
  
    [image: Hot Scot Summer]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A novel by…

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Hot Scot Summer]
        

      

      
        
        Book #1 in the Thistle Glen Series

        Sign up for a spicy bonus chapter here: beatricebradshaw.com/hot-scot-summer

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sleeping with your enemy is one thing. Needing him to write is another.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CLEO

        After I got cheated on with an orc, I flew all the way to Scotland to finally write the romance novel I owe my publisher. I came to the Highlands for peace and quiet – not to get pissed off and seduced by Satan’s little bitch in a muscle shirt. Yet here we are.

      

      

      

      
        
        LUCAS

        This is my late gran’s cottage, for fuck’s sake. I should have it to myself, so I can finish the album that my label has been hassling me about for years. But the sexy squatter who’s appeared out of nowhere and refuses to leave is driving me absolutely mental. In more than one way.
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        Hot Scot Summer is written in British English ('recognise' instead of 'recognize'). It also includes Scottish turns of phrases (see glossary). Since Cleo is American, she uses American expressions.

      

        

      
        Be aware: this book contains multiple explicit open-door sex scenes and profanity. Reader discretion is advised.

      

        

      
        It also touches on topics that could be triggering for readers, including: a past relationship involving infidelity, grief, parental loss, childhood family trauma, and an emotionally absent father figure. Other elements include ADHD, rejection sensitivity dysphoria, depression, and financial instability.

      

        

      
        Please take care of yourself as you read. <3
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      The worst part of manufacturing stories of true love for a living is knowing how the meat gets ground. None of it is real.

      Am I too young to be this cynical at twenty-six? You tell me. But the last of my personal romantic disbelief shattered two weeks ago. Right around the time I caught my then-boyfriend cheating on me with an orc in World of WarCraft.

      Yeah, that happened.

      I mean, it wasn’t really an orc. There was a human on the other end of it, but still.

      My overheating laptop sears a rectangular brand into my bare kneecaps. The glowing white document on the screen demands words.

      Too bad I don’t have any.

      I slam the lid down and throw myself backwards against the couch cushions so hard that the tower of takeout cartons on the coffee table wobbles. Late-May New Orleans humidity presses wet, heavy heat against the windowpanes. Inside the house, the stagnant air carries the phantom scent of chicory coffee.

      Geneviève Deveraux’s house. Our house, mine and Mawmaw’s, where we lived together for sixteen years. Just me and my grandma.

      Now it’s only my house.

      A creole cottage in New Orleans’ Lower Garden District, full of memories and so empty without her.

      Across the shadows of the open-plan kitchen, Mawmaw’s gold-rimmed bifocals rest beside a porcelain sugar bowl. Dust coats the glass in a grey pelt. I haven’t shifted the frames even a millimetre since the aneurysm took her from me last April.

      Over one year. How is it one year already?

      If the glasses stay where she put them, she isn’t completely gone.

      Please don’t be gone.

      I wish I could talk to her. Sometimes I still do. Ghosts stick around in this city. Everybody knows that. And I’ve lived with my grandmother since I was ten. Of course I know what she’d have to say about Otis and his orc.

      ‘Quit your crying over that piece of trash, Cleo Camille Sullivan. He’s got the rot in him, baby. And you can’t scrub that out of a man. Not any more than you can scrub it out of damp wood.’

      A rogue upholstery spring in the old velvet sofa attempts to puncture my left thigh, but shifting requires too much energy right now, and I scraped the bottom of the pot in the year between the funeral and the digital blowjob.

      That image of the kneeling orc refuses to leave my mind, because the cymbal-banging monkey that’s been operating my brain since birth keeps rewinding the tape.

      Otis’s hallway, fourteen days ago on a Thursday. I stood on his atrocious shag pile, one hand holding a paper bag of warm, powdered beignets – the other clasping the brass apartment key he’d handed me a few days earlier. Fourteen months of our on-and-off situationship had finally solidified into a milestone: the exchange of front-door keys.

      I pushed his bedroom door open, fully prepared for the part of ‘sexy girlfriend’. I even wore the silk and sheer mesh and not much else under my coat to surprise him.

      Guess what? He surprised me instead.

      A spiteful laugh scrapes out of me. Not funny. The literal opposite of funny. But if I don’t laugh, I’ll have to admit that I dressed up in slutty lace for a man-child who’s dumb enough to give me a key and then leave his bedroom door open while he’s jerking off to a video game.

      Otis didn’t hear me come in. He sat bathed in the glow of his curved gaming monitor, headset clamped over his ears. On screen, a female orc with green boobs and prominent tusks bobbed her head vigorously against his digital warrior’s pixelated crotch.

      That sucked (obviously), but it wasn’t the worst part.

      No. The worst part were his words.

      He lowered his tone into a husky, commanding pitch he’d never used with me. ‘Yeah, take it deep. Do you want me to fill your throat with my cum, my little orc slut?’

      These phrases took out a load-bearing beam inside my psyche. The most humiliating string of syllables ever spoken in the history of relationships.

      My stomach bottoms out at the memory of his left hand pumping inside his sweatpants.

      Cheated on with an ‘orc slut’. Pathetic.

      I liked Otis because he was nice and handsome and took me on a date in a bookstore once. But fourteen months of ‘sometimes, you’re really too much, Cleo’, ‘why are you talking so fast?’, and ‘stop overthinking everything’ does something to a girl.

      Too much for every man I’ve ever dated, and not even enough for this one. Orcs are a lot less maintenance than I am.

      I guess everybody is.

      Fuck that.

      That night, I swore to myself: I’m done. No more relationships. The only thing that’s lying next to me for the rest of my life is going to be a weighted blanket. From this day forward, it would only be casual sex, should the opportunity present itself. Because even though men are disappointing, rotten rat-bastards, I do enjoy their penises.

      It’s a curse, I know.

      Anyway, Otis still had his penis in his hand when the beignets hit the back of his head. Powdered sugar exploded across his keyboard, his monitor, his gaming chair. I refused to listen to his excuses, forced him to give me my keys back, told him to go to hell with his orc, and hobbled home. A punchline in lingerie.

      Line… Lines… Ah, right. I should write some.

      I pry the laptop open again, and the screen flickers back to life, but the blank document judging me right now isn’t my next novel. It’s a yet-to-be-written corporate blog post about ‘Leading With Respect In The Modern Workplace’ for an HR recruiting firm. They’ll pay me three hundred dollars for this final post. Money I need for the bills sitting on the kitchen counter.

      And it’s the final post because my services are no longer required.

      They gave me a week’s notice. Extremely magnanimous in their eyes, considering I’m not actually an employee, just a gig-economy whore. A text worker. A disposable content-generating unit they can replace with AI. Yet here I am, dutifully trying to finish the final assignment (insert eighties arena rock here) because three hundred dollars is three hundred dollars, and also because the alternative is opening the manuscript file, which contains zero words and has contained zero words for months. Maybe even minus seventeen at some point.

      The laptop fan whirrs. I rest my forehead against the warm plastic casing and close my eyes.

      I’m left with the same question: what is wrong with me that I can’t just do the thing? The wanting is there. The plan is there. I groan. But the gap between wanting and doing is where I live.

      The thing about writer’s block and ADHD is the vicious circle. I can’t write because I’m convinced the words will be trash. Even if I manage to write a sentence, it then turns out to be trash, which reinforces… And so on.

      On the other hand, if I never start the manuscript, I’ll never finish it – and then it can never be torn apart. Unwritten books can’t be rejected or mauled by reviewers. They exist in an untouchable state of potential.

      Ugh. Dealing with the book requires energy I’ve already spent on showering, brushing my teeth, remembering to eat and drink. I may be high-functioning, but every day is a struggle. The functional freeze, brain fog, forgetfulness. All leading to writer’s block and the feeling of failure.

      My phone buzzes on the coffee table, rattling the takeout containers. I risk a half-assed glance.

      Seventy-seven missed calls in the last two weeks. Remy, Evangeline, Beau, my publisher Julia, other friends, even a concerned neighbour. No family, though. They’ve all passed – #orphanlife. The notification badges on my apps have reached triple digits. Two weeks of people trying to reach me. Two weeks of me being mentally unable to reply.

      Outlander drifts on mute in the corner. Same season I’ve had on loop for two weeks. I shove the laptop aside and stab a plastic fork into yesterday’s Dan Dan noodles. I mean, I hope they’re yesterday’s. They emerge from the carton in a single brick. Mawmaw would haunt me for real if she saw this. Cold noodles from a box at eight p.m. on a Friday.

      How low can you go, Cleo? All the way to the floor?

      Floor… I should really vacuum and sweep at some point. It’s disgusting in here. And speaking of sweeping… Julia demands a sweeping, heart-stopping love story. My readers want a sequel that proves the first book wasn’t a fluke. And I’m sitting here in last week’s pyjama pants, unable to string a sentence together about a subject I no longer believe in.

      Romance. True love. Fucking soulmates.

      I let out a dismissive grunt.

      Twenty-six and my biography reads as a generic, low-stakes tragedy. Orphaned at ten. College dropout. Untreated ADHD. One-book wonder. Recently cheated on via online role-playing game.

      Put that on the dust jacket.

      Two sharp knocks on the door send my heart into my throat. ‘Cleo Sullivan. Open. It’s us.’

      Oh. Remy. And in her courtroom tone. I might be mildly in trouble.

      In slow motion, I slide off the cushions like a pancake and try to hide flat on the floor between the couch and the coffee table, so my three best friends don’t see me when they peer through the window.

      A second voice, lower. ‘Don’t try to hide. We can see you.’ That’s Evangeline.

      Ugh. ‘I’m busy.’

      ‘Doing what?’ That’s Remy again.

      ‘Um… Working?’

      A brief silence. Then Beau. ‘Cleo, baby, you haven’t answered a single text in two weeks. Remy almost called in a welfare check.’

      ‘I did call it in,’ Remy corrects. ‘The cop said you told her through the door that you were – and I’m quoting here – “thriving, living your best single life”. For some reason, she bought it.’

      Yeah, I said that. I can be extremely convincing when I have to.

      With a defeated sigh, I drag myself off the rug, trudge through the dark hallway, and turn the deadbolt.

      All three of them stand on the porch in a tight, coordinated triangle. Remy Girard up front, still in her workday suit, a bottle of Pét-Nat clutched in her manicured hand. Evangeline Allary flanking her, scanning me head to toe with the diagnostic precision of someone who spots damage for a living. Beau Barron behind them both. Two lawyers and a gallerist.

      A three-person album cover on my grandmother’s porch. Same lineup since middle school.

      Nobody says a word.

      Remy’s gaze moves past me into the house. The overflowing takeout cartons. The laundry mountain on the armchair. All the other heaps.

      ‘Just so we’re all on the same page: this is an intervention.’ She marches past me into the open kitchen, sets the bottle down, and starts opening cabinets.

      Evangeline comes in behind her and gives me a hug. My arms stay at my sides for three seconds before reciprocating, and even then I keep my hands flat against her back instead of gripping.

      Gripping would be admitting how badly I need this.

      ‘How are you, darling?’

      ‘Fine,’ I mumble against her shoulder. ‘I’ve been doing yoga.’

      Beau steps inside and closes the door. ‘You have never done yoga in your life.’

      ‘It’s…a new chapter. See what I did there? Author joke.’ Even I can hear how brittle it sounds.

      Remy returns from the kitchen with mismatched glasses and pours the Pét-Nat. ‘Here’s the situation: we gave you time. We gave you space.’ She hands me a drink. ‘Now we’re giving you a night out.’

      ‘Can’t. I have to hand in a blog post by tomorrow morning. If I don’t deliver, I lose the final payment, and that’s my bills, Remy. I’m not being dramatic. I mean the stack of envelopes on the counter.’ I lift a hand and wave it in the general direction.

      ‘You’re our North Star, Cleo. We miss you. We care for you. Let us help.’ Beau sinks onto the couch. ‘And also… Going out in this city without you is just…errands.’

      True, I used to be called ‘the life of the party’. A thousand years ago. Instead of answering, I drain the glass. Therapy takes years. This is much faster.

      Forty-five minutes later, Remy has attacked my hair with a straightening iron, Evangeline has unearthed a slip dress from the back of my closet, and Beau has forced my feet into heels I haven’t touched since Mardi Gras last year.

      As Remy herds us toward the front door, my phone lights up on the entryway table. Julia’s name pulses across the screen. I flip it face down and walk out into the warm May night without a care in the world.

      Yes, I may be in denial, but at least I’m aware of it.

      

      The deadbolt clicks behind me at one in the morning. Ms Mae’s was okay. The music was loud. We danced. But my body has already burned through every ounce of energy it loaned me. I’m running on borrowed sparkle.

      I kick the heels into the hallway and clamber back onto the couch. Every round went on someone else’s tab. My friends were casual about it. That smarts, because it means they discussed it beforehand.

      My advance for the second novel vaporised twelve months ago. The first half covered the simple possession succession to keep Mawmaw’s house in my name. The other half went to the funeral director. Throw in New Orleans homeowner’s insurance, the mandatory flood coverage…

      I scoop up the remote, switch on the television for background noise, and pull up my email on my phone. One thousand seven hundred and thirty-seven unread messages. Julia’s name is at the very top. High priority.

      

      
        
        Contract Status – URGENT – Please Respond

      

      

      

      Four paragraphs without any pleasantries. The clipped legal phrasing makes my vision blur. I have three months to deliver the full manuscript, or they terminate the contract and trigger a ‘repayment obligation’, which is a fancy way of saying I owe them the advance back.

      The advance I spent.

      Ninety days. A full manuscript is about eighty thousand words. That’s roughly nine hundred words a day, every day, without exception. But I’m awful with numbers. Sadly, I’m also awful with letters right now.

      If they claw back the advance, I don’t go to zero. I go to negative seven thousand.

      Meanwhile, Jamie Fraser gallops through the Highland heather, past hills that stretch into a moody, cloud-heavy sky. The whole high-romance package.

      Nine hundred words a day. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere with no Otis-contaminated zip code, no suffocating memories, and no distractions or interventions.

      Somewhere far.

      Scotland, maybe.

      I could never afford to… Renting a cottage for the summer is crazy expensive.

      Unless…

      I remember what Evangeline’s baby sister did last Christmas. Pet-sitting in France for a full month. Free housing and furry snuggles on top.

      I sit up before the thought has fully formed, which is how most of my decisions get made – impulse control issues and all – and type ‘pet-sitting gigs UK’ into the search bar with both thumbs. This is the part where a neurotypical adult would stop, sleep on it, or consult someone. But I quit college five months before graduation, so clearly that ship sailed years ago.

      I’m often mistaken for an adult because of my age. It’s a trap.

      A directory loads. I scroll past houses and apartments. And then I find it.

      An adorable, white-washed stone cottage in the Scottish Highlands. The owner, a veterinarian called Nick, is leaving for a research placement in the Galápagos. He urgently needs someone to care for his tuxedo cat, Furlock Holmes, and his pet goat, Dr Goatson, who’s being re-homed to a petting zoo when Nick returns. Three months starting this Monday, which is three days from now, which is completely insane.

      So…right up my alley.

      Bonus: animals don’t masturbate to imaginary orc blowjobs.

      I fill out a profile. Experience with animals? I grew up on the Upper East Side before I had to move to New Orleans after my parents’ accident. My grand total: one weekend with Evangeline’s geriatric beagle Hilda, who slept for forty-seven of the forty-eight hours.

      I chew my thumbnail, then type a breezy paragraph that stretches those two days into a compelling narrative. The bit about loving animals is true. Everything else is creative.

      But it doesn’t seem morally grey. I mean, I’ve seen enough cottage-core reels on Instagram, and I can learn the rest on YouTube. Also, I’ve been performing competence for other people since a grief counsellor asked if I understood what had happened to Mommy and Daddy when the boat went under. I told her I was fine. And like the cop earlier this week, she believed me, because I’m excellent at pretending. So excellent, in fact, that I often don’t even know I’m doing it.

      Nothing as convincing as the lies you tell yourself.

      I submit the profile and refresh the page nine times in three minutes, because patience is not among my many fleeting talents.

      Nick’s response is short and friendly. His original pet-sitter just backed out. He wants someone reliable who’ll keep the cottage tidy and give Dr Goatson his grain on schedule, and can we do a quick video call tomorrow? I’m not reliable, and I haven’t tidied this house in months, but a man whose pet-sitter bailed three days before his flight isn’t interrogating references. I can fake it.

      Bam. Booked.

      I switch tabs to my banking app, where my credit limit hangs on by a thread, but there’s enough clearance for a ticket to Glasgow. Hey, it’s a business expense.

      Then I text Remy. Her older brother Carl is transferring back to New Orleans next week and needs a place to crash. I offer a three-month sublet, his rent covering the insurance and other bills while I’m gone. That’s how it works here. Somebody always knows somebody. She sends back four exclamation marks and a heart emoji, which counts as a binding agreement.

      I set the phone down on the coffee table and hammer out the corporate blog post in fifteen minutes. When I’m done, the iron band around my ribs loosens by a notch. Enough to breathe.

      I’m going to spend the summer in a remote Scottish cottage to write, really getting in touch with my creative well. And should the Highlands so happen to produce a Scot or two willing to participate in some no-strings field research this summer… Every novel needs primary sources.

      A cat and a goat. About a thousand words a day. Maybe a hot dude in a kilt.

      How hard can it be?
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      Emily irons her pillowcases. I clocked that the first night. A woman who irons her bed linen is building a life with crisp edges, and I’m the unwashed band-shirt balled in the corner.

      I’m not husband or boyfriend material. I’m a rockstar.

      Well, kind of.

      I slide out before she wakes, careful enough to keep the bed frame quiet. I’ve been honing this move for the better part of a decade. Early June in Edinburgh means the sun’s up before five, and the bedroom is already filling with pale light. The floorboard near the door has a creak I’ve memorised. Nine mornings in this flat, probably eight too many.

      But I’ve nowhere else to go.

      I pad to the kitchen in my boxer briefs. Two wine glasses in the sink and curry sauce on the hob. My hands move on their own. Ten years of couch-surfing have shaped me. I’m a nomad, always the guest, paying my way by cooking and cleaning. And with sex, if it happens. The only strings I care about are on my guitar. I bristle at my own daft joke and scrub the frying pan until the metal gleams. The glasses go on the drying rack, stems up.

      Through the wall, the shower coughs to life. Emily’s up.

      The fridge has eggs, a block of cheddar, and half a red pepper. I can work with that. The eggs glide into the pan with a satisfying hiss.

      I met Emily at Sneaky Pete’s at a gig last weekend. Forty minutes of older material, the crowd singing Paper Crown back at me with more conviction than I played it. The Daily Record ran a sidebar the next morning. Reclusive Singer-Songwriter Lucas Kincaid Surprises at Edinburgh Bar. Reclusive. Their synonym for irrelevant. I’ve moved from the front page to page nineteen.

      Emily knew who I was, though. She had that look I recognise well enough not to mistake it for anything else than mutual opportunity. We ended up shagging for a week in her West End flat. It’s the lifestyle.

      Aye, right.

      The truth? I’m half-whoring myself out for a place to sleep since my dad kicked me out because no sensible landlord will rent to me. And I’m never in one place long enough to make it worth the fuss.

      Easier this way.

      I tip the omelette onto a plate and make the second for Emily, so it’s warmer.

      She’s lovely, but that’s it. That’s always it.

      I’ve never been in love. There was never the window for it. At nineteen and twenty, I was headlining the Barrowland, wading through a sea of knickers. Hard to fall in love when three hundred girls a night are screaming your name and none of them know your middle one.

      Aiden. It’s Lucas Aiden Kincaid. But who cares? Love is a myth anyway.

      A singer-songwriter who doesn’t believe in romance. Ironic, that. I write the stuff. I sell it. I just don’t buy it. My dad swore to love my mum forever, and not even six months after the cancer killed her, he married Siobhan from the gym. She was seven months pregnant. Work that one out yourself. At nearly fifty, he started a whole new family. As if the first one had been a rough draft.

      Cunt.

      So yeah, forever is a three-minute con with a bridge.

      I should pack, maybe crash at Daz’s back home in Glasgow. My bag’s in the hallway next to my Gibson acoustic. Most of what I own fits inside: a few clothes, a phone charger, a laptop, a notebook full of empty pages, a toothbrush, and moisturiser. Thirty-one years on this planet, and my existence compresses into hand luggage.

      My phone vibrates on the worktop where I left it charging overnight. GAVIN. I consider not answering for roughly two seconds before financial desperation overrides self-preservation.

      ‘Four years, Lucas! Four fucking years! Remind me again why I’m managing a lazy prick like you?’

      Gavin Cameron at full volume before nine in the morning, which means his call with the label went as badly as I expected.

      ‘Gav, I⁠—’

      ‘Don’t fucking “Gav” me. I’ve just had my arse handed to me on a conference call, Lucas. Eight people on the line, and every single one of them asking me why my supposedly talented client hasn’t delivered a single finished song in four years. FOUR! Do you know how many songs that is per year? ZERO. Do you know what I had to say to them? Nothing. Because you’ve given me nothing!’

      ‘Well, actually⁠—’

      ‘Shut the fuck up and listen! I’ve spent two years telling these people that the great Lucas Kincaid has been working on something special, and you’ve given me FUCK ALL to show for it. Not a demo. Not even a fucking napkin with a lyric scrawled on it!’

      I hold the phone away from my ear and let him burn through it. Gavin has one volume and one direction, and the only strategy is to wait until the tank empties.

      ‘I’ve had it with you. We’re pulling your festivals, Lucas.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘TRNSMT. Gone. Tramlines. Gone. Latitude. Gone. You’re off the circuit. No summer bookings, no payday, nothing. And you wanna know why, ya wee shite?’

      My hand tightens on the edge of the worktop. Those festivals are my main source of income. My cushion for the winter. ‘Gav, come on. One decent slot, I’ll premiere new material live, build the hype from the stage up and⁠—’

      ‘Are you fucking mental? There IS no new material, Lucas! That’s the whole fucking point! I can’t sell a product that doesn’t exist!’

      ‘Then give me the sync deal. Paper Crown for that insurance advert, whatever it was. I’ll sign it today.’

      Three seconds of dead air. I’d rather chew glass than let some corporation slap my track over a thirty-second montage of happy families buying life cover, but if the licensing fee buys me time, another summer⁠—

      ‘That offer expired in April,’ he says quietly. ‘They went with a Rag’n’Bone Man cover.’ When Gavin throttles his volume like that, it’s worse than the shouting. ‘You’re unrecouped. You owe them money. They’ve been carrying you for years while you swan about the country playing the same set list and sleeping—’ He catches himself. ‘September. Twelve tracks. Two viable singles. Then you’re touring it in October and November, and you’re going to fucking smile while you do it, or they cut you loose and take everything that’s left. And I mean everything. Your catalogue, your publishing, the lot.’

      ‘Even Paper Crown?’

      ‘What do you think, ya rocket? Especially Paper Crown.’

      The line goes quiet for four seconds, which is the closest thing to tenderness Gavin Cameron is capable of. He knows what that song is. He was at Mum’s funeral.

      ‘Get it done, son.’

      Click.

      I put the phone down. Three breaths before the room stops listing sideways. Then I plate the omelettes.

      I have to write a full album.

      It’s not that I haven’t been trying. Four years of sitting in rooms with this guitar. Nothing.

      The bathroom door opens, and Emily pads out in a towel, scrubbing her hair with a second one. She spots the omelette, picks up the fork, and spears a mouthful standing up. ‘That sounded like fun. Not. Who was that?’

      ‘My manager. Telling me I’m finished if I don’t write an album.’

      She chews. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘He’s pulled my summer. No festivals, no gigs. I’ve got till September, or they’re pulling the plug on me.’

      Emily let me sleep over for more than a week and never once asked me to define what this could be.

      ‘So stay here and write it,’ she says. ‘I’ve got a spare room I use for guests and storage. We could clear it out.’

      Ah, there it is. She’s prepared to extend the lease. And I’m honestly trying to find the thing that would make me want to say yes. The detail that would barb under my skin and refuse to let go. But all I see is a woman who had my poster on her wall when she was sixteen and got to tick a box this week, and a man who traded a clean kitchen for a bed.

      Eventually, Emily wants a ring and a pram and a mortgage with a partner who comes home at the same time every day. Part of me wants to want that, too. I just…don’t.

      ‘Em, you’d go mad. I can’t do that.’

      She stabs into the omelette. ‘How long since you wrote anything new?’

      I pick at a seam on the tea towel. Can’t bring myself to eat. ‘Four years. Give or take.’

      ‘I don’t know if it works for you, but I always go back to the beginning when I’m stuck,’ she says, softer now. ‘Where were you when the music was good? When the writing was easy, I mean?’

      The Old Hairdresser’s. An audience of thirty people who didn’t know my name and were just having a good time.

      ‘Glasgow,’ I say. ‘Pubs. Before any of this. Actually, at home in my room.’

      Emily taps the fork against the edge of the plate. ‘Then go back to your roots. Or at least somewhere quiet, where you can hear yourself think.’ She pauses, and the smile returns, smaller now. ‘Hey, if Gary Barlow can make a comeback from a garden shed, you’re out of excuses.’

      I let out a half-pained groan. ‘You did not just Gary Barlow me.’

      ‘I did. Thank you for breakfast.’ Emily gives me a peck on the cheek, and heads for the bedroom. She has a real job at a sports management agency. I have a deadline.

      The front door clicks shut at quarter to nine and the flat goes quiet. I pull the Gibson out of her case and sit on the arm of Emily’s sofa with the guitar across my thighs. The neck fits my left hand the way it has since I was thirteen, and for a second I let myself believe this is the morning it comes back.

      Start with the hook. I murmur a phrase over the top, reaching for a melody, and it slips away. I strip it back to two notes and a rhythm, the way I used to build songs when I was a teenager, stacking the bones before adding flesh. But the bones crumble.

      The tune’s in there somewhere, buried under the mental clutter, but every time I reach for it, the thing retreats. Taylor Swift put out three new albums during the pandemic. Three. I can’t even come up with a fucking chorus.

      I’m a lad who went viral at nineteen with a camera phone, and the fact that I’m still making a living from it twelve years later is a miracle. Even if calling it ‘living’ is a stretch.

      Back to the roots.

      Emily’s words circle the inside of my head while I pick at the strings with no direction. The roots. When was I last happy? Actually happy?

      I wrote Paper Crown in my bedroom when I was eighteen. Mum was already ill, but still alive.

      Before that were the summers in Tigh na Bruaich, Gran’s cottage in Thistle Glen. Me and my four cousins crammed into bunk beds with midges peppering the windows and Laoghaire Kincaid in the kitchen frying everything that couldn’t outrun her. I tried my first chords on Uncle Kenneth’s old Yamaha on that porch. Cailean scoffed, Sean told me I was rubbish, Rhona sang harmonies, and wee Nick would sit at our feet eating a Tunnock’s teacake with chocolate smeared across his face.

      That was before the falling out. Before Dad and Uncle Kenneth detonated the family over whatever it was they could never bring themselves to explain to us. I was eleven. One summer we were a tribe, and the next summer it didn’t exist.

      Gran died three years ago and left her cottage to all five of us. It was either her final act of love or her final act of mischief, because she knew we hadn’t been in the same room for ages. None of us contested it. The cottage just sits there on the shores of Loch Cluaranach.

      The thought of going back puts two things in my stomach at once, and they don’t mix. The hills, the loch, the last time I belonged anywhere. And a museum of people who stopped wanting me around.

      I set the guitar down and pick up my phone. Nick’s name is still in my contacts. My youngest cousin is the only one who kept texting me on birthdays after the rest of the family fractured into strangers. He finished his vet degree recently and moved into the Tigh na Bruaich full-time, which I only know because he sent me a photo of his goat in the kitchen, wearing a party hat on Hogmanay.

      I scroll to his last message, from two weeks ago: Going to the Galápagos for the summer. Research placement.

      Three months. An empty cottage in the Highlands with no neighbours. McCartney wrote Mull of Kintyre holed up on a Scottish farm. Jimmy Page disappeared into the Highlands for Led Zeppelin III. Thistle Glen is not Kintyre, but it’s got the same silence.

      I could ring Cailean. Or Sean. As far as I know, they still live in the village. We haven’t seen each other since the funeral. But they’re there. The cottage is there.

      Just me and the guitar and three months of quiet. No one to cook for, no lease to earn with good behaviour. The only person I’d be performing for is myself, and maybe that’s the problem I’ve been avoiding.

      I hoover Emily’s flat and leave a note on the kitchen worktop.

      

      
        
        Thanks for the week. It was lovely and you’re brilliant. See you around. – L.

      

      

      

      My MGB GT is parked two streets over. A glossy black 1973 coupé with a worn leather interior. The only thing I bought for myself from the record deal money, and the only valuable thing I’ve ever genuinely owned. I got her off a retired session musician in Camden, and she’s been my only constant.

      The rest went to Macmillan Cancer Support.

      I toss the duffel onto the passenger seat, wedge the Gibson into the back, and turn the key. The motor catches on the first try. Must be a good omen.

      ‘Right then. Let’s see if the key’s still under the mat.’
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      The bus driver abandons me at a wooden post.

      Not a bus stop. A weathered spike of timber with a faded placard nailed to it: ‘Gleann nan Cluaran / Thistle Glen’. The Citylink with the broken on-board toilet chugs away down the single-track road, and I stand on the verge in my wedge heels with two overstuffed suitcases and a desperate need to pee.

      God, it’s quiet. My ears actually ring with the silence.

      Twenty-seven hours of transit. New Orleans to Dulles, a three-hour layover I spent on the floor eating a seven-dollar pretzel. Dulles to Heathrow, sandwiched between a man who chewed with his mouth open and a woman who snored. Heathrow to Glasgow. Then a five-hour coach ride north through increasingly dramatic scenery. Rugged hills rearing up on all sides, covered in bracken and heather. I would have enjoyed the scenic view a lot more, but my bladder has been a ticking time bomb since Fort William.

      I fumble my phone out of my pocket. Nine per cent battery, no reception. The map I wisely took a screenshot of shows a lane heading north from the road, and at the end of it, a cottage marked as Tigh na Bruaich. Approximately a ten-minute walk.

      Small caveat: ten minutes in wedge heels with two suitcases that outweigh a small pony and a volatile bladder.

      The left suitcase wheel catches in a rut before I’ve moved three steps. I wrench it free, pivot, and the other one tips sideways into a puddle the colour of weak tea.

      Puddle. Liquid. Pee.

      Go faster, Sullivan.

      It’s the first of June, which in New Orleans means ninety-two degrees and an atmosphere so thick you could wring it onto a plate. Here, the breeze is chilly, while I’m dressed for Louisiana. I should have packed differently. I should have packed at all, instead of stuffing everything into two cases thirty minutes before the Uber arrived. What was I thinking?

      The lane climbs. Not steeply, but enough that each step in these very pretty, very useless shoes requires the calves of an athlete. Calves I don’t possess. The hedgerow presses in from the side. Lots of spiky purple thistles, nettles, and a sprawling network of blackberries that snag my trench-coat twice. So I decide to walk in the middle of the single track road. I mean, it’s not as if anybody’s going to run me over here. I’d hear them coming a mile away.

      Each jolt of the wheels over another rut sends a fresh wave of pressure through my pelvic floor. I clench everything south of my navel and scuttle in rigid steps.

      The radio in my head plays Under Pressure.

      The lane curves, the cottage appears, and I stop in my tracks. My body just quits, suitcase handles cutting into both palms, because nobody warned me this place would look the way it does.

      Breathtakingly beautiful.

      Oh. Oh, wow.

      Tigh na Bruaich sits tucked against the slope, near where the land meets the water. White stone walls, a slate roof, a blue-painted door, and a garden. Next to it, the lake stretches long and still, mirroring the mountains on the far shore so perfectly it hurts to look at.

      It’s incredibly idyllic, but also…lonely?

      I flew over four thousand miles to a Highland hillside, and now I’m standing in a glen full of silence. There’s no undo button. Fifty-fifty chance it’s the stupidest thing I’ve done thus far. But somewhere in that cottage are the eighty thousand words I haven’t written yet. I can feel them.

      At least there’s nobody to disappoint out here. And no visible evidence of the twenty-first century, except for a shabby green Land Rover parked beside a woodshed. Nick mentioned the car and that I’m welcome to use it if I can drive stick.

      I can’t drive stick. As in, I can’t drive at all. My licence expired during the depressive spiral of the past months and renewing it would have meant going to the DMV, which would have required putting on pants, leaving the house, and sitting in a plastic chair under fluorescent lighting for three hours among other humans. Insurmountable.

      I’ll deal with transportation and logistics later. Right now, I need to pee with such urgency that the resulting light-headedness almost makes me faint. Or maybe I haven’t eaten enough, hard to tell.

      The wooden gate is latched with a loop of blue baling twine. It catches, releases, catches again. Eventually, the universe has mercy, and the gate opens inward with a screech of rusty hinges. I drag the first suitcase over the threshold.

      My bladder is about to explode, and my eyes are watering which is probably because it needs to go somewhere.

      ‘Okay. Okay. The second suitcase, and then the keys, and then I need the house, and then I need the… What’s first? Keys. Suitcase. No. Suitcase, then keys, then door, then toilet, then I can die in peace.’

      Oh god. I’m actually bursting. Help.

      Key. Toilet. Tinkle. Everything else is secondary.

      I make for the front door, straight to the mat. That’s where the keys are ‘hidden’, according to Nick’s email.

      I bend over to pick it up.

      Huge fucking mistake.

      The headbutt connects with my ass before I notice any movement.

      I stagger forward and bang my head against the wooden door with a thud. A triumphant bleat cuts through the quiet garden.

      Something squat, horned, and deeply committed slams into my ass for a second round. This time, I’m able to use my hands as buffer against the door. But I nearly pee myself.

      ‘Ouch!’ I whip around.

      The goat.

      Beyond the wheelbarrow, a wire-mesh enclosure runs along the far side of the garden. A section of fencing sags away from its post, the bottom edge peeled back in a gap big enough for a determined, compact body to shove through. So the goat broke out. Wonderful. Another problem for my to-do list, right behind ‘urinate’, ‘remain alive’, and ‘avoid impending financial ruin’.

      He’s smaller than on Nick’s images. Maybe two-and-a-half feet at the shoulder, white and tan, with floppy ears. His horns are short, blunt, and currently being deployed against my thigh with the determination of a battering ram.

      ‘Hi. Hello. You must be… OW!’

      He headbutts me again. Nick’s email said Dr Goatson was bottle-fed and hand-reared. Which evidently means he has no concept of personal space. His little goat mouth finds the end of my hair, and before I can snatch it away, he’s chewing. Actually eating my hair.

      The audacity.

      ‘No. It’s beach blonde, not straw. Stop it. Doctor Goatson. That’s attached to my head. No! Bad goat! Very bad goat!’

      I peel his lips off my tips. He bleats once, offended, and canters back toward the overturned wheelbarrow, where he mounts it in a single leap and stands balanced on the metal pan, surveying the garden from his new summit.

      Keeping one eye on him, I lower my torso sideways and reach for the mat with my outstretched arm. The keys are there. My hands are jittery from caffeine deficit, the goat assault, and a spasming bladder that’s about ten seconds from making the decision for me.

      I slot the Yale key into the lock and turn. It clicks. Yes! The door swings
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