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​Chapter One

​The Syntax of Scottish Immersion
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Word of the Day: Kilt (noun)

Definition:

	A knee-length skirt with pleats at the back, traditionally worn by men in the Scottish Highlands.

	A garment that, when encountered in the form of a life-sized cardboard cutout in one’s own living room, usually signifies an impending housing crisis.
Usage: “I had survived the vehement winds of winter and the semantic drift of my own heart, but I was entirely unprepared for the sheer volume of tartan involved in my second eviction.”


Diary Entry: June 12th

Location: Mrs. Higgins’ Garage Apartment (Currently occupied by a cardboard man named Angus)

Mood: Displaced (Again), with a chance of bagpipes.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a woman in possession of a stable relationship and a finished thesis must be in want of nothing.

I believed this. I really did.

For six months, I had lived in the garage apartment above Mrs. Higgins’ house. It was a perfect, lavender-scented ecosystem. I had my books arranged by the Library of Congress classification system. I had a view of the harbor where I could watch Frank’s boat, The Scrimshaw II, bobbing in the water like a reassuring punctuation mark at the end of the day.

I had achieved a state of grammatical equilibrium. My life was finally parsing correctly. Subject (Isla), Verb (Lives), Object (Happily).

I should have known it was too quiet. In Bracken Cove, silence is not peace; it is merely the universe holding its breath before it drops a lobster trap on your head.

I arrived home at 5:00 PM, clutching a bag of heirloom tomatoes from the farmer’s market and feeling smugly domestic. The air smelled of salt and wild roses. I unlocked my door, mentally preparing to grade a stack of papers on the Great Vowel Shift.

I stopped.

My living room—usually a sanctuary of beige and books—had been invaded.

The invaders were silent, but they were loud in pattern. A tartan rug, aggressive in its redness, covered my floor. A set of bagpipes sat on my armchair like a sleeping, musical octopus. And standing by the window, blocking my view of the harbor, was a six-foot cardboard cutout of a man in full Highland dress.

“Isla!”

Mrs. Higgins bustled out of the kitchenette. She was wearing a sash that I suspected was actually a table runner. She beamed at me with the terrifying enthusiasm of a woman who has just discovered a new hobby.

“You’re home! Meet Angus.”

I looked at the cardboard man. He had very white teeth, very large knees, and a smile that suggested he had never contemplated the sorrow of human existence.

“Mrs. Higgins,” I said slowly, clutching my tomatoes to my chest like a shield. “Why is there a paper Scotsman in my flat?”

“He’s for visualization!” she chirped, dusting a speck of lint off Angus’s cardboard sporran. “My nephew. The one from Edinburgh? He’s coming next week. For the summer. Maybe forever! He needs to reconnect with his roots.”

My stomach did a slow, painful roll. “And... does Angus require the apartment?”

Mrs. Higgins’ face fell into a sympathetic pout that didn’t quite reach her eyes, which were still sparkling with Highland fervor. “Oh, dear. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. Phones are so impersonal, aren’t they? But yes. Angus needs space. He’s bringing his cello. And his brooding. He’s very artistic.”

“I’m artistic,” I said weakly. “I write footnotes.”

“Yes, but you have Frank!” Mrs. Higgins patted my cheek. “Everyone knows you two are practically hyphenated by now. It’s time you consolidated your assets. It’s romantic! Like Outlander, but with less time travel and more boat repair.”

She beamed at me. The cardboard Angus beamed at me.

I did not beam back. I felt the familiar, cold slide of the word I hated most in the English language.

Displacement.

I looked around the room. My books. My tea set. The specific way the light hit the floorboards at 6:00 PM. It wasn’t just a room; it was my autonomy. It was the physical proof that I, Isla Rhys-Jones, could survive in the wild without clinging to a man like a barnacle.

“When?” I asked.

“Tuesday,” Mrs. Higgins said brightly. “That gives you three days to pack. Oh, and could you leave the kettle? Angus loves tea.”

Three hours later, I was sitting on the floor, surrounded by boxes.

The cardboard Angus was still watching me. I had turned him to face the wall, but his presence was palpable, a two-dimensional reminder of my fragility.

My phone buzzed. It was a text from Frank.

Frank (Mechanic): Dinner at the shop? I ordered pizza. Also, Finn made a sourdough loaf that looks like a carburetor.

I stared at the screen.

The logical syntax of this situation was simple:

	I am being evicted.

	Frank has a house (well, a boat).

	Frank loves me (allegedly/verbally confirmed).

	Therefore, I should ask Frank for help.


But logic has no place in the emotional morphology of the Rhys-Jones family. To ask for help was to admit defeat. To move in with Frank because I had to, rather than because I chose to, felt like a demotion. It felt like becoming a dependent clause. A modification to his sentence, rather than a sentence of my own.

I typed a reply: Can’t. Grading. Enjoy the carburetor.

I deleted it.

I typed: Mrs. Higgins has replaced me with a cardboard man. Send help.

I deleted that too.

I looked at my books. The History of the English Language, Vol 1-4. Beowulf. Middle English Dialects. They were heavy. They were cumbersome. They were my children.

I couldn’t live in a tent. The humidity would ruin the bindings.

I took a deep breath and dialed.

“Hey, Teach,” Frank’s voice was warm, rough, and accompanied by the background clang of metal on metal. “You coming over? The pizza’s here.”

“Frank,” I said, my voice sounding smaller than I intended.

The clanging stopped immediately. “Isla? What’s wrong?”

“I have a linguistic dilemma,” I said, trying to keep the wobble out of my voice.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Is this about the Oxford comma again? Because I told you, I don’t have an opinion on it.”

“It’s not the comma,” I said, looking at the cardboard Scotsman’s knees. “It’s the preposition. Specifically, the word ‘out.’ As in, I am being kicked out.”

There was a pause on the line. A long, heavy pause.

“Pack your books,” Frank said. “I’m bringing the truck.”

Isla’s Observation Log:

	Cardboard Cutouts: Significantly more intimidating than real people, primarily due to their unblinking stare.

	Possessions: I have too many books. Or perhaps, simply not enough square footage to justify my intellect.

	Frank: Did not say "I told you so." Did not ask "Why?" Just brought the truck.

	Current Status: Untethered.
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​Chapter Two

​The Morphology of Floating
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Word of the Day: Ballast (noun)

Definition:

	Heavy material, such as gravel, sand, or iron, placed in the bilge of a ship to ensure its stability.

	The specific emotional weight required to keep a neurotic academic from capsizing when her living situation becomes fluid.
Usage: “Frank was my ballast, but I was terrified that if I leaned on him too hard, I would sink us both.”


Diary Entry: June 14th

Location: The Galley of The Scrimshaw II (Which is approximately the size of a very ambitious cupboard)

Mood: Hydrophobic and spatially challenged.

There is a fundamental incompatibility between the Oxford English Dictionary and a lobster boat.

One requires a shelf, a climate-controlled environment, and a general sense of reverence. The other requires that nothing exists which cannot be bolted to a bulkhead or wiped down with a rag that smells faintly of mackerel.

I was currently attempting to negotiate a peace treaty between these two warring factions.

“You’re overthinking it, Teach,” Frank said.

He was standing in the galley—a term I used loosely, as it was really just a stove and a sink engaged in an intimate embrace—greasing a mechanical part on the table. He looked annoyingly competent. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, exposing forearms that seemed to have been sculpted specifically to make me forget my vocabulary.

“I am not overthinking,” I said, clutching my laptop to my chest as the boat rocked gently. “I am observing the spatial limitations of our cohabitation. Frank, where am I supposed to put my thesis notes on the Semantic Shift of Old English Verbs? This table is currently a triage center for a carburetor.”

“It’s a winch,” Frank corrected, not looking up. He wiped a smudge of grease from the metal with a tenderness he usually reserved for me. “And put them in the forward bunk. Just don’t put them on the port side shelf. That leaks when we hit a swell.”

I stared at him. “You live in a damp corridor that smells like diesel and high tide.”

“And now, so do you.”

He wiped his hands on a rag and finally looked at me. His eyes were crinkling at the corners—that specific expression that meant he found my neurosis charming rather than exhausting. It was a dangerous look. It was the kind of look that made a woman forget she was homeless.

“It’s temporary, Isla,” he said, his voice dropping an octave, becoming the auditory equivalent of a warm blanket. “Until something opens up in town.”

“Nothing opens up in town,” I sighed, sliding onto the bench opposite him and tucking my legs under me. “Harper Linwood showed me her spreadsheet. It’s color-coded by ‘Availability’ and ‘Despair.’ The only available rental is a yurt in Finn Kline’s backyard, and apparently, the sourdough starter has ‘territorial issues.’”

Frank chuckled, a low rumble that vibrated through the small space. He reached across the table—avoiding the winch—and took my hand. His palm was rough, warm, and calloused. It was an anchor of a hand.

“Stay here,” he said. “Rent-free. I like having you around. You raise the IQ of the boat. Plus, you’re the only person I know who organizes the spice rack alphabetically.”

“It makes no sense to have Cumin next to Cinnamon just because they’re both brown,” I muttered, though I didn’t pull my hand away. “It’s about phonology.”

“Right. Phonology.” He squeezed my fingers. “You’re not a burden, Isla. You’re... essential cargo.”

“I’m a squatter,” I corrected him. “I am a dangling participle in the sentence of your life. I don’t modify the subject; I just hang there, creating confusion.”

“You’re the subject, Isla. Stop trying to edit yourself out.”

He looked at me with such simple, rugged certainty that my throat went tight. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that I could fit into this life of tides and winches and coffee served in mugs that never quite got clean.

But as the boat rocked beneath us—a gentle, rhythmic reminder that we were not on solid ground—I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was adrift.

I needed walls. I needed a foundation. I needed a lease that didn’t involve sleeping next to a toolbox.

“I’m going to find a place,” I said, more to myself than to him. “A place with a floor that doesn’t move.”

Frank smiled, picked up his wrench, and went back to his winch. “Sure, Teach. But until then, try not to use the Oxford English Dictionary as a doorstop. It scares the lobsters.”

Isla’s To-Do List:

	Adaptation: Learn to sleep through the sound of water slapping against fiberglass without dreaming of the Titanic.

	Etiquette: Do not correct Frank’s grammar when he uses “ain’t” for emphasis. It is a dialectal choice, not an error. (Repeat until internalized).

	Preservation: Find a way to waterproof my first editions. Ziploc bags are unseemly, but necessary.

	Objective: Find a home. Preferably one that is stationary.
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​Chapter Three

​The Vocabulary of Diesel
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Word of the Day: Cacophony (noun)

Definition:

	A harsh, discordant mixture of sounds.

	The auditory experience of attempting to deconstruct the Great Vowel Shift while sitting three feet away from a diesel engine that sounds like a dragon with bronchitis.
Usage: “The cacophony of the bilge pump was not conducive to academic insight; I found myself confusing the subjunctive mood with a fan belt.”


Diary Entry: June 16th

Location: The Stern of The Scrimshaw II

Mood: Decibelly Challenged.

I have always believed that the pursuit of knowledge requires silence. The Bodleian Library knew this. Monks knew this. My ex-fiancé, Alexander, knew this (mostly because he found the sound of my chewing “distractingly rhythmic”).

Frank Hollis, however, believes that the pursuit of knowledge requires percussion.

“She’s purring now, Teach!” Frank yelled.

I looked up from my laptop. I was currently perched on a cooler, balancing three books on my knees. Frank was half-buried in the engine hatch, his voice competing with a mechanical roar that vibrated through the soles of my shoes.

“It doesn’t sound like purring!” I shouted back. “It sounds like a tractor fighting a garbage disposal!”

“That’s the intake manifold! It’s singing!”

He disappeared back into the hole. A moment later, there was a loud metallic CLANG, followed by a string of curse words that were, linguistically speaking, quite creative.

I sighed. I looked at the sentence I had just written: The phonological erosion of the terminal ‘e’ in Chaucerian English is akin to...

Akin to what? Akin to a migraine? Akin to the sound of a wrench hitting a bulkhead?

I couldn’t work like this. I was an academic. I needed a vacuum.

I reached into my bag and pulled out the noise-canceling headphones. They were sleek, silver, and expensive—a parting gift from Alexander, who had bought them for me so I wouldn’t hear him watching tennis matches while I studied.

I slid them over my ears.

The world vanished. The roar of the engine was reduced to a distant hum. The seagulls were silenced. Frank’s swearing became a mute pantomime.

Bliss.

I closed my eyes for a second, savoring the artificial quiet. Then I returned to my screen. The phonological erosion... is akin to the gradual weathering of a cliff face. Yes. Perfect.

I was in the zone. I was typing furiously. I felt a thirst coming on, so I stood up, eyes still on my screen, and took a step toward the galley to get my tea.

I didn’t hear the warning.

I didn’t hear Frank shout, “Isla, watch the—!”

I just felt the boat lurch as he engaged the throttle to test the line.

Gravity, ignoring my tenure track, took over. I stumbled forward. My foot caught on a coil of rope that Frank had definitely told me not to step on. I flailed, dropping my laptop onto a pile of nets (thankfully soft) and pitching myself directly toward the open engine hatch.

A heavy arm wrapped around my waist.

I was yanked back with enough force to knock the breath out of me. My headphones flew off, clattering onto the deck.

The noise rushed back in—the roar of the engine, the splash of the wake, the thud of my own heart.

Frank was holding me against his chest. He wasn’t smiling. His face was smeared with grease, and his eyes were wide.

“Jesus, Isla!” he yelled, over the engine. “Did you not hear me?”

I blinked, still disoriented by the sudden return of volume. “I... I had my headphones on.”

Frank reached down and picked up the silver headphones. He looked at them with deep suspicion, as if they were a foreign invasive species.

“You can’t wear these on a boat, Teach,” he said, his voice tight.

“I was trying to work,” I said defensively, straightening my blouse. “The noise is... significant.”

“The noise is information,” Frank snapped. He gestured to the engine. “That ‘racket’ tells me if the oil pressure is dropping. It tells me if a line is caught. If you can’t hear the boat, you can’t hear the danger.”

He shoved the headphones into my hands.

“I know you need your quiet,” he said, softer now, but still firm. “But out here? Silence gets you hurt. You have to be present, Isla. Even if it’s loud.”

He turned back to the engine.

I stood there, holding the silent, silver headphones. I looked at the open hatch, the churning water, the vibrating deck.

I realized then that I had been trying to edit my environment. I wanted the view of the ocean without the roar of the engine. I wanted the romance of the fisherman without the grease.

But Frank was right. You couldn’t cherry-pick the reality of a life. It was a package deal.

I went back to the cooler. I put the headphones in my bag.

I opened my laptop. The noise was deafening. It was distracting. It was awful.

I typed: The phonological erosion is akin to a gradual surrender to the environment.

Then I bought a pair of earplugs. They weren’t perfect, but at least I could hear if anyone yelled “Duck.”

Isla’s Observation Log:

	Noise-Canceling Tech: wonderful in a library; potentially lethal in a maritime setting.

	Frank: Has a "Captain Voice" that is very different from his "Boyfriend Voice." The former involves more imperatives; the latter involves more pancakes.

	The Engine: Is named "Bertha." I am jealous of the attention she receives.

	Current Status: Safe, but feeling acoustically chastised.
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​Chapter Four

​The Imperative Mood
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Word of the Day: Imperative (noun/adjective)

Definition:

	A grammatical mood that forms a command or request.

	Of vital importance; crucial.

	The tone of voice used by a lobster fisherman when he cannot find his tide chart because his girlfriend has filed it under "L" for "Lunar Cycles."
Usage: “Our relationship had shifted from the tentative subjunctive ('If I were to kiss you...') to the harsh imperative ('Don't touch the navigation table!').”


Diary Entry: June 18th

Location: The Perk & Pine (The table with the wobble)

Mood: Subordinate.

I have come to the conclusion that Frank Hollis does not live in a house (or boat); he lives in an ecosystem.

To the untrained eye—i.e., mine—the cabin of The Scrimshaw II is a disaster. It is a sedimentary layer of charts, receipts, washers, fishing line, and coffee mugs in various stages of fossilization.

But to Frank, it is a system. He knows exactly where everything is, provided nobody cleans it.

I, unfortunately, am a cleaner. When I feel anxious, I organize. When I feel displaced, I alphabetize. It is my way of asserting control over a chaotic universe. If I cannot control my housing situation, I can at least control the spice rack.

This morning, I decided to be “Helpful.”

Frank had left early to check the traps. I was alone on the boat. The sun was shining through the porthole, illuminating the dust motes dancing over the navigation table.

The table was a mess. It was covered in a sprawling drift of papers. Logbooks, tide charts, invoices from the harbor master, and a very old sandwich wrapper.

I will fix this, I thought. I will make this legible.

I spent three hours.

I created piles. I used binder clips (which I carry in my purse, because one never knows when paper needs discipline). I organized the invoices chronologically. I put the technical








































	The Imperative Mood: Effective for commanding dogs and ships. Less effective for romantic communication.

	Binder Clips: Apparently not the universal symbol of love I thought they were.

	Objective: I need a house. I need a house now. Before I try to alphabetize the engine parts and sink us both.
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