesday, August 3, eighteen years ago

      

      

      “Okay, everyone, turn to page twenty-seven.” Mr. Remington licked his finger then flicked through a well-thumbed clothbound book. “We’ll start with ‘Pleasant Valley Sunday’ then follow up with ‘Downtown’.”

      A cacophony of fed-up groans and muttered curses proliferated around the room.

      Can’t we sing something new? Evie sighed. She stopped twirling her ponytail and cracked open the 1960s songbook.

      Every summer, she had hope. Hope for new songs, new instruments, a new instructor, but each summer that youthful optimism ran aground, her hope shattered like a lost ship tossed into the rocks on the Mainland’s west coast.

      And yet, Evie kept coming back, kept walking beneath the baronial town hall’s twin bartizans and carved stone figures, through its timber-paneled doors and into the community center. When she was eight, music camp was a fun way to keep out of trouble while her parents worked. Five years on though, hanging at the beach, roller skating with friends, and afternoons at the cinema were more Evie than singing the golden oldies once beloved by her grandparents.

      Slumping in her chair, she shared a sulk with the bespectacled boy across the aisle, a friend since preschool. He motioned toward the teacher, curled his fingers together in a loose fist, and crudely moved his hand back and forth.

      Evie laughed into her hoodie sleeve and nodded, mouthing “He IS a wanker” as Mr. Remington did the moist, mucus-y, throat-clearing thing that earned him the nickname Mr. Phlegmington.

      “So gross…” Evie shuddered, burying her nose in the musty songbook.

      “Class, before we start, we have a new voice joining us.”

      YOU need a new voice. Shaking her head, Evie lowered the discolored pages and peered over the rows of heads in front of her. All chiseled jaw and long legs, a teenage boy in a baggy, short-sleeved turquoise shirt, artfully distressed skinny jeans, and a sheepish half-smile stood by Mr. Remington’s side. His wary gaze peeked through his tumble of brown hair then fled to his gym bag’s drawstrings entwined around his fingers.

      Wait, WHAT?! Breath bottled in Evie’s chest. She shot up straight, her stare fixed as she sought confirmation this wasn’t just any new voice joining in.

      “Everyone…” Mr. Remington sniffed.

      OHMYGOD! Evie gulped. Nikolai?!

      “…this is Nick.”

      A strangled squeak escaped Evie’s throat, the noise lost in a sea of rising whispers.

      “Now, where can I put you?” The instructor’s eyes washed over the rows of stunned faces.

      Beside me! Evie’s heart pummeled her ribs. She plucked her backpack from the folding chair beside her, ignoring the twinge in her right side. Oh god, wait till I tell Fiona! He’ll be close enough I can reach out and⁠—

      “There!” Mr. Remington slapped Nikolai on the back and pointed. “Fifth row, far side—off you go…” Hugging his Chelsea FC bag, the teen actor shuffled across the room.

      Evie deflated. “Nooo!” she moaned quietly, dumping her belongings back on the chair. Her misery wasn’t lessened by Nikolai’s new neighbors: two comely sixteen-year-old girls from Stromness Academy.

      Five songs and a dozen throat clearings later, most of the girls hadn’t sung a single note, including Evie, who spent ‘Happy Together’ and ‘Never My Love’ ogling Nikolai as he stealthily signed autographs for the teens sat nearby.

      “Well, that went well.” Mr. Remington’s tone rose sarcastically. “Let’s move along to our harmonizing exercises. Same as last time, folks. Pair off with the person on your left.” His fingerprint-dappled glasses slid down his long nose. “Oh, except you, Evie.”

      “What now?” she murmured, her head lolling sideways as she turned away from the boy across the aisle.

      “I want you to work with Nick.”

      THUD!

      Evie’s songbook hit the floor along with her jaw.

      “You know the ropes better than most,” explained the instructor. “Please show our guest what to do.”

      Best. Day. EVER!

      Nodding excitedly, Evie snatched the book from the floor and grabbed her bag. “Sure, I’ll do the ropes—I mean, I’ll show him the singing ropes…”

      Stop talking! Be COOL.

      As she hurried up the aisle, the manager of the community center poked his head around the doorjamb. “Alan, call for you in the office.”

      Mr. Remington sputtered. “Let’s take a peedie break. Don’t go too far.”

      Chair legs screeched as most of the kids bolted from the stuffy room, leaving dust particles dancing in a ribbon of sunshine spilling through the stained glass windows.

      Nerves fizzing in her belly, Evie lingered behind the noisy exodus. Remember, he’s JUST a boy…like Sam’s mates. Clutching the songbook against her chest, she rounded the front row of empty seats, passing a flock of girls, including the two from Stromness, cluttering the doorway. Autographs in hand, they giggled and shamelessly eyeballed Nikolai, but he didn’t engage any further, choosing instead to plow through whatever treasures lurked in his small gym bag.

      With each step, Evie’s pulse hammered harder. Who was she kidding? Nikolai was nothing like Sam’s school friends. They were loud and sweary sixteen-year-olds, into tractors, Gran Turismo 4, and drinking pilfered booze behind the five-thousand-year-old Ring of Brodgar after the snap-happy tourists had called it a day. None were jaw-droppingly pretty or smooth with girls, familiar with red carpets and big paydays. Dammit. Evie stared. The nerve of him, being even more handsome than he was on TV. The silky softness of his boy band hair, his shoulders caressed by his turquoise top, his lips twisting in thought…the same lips that had kissed Amanda’s barely visible baby bump during the previous week’s season finale of Dalston Grove. A gasp escaped Evie’s mouth as her brain scrambled for something, anything but that to talk about. She couldn’t blow this first impression, her one and only chance to make him like her. This was it.

      Her fangirl brain clicked into overdrive, locating squirreled-away nuggets of Nikolai trivia. He liked cars and photography and, and…fashion! Vintage and designer, he’s into clothes big time. Tightness gripped Evie’s chest as she glanced down. And clearly, I’m not. Of all the days to wear her faded S Club 7 t-shirt with her oversized hoodie and comfiest (and Crohn’s friendliest) track pants. Nikolai wouldn’t be caught dead in gray sweats, his taste more expensive, more hip. Evie didn’t know the first thing about designer labels, and the far-from-trendy wool sweaters and touristy puffin t-shirts sold in her mother’s shop did little to expand her sartorial education.

      Think of something else. Tugging her hoodie closed over her slim frame, she mined her memory. His Japanese Spitz Ross? Table tennis? Playing piano, gooey cupcakes? Nikolai loved them all, but he gave dishonesty, cats eating birds (gross), coconut, and forgetting birthdays all the thumbs-down (according to Flirty Girl magazine). His favorite color was yellow. Fave breakfast food: waffles. His first kiss was⁠—

      “Hey.”

      Evie’s focus flew, crash-landing on her crush. All words, all discussion topics queued and ready to launch, dried up on her tongue.

      “How are you?” Reeling in his splayed legs, Nikolai reunited his butt with the chair and sat up, a wisp of a crooked smile teasing his full lips.

      Just like Jake. Evie squeezed the handle of her backpack, her knuckles whitening. “Um…” She swallowed, forcing out a breathless blurt. “I’m gonna leave this⁠—”

      “No, don’t go. Stay. Talk to me.”

      Her backpack dropped on the chair beside him. “Sorry?”

      “You know, talk? Save me from looking like a sad Billy No-Mates.” A wide, mischievous grin awoke the famous dimples she wrote about in her journal. “I sorta feel on display here.” Nikolai tilted his head, his eyes flitting across the whispering throng. “Like a three-headed sheep or something.” He let out a cheeky laugh, and Evie’s exhale snagged in her throat.

      Is this real life? Am I dead?

      Evie’s doubts were certainly warranted, especially after the unshakable nightmare of the past year: searing abdominal pains, frightening weight loss, and panicked sprints to the loo, not to mention the occasional accident. Carrying baby wipes, toilet paper, and extra underwear and jeans in her backpack just in case was a secret she didn’t dare share, but even on her worst days, one thing always made Evie smile—daydreaming about Nikolai—and like a thousand birthday wishes come true, he was right here, he was⁠—

      “Pretend you know me, Evie. Please?”

      Saying her name.

      Giddiness whooshed through every vein, every artery, completely evaporating Evie’s cool faster than a hot car on a sunny day. “Oh, I know you! I watch you every week, own alll the DVDs and magazines. Your storyline this year with Amanda and the pregnancy and—well, it was SO awesome!”

      The fizzy sparkle in Nikolai’s eyes dimmed. “Oh. Cheers,” he muttered, his smile collapsing along with his conversational skills. “Great.” He dove into his bag again.

      Oh nooo. Evie chewed her bottom lip. Too fangirly. WAY too fangirly! Her heart panged. She needed a do-over. Fast.

      He pulled out a ballpoint pen, its cap riddled with bite marks. “I guess you want an autograph, too, yeah?” A resigned sigh escaped his mouth as he looked up, his gaze listless.

      Yes. Yes, she did, but not at the expense of a possible friendship. That is, if one was within reach. None of the girls holding autographs in the doorway had been invited to stick around. Was it their high-pitched swooning, their monosyllabic fawning over his looks that saw them kept at a distance? A sour taste rose in Evie’s throat. She couldn’t—no, wouldn’t suffer the same fate. She’d stifle her giddiness and find common ground, something shared to spark a meaningful conversation…even if it killed her.

      Shifting her backpack off the chair, Evie sat down, maintaining a respectful distance. “Thanks, but I, uh…I’m not really an autograph person.” She lied. “When I said I knew you, I meant your character Jake, of course…”

      His chin dipped in a cautious nod.

      “I’m taking drama in school, and watching you play him is so inspiring. You make it look effortless—although I know it’s not. Acting is hard!”

      Nikolai’s face softened. “Aw, that’s kind of you to say. Thanks.”

      An embroidered name above the right breast pocket of his shirt caught her eye. Louis? Cute! She picked the frayed edge of the songbook. “No doubt you’ll slay these moldy songs, too.”

      “Moldy?” He slid the pen back into his bag.

      “From the ’60s.” She flipped the hardback, showing Nikolai the cover. “It’s all Mr. Remington lets us sing.”

      “So what’s his deal, anyway?”

      “God, where do I start,” said Evie. “He’s gross, has no sense of humor, acts overly familiar, like him calling you Nick. Did it bug you?”

      “Nah, Nikolai is a mouthful. When I was little, I hated it. Could never spell it. Writing my name, I was always like, ‘Cheers, Mum!’”

      Evie cracked a smile, delighted by this inside information.

      His eyes drifted to the orca and roller skate bag charms hanging from her backpack then bounced back. “My middle name is even worse. Have you heard it?”

      If this were a ‘How Well Do You Know Nikolai Balfour?’ trivia quiz, Evie could ace it in her sleep. What wasn’t so easy, though, was figuring out whether mentioning the correct answer would forever slam the door on a possible friendship, never mind a romance.

      He cocked an eyebrow, waiting.

      Putting her drama lessons to the test, she adopted a blank expression and shrugged nonchalantly. “Is it…Louis?”

      He glanced down. “Oh! No, I’m not sure who Louis is. This is a vintage bowling shirt, second-hand from Camden.”

      “Ah, okay.” Evie played along.

      “My middle name is Crispin. Nikolai Crispin Balfour. If that’s not a name that’ll get you beat up, what is?” His laugh, all open-mouthed exuberance, signaled it was okay for Evie to giggle, too. “I get called all sorts of ridic things, but to my friends I’m just Nico or Nick.”

      There’s nothing ‘just’ about him. She clasped the silver Evie pendant hanging from a delicate chain around her neck. I’d die if he let me be his friend.

      “You can call me Nick—if you want.”

      OH MY GOD—YES! Evie tussled with the fizzy impulse to full-on squeal ‘I love you, I love you, I love YOU!’ rising inside her. Instead, she nodded calmly. “Okay.”

      “Evie’s a pretty name.”

      Her heart swelled as her mind plunged pushpins into the corners of his unexpected compliment, saving it for posterity and a squee later. “Thanks! I don’t have a middle name, though. Mum and Dad couldn’t agree on one,” she babbled. “Maybe that’s a good thing.”

      “Trust me, you had a lucky escape.” His fingers looped through a yellow LIVESTRONG bracelet on his right wrist.

      “There’s a village here called Evie and a lovely beach.” She rambled proudly, fondly remembering her former home on the north coast of the West Mainland. “It has an old stone fisherman’s hut, wildflowers, lots of sand. My parents lived there when I was born.” She smiled, drinking him in. His upper lip and chin were dotted with fine, dark stubble, and a tiny scar she’d never noticed before blighted the bridge of his nose.

      With a hard blink, he pulled back slightly. “Erm…” He flitted between her eyes and hair, down to her t-shirt and old Swatch, and back up again.

      “What’s wrong?” Evie let go of her necklace and looked down. S Club 7’s squeaky clean grins were shining through the unzipped opening of her hoodie. Oh god. Tugging it closed, she remembered swimming at Scapa Beach the day before. Mortification rushed through her. “Oh shit!” She sprang back in the chair and whisked a panicked hand through her ponytail. “There’s seaweed in my hair?”

      “No, it’s fine, it’s just…”

      She froze mid-swipe.

      Nick let go of his yellow charity bracelet. “You’re kinda staring.”

      “I am?!”

      He scrunched his nose. “A little, yeah.”

      Squirming, Evie broke eye contact. “I’m SO sorry. Didn’t mean to. I’ve never met a famous person before. It’s a bit…weird.” She pulled her hoodie’s cuffs over her hands and fixated on the floor, missing Nick’s smile.

      “Yeah, can be. Hey, don’t worry about it.” He motioned across the room. “So that’s pretty wicked, eh?”

      She peered up tentatively.

      “That bloke…” Nick raised his chin toward the wall and a poster of a man scaling the red sandstone of the Old Man of Hoy, a towering sea stack jutting out of the Atlantic Ocean. “Way up high, climbing that thing like bloody Spider-Man.”

      Evie followed his gaze, the furrow between her brows easing. Nick’s affection for outdoor pursuits had been mentioned in the latest issue of TV Tales magazine. She let out a buoyant breath, for what was Orkney but a remote paradise framed by endless sky, jagged cliffs, and open sea? Much of her childhood had been spent recklessly hopping stone dykes, leaping off barn roofs, and digging through rock pools, the wilds of the island providing an enviable back yard. And then when the long summer days drew in and she ambled home, Orkney accompanied Evie inside. Handpicked flowers in her grasp, sandy seashells in her pocket, the rich earth clinging to her shoes. Evie could talk about that stuff for hours.

      Scratching his temple, Nick zeroed in on her necklace. “You were telling me about your name?”

      Evie lit up. As someone with a long family history tied to the islands, Nick would appreciate this. “Oh right! It originates from an Old Norse word, efja. It means eddy.”

      “Eddie?” His voice rose playfully. “Like the guy’s name?”

      Evie laughed and twirled her hoodie’s drawstring around her finger. “No, silly! It’s an oceanography term. You know, science?”

      “Uh, not if I can help it.”

      “Oh. Well, an eddy is a strong circular current⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know what an eddy is,” Nick snapped. “I’m not that thick.”

      Whoa! Where did that come from? Someone’s touchy.

      Evie’s stomach soured. “I didn’t say you were,” she replied cautiously. “You were the one who asked about my name…” As she wrenched the cord tighter, the tip of her finger throbbed, growing scarlet.

      Nick’s eyes darted to the whispering girls in the doorway.

      “The parish is called Evie ’cause it overlooks the eddy in Aikerness Bay. My parents liked the name and its relevance to the island.” She shook her head and glanced away, unwinding the hoodie string from her finger.

      He bowed his head. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a dick.” He toyed with something steel, black-dialed, and probably eye-wateringly expensive on his left wrist. “It’s just…I’m used to people assuming all sorts of shit about me.”

      Evie studied the sixteen-year-old closely. The cool snake tattoo of Jake’s wasn’t winding around Nick’s arm or anywhere else, and his left knee bounced feverishly, betraying the cocky, confident persona celebrated in glossy magazines and gossip websites. This version of Nick wasn’t what Evie expected. And why so fidgety?

      “It grates after a while. Most kids don’t have The National Mail writing articles about them failing their science and math tests,” he huffed. “And I only failed ’cause—” Catching Evie’s sympathetic nod, he clammed up, his need to explain seemingly overruled by a surge of second thoughts.

      A flush of guilt coursed through her. Assuming things about Nick was one of her and Fiona’s favorite pastimes. “That’s awful
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