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A Word from Jenny

Hello!

I first wrote about goings-on on the tiny Scottish island of Mure last year and had such a good time doing it I really wanted to go back. There is something very special to me about the communities in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, where it is so very beautiful—but life can be tough up there too.

Let me quickly get you up-to-date from the last book, in case you haven’t read it—which doesn’t matter, by the way—or just so that you don’t have to rack your brains remembering who is who, because I hate having to do that and I have a terrible memory for names. (I am also saying this as a get-out clause in case we meet and I forget your name!)

So: Flora MacKenzie, a paralegal in London, was sent up to the remote Scottish island of Mure—where she was raised—to help her (rather attractive and difficult) boss, Joel.

Reunited with her father and three brothers, she realized how much she had missed home, and, quite to her own surprise, decided to stay and make a go of it, opening the Café by the Sea, which sells the amazing local produce from her family farm, as well as making old recipes from her late mother’s recipe book.

To absolutely everybody else’s surprise, her boss, Joel, decided to relocate too, giving up his crazy rat race life for something calmer and more grounded. He and Flora are just taking their very first faltering steps into romance.

They were both working for Colton Rogers, a U.S. billionaire who wanted to buy up half the island, whereupon he (Rogers) fell in love with Flora’s talented cheese-maker brother, Fintan. With me so far? There’s definitely something in the water up there (and dreadful Wi-Fi and long winters, both of which help) . . .

The other two people you need to know about are Saif and Lorna, both of whom appeared in A Very Distant Shore, the short book about Mure I wrote for the Quick Reads series.

Saif is a doctor—a Syrian refugee—who endured incredible hardship to make his way to Europe and was granted asylum in the UK, as long as he took his medical skills where they were most needed—the remotest parts of Britain. He has now had no news of the rest of his family for over a year. Lorna is the local primary school head teacher, and Flora’s best friend.

Okay, I think that is us! Oh no . . . there is one more thing. In my Rosie Hopkins series of novels, there is a baddie who is a social worker, and several social workers wrote to me to complain that they do an underfunded and undervalued job in very difficult circumstances and they didn’t think the portrayal was very fair.

So I had another look at the character and decided this was a good point. I hope the social workers in this book help mitigate this, and go some way to showing a little of the genuine respect I have for the dedicated people who do this really tough job day in, day out.

Anyway, I very much hope you enjoy The Endless Beach, and have a wonderful day wherever you are. And if you are on holiday, one, I am very jealous as it is statistically raining where I am, and two, send me a selfie! I’m on Facebook or Twitter: @jennycolgan!

With love,

[image: ]

xxx





A Quick Note on Pronunciation

As well as saying “ch” like you’re about to cough something up, here’s a quick guide to pronouncing some of the more traditional names that appear in this book:

Agot—Ah-got

Eilidh—Ay-lay

Innes—Inn-is

Iona—Eye-oh-na

Isla—Eye-la

Saif—S-eye-eef

Seonaid—Shon-itch

Teàrlach—Cher-lach





cynefin (n): one’s place of true belonging; the place where one feels most fully at home





Once upon a time there was a prince who lived in a high tower made entirely of ice. But he never noticed, as he had never seen anything else, nor been anything else, and to him, being cold was simply the way of things for he had not known anything different. He was the prince of a vast wasteland; he ruled over bears and wild things and answered to nobody.

And wise advisers told him to travel; to take a bride; to learn from others. But he refused, saying, “I am comfortable here,” and eventually the tower of ice grew thick and impossible to enter and nothing grew and it could not be climbed and dragons circled the tower and it became perilous and still the prince would not leave. And many people tried to climb the tower to rescue the prince, but none succeeded. Until one day . . .





Chapter One

Even in early spring, Mure is pretty dark.

Flora didn’t care; she loved waking up in the morning, curled up close, together in the pitch black. Joel was a very light sleeper (Flora didn’t know that before he had met her, he barely slept at all) and was generally awake by the time she rubbed her eyes, his normally tense, watchful face softening as he saw her, and she would smile, once again surprised and overwhelmed and scared by the depth of how she felt; how she trembled at the rhythm of his heartbeat.

She even loved the frostiest mornings, when she had to pull herself up to get everything going. It was different when you didn’t have an hour-long commute pressed up against millions of other commuters breathing germs and pushing against you and making your life more uncomfortable than it had to be.

Instead, she would rake up the damped peat in the wood-burner in the beautiful guest cottage Joel was staying in while working for Colton Rogers, the billionaire who owned half the island. She would set the flames into life—and the room became even cozier in an instant, the flickering light from the fire throwing shadows on the whitewashed walls.

The one thing Joel had insisted on in the room was a highly expensive state-of-the-art coffee machine, and she would let him fiddle with that while he logged on to the day’s work and made his customary remark about the many and varied failures of the island’s Internet reliability.

Flora would take her coffee, pull on an old sweater, and wander to the window of the cottage, where she could sit on the top of the old oil-fired radiator, the type you get in schools but had cost Colton a fortune. Here she would stare out at the dark sea; sometimes with its white tips showing if it was going to be a breezy day; sometimes astonishingly clear, in which case, even in the morning, you could raise your eyes and see the brilliant cold stars overhead. There was no light pollution on Mure. They were bigger than Flora remembered from being a child.

She wrapped her hands round her mug and smiled. The shower started up. “Where are you off to today?” she shouted.

Joel popped his head out the door. “Hartford for starters,” he said. “Via Reykjavík.”

“Can I come?”

Joel gave her a look. Work wasn’t funny.

“Come on. We can make out on the plane.”

“I’m not sure . . .”

Colton had a plane he used to get in and out of Mure, and Flora was absolutely incensed that it was strictly for company business and she’d never been allowed on it. A private plane! Such a thing was unimaginable, really. Joel was impossible to tease where work was involved. Actually, he was quite difficult to tease about anything. Which worried Flora sometimes.

“I bet there is absolutely nothing the stewardesses haven’t seen,” said Flora. This was undoubtedly true, but Joel was already scrolling through the Wall Street Journal and not really listening.

“Back two weeks Friday. Colton is consolidating literally . . . well . . .”

Flora wished he could talk more about his work, like he could when she was still in the law trade. It wasn’t just confidentiality. He was guarded about everything.

Flora pouted. “You’ll miss the Argylls.”

“The what?”

“It’s a band. They tour and they’re coming to the Harbor’s Rest. They’re really brilliant.”

Joel shrugged. “I don’t really like music.”

Flora went up to him. Music was in the lifeblood of everyone on Mure. Before the ferries and the airplanes came, they’d had to make their own entertainment, and everyone joined in with enthusiasm, if not always too much talent. Flora danced well and could just about play a bodhrán if there wasn’t anyone better around. Her brother Innes was a better fiddler than he let on. The only one who couldn’t play anything was big Hamish; their mother had just tended to give him a pair of spoons and let him get on with it.

She put her arms around him. “How can you not like music?” she said.

Joel blinked and looked over her shoulder. It was silly, really, a small thing in the endless roundabout that had been his difficult childhood, that every new school was a new chance to get it wrong: to wear the wrong thing, to like the wrong band. The fear of doing so. His lack of ability, or so it seemed, to learn the rules. The cool bands varied so widely, it was absolutely impossible to keep track.

He had found it easier to abdicate responsibility altogether. He’d never quite made his peace with music. Never dared to find out what he liked. Never had an older sibling to point the way.

It was the same with clothes. He only wore two colors—blue and gray, impeccably sourced, from the best fabrics—not because he had taste, but because it seemed absolutely the simplest. He never had to think about it. Although he’d gone on to date enough models to learn a lot more about clothes: that was something they had been helpful for.

He glanced over at Flora. She was staring out at the sea again. Sometimes he had trouble distinguishing her from the environment of Mure. Her hair was the fronds of seaweed that lay across the pale white dunes of her shoulders; her tears the sprays of saltwater in a storm; her mouth a perfect shell. She wasn’t a model—quite the opposite. She felt as grounded, as solid as the earth beneath her feet; she was an island, a village, a town, a home. He touched her gently, almost unable to believe she was his.

Flora knew this touch of his, and she could not deny it. It worried her, the way that he looked at her sometimes: as if she were something fragile, precious. She was neither of those things. She was just a normal girl, with the same worries and faults as anyone else. And eventually he was going to realize this, and she was terrified about what would happen when he realized that she wasn’t a selkie; that she wasn’t some magical creature who’d materialized to solve everything about his life . . . She was terrified of what would happen when he realized she was just a normal person who worried about her weight and liked to dress very badly on Sundays . . . What would happen when they had to argue about washing-up liquid? She kissed his hand gently.

“Stop looking at me like I’m a water sprite.”

He grinned. “Well, you are to me.”

“What time’s your . . . ? Oh.”

She always forgot that Colton’s plane left to their schedule, not an airline’s.

Joel glanced at his watch. “Now. Colton has a real bug up his ass . . . I mean . . . There’s lots to do.”

“Don’t you want breakfast?”

Joel shook his head. “Ridiculously, they’ll be serving Café by the Sea bread and scones on board.”

Flora smiled. “Well, aren’t we fancy?” She kissed him. “Come back soon.”

“Why, where are you going?”

“Nowhere,” said Flora, pulling him close. “Absolutely nowhere.”

And she watched him leave without a backward glance, and sighed.

Oddly it was only during sex that she knew, one hundred percent, that he was there. Absolutely and completely there, with her, breath for breath, movement for movement. It was not like anything she had ever known before. She had known selfish lovers and show-off lovers, and purely incompetent lovers, their potential ruined by pornography before they were barely men.

She hadn’t ever known anything like this—the intensity, almost desperation—as if he were trying to fit the whole of himself inside her skin. She felt utterly known and as if she knew him perfectly. She thought about it constantly. But he was hardly ever here. And the rest of the time she wasn’t any clearer about where his head was than when they’d first met.

* * *

And now, a month later, it wasn’t so dark, but Joel was still away, busy on one job after another. Flora was traveling today but nowhere quite so interesting, and alas, she was back in the farmhouse.

There was something Flora felt as an adult about being closeted in the bedroom—in the single bed she grew up in, no less, with her old Highland dancing trophies, dusty and still lining the wall—that made her irritable, as well as the knowledge that however early she had to get up—and it felt very, very early—her three farmworking brothers and her father would already have been up milking for an hour.

Well, not Fintan. He was the food genius of the family and spent most of his time making cheese and butter for the Café by the Sea and—soon, they hoped—Colton’s new hotel, the Rock. But the other boys—strong, dim Hamish and Innes, her eldest brother—were out, dark or light, rain or shine, and however much she tried to get her father, Eck, to slow down, he tended to head out too. When she had worked down in London as a paralegal, they had joked that she was lazy. Now that she ran an entire café single-handedly, she’d hoped to prove them wrong, but they still saw her as a lightweight, only getting up at 5 A.M.

She should move out—there were a few cottages to rent in Mure Town, but the Café by the Sea wasn’t turning over enough money for her to afford to do something as extravagant as that. She couldn’t help it. They had such amazing produce here on Mure—fresh organic butter churned in their own dairies; the most astonishing cheese, made by Fintan; the best fish and shellfish from their crystal-clear waters; the rain that grew the world’s sweetest grass, which fattened up the coos. But it all cost money.

She immediately worked out in her head what time it was in New York, where Joel, her boyfriend—it felt ridiculous, she realized, calling him her boyfriend—was working.

He had been her own boss, sent up with her to work on some legal business for Colton Rogers. But being her boss was only a part of it. She’d had a massive crush on him for years, since the first moment she’d set eyes on him. He, on the other hand, spent his life dating models and not noticing her. She hadn’t ever thought she could get his attention. And then, finally, when they had worked together last summer, he had thawed enough to notice her: enough, in the end, to relocate his business to work with Colton on Mure.

Except of course it hadn’t quite turned out like that. Colton had assigned him a guest cottage, a beautifully restored hunting lodge, while the Rock was preparing to officially open, which was taking its time. Then he’d shot off all round the world, looking after his various billionaire enterprises—which seemed to require Joel with him at all times. She’d barely seen him all winter. Right now, he was in New York. Things like setting up a home—things like sitting down to have a conversation—seemed completely beyond him.

Flora had known theoretically that he was a workaholic; she’d worked for him for years. She just didn’t realize what that would mean when it came to their relationship. She seemed to get the leftovers. And there wasn’t much. Not even a message to indicate he was aware she was going to London today, to formally sign her leaving papers.

* * *

Flora hadn’t been sure if they could keep the Café by the Sea going over the winter, when the tourists departed and the nights drew down so low it was never light at all, not really, and the temptation was very much to stay in bed all day with the covers over her head.

But to her surprise, the Café by the Sea was busy every single day. Mothers with babies; old people stopping to chat to their friends over a cheese scone; the knitting group that handled spillover Fair Isle orders and normally met in each other’s kitchens who had decided to make the Café by the Sea their home, and Flora never got tired of watching the amazing speed and grace of gnarled old fingers producing the beautiful repeating patterns on every type of wool.

So much so that she’d realized: this was her job now. This was where she belonged. Her firm in London had originally given her a leave of absence to work with Colton, but that was over and she had to formally resign. Joel had too: he was working for Colton full time. Flora had been putting off going to London, hoping they’d be able to go together to sign off on the paperwork, but it didn’t seem to be very likely.

So she helped Isla, one of the two young girls who worked with her, open up the Café by the Sea for the day. They’d repainted it the same pale pink it had been until it had gone to seed and started to peel. Now it fit in nicely with the black-and-white Harbor’s Rest hotel, the pale blue of the tackle shop, and the cream of many tourist shops that lined the front, selling big woolen sweaters, souvenir shells and stone carvings, tartan (of course), small models of Highland coos, tablet, and toffee. Many of them were shut for the winter.

The wind was ripping off the sea, throwing handfuls of spray and rain into her face and she grinned and ran down the hill from the farmhouse, the commute that was all she had these days. It might be freezing—although she had a huge Puffa jacket on that basically insulated her from absolutely everything—but she still wouldn’t swap it in a second for an overheated, overstuffed tube carriage; a great outpouring of humanity pushing up the stairs; hot, cold, hot, cold, pushing past more and more people; witnessing shouts and squabbles and cars bumping each other and horns going off and cycle couriers screaming at cabbies and tubes roaring past, free sheets being blown by the wind up and down the street with fast-food wrappers and cigarette butts . . . No, Flora thought, even on mornings like this, you could keep your commute. She didn’t miss it.

Annie’s Café by the Sea was lit up and golden. It was plain, with ten mismatched bric-a-brac tables scattered artfully around the large room. The counter, currently empty, would soon be filled with scones, cakes, quiche, homemade salads, and soups as Iona and Isla busied themselves in the back. Mrs. Laird, a local baker, dropped off two dozen loaves a day, which went fairly speedily, and the coffee machine didn’t stop from dawn till dusk. Flora still couldn’t quite believe it existed, and that it was down to her. Somehow, coming back to her old stamping ground and finding her late mother Annie’s own recipe book—it had felt like a happy choice, not a desperate one, or a sad one.

It had felt like a great, ridiculous leap at the time. Now in retrospect it felt entirely obvious, as if it was the only thing she should have done. As if this was home, and the same people she remembered from her childhood—older now, but the faces were the same, handed down through the generations—were as much a part of her world as they ever were, and the essential things in her life—Joel, the Café by the Sea, the weather forecast, the farm, the freshness of the produce—were more important to her somehow than Brexit, than global warming, than the fate of the world. It wasn’t as if she was in retreat. She was in renewal.

So Flora was in an unusually good mood as she removed the MacKenzie family butter from the fridge—creamy and salted and frankly capable of rendering all other sorts of spreads redundant—and glanced to see all the locally fired earthenware ready and in a row. There was an English incomer living up past the farms in a tiny little cottage who made it out the back in a kiln. It was thick and plainly fired in earthen colors—sand, and gray and off-white—and they were perfect for keeping your latte warm with a thin, slightly turned-in top and a much thicker base. They’d had to have a polite sign made saying that the mugs were for sale, otherwise people kept stealing them, and the sales had provided a rather handy sideline and a completely unexpected new lease of life for Geoffrey from up off the old Macbeth farm road.

As soon as she turned the CLOSED sign to OPEN, the clouds parted, making it look as if they might get a ray or two of sunshine with their gale-force winds, and that made her smile too. Joel was away, and that was sad. But on the other hand, once she’d gotten this stupid London trip out of the way she could maybe get Lorna over to watch TOWIE on reruns and split a bottle of prosecco with her. She didn’t make much but they could still go halfers on a bottle of prosecco, and truly, in the end, what more was there to life than that?

A song she liked came on the radio, and Flora was as full of contentment as anyone can truly feel in the middle of March, when a shadow passed in front of the doorway. Flora opened the door to their first customer of the morning who stepped back slightly from the Arctic draft, blinking as they blocked out the light behind them. Then her good mood dissipated slightly. It was Jan.

When Flora had first arrived on Mure, she’d met a nice man—a very nice man—called Charlie, or Teàrlach. He led outdoor activity holidays on Mure, sometimes for businessmen and lawyers and organizations, which paid the bills, and sometimes for deprived children from the mainland, which he did for charity.

Charlie had liked Flora, and Flora, resigned to the idea that she was never going to get together with Joel, had flirted with him a bit—well, more than a bit, she thought. She was always embarrassed to look back on it: how quickly she had gone from one to another. But Charlie was a gentleman and had understood. The other thing was, though, he had been on a break from his girlfriend, Jan, who worked with him. Jan had subsequently decided that Flora was a feckless tart and that it was all her fault that she’d led him astray. She had never forgiven Flora, but instead put her down fairly loudly and publicly whenever she got half a chance.

Normally this wouldn’t bother Flora terribly much. But on an island the size of Mure, it could be quite tricky to avoid bumping into someone fairly regularly, and if that person didn’t like you, it could get a little wearing.

Today, however, Jan—who was tall, with short sensible hair, a determinedly square jaw, and a constant conviction that she was saving the world (she worked with Charlie on the adventure holidays) and everyone else was a feckless wastrel—had a smile on her face.

“Morning!” she trilled. Flora looked at Isla and Iona, both of whom were as surprised as she was at Jan’s jolly mood. They both shrugged their shoulders.

“Um . . . hi, Jan,” said Flora. Normally Jan ignored her completely and ordered from the girls, proceeding to talk loudly the entire time as if Flora didn’t exist. Flora would have barred her, but she wasn’t really a barring type of person and had absolutely no idea how she’d have done such a thing. Anyway, barring one person who worked with the adventure program while simultaneously funneling food near its sell-by date to the children who came to visit, via Charlie, seemed a little self-defeating in the end.

“Hello!” Jan was swishing her left hand about ostentatiously. Flora thought she was waving at someone across the street. Fortunately, Isla was slightly more up on this sort of thing.

“Jan! Is that an engagement ring?”

Jan flushed and looked as coy as she could, which wasn’t very, and shyly displayed her hand.

“You and Charlie tying the knot then?” said Isla. “That’s great!”

“Congratulations!” said Flora, genuinely delighted. She had felt bad about Charlie; the fact that he was happy enough in his life to pop the question to Jan was wonderful news. “That’s just great. I’m so pleased!”

Jan looked slightly discombobulated at that, as if she’d been secretly hoping Flora would throw herself to the ground and start rending her garments in misery.

“So, when are you doing it?” asked Iona.

“Well, it will be at the Rock, of course.”

“If it’s ready,” said Flora. She didn’t know what Colton was prevaricating about.

Jan raised her eyebrows. “Oh, I’m sure some people know how to get things done around here . . . Do you have any raisin splits this morning?”

And Flora had to admit, annoyed, that they didn’t.

“Well, it’s wonderful news,” she said again. Then she didn’t want to push too hard in case it looked like she was angling for an invite. Which she very much wasn’t. More than a few people had seen her and Charlie about town last summer and remembered Jan’s meltdown after she’d found them kissing. The last thing she needed was gossip sprouting again, not when things were finally calm and quiet.

So she went back behind the counter. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Four slices of quiche. So. I know normally your stuff is too full of sugar and you waste a lot . . . ?”

Supreme happiness hadn’t dented Jan’s love of stating the worst possible take on practically everything, Flora noticed.

“Sorry, what was that?”

“Well,” said Jan, a smile playing on her lips. “We thought you might like to cater the wedding.”

Flora blinked. She was desperate to get into catering; there was no news on the Rock, and she really did want to turn over some more money. She’d be able to pay the girls a little more. She’d rather not have to watch everyone watch her watch Charlie get married. But on the other hand, she didn’t really care, did she? And they could really, really do with the money. And she’d be backstage all the time, looking after things in the kitchen. Actually, this might be the best possible solution.

“Of course!” she said. “We’d be delighted!”

Jan frowned again. It struck Flora that Jan had had some kind of scenario playing out in her head in which she, Flora, would be rendered somehow humiliated by this. She didn’t quite understand where the benefit was, but she certainly wouldn’t give Jan the satisfaction of thinking that deep down, Flora was anything other than pleased.

Jan leaned closer. “It would make a lovely wedding present,” she said.

Flora blinked.

A silence fell, broken only by the bell above the door ringing, as their morning regulars started to file in, and Isla and Iona scuttled along the counter to serve them, judging a safe distance between being away from the difficult conversation and still being able to eavesdrop.

“Ah,” said Flora, finally. “No, I think . . . I think we’d have to charge. I’m sorry.”

Jan nodded as if in sympathy.

“I realize this must be hard for you,” she said finally. Flora could do nothing but look ahead, cheerfully. “You’d think with that rich boyfriend of yours you’d want to do something good for the island . . .”

Flora bit back from mentioning that that wasn’t how it worked, not at all, and she wouldn’t have dreamed of taking a penny from Joel, ever; in fact, the idea of ever asking him for anything filled her with terror. They’d never even discussed money. She was conscious as she thought this that they hadn’t discussed anything much, but dismissed it.

Joel, who didn’t understand this kind of thing particularly well, found it something of a welcome relief from the women he had dated in the past who pouted and always wanted to go shopping. But he also assumed that Flora didn’t actually need or want anything, which wasn’t true either.

But more than that, it was the idea of Jan and her wealthy, well-fed family tucking into one of the Café by the Sea’s famous spreads—lobster, and oysters on ice, and the best bread and butter, and local beef, and the best cheese to be found around, glistening pies, and freshly skimmed cream. That they would take that, guffawing among themselves that they hadn’t paid anything for it . . .

Flora bagged up the pieces of quiche and rang it up on the till without another word. Jan counted out the money very, very slowly, with a patronizing smile on her face, then left, Flora gazing hotly behind her.

Iona watched her go. “That’s a shame,” she said.

“That woman is a monster,” growled Flora, good mood almost entirely dissipated.

“No, I mean, I really wanted to go to the wedding,” said Iona. “I bet there’ll be loads of good-looking boys there.”

“Is that all you think about—meeting boys?” said Flora.

“No,” said Iona. “All I think about is meeting boys who aren’t fishermen.”

“Oi!” said a party of fishermen who were warming their freezing hands around the large earthenware mugs of tea and tearing into fresh warm soda bread.

“No offense,” said Iona. “But you are always smelling of fish and having not enough thumbs because you got them tangled in a net, isn’t it?”

The fishermen looked at each other and nodded and agreed that that was fair enough, fair enough indeed, it was a dangerous business, mind you.

“Right!” said Flora, throwing up her hands. “I have a plane to catch.”





Chapter Two

Flora drove the battered old Land Rover past her friend Lorna MacLeod’s farmhouse on her way to the airport, but missed her by moments. That morning it was very windy, with a breeze off the sea and the white tips of the waves beating against the sand, but it was definitely brightening up—the tide was in, and the beach known as the Endless looked like a long, golden path. You still needed a stout jacket, but in the air you could sense it somehow: something stirring in the earth.

On the way down from the farm, Milou bounding joyfully at her side, Lorna, the local primary school head teacher (there were two: Lorna took what was commonly known as the “wee” class, which covered the four- to eight-year-olds, and the saintly Mrs. Cook covered the others), saw crocuses and snowdrops and daffodils beginning to push through their snaked heads. There was a scent in the air; over the normal sea spray, which she never even noticed, there was an earthier scent—of growth, of rebirth.

Lorna smiled to herself luxuriantly, thinking of the months ahead, of the longer and longer days until the middle of the summer when it barely got dark at all; when Mure would be full and joyfully thronged with happy holidaymakers; when the three pubs would be full every night and the music would play until the last whisky drinker was happy or asleep or both. She put her hands deep into the pockets of her Puffa jacket, and set off, her eyes on the horizon, where the last rays of pink and gold were just vanishing and some cold but golden rays of early spring sunshine were pushing over.

She was also feeling cheerful as she now awoke when it was light, for starters. The winter had been mild, comparatively speaking—the storms had of course swept down from the Arctic, cutting off the ferries and causing everyone to huddle inside, but she didn’t mind that so much. She liked seeing the children charge around in their hats and mittens, pink-cheeked and laughing in the school yard; she enjoyed cozy hot chocolates in town and curling up beside the fire in her father’s old house. She’d inherited the house—to share, technically, with her brother. He worked the rigs and had a cool modern apartment in Aberdeen though, and he didn’t care really, so she’d sold her little main-street flat to a young couple and set about trying to build a home in the old farmhouse in a fit of spring exuberance. In fact, it was a shame she’d missed Flora, as Flora could have done with a good dose of Lorna positivity, for what came after.

Lorna did, however, see Saif.

Saif spotted her at the same time from the other end of the beach. He lived in the old manse—the smaller, crumbling one, not the one Colton had lavishly updated—up on the hillside, empty since their vicar had moved to the mainland, the ageing population here no longer large enough to justify a full-time padre on an island which, even though it had strong overtones of religious severity and Knoxism, had never torn itself away entirely from its earlier roots: the many, fierce gods of the Viking invaders; the green earth gods of its primary inhabitants. There was something on the island that was deeply, utterly spiritual, whatever your beliefs. There were standing stones on the headlands—the remains of a community that had worshipped heaven knows what—as well as an ancient, beautiful ruined abbey, and scattered stern plain churches with stubby steeples standing stiff against the northerly winds.

The house was rented to Saif as he did his two years’ service to the community in return for which, it was promised, he would receive his permanent right to stay. He was a refugee, and a doctor, and the remote islands desperately needed GPs, although his promised right to stay of course was not guaranteed. Saif had given up reading about British politics. It was a total mystery to him. He was unaware that it was an equal mystery to everyone else around him; he just assumed this was how things had always been.

He had been having the dreams again. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be free of them. Always the clamor, the noise. Being in the boat again. Clutching his leather bag as though his life depended on it. The look on the face of the little boy he’d had to stitch up without anesthetic after a fight had broken out. The stoicism. The desperation. The boat.

And every morning, regardless of the weather, he woke up determined not to sink beneath his own waves—his own waves of waiting: waiting to hear about his wife and his two sons, left behind when he went to see if he could forge a passage to a better life for them all in a world that had gotten suddenly, harshly worse.

He had heard nothing, although he called the Home Office once a week. He was unsure if the distant neighborhood he had left behind—once friendly, chatty, relaxed—even existed anymore. His entire life was gone.

And people kept telling him he was one of the lucky ones.

Every morning, to shake the night horrors from his head, he would go for a long walk down the Endless to try to get himself into an appropriate state of mind to deal with the minor complaints of the local population: their sore hips, and coughing babies, and mild anxiety, and menopauses, and everything that he must not dismiss as absolutely nothing compared with the searing, apocalyptic misery of his homeland. A couple of miles normally did it. Through the winter, he had walked as the sun barely rose, half by instinct, welcoming the handfuls of hail that felt like rocks being thrown into his face, a phenomenon he had never experienced until he had come to Europe and which he had found almost comically inconvenient.

But at least the weather allowed him to feel something other than dread, and he let it scour out his head. When he was chilled to the bone—and exhausted—then, he felt clean. And empty. And ready for another day in this half-life—an eternal waiting room.

And he was thinking this when he saw it, and he threw up his arms in surprise.

Lorna saw this happen from the other end of the beach, and her brow furrowed. It was not like Saif to be enthusiastic. If anything, you had to work pretty hard to draw him out. Life on Mure was chatty—there was no way around it. Everyone knew each other and everyone used gossip as the lifeblood of their community. It wasn’t unusual to know the goings-on and whereabouts of three generations of Murians at any one time. Of course, everyone was a millionaire in America or doing fabulously well in London or had the most brilliant and amazing children. You just accepted that as a given. Still, it was nice to hear, regardless.

But Saif never, ever spoke about his family. It was all Lorna knew that he had—or had had—a wife and two sons. She couldn’t bear to ask anything more. Saif had landed on Mure stripped of everything—of possessions, of his status. He was a refugee before he was a doctor: he was something pitied—even, in some quarters (until he stitched up their injuries and tended to their parents), despised for no reason. She couldn’t bear the risk of upsetting him, of taking away the last bit of dignity he had left, by prying.

So when she saw him waving, the bright empty Mure morning full of whipping clouds and promise, her heart started to beat faster immediately. Milou caught on to her excitement and bounded cheerily up the beach. She ran to keep up with him, arriving panting—the Endless was always much longer than you thought it was; the water played tricks on your concept of distance—and trepidatious.

“Look!” Saif was shouting. “Look!”

She followed his pointing finger. Was it a boat? What was it? She screwed her eyes up.

“Oh. It’s gone,” said Saif, and she looked at him, puzzled, but his gaze was still fixed out on the water. She stared too, trying to get her heart to calm down. Just as she was about to ask him what the hell he’d been going on about, she saw it: a ripple at first, not something you could be sure of, then, straight out of the blue, a huge body—vast, vaster than it had any right to be, so big you couldn’t believe that it could possibly propel itself. It was like watching a 747 take off—a huge, shining black body leaped straight out over the waves and, with a vibrant twist of its tail, shaking off the droplets of water, plunged back underneath.

Saif turned to her, eyes shining. He said something that sounded like “hut.”

Lorna squinted. “What?”

“I don’t know the word in English,” he said.

“Oh!” said Lorna. “Whale! It’s a whale. A weird . . . I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“There are many of them here?”

“Some,” said Lorna. She frowned. “Some normal whales. That one looks weird. And it’s not good for them to be so close to shore. One got washed up last year and it was a heck of a palaver, remember?”

Saif didn’t understand whether a “heck of a palaver” was a good thing or a bad thing, and did not remember, so he just kept looking. Sure enough, after a few moments the whale leaped again, and this time the sun caught the droplets dropping from its tail like diamonds, and what looked bizarrely like a horn. They both leaned forward to see it.

“It’s beautiful.”

Lorna looked at it. “It is,” she said.

“You do not sound so happy, Lorenah.”

He had never been very good at pronouncing her name.

“Well,” she said. “For starters, I’m worried about it. Whales beaching is a terrible thing. Even if you can save them once, sometimes they just do it again. And the other thing . . .”

Saif looked at her quizzically.

“Oh well, you’ll think this is stupid.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“For Murians . . . on the island, I mean, they’re seen as unlucky.”

Saif frowned. “But they’re so beautiful.”

“Lots of beautiful things bring bad luck. So we’ll welcome them in,” said Lorna, her eyes fixed on the horizon. “We need Flora. She can handle these things.”

Saif looked doubtful, and Lorna laughed. “Oh, it’s just silly superstition though.”

And the whale leaped again through the breaking waves, so strong and free, and Lorna wondered a little why she didn’t feel joyous; why she had, unexpectedly, an ominous feeling in the pit of her stomach, quite at odds with the blowy day.





Chapter Three

Flora alighted at Liverpool Street from the airport and came up from the warm bowels of the subway, reflecting, briefly, how shocking London is when you’ve been away and aren’t used to it; how there are more people, probably, on the railway concourse than live on her entire island. Then she realized that she’d been standing on the escalator a microsecond too long because somebody barged into her and made a loud tutting sound.

It seemed very strange to her that she’d only been away a few months, as the London commute used to feel as natural to her as breathing. Now she couldn’t imagine why anybody would put themselves through this if they didn’t absolutely have to.

Now, this morning was something she was not looking forward to. Not at all. It was ridiculous: all she had to do was go in, pick up her stuff, sign some forms for HR to tell them she was leaving, and promise not to work for any more high-flying law firms in the next three months, which wouldn’t be difficult, seeing as there weren’t any high-flying law firms on Mure. There was no high-flying anything. That’s what made it so nice.

So she shouldn’t be nervous. But she was. The trouble was, Flora couldn’t help herself remembering, now she was back in London. She remembered what it was like here, when Joel was constantly dating ridiculously beautiful models; when he used Tinder and hook-ups and all sorts of things Flora had never been particularly good at; when you would never, in your wildest dreams, have put a senior partner—a handsome senior partner too—together with some pale paralegal.

Flora was unusual looking, she knew, but not traditionally lovely. Her hair was a very pale strawberry blond, almost fading away to nothing, and her skin was white as milk. Her eyes were the color of the sea; they changed almost constantly from gray to green to blue. She was the product of generations of island folk and Vikings.

But she wasn’t like the gorgeously, beautifully made-up Instagram girls of London, with their amazing clothes—everyone in Mure just wore a fleece every day—and blow-dried hair—there was never any point in doing this in Mure, for windy reasons. Here, everyone seemed so self-assured and busy and rushing and glamorous. And she felt herself shrink. Whereas Mure felt like her home, her place to be. It didn’t, however, stop London from making her feel like a failure.

Focus, Flora told herself. Focus on the good stuff. Their life together. She blinked.

There was no doubt that being with someone as driven and tough as Joel was, as her best friend Lorna said, difficult. A pickle. He had grown up in foster care, in and out of other people’s homes. Flora wasn’t exactly sure he’d ever managed to properly attach to anyone. She worried, genuinely, how much it was her he loved, how much her family—she and her three brothers adored each other, mostly through the medium of slagging each other off—or how much the island itself, with its calm atmosphere, where everyone knew one another. That it gave his anxious heart a berth, which was all very well. But Flora wondered if that was enough; if she, herself, was enough.

Because they had worked together, in this building, for four years, and he’d never noticed her. Not once. Never even known her name. Even though she’d spoken to him several times, when he first called her up to discuss Mure, he’d acted as if they’d never met before. Kai, her best friend in the office, had found it absolutely astounding that they had gotten together. And Kai was someone who cared for her. What on earth the rest of the office must be thinking she couldn’t bear to imagine.

She steeled herself. In, out and it would be over. And she could get on with the next, massive stage of her life, whatever it was going to be.





Chapter Four

Fintan MacKenzie, the youngest of Flora’s three elder brothers, blinked awake to the sight of his boyfriend, Colton Rogers, stretching in the sun.

“What are you doing?” groaned Fintan. They’d been finalizing possible whisky suppliers for the Rock the night before—the development was coming on at an extremely leisurely pace—with fairly predictable results, and the early spring sunshine coming through the huge paned windows of the hotel room was messing with his head.

“Sun salutations!” said Colton bouncily. “C’mon, join me?”

Fintan put his head back under the covers. “No thanks! Also, you know, that is not your most flattering angle.”

Colton grinned and carried on. “You won’t say that when you see how bendy it makes me. Come on, get up. I’ve got green juice and green tea on the go downstairs.”

“The only thing green around here,” complained Fintan as he headed off to the bathroom, “is me. What have you got planned today?”

“Seeing my lawyer this morning to go over a few things,” said Colton.

“Is that the weird American guy?” shouted Fintan from the bathroom.

“Weird guy would suffice,” said Colton, “seeing as you are talking to an American. Anyway, you should know. Isn’t he marrying your sister?”

Fintan groaned and popped his head out of the bathroom. “Don’t ask me, for God’s sake. Flora is a law unto herself. And anyway, marrying? Really?” He made a face.

“What have you got against marriage?” said Colton, stretching himself out again like a cat and bending his back.

“Only that it’s for idiots,” said Fintan. “Look at Innes.”

Innes was the eldest MacKenzie brother, who had married the beautiful Eilidh. It had ended badly, she had raced back to the mainland, and now he saw his gorgeous, willful daughter, Agot, not nearly as much as he would like.

“Mmm,” said Colton. He changed position and didn’t say anything more, and there was a slightly odd silence between them. Then Fintan disappeared into the shower and promptly forgot all about it.

Colton kissed him when he got out.

“That’s your ‘going away for ages’ kiss,” grumbled Fintan. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” said Colton, a smile playing on his lips.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“What?”

“Well, now I’ve got that tame lawyer working for me . . .”

“Can we stop talking about him please?”

“ . . . I thought I’d go, maybe close down a few things—make it easier for me to spend more time here.”

“Seriously?” said Fintan, his face lighting up. Colton looked at him for a while, just enjoying the effect it had. “That would be awesome,” said Fintan.

“I know,” said Colton. “I’m going to . . . well. I have some ideas.”

Fintan embraced him. Then he looked up. “Can we still go to the Caribbean in February though?”

“Yes.”





Chapter Five

Adu on reception smiled happily to see Flora, and she was grateful to see a friendly face.

“You’re back!” he said.

“Oh, no, I’m off,” she said. “I’ll turn in my pass later. I’m leaving.”

Adu looked surprised. “You’re leaving the firm?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why?”

“To . . . um. I’m running a café in Scotland now.”

Adu blinked. “But this is . . . this is the best law firm in London.”

Flora tried to smile. She tried to make herself think of all the punishing hours she’d put in here, the early mornings, the late nights, the endless tedious paperwork she really hated. She’d done everything her mother had wanted her to do—gotten a degree, gotten a career—and then, she’d been forced to go home, thinking she didn’t want to—and realized she’d loved it all along. It was the strangest feeling.

And somehow, in an awful way that sometimes felt like a betrayal, it also had set her free.

It wasn’t Adu who worried her. It was Margo, Joel’s high-powered assistant, who had protected him from the outside world and run his life and diary with exceptional ruthlessness. Suddenly Flora wished they hadn’t decided that it would have been ridiculous for them to turn up together. She wanted Joel there, his quiet presence calming her, her amazement every time she felt him by her side, as if every hair in her body lifted when he entered a room, like a sunflower gravitating toward him. She knew, deep down, it wasn’t right to be so amazed, to be so bowled over.

She had handed him her heart in her hands without truly knowing whether this quiet, enclosed man could be trusted with it. But it had gone; it had flown from her as if it had always been his, regardless of what he wanted to do with it. She sighed. Maybe she wouldn’t see Margo. Maybe she wouldn’t see anyone.

* * *

“SURPRISE!”

Flora blinked. Her old desk, situated in an open-plan space and now occupied by a slightly insultingly young-looking girl called Narinder, was covered in balloons, and standing behind it, looking jolly, was her best work friend, Kai. Never one to let things pass undercelebrated, he had covered her desk with cakes and bottles of fizz, and everyone she knew (and many she didn’t: things moved fast at the firm, but who cared when cake was involved?) was standing round, looking pink and cheerful.

“Hooray!” shouted Kai. “You’re making it out of here alive!”

Everyone cheered, and Flora also went pink. “Och, I’m only . . . I mean, I’m in the middle of nowhere,” she muttered.

Kai said, “Listen to you, you’ve gone all Scottish and you’ve only been away five minutes.” He popped a cork and poured fizz into plastic cups, and more people arrived every minute. Flora had kept her head down and worked incredibly hard for the four years she’d spent there, and she was touched by how many people came up to thank her for what she’d done or to say how much they’d miss her.

“See?” said Kai. “You think no one ever notices you.”

“Come on, serve free cake and they could be saying bye to a pencil sharpener,” said Flora, but she was pleased nonetheless.

One older woman, one of the senior lawyers, whom Flora had always looked up to as almost impossibly suave and glamorous, took her aside. She was on her second glass of fizz.

“Tell me about Mure,” she said. “Are there jobs there?”

“Well, tourism mostly,” said Flora. “Catering, always. Farming if you like. It’s not easy up there to make a living. Doctors and teachers always welcome.”

The woman nodded. “It was my dream, you know,” she said. “To move away. To make money here, then go somewhere beautiful where I could . . .” She smiled. “This sounds silly, I know. But where I could set myself free.”

Flora nodded. She knew what she meant.

“You could,” said Flora. “You could go anytime. It’s not expensive to buy a house or anything. The people are nice. And there are lots of English people there,” she said, encouragingly. “I mean, we have shops and everything. Well. Three shops. Okay, forget what I said about the shops.”

The woman smiled sadly. “Oh, I’m too old to start over now, I think. Everything I know is here, and, well . . . But you doing it . . . amazing. I think it’s amazing. I look at your Facebook.”

“Oh,” said Flora.

“And it’s so beautiful and . . . well. I’m jealous. That’s all.”

And she patted Flora on the arm, rubbed briefly at her eyes, and sashayed off on her amazing high heels, which cost more than Annie’s Café by the Sea turned over in a week. Flora watched her go.

“So,” said Kai. “There’s something else people want to know.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Spill!”

Flora blushed. “What do you mean?”

“Shut up! You know exactly what I mean.”

Flora’s skin was so pale that she couldn’t possibly hide a blush. She went scarlet.

“Seriously,” said Hebe, an incredibly beautiful girl with polished skin and long braids. She was pretending to be joking but Flora didn’t think she was really. “I mean, why you? I mean, obviously you’re awesome and everything . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

“Who are you talking about?” said a voice. It was Narinder, her replacement.

“She somehow pulled Joel Binder,” said Hebe in the same tone of voice. “Basically, she held him hostage on an island until he gave in.”

“That’s it exactly,” said Flora, determined not to take the bait.

Narinder shook her head. “I never met him.”

“You never did?” said Kai. He Googled the company’s home page and brought up the picture of him. It was an image Flora knew incredibly well—his smart suit, the thick
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