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      ‘This funny, sweet story is Jenny Colgan at her absolute best’

      Heat 

       

      ‘She is very, very funny’

      Express 

       

      ‘A delicious comedy’

      Red 

       

      ‘Fast-paced, funny, poignant and well observed’

      Daily Mail 

       

      ‘Sweeter than a bag of jelly beans… had us eating up every page’

      Cosmopolitan 

       

      ‘Will make you feel warm inside – it makes a fab Mother’s Day gift’

      Closer 

       

      ‘Chick-lit with an ethical kick’

      Mirror 

       

      ‘A quirky tale of love, work and the meaning of life’

      Company 

       

      ‘A smart, witty love story’

      Observer 

       

      ‘Full of laugh-out-loud observations… utterly unputdownable’

      Woman 

       

      ‘Cheery and heart-warming’

      Sunday Mirror 

       

      ‘A chick-lit writer with a difference… never scared to try something different, Colgan always pulls it off’

      Image 

       

      ‘A Colgan novel is like listening to your best pal, souped up on vino, spilling the latest gossip – entertaining, dramatic and frequently hilarious’

      Daily Record 

       

      ‘An entertaining read’

      Sunday Express 

       

      ‘Part-chick lit, part-food porn… this is full-on fun for foodies’

      Bella 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      Jenny Colgan is the author of numerous bestselling novels, including The Little Shop of Happy-Ever-After and Summer at the Little Beach Street Bakery, which are also published by Sphere. Meet Me at the Cupcake Café won the 2012 Melissa Nathan Award for Comedy Romance and was a Sunday Times top ten bestseller, as was Welcome to Rosie Hopkins’ Sweetshop of Dreams, which won the RNA Romantic Novel of the Year Award 2013. Jenny was born in Scotland and has lived in London, the Netherlands, the US and France. She eventually settled on the wettest of all of these places, and currently lives just north of Edinburgh with her husband Andrew, her dog Nevil Shute and her three children: Wallace, who is eleven and likes pretending to be nineteen and not knowing what this embarrassing ‘family’ thing is that keeps following him about; Michael-Francis, who is nine and likes making new friends on aeroplanes; and Delphine, who is seven and is mostly raccoon as far as we can tell so far.

       

      Things Jenny likes include: cakes; far too much Doctor Who; wearing Converse trainers every day so her feet are now just gigantic big flat pans; baths only slightly cooler than the surface of the sun and very, very long books, the longer the better. For more about Jenny, visit her website and her Facebook page, or follow her on Twitter @jennycolgan.
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      To nurses. Because you’re amazing.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        hiraeth (n): a homesickness for a home to which you cannot return, a home that maybe never was; the nostalgia, the yearning, the grief for lost places in your past
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              A Word from Jenny
            

          

        

      

      Hello! If this is your first book of mine you’ve read – hello, and welcome! I really hope you enjoy it. And if you’ve read my books before, a huge and heartfelt thank you; it is lovely to see you again and, wow, you’re looking great, did you change your hair? It totally suits you.

      Welcome to The Summer Seaside Kitchen! It’s the strangest thing that often you can go away on holiday to lots of different places, but not spend much time getting to know your own country very well (I know as I type this that my dear friend Wesley will be sniffing and rolling his eyes, because we have been friends for over twenty years and not once have I visited him in Belfast). Anyway, moving swiftly on: when I moved back to Scotland last year after decades of living abroad, I decided to rectify this.

      I’d never really spent time in the Highlands and Islands before, being a ‘lallander’ by birth (which means being from the south of Scotland), so I took every opportunity to visit and explore, and I will say that I fell in love with the Islands straightaway.

      The vast white beaches; the ancient strange monuments; the flat, treeless places (trees often can’t grow in the strong winds) and those endless summer nights when it never gets dark. Lewis, Harris, Bute, Orkney and particularly Shetland, one of the strangest and loveliest places in the UK as far as I’m concerned, all cast their own particular spell.

      I wanted to set a book up in the very far north, but here, I have made up an island which is kind of an amalgam, as there is nothing worse than writing about a real place and getting it wrong and everyone gets really very cross with you. Trust me, I have learned this from bitter experience [image: A Word from Jenny].

      So, Mure is a fictional place, but I hope carries the essence and the feel of those amazing islands of the far north, which are so strange and beautiful and wonderful to me – although of course, to the musically-voiced people living there, they are simply ‘home’.

      Here you’ll also find traditional recipes for pies and bread which I love to make and hope you’ll enjoy trying out – you can let me know how that goes at @jennycolgan on Twitter or come find me on Facebook! (I am theoretically on Instagram but can’t really work it.)

      I so hope you enjoy The Summer Seaside Kitchen. It is a very personal book to me as, after a long time away, last year I finally came home to the land of my birth, as Flora does – and found that it had been waiting for me all along.

      With love,
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              Chapter One
            

          

        

      

      If you have ever flown into London – I did originally type ‘You know when you fly into London?’ and then I thought, well, that might be a bit presumptuous, like hey-ho, here I am flying about all the time, whereas the reality is I’ve always bought the cheapie discount flight that meant I had to get up at 4.30 a.m. and therefore didn’t sleep at all the night before in case I missed the alarm and actually it ended up costing me more to get to the airport at an ungodly hour and then pour overpriced coffee down myself than it would have done just to buy a sensibly timed flight in the first place… but anyway.

      So.

      If you’ve ever flown into London, you’ll know that they often have to put you in a holding pattern, where you circle about, waiting for a landing slot. And I never usually mind it; I like seeing the vast expanse of the huge city below me, that unfathomable number of people busying away, the idea that every single one of them is full of hopes and dreams and disappointments, street after street after street, millions and millions of souls and dreams. I always find it pleasingly mind-boggling.

      And if you had been hovering over London on this particular day in early spring, then beneath you you would have seen the massive, endless sprawl; the surprising amount of green space clustered in the west, where it looks as if you could walk clear across the city through its parks, and on to the clustered, smoky east, the streets and spaces becoming ever more congested; the wheel along the river glinting in the early-morning sun, the ships moving up and down the sometimes dirty, sometimes gleaming water, and the great glass towers that seem to have sprung up without anyone asking for them as London changes in front of your eyes; past the Millennium Dome, getting lower now, and there’s the shining point of Canary Wharf, once the highest skyscraper in the country, with its train station that stops in the middle of the building, something that must have seemed pretty awesome in about 1988.

      But let’s imagine you could carry on; could zoom down like a living Google Maps in which you don’t only go and look at your own house (or that might just be me).

      If you carry on down further, it would pretty soon stop looking so serene, less as if you were surveying it like a god in the sky, and you’d start to notice how crowded everything is and how grubby it all looks, and how many people are shoving past each other, even now, when it’s not long past 7 a.m., exhausted-looking cleaners who’ve just finished their dawn shifts trudging home in the opposite direction to the eager suited and booted young men and women; office jockeys and retail staff and mobile phone fixers and Uber drivers and window cleaners and Big Issue sellers and the many, many men wearing hi-vis vests who do mysterious things with traffic cones; and we’re nearly at ground level now, whizzing round corners, following the path of the Docklands Light Railway, with its passengers trying to hold their own against the early-morning crush, because there is no way around it, you have to stick your elbows out, otherwise you won’t get a place, might not even get to stand: the idea of possibly getting a seat stops miles back at Gallions Reach, but you might, you might just get a corner place to stand that isn’t pressed up against somebody’s armpit, the carriage thick with coffee and hungover breath and halitosis and the sense that everyone has been somehow ripped from their beds too soon, that even the watery sunlight tilting over the horizon in this early spring isn’t entirely convinced about it; but tough, because the great machine of London is all ready and waiting, hungry, always hungry, to swallow you up, squeeze everything it can out of you and send you back to do the entire thing in reverse.

      And there is Flora MacKenzie, with her elbows out, waiting to get on the little driverless train that will take her into the absurd spaghetti chaos of Bank station. You can see her: she’s just stepping on. Her hair is a strange colour; very, very pale. Not blonde, and not red exactly, and kind of possibly strawberry blonde, but more faded than that. It’s almost not a colour at all. And she is ever so slightly too tall; and her skin is pale as milk and her eyes are a watery colour and it’s sometimes quite difficult to tell exactly what colour they are. And there she is, her bag and her briefcase tight by her side, wearing a mac that she’s not sure is too light or too heavy for the day.

      At this moment in time, and still pretty early in the morning, Flora MacKenzie isn’t thinking about whether she’s happy or sad, although that is shortly going to become very, very important.

      If you could have stopped and asked her how she was feeling right at that moment, she’d probably have just said, ‘Tired.’ Because that’s what people in London are. They’re exhausted or knackered or absolutely frantic all the time because… well, nobody’s sure why, it just seems to be the law, along with walking quickly and queuing outside pop-up restaurants and never, ever going to Madame Tussauds.

      She’s thinking about whether she will be able to get into a position where she can read her book; about whether the waistband on her skirt has become tighter, while simultaneously and regretfully thinking that if that thought ever occurs to you, it almost certainly has; about whether the weather is going to get hotter, and if so, is she going to go bare-legged (this is problematic for many reasons, not least because Flora’s skin is paler than milk and resists any attempts to rectify this. She tried fake tan, but it looked as if she’d waded into a paddling pool full of Bisto. And as soon as she started walking, the backs of her knees got sweaty – she hadn’t even known the backs of your knees could get sweaty – and long dribbling white lines cut through the tan, as her office mate Kai kindly pointed out to her. Kai has the most creamy coffee-coloured skin and Flora envies it very much. She also prefers autumn in London, on the whole).

      She is thinking about the Tinder date she had the other night, where the guy who had seemed so nice online immediately started making fun of her accent, as everybody does, everywhere, all the time; then, when he saw this wasn’t impressing her, suggested they skip dinner and just go back to his house, and this is making her sigh.

      She’s twenty-six, and had a lovely party to prove it, and everyone got drunk and said that she was going to find a boyfriend any day, or, alternately, how it was that in London it was just impossible to meet anyone nice; there weren’t any men and the ones there were were gay or married or evil, and in fact not everyone got drunk because one of her friends was pregnant for the first time and kept making a massive deal out of it while pretending not to and being secretly delighted. Flora was pleased for her, of course she was. She doesn’t want to be pregnant. But even so.

      Flora is squashed up against a man in a smart suit. She glances up, briefly, just in case, which is ridiculous: she’s never seen him get the DLR; he always arrives looking absolutely spotless and uncreased and she knows he lives in town somewhere.

      As usual, at her birthday party, Flora’s friends knew better than to ask her about her boss after she’d had a couple of glasses of Prosecco. The boss on whom she has the most ridiculous, pointless crush.

      If you have ever had an utterly agonising crush, you will know what this is like. Kai knows exactly how pointless this crush is, because he works for him too, and can see their boss clearly for exactly what he is, which is a terrible bastard. But there is of course no point telling this to Flora.

      Anyway, the man on the train is not him. Flora feels stupid for looking. She feels fourteen whenever she so much as thinks about him, and her pale cheeks don’t hide her blushes at all. She knows it’s ridiculous and stupid and pointless. She still can’t help it.

      She starts half reading her book on her Kindle, crammed in the tiny carriage, trying not to swing into anyone; half looking out of the window, dreaming. Other things bubbling in her mind:

      
        
          
            	
               

              a)  

            
            	
               

              She’s getting another new flatmate. People move so often in and out of her big Victorian flatshare, she rarely gets to know any of them. Their old mail piles up in the hallway amid the skeletons of dead bicycles, and she thinks someone should do something about it, but she doesn’t do anything about it.

            
          

          
            	
              b)  

            
            	
              Whether she should move again.

            
          

          
            	
              c)  

            
            	
              Boyfriend. Sigh.

            
          

          
            	
              d)  

            
            	
              Time for Pret A Manger?

            
          

          
            	
              e)  

            
            	
              Maybe a new hair colour? Something she could remove? Would that shiny grey suit her, or would she look like she had grey hair?

            
          

          
            	
              f)  

            
            	
              Life, the future, everything.

            
          

          
            	
              g)  

            
            	
              Whether to paint her room the same colour as her new hair, or whether that would mean she had to move too.

            
          

          
            	
              h)  

            
            	
              Happiness and stuff.

            
          

          
            	
              i)  

            
            	
              Cuticles.

            
          

          
            	
              j)  

            
            	
              Maybe not silver, maybe blue? Maybe a bit blue? Would that be okay in the office? Could she buy a blue bit and put it in, then take it out?

            
          

          
            	
              k)  

            
            	
              Cat?

            
          

        

      

      And she’s on her way to work, as a paralegal, in the centre of London, and she isn’t happy particularly, but she isn’t sad because, Flora thinks, this is just what everyone does, isn’t it? Cram themselves on to a commute. Eat too much cake when it’s someone’s birthday in the office. Vow to go to the gym at lunchtime but don’t make it. Stare at a screen for so long they get a headache. Order too much from ASOS then forget to send it back.

      Sometimes she goes from tube to house to office without even noticing what the weather is doing. It’s just a normal, tedious day.

      Although in two hours and forty-five minutes, it won’t be.
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              Chapter Two
            

          

        

      

      Meanwhile, three miles to the west, a blonde woman was shouting, loudly.

      She was gorgeous. Even annoyed and spitting after a sleepless and exceptionally energetic night, her hair roughed up and tumbling about her shoulders, she was still leggy, clear-skinned and utterly beautiful.

      Outside there was the low hum of traffic, just discernible through the triple-glazed glass of the penthouse apartment. The early-morning clouds were low, settling on the thrusting towers of the City skyline and over the River Thames – it was an incredible view – but the forecast threatened a damp, muggy day, hot and uncomfortable. The blonde was yelling, but Joel was simply staring out of the window, which didn’t help matters. She’d started out nice, suggesting dinner that night, but as soon as Joel had made it clear he wasn’t particularly interested in dinner that night, and that in fact three meetings was probably very much enough possibly for his entire life, she’d turned nasty pretty fast, and now she was shouting because she was not used to people treating her like this.

      ‘You want to know your problem?’

      Joel did not.

      ‘You think that you’re all right underneath. That that makes it okay to behave like an absolute bastard all the time. That there’s a soft side to you somewhere and you can turn it on and off at will. And I’m telling you, you can’t.’

      Joel wondered how long this was going to take. He had a psychiatrist who generally wasn’t as direct as this. He wanted a cup of coffee. No: he wanted her to leave, then he wanted a cup of coffee. He wondered if looking at his phone would speed matters up. It did.

      ‘Look at you! All you are is how you behave. That’s it. Nobody gives a crap what’s going on inside you, or what you’ve been through. All you are is what you do. And what you do is a disgrace.’

      ‘Are you done?’ Joel found himself saying. The blonde looked like she was going to hurl a shoe at him. Then she stopped herself and began to pull on her clothes in an affronted silence. Joel felt he shouldn’t look, but he’d forgotten how gorgeous she was. He blinked.

      ‘Screw you,’ she spat at him. Her skirt was incredibly short. She was very clearly going to be doing the walk of shame on the tube home to west London.

      ‘Can I get you an Uber?’ he said.

      ‘No, thank you,’ she replied stiffly. Then she changed her mind. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Get me one now.’

      He picked up his phone again.

      ‘Where do you live?’

      ‘You don’t remember? You’ve been there!’

      Joel blinked. He didn’t know London very well.

      ‘Yes, of course…’

      She sighed.

      ‘Shepherd’s Bush.’

      ‘Of course.’

      There was a pause.

      ‘What goes around comes around, Joel. You’ll get yours.’

      But he was already up, heading for the coffee machine; checking his emails; getting ready for the day. Something was nagging at him about a case but he couldn’t quite remember what it was. Something good. What was it?
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      Seven hundred miles due north, the men were coming down from the fields, stretching their muscles, the dogs scampering around their feet, rabbits scattering before them, the wind blowing in off the water as fresh as lemon ice under the soaring bright white sky. The first of the morning’s work done, they were looking for breakfast, as below them on the stones of the harbour the fishermen hauled in the catch and sang in the clear morning light, their voices carrying up the hillside and into the open air:

      
        
          
             

            And what do you think they made of his eyes?

            Sing aber o vane sing aber o linn

            The finest herring that ever made pies

            Sing aber o vane sing aber o linn

            Sing herring, sing eyes, sing fish, sing pies

            Sing aber o vane sing aber o linn

            And indeed I have more of my herring to sing

            Sing aber o vane sing aber o linn
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              Chapter Three
            

          

        

      

      Joel walked into his office with a look of concentration on his face. He knew what had been nagging at him: he had an early-morning meeting with Colton Rogers, another American. Famously wealthy, he’d made his money through tech start-ups. Joel had heard of him but had never met him before. If he was coming to London and bringing his money, then Joel was very pleased indeed to hear this. All thoughts of the unpleasant incident that morning had completely gone from his head.

      He nodded at his assistant, Margo, to go and fetch Rogers’ people, and looked cheerfully out of his office window. They were just over Broadgate, in the heart of the City, overlooking the Circle and on to the towers beyond; he could see all the way down to the river. The streets were full of bustling people; black cabs in a line, even this early in the day. He loved the city, felt animated by it, enjoyed being a part of the big money-making machine. From up here it felt like his domain, and he wanted to own it. He was half smiling to himself when Margo turned up, ushering Colton Rogers and his team in and indicating a tray of bagels and Danishes, even though they both knew that nobody ever took one.

      ‘Hey,’ said Rogers. He was tall and rangy and wore the classic West Coast tech-guy outfit – jeans, a polo neck and white sneakers. He also had a slightly greying, exceedingly tidy beard along his jaw. Joel wondered if his own suit looked as strange to Rogers as Rogers’ outfit looked to him. ‘Nice to meet you, Mr Rogers.’

      ‘Colton, please.’

      He came over and looked at the view.

      ‘God, this city is crazy. How can you stand it? So many goddam people everywhere. It’s like an ants’ nest.’

      They both peered down.

      ‘You get used to it,’ said Joel, indicating a seat. ‘What can I do for you, Colton?’

      There was a pause. Joel tried not to think of how much this man was worth. Bringing a client this size into the firm… well. It would go down very well.

      ‘I’ve got a place,’ said Colton. ‘A really beautiful place. And they’re trying to build wind farms on it. Or near it. Or next to it or something. Anyway. I don’t want them there.’

      Joel blinked.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Whereabouts?’

      ‘Scotland,’ he said.

      ‘Ah,’ said Joel. ‘You’ll probably need our Scottish office.’

      ‘No, it’s got to be you guys.’

      Joel smiled even more broadly.

      ‘Well, it’s nice that we’ve been recommended —’

      ‘Oh Christ, no, it’s nothing like that. I think you vicious bloodsuckers are all the same, and trust me, I’ve met a lot of you. No. I gather that you’ve got a local lawyer up there. Someone who can come and fight for me who’s actually visited the damn place.’

      Joel squinted and racked his brains. He’d never even been to Scotland; didn’t actually know what Colton was talking about. He didn’t think they had anyone like that. Someone from Scotland. He didn’t want to admit it, though.

      ‘It’s a big firm…’ he began. ‘Did they give you a name?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Colton. ‘But I can’t remember it. Something Scottishy-sounding.’

      Joel blinked. He normally saved displays of impatience for his staff.

      Margo started in the corner of the room and Joel turned to her.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Might be that Flora MacKenzie? The paralegal? That’s a Scottish name, isn’t it?’

      This rang absolutely no bells with Joel.

      ‘She’s from up there… somewhere really weird.’

      ‘Weird?’ said Colton, a smile playing on his lips. He gestured once more to the throbbing landscape on the other side of the glass. ‘Living all jam-packed on top of each other in a place where you can’t breathe or drive or get across town is probably what I’d call weird.’

      ‘Sorry, sir,’ said Margo, going bright red.

      ‘She’s just a junior, though, right?’ said Joel.

      Colton lifted his eyebrows.

      ‘It’s all right, I haven’t actually murdered anybody. I just want somebody local who actually has a clue what’s going on before they start charging me eight hundred dollars an hour. It’s called Mure.’

      ‘What is?’ said Joel.

      Colton looked frustrated.

      ‘The place I’m talking about.’

      ‘Yes,’ muttered Margo. ‘That’s her.’

      ‘Well, get her then,’ said Joel irritably.
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      ‘Yes, but anywhere we go, if it’s nice we won’t be able to sit outside and it’ll be overbooked and —’

      ‘That’s al fresco living in London,’ said Kai, who sat at the next desk. ‘You just have to squeeze in.’

      Flora frowned. It always seemed to be such an effort to plan a get-together – everyone would bid out or in at the last minute or hang around for a better offer – but it was so hot. It seemed to her that being outside, rather than trapped in her stifling little bedroom at the end of the DLR, was the right way to go tonight. Plus, it was so hard to sleep when it was hot like this. She might as well go out… She glanced at the large pile of files in front of her and sighed. They’d sort it out at lunchtime.

      The internal line rang and she picked it up, unsuspecting.

      ‘Flora MacKenzie.’

      ‘Yes, it is you, isn’t it?’ came Margo’s clipped, very formal voice. Flora had studied her carefully, given that she got to spend so much time at close proximity to Joel, and was utterly terrified of her: her immaculate clothes and the way she would look at you as if you were an idiot if you ever asked her for anything. ‘You’re the Scot.’

      She somehow said this like somebody might say, ‘You’re the Martian with the four heads.’

      Flora swallowed nervously. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Could you come upstairs, please?’

      ‘Why?’ said Flora before she could help herself. She didn’t work for Joel, she worked for various other partners, far further down the ladder.

      Margo paused. She obviously didn’t appreciate being interrogated by some nothing hick junior from the fourth floor.

      ‘Whenever you’re ready,’ she said icily.

      It quickly ran through Flora’s head to say that she actually required a blow-dry, a wax, a fake tan and a full makeover to make her ready, but she thought better than to risk it just then.

      ‘I’ll be straight up,’ she said, replacing the phone and trying not to panic.
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      Flora’s career so far had involved her keeping her head down at H&I, the University of the Highlands and Islands, doing a law undergraduate course and making up for what she lacked in natural ability by working her socks off, then going for job interview after job interview, polishing her shoes and her CV and clattering around a huge, unfriendly and unfamiliar London, asking for advice, trying to make connections, competing against a million other young people trying to do the same thing. And when she scored a job at a big firm, with the opportunity to move up, maybe even one day convert her degree, she’d soaked in everything, tried to hold on to everything, learn as much as she could, asking everyone for advice.

      Never once in all that time did anyone say to her: don’t fall for your boss, you idiot. And never once did she think it would happen.

      Until it did.

      It had been such a brief interview. At various stages of the process, she’d been quizzed by cadres of terrifying women who barked questions at her and old men who sighed as if thinking it wasn’t fair that they couldn’t ask her whether she was planning to get pregnant. She’d met HR, bumped into other grads, many of whom she recognised trailing round the same, slightly dispiriting trail – there were, as ever, far more people qualified for the jobs than places for them to go.

      But she had done her research, knew her area down to the ground, was utterly prepared by the years at the kitchen table with her mother constantly asking her if she’d done her homework – could she do more? was she ready? was the exam passed? There were smarter people than Flora, but not many who worked harder. Then right at the end she’d been asked to step into the partner’s office. And there he was.

      He was yelling at someone at the end of the phone. His accent was noisy, unapologetically American, and he was gesticulating with his free arm, hollering something about district impartiality and how they had another think coming, and Margo – although Flora didn’t know who this glamorous woman was then – had indicated briefly that this was the new junior, and he’d waved his assistant away crossly, then paused, jammed the phone down and stuck out his hand, a faint smile breaking across his face as he almost paid attention.

      ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Joel Binder.’

      ‘Flora MacKenzie.’

      ‘Great,’ he’d said. ‘Welcome to the firm.’ And that was it. That was all it was. She’d stayed gazing at him – his chestnut-coloured hair, strong profile and oddly full lips – until Margo had ushered her out. Flora hadn’t noticed the look the woman had given her as they’d left the room.

      ‘He seems nice,’ she said, feeling herself blush hot. He didn’t look like most of the lawyers she knew – stressed, overworked; dandruff on their shoulders; skin that didn’t see the outdoors anything like enough; yeasty paunches.

      Margo simply hummed and didn’t say anything.

      He didn’t speak to her again for about six months. Occasionally she watched him in meetings as she sat there shyly trying to take notes and miss nothing; he was commanding, rude, aggressive and an overwhelmingly successful lawyer, and Flora, to her utter shame and embarrassment, had a crush on him beyond belief.

      ‘So, tell me about Joel,’ she’d said faux-casually, out for a getting-to-know-you drink with some of the other slaves – junior paras who were expected to work twenty-hour days for practically no money and basically have no other life at all. ‘You know, the partner?’

      Kai turned to her and burst out laughing.

      ‘Seriously?’ he said.

      ‘What?’ said Flora, feeling herself go pink and staring at her large glass of white wine, so pale it was almost green. She hadn’t known what to order and had let the others go for it, and was now slightly worried about how to pay for it. Living in London was horrifyingly expensive, even with a salary.

      Kai had been there all summer as an intern, and was on the fast track to becoming an actual lawyer, so he was well up on office gossip. He rolled his eyes.

      ‘Christ. Another one.’

      ‘What? What do you mean? I didn’t say anything.’

      Where did they get this self-confidence? Flora wondered all the time, particularly about people who’d been raised in London. Did it just arrive? She knew she ought to be doing extra classes – maybe, who knows, even training to be a full lawyer. But after what had happened… She couldn’t. Not just yet.

      And work seemed so… well. It was what she had always wanted. A proper professional, smart job. But after she’d got over the novelty factor of having a season ticket and a salary and smart shoes and lunch breaks, it had started to seem a little… Hmm. Repetitive. The paperwork cascaded and never ended, and just as she felt she was getting on top of things, a case would be settled or called off and then it would all start again. She knew she should be studying on top of everything else. But she rather felt she was failing with the ‘everything else’.

      ‘You’ll get over it, babes,’ Kai had reassured her when she’d complained (repeatedly) about her workload. It didn’t matter how late she stayed or how efficient she was with filing. It was a shame, she reflected, that being shit-hot at filing wasn’t actually all that sexy. Probably just as well she’d kept it off her Tinder profile.

      ‘Seriously, didn’t you notice that he’s horrible?’

      Oh yeah. He was horrible, Flora reminded herself. Tall, sharp-suited, brusque, American. He strode through the building as if he owned it. He treated the juniors with disdain, could never remember anyone’s name and never complimented anyone.

      ‘He’s a negger,’ said Kai.

      ‘A what?’ said Flora, horrified.

      ‘A negger.’

      Flora blinked.

      ‘It means he’s mean to people so they notice him and want him to say something nice. It’s like dog training or something.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      Kai saw it as his mission in life to educate the shy, odd-looking girl from the Islands and leapt on every opportunity to expound his accumulated twenty-six years of sophisticated knowledge.

      ‘Like you’ll just hang on for a tiny word of kindness, a crumb of recognition, and that makes people fall for him. Well, people with low self-esteem.’

      Flora frowned.

      ‘Maybe I just think he’s hot.’

      ‘Yeah. Cruel hot. Never go there. Also, he’s your super-boss. Try not to shit on your own doorstep. Also —’

      ‘There’s another also? I don’t think I need another also.’

      ‘No, listen, Flors, I’m not sure you’re his type… OMG, speak of the devil. And I think he might literally be the devil. Uh, I’ll let you make your mind up about the type.’

      Flora had glanced up then, and sure enough, crossing Broadgate Circle, at the very heart of the City law firms, there he was, confident and commanding-looking, his nut-brown hair shining in the sun, smoothly escorting a giraffe of a blonde girl who clopped across the slate wearing bright pink, a colour that would look bizarre on anybody else but simply made her look like the most ravishing thing ever. Nothing like Flora could ever be in a million years. She was a bird of paradise; a completely different species.

      Flora watched them and groaned.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re right.’

      ‘You are very good at filing, though,’ Kai had said encouragingly. ‘I mean, that’s got to count for something.’

      She’d grinned, and they’d ordered another bottle.
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      That had been a couple of years ago, and Kai’s career had come on in leaps and bounds. While hers… hadn’t. Of course she’d got more used to London, more cynical about her office, and she’d had dates and dalliances and various misadventures with chaps here and there, not all of which she could recall without getting embarrassed, and one nice boyfriend, Hugh, who had lasted a year and who had wanted to take it further but she hadn’t felt… well. It. Whatever it was meant to be. She’d never been there. She’d known, even as they parted (with wonderful manners; Hugh was a darling), that in about ten years, when everyone else was settled and happy and she was still bouncing about being single, she might entirely regret doing this. But she’d done it anyway. She had had long dry spells too. And she was fine. Mostly. It was just a crush, a daft thing that had faded into the background as she’d got on with building a life in this huge machine of a town, getting away from everything that had happened before.

      Except that now, at 10.45 a.m. on a broiling Thursday in early May, her crush, for the first time in history, suddenly wanted to see her in his office.
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      Flora had to rush, but she had to nip into the bathroom too and redo her make-up. Flustered, she realised she was bright pink. That was the problem with being so pale. Well, that and not being able to go out in bright sunlight without turning the colour of a lobster and starting to smoke slightly.

      She stared at herself and sighed. She hated looking so washed-out; she felt completely colourless, even as her friends talked about how unusual she was. She wasn’t at all unusual in the island she’d come from: tall and pale, like the Viking ancestors who went back hundreds of generations. Her mother’s hair was almost pure white. It was only down here, where people would let her talk and then at the end say, as if it was a compliment, that they hadn’t been listening to a word, they just liked the way she spoke. She was learning, slowly, to say ‘now’ instead of ‘noo’ and ‘you’ instead of ‘dhu’, but sometimes she forgot even that.

      She tried to quell her racing heart. Margo had sounded frosty, but she always bloody did. Flora hadn’t done anything wrong, had she? Even if she had, Joel’s office wouldn’t be in charge of dealing with that. Her time with Joel was limited to when she was minuting for Kai, who was studying for his legal exams and was being encouraged by the firm as a prospect for the future. Kai was pretty great to work for, and Flora would often take notes for him and do all the follow-up.

      But Kai hadn’t mentioned anything this morning; he was due in court, in any case, leaving Flora with the usual mound of paperwork to sort out.

      No, this morning it was just her.

      She took a deep breath and headed for the lift.
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      Joel’s vast corner office was incredibly impressive, filled with flashy-looking artwork that didn’t seem to mean anything apart from proving that he was successful enough to be surrounded by flashy-looking artwork. He nodded as she walked in. He was wearing a dark grey suit, a fresh white shirt and a navy tie that contrasted with his hair. Flora felt a blush starting even before she was through the door, and cursed herself for it.

      There was also a tall man with an oddly light beard – by the casual way he dressed, he was obviously very important – and a couple of other people milling in the background, taking calls and more or less pretending to be busy. Flora wasn’t sure if she should sit or stand.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, trying to sound brave.

      ‘I can tell where you’re from before you say a word!’ said the bearded man, coming forward to shake her hand. ‘Look at that hair! You’re Mure stock, that’s for sure.’

      Flora wasn’t at all sure she liked being referred to in the same way her brothers referred to the cattle, and simply stood there.

      ‘Where are you from, um…’ Joel glanced down at his notes, ‘Flora?’

      Flora’s heart started to beat faster. Why did this matter? Why was it important? Why were they talking about her home? That was the last thing she’d expected. Or wanted.

      ‘Oh, it’s a small… I mean, you won’t have heard of it.’

      She didn’t want to talk about Mure. Never did; always changed the subject whenever it came up. She lived in London now, where the world came to reinvent itself.

      ‘She’s from Mure,’ said the bearded man proudly. ‘I knew it. I’ve heard all about you.’

      Flora looked at him.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘I’m Colton Rogers!’

      There was a long pause. Joel was looking at her, bemused.

      ‘You know who I am, right?’

      Flora hadn’t been home for some time. But she knew. She nodded quietly.

      Colton Rogers was the American big shot who’d bought up a lot of the island and was, according to rumours that changed daily, about to concrete over the entire place, turn it all into a golf course, throw everybody off so that he could make it his own private sanctuary, or take over their homes in order to breed wild birds.

      The rumours had been huge and mostly unsubstantiated, mainly because nobody had ever met him. Flora now felt very, very nervous. If he wanted the firm to represent him, what had he done?

      ‘Um…’ She glanced at Joel, unsure what he wanted her to do, but he was looking as confused as she felt, drumming a pen against his teeth.

      ‘Well, people say things… I don’t pay much attention,’ she said.

      ‘You don’t, huh?’ he said, looking displeased. ‘You’ve not heard I’m restoring the Rock.’

      The Rock was a tumbledown old croft on the very northern tip of the island, with an extraordinary, unparalleled setting. There had been rumours that conglomerates and moguls were coming in to transform it since Flora had been a little girl.

      ‘Are you really?’

      ‘Sure am! It’s nearly finished!’ Colton Rogers said proudly. ‘You not seen it?’

      Flora hadn’t been home for three years. And she’d vowed then never to go back.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard about it.’

      ‘Well, I need your help,’ said Colton.

      ‘Shouldn’t you have a Scottish lawyer? Or Norwegian?’

      ‘Norwegian?’ said Joel. ‘How far away is this place?’

      They both turned to look at him.

      ‘Three hundred miles north of Aberdeen,’ said Colton. ‘You don’t get out much, do you? Still doing eighty billable hours a week?’

      ‘Minimum,’ said Joel.

      ‘It’s no way to live, man.’

      ‘Yes, well, you’ve made your billions,’ said Joel, half smiling.

      ‘Right, listen,’ said Colton, turning back to Flora. ‘I need you to go up there. Do some work for me. Speak to your friends and neighbours.’

      ‘I need to tell you, Mr Rogers, I’m not a laywer,’ said Flora. ‘I’m a paralegal.’

      ‘Colton, please. And so much the better,’ said Colton. ‘Cheaper. And I need local knowledge. I know how you lot all stick together. Hvarleðes hever du dað?’

      Flora looked at him in shock.

      ‘Eg hev dað gott, takk, og du?’ she stuttered out. Joel looked at them in astonishment.

      Flora suddenly felt the need to lean on something. She grabbed the back of a chair. She wasn’t sure she could speak. She felt her throat constrict and she was worried that, although she had never had a panic attack before, she might be having one now.

      Memories, crashing in from everywhere. All at once, like the huge rolling waves that attacked the shore; like the crystal winds that swept down from the Arctic and flattened the crab grass, reshaping the dunes over and over, like a giant’s fist playing in a sandpit.

      And there was a huge hole at the centre of it, and she didn’t want to look at it.

      No. No. She was arranging a night out with Kai. She was typing up minutes and thinking of getting a cat.

      She felt everyone’s eyes on her, and wished she could simply vanish; disappear into nothingness. Her cheeks were burning up. How could she say no? No, I don’t want to go home. No, I don’t. Never again.

      ‘So,’ said Colton.

      ‘What’s the job?’ said Joel.

      ‘Well,’ said Colton. ‘You really need to come and see it.’

      ‘Oh, she will,’ said Joel, without asking Flora.

      ‘Can I stay in the Rock? Is it done?’ said Flora timidly.

      Colton turned his grey eyes on her and she saw why, despite his apparently mild nature, he was such a feared businessman.

      ‘I thought you were a Mure girl. Have you no family there at all?’

      Flora breathed a long sigh.

      ‘Yes,’ she said finally. ‘Yes, I do.’
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      There is a legend in the islands Flora comes from, about selkies.

      Technically, ‘selkie’ means seal, or seal person, although in its original language, Gaelic, it’s the same word you would use for mermaid. Selkies lose their ocean shape for as long as they are on land.

      If you’re a woman and want a selkie as a lover (they are notoriously handsome), you stand by the sea and weep seven tears.

      If you’re a man and take a selkie lover and you want to keep her, you hide her sealskin and she can never go back to the seas again.

      Flora often thought this was just a roundabout way of saying, man, it’s so hard to meet people up north, you have to nick a boyfriend from the wild. But it hadn’t stopped lots of people saying her mother was one.

      And after Flora had left, lots of people had said it about her too.
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      Once upon a time… once upon a time… 

      Flora had assumed she would never get to sleep that night. She’d sleepwalked through the rest of the day, even managing to join in with someone’s birthday song, nibble a horrible shop-bought cake and neck a couple of glasses of warm Prosecco, but she’d skipped the after-work drinks and headed home by herself, hoping her flatmates would be out. They all seemed to be freelancers who worked in start-ups, were in and out at odd hours of the day and viewed her as unimaginably square. Flora liked being unimaginably square. It was better than being the strange girl from the strange island any day.

      As always, she considered cooking, looked at the filthy, borderline dangerous gas hob in the kitchen and decided against it. She ate a Leon salad on her bed watching Netflix and followed it with half a packet of Hobnobs, which was more or less a balanced meal, she considered. As she ate, she stared at her phone in fear. She should call home and tell them she was coming. She should. Oh God. She was going to have to see everyone. And everyone would be staring and judging.

      She swallowed hard and, like the world’s worst coward, sent a text. Then, like an even worse coward, she hid her phone under her duvet so she didn’t have to read the reply.

      Maybe she shouldn’t stay at home?

      But she couldn’t stay at the Harbour’s Rest, the only other hotel on the island. For one, it was horrible; for two, it was awful; for three, the firm wasn’t expecting to cover her hotel costs; and for four… well. It would shame her dad, and the farm.

      So. She was going home. Oh God.

      Some people, she knew, loved to go home. Kai ate round his mum’s about three times a week. That wasn’t an option she had, though. She lay there, wide awake, wondering what on earth she was going to do.

      She blinked. And then she realised somehow that she was asleep, and somebody was trying to tell her a story. Once upon a time, they were saying, and then again, Once upon a time. And she was begging them to carry on, it was important, she needed to know what was happening, but it was too late, the voice faded out and, bang, she was awake again; and it was another morning in noisy London, where even the birds sounded like mobile phones ringing. And the traffic rumbled and rumbled past her window, and she was already running late if she wanted to get into the shower before any of her flatmates and at least get a shot at the hot water.

      She glanced at her phone. Aye was the return message. Not ‘great’ or ‘welcome’ or ‘we can’t wait to see you’. Just: Aye.
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      Geneva. Paris. Vienna. New York. Barbados. Istanbul.

      Flora read the airport departures board with a sense that a hundred per cent of everyone else around here was heading for a much more exciting day than she was. And also, although everyone was wearing T-shirts and some of the men were in shorts, she was almost certainly the only person with a parka in her hand luggage in May. She’d even resurrected a Fair Isle hat she’d had for years and been somehow unable to throw away. Just in case.
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