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“It looks more like a gargoyle than a god,” Bridget said.

Noah Portman glanced at his sister, squatting beside him on the century-old ballroom floor next to a prone wooden figure. He couldn’t argue with her. The four-foot-long oak sculpture billed as a statue of Jupiter, stared at them with half a face and had, to use the kindest terms, seen better days.

“He does,” he said. “The old head of the Roman gods here has had a tough fifty years.”

“‘Head of the gods?’ Noah, did you make a pun?” Bridget’s green eyes always shone with fun but never more so than when she teased him. “I’m speechless!”

“That’ll be the day,” he muttered. 

He flexed his shoulders and raised his eyes, taking in the huge, ruined ballroom of the Broadburn Hotel. Over the years, Minneapolis city planners had systematically razed most of the derelict business buildings left from the early twentieth century, but the long-abandoned Broadburn had miraculously avoided the wrecking ball. Courtesy of an entrepreneur with more zeroes on his bank balance than Noah could fathom, the hundred-year-old hotel was about to get a second chance at life. He was here to meet the man, and make a bid for taking on this room’s renovation. 

The sheer scale of the job, however, had Noah thinking twice. If he hadn’t needed the commission more than he wanted to admit, he’d have thought more than twice.

Bridget patted the statue’s one solid cheek. “Poor Jupiter. It’ll take a master carver to repair him. Or a magician.”

“Of which I am neither.”

“Oooh, I call B.S.” She swirled her index finger at him. “You wouldn’t be one of only two people Frederickson is considering if you weren’t a magician—with wood, at least.”

Noah adored his sister, but she’d been prone to Pollyanna syndrome since the day of her birth. If she wasn’t telling people they needed more happiness and magic in their lives, she was showing them how to find it—a sometimes valuable but often highly annoying trait. 

“At first glance, this is a much bigger job than I imagined, Bridge. Don’t oversell my abilities.”

“I couldn’t oversell you. This is the kind of opportunity you’ve been dreaming about.”

He couldn’t argue with that, either. Carefully, he picked at the ruined half of Jupiter’s face, gauging the depth of damage. Several splinters of oak crumbled away. He stood, stretching quads that burned from squatting too long. Bridget bounced up with him.

“So?” she said. “It’ll be a fun challenge to fix him, right?”

“That can’t be fixed. It has to be replaced.”

She waved a hand. “Easy-peasy.”

He stared as if she wasn’t a living, breathing master’s degree candidate. “Do you actually know the meaning of ‘easy-peasy’?” 

“Sure. It means, give it to Noah Portman.”

A long sigh eased from his chest. He shouldn’t be surprised; over-the-top enthusiasm was her thing. Besides, Bridget had given up a precious morning free of classes to accompany him. He should appreciate her passion and her unwavering faith.  

His feet left a circle in the thick dust on the floor as he turned to take in more from fifty years of neglect. The hundred-year-old ballroom had once been a stunning showpiece, that much he could glean. All that was stunning about it now, however, was the size of the task it would be to restore order. 

“Look at this place!” Bridget gestured as if it were a roomful of treasure and not trashed walls and fixtures. “It’s incredible.”

“I carve animals and make furniture. I’m not sure I renovate vintage ballrooms.” 

“You carve very realistic animals, and you make furniture that puts all other woodworkers to shame.” Bridget grabbed his hand and tugged. “Come on, Gloomy Gus. I’m Leonard Frederickson. Tell me how you start in here.”

She all but danced him through the sea of fallen crown molding pieces littering the broken parquet flooring, her Tigger to his Eeyore. Bounce to caution. Optimist to pessimist. The way they’d always been. Flutters of what was, maybe, early excitement stirred deep within him. Leonard Frederickson of the overflowing bank account, had warned this would be a big project, but Noah hadn’t lied. This was more than he’d expected. Even so, appreciation swelled in his artisan’s heart. Renovating this space would be a once-in-a-lifetime project.

“The wainscoting would have to be first. It’s impressive mahogany, but see here?” He ran his fingers down a section of dull, red-brown wood. “All the cracks? They show how dry and warped the wood has become. And across the room there’s water damage on that whole wall—that’s not salvageable. I would remove it, see what could be repurposed, and replace it with a sustainable wood—American cherry or even oak. This room is probably eighty-by-forty; the mahogany in here probably cleared acres of rain forest.”

“See, you’re brilliant!”

“Hardly. That’s your easy-peasy part.” Noah pushed aside several pieces of wood on the floor with his toe, studying them before bending to pick one up. “This is all crown molding, hand carved back in the day. To replace this exactly would be impossible. I don’t know what Frederickson wants, but I hope it wouldn’t be to have someone carve two hundred and fifty feet of classical Greek molding.”

“You could do it.”

“Bridget, stop.” He turned her by her shoulders to face him. “You aren’t here to be impractical, only to encourage.”

She smiled and saluted. “I know, I know, but if I don’t get all excited, who will?”

“Nobody else will need to.”

“Then I’ll have done my duty.”

He pointed to the three soaring windows on the outside wall of the room, two topped with massive wooden valance boxes, covered in carved grapevines and flowers. “Those need complete refurbishing, assuming the wood is in good enough shape, and a third needs to be built and carved from scratch. I suppose that’s easy-peasy too.”

Her eyes softened and she placed a hand on each of his forearms. “Look, I’m sorry. I know full well this is anything but easy. I happen to think it’s an amazing, worthwhile project. It’s like raising the Titanic and fixing it up.”

“Really? The Titanic?”

Bridget pointed at him. “Right, there it is, your skeptical hermit face. I’m serious, Noah. If the art of this doesn’t excite you, then look at the practical. You’ve said yourself if you don’t get some bigger commissions, you’ll be selling carvings and furniture from underneath a freeway bridge. Well, brother of mine, commissions don’t come any bigger than this.”

There it was: stark reality. 

The letter had come from his landlord last week, informing him the garage apartment where he lived and worked was being sold. He had six weeks to find a new place. The timeline seemed generous enough on the surface, but Noah would never find a space as affordable as where he was. Without a fresh source of income, he might well find himself between a workshop and an overpass. 

Bridget was wrong, however, that the art of this project didn’t excite him. Despite his Eeyore-ish streak, the ballroom renovation fed completely into his dedication to craftsmanship. Eeyore thrived within him not because he didn’t appreciate beauty, but because he knew better than to count on things or people until he was sure they’d be around long enough to deserve an outpouring of emotion. 

“Once upon a time, this place was big and bold and filled with partying people,” Bridget said, eclipsing his thoughts. “Reclaiming it would be a massive undertaking, sure, but it would be like repairing the Titanic, and wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“It’s not the Titanic. It’s a crumbling hotel.”

“A hundred-year-old, crumbling hotel they want to place on the historic register.” 

He finally allowed a smile at her exuberance. She really was hopeless. 

The phone in his pocket buzzed and his smile faded. He did business through his modest website and a landline. Only important clients and family members had the cell’s number.

“Maybe Frederickson is running late?” He pulled out the phone, but his brother’s name flashed on the screen. “Strange. It’s Ewan.” 

They talked on Saturday afternoons, regularly as clockwork, Ewan from his new home in Scotland, Noah from his small apartment. This was Monday. 

“So, answer,” Bridget said.

“I’ll call him back. Frederickson is due any second, and I don’t want to tell Ewan about this until it’s a done deal.”

He started to put the phone back in his pocket, but Bridget grabbed it. “If he’s calling at an odd time like this, it must be important.”

Noah narrowed his eyes in reproach, and she huffed at him. 

“For crying out loud, Noah.” She answered and lifted the phone to her ear. “Hey, Ewan! How’s bonnie Scotland?” She paused, her whole face lighting up as she laughed. “Does it ever not rain? ... Yes, he’s here, looking at a lot of dust. That’s why I answered...” She squinted around the room. “Well? As a matter of fact, there’s something potentially very big up. Why? Is your Spidey-sense tingling again? ... Wait, seriously? I was kidding.”

She stared at Noah and pointed to the phone, her eyes widening. He understood her amazement. Ewan never failed to know when something was happening, good or bad, big or small. He had a scary gift—like a freaking psychic.

“No, no, it’s no bother, I’ll grab him,” Bridget said. “Say hi to Ainslie, okay? Love you!”

Noah hesitated when she held out the phone again. She leaned toward him, and her dark chestnut hair framed her face, accentuating those green eyes, making her look like an exasperated cat. 

“You might be the most wonderful recluse I know,” she whispered, “but I also know you require regular advice on how to get out of your cave and grab the world by the tail. You’d do everything on your own if we let you, but Ewan could give you good advice.”

He took the phone and turned away, knowing his irritation was unreasonable. She was right again. He did guard his reputation as a minor recluse, but only because it offered him some control over his interactions with others. People were perfectly fine; he simply preferred they avoid crowding or clinging or adjusting his schedule. He put the phone to his ear.

“Whaddya want?” he said, dispensing with a real greeting. “You’re bothering me at work.”

Ewan’s warm laugh eased Noah’s tetchiness. His brother was only a year older, but he’d always been Noah’s champion, even since moving away. 

“Glad to hear there’s work to interrupt, but I told Bridget you could call me back.”

“It does no good to tell Bridget anything. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Tell me you’re really in the middle of some huge decision. I’ll know I’m right, and let you go.”

“Right about...?”

“A premonition.”

“You and your weird-ass premonitions. I’m bidding on a job, that’s all.”

“A big job?”

“That old Broadburn Hotel near St. Anthony. Guy named Frederickson from some investment firm is renovating the place and he’s looking for someone to work on the ballroom.” 

“It’s a great opportunity.” Ewan wasn’t asking a question, and the hairs on the back of Noah’s neck stood in prickly attention. 

“You know that somehow?”

“I usually know a good deal from a bad. Vibes, man.”

“You are a frightening person.” The goose bumps he got from Ewan’s weird woo-woo dissipated. “I’m meeting the guy any minute. I’ll let you know if he convinces me it’s great.”

“You should take the job.”

Noah sighed. “There’s another guy in the running. I know him, and he’s damn good. He’s also got a partner, and that could mean he’d get the job done faster than I could.”

“You’re a better choice. My advice? Bid fair, don’t try to lowball because you think you’re some kind of rookie at this. Impress this guy with your skill and fairness. I think you’ll get it.”

As if Ewan knew anything about bidding contracting work. He was an advertising guy, like their father. However, he did know people.

“Yeah, yeah. Thanks, I’ll wow the hell out of him. Now tell me what you really called about.”

A beat of silence verified that he’d caught out his brother. 

“Told you...I had a feeling.”

“Nope. That’s a cover. If that were all, you’d have called me later tonight and asked why you’d had this feeling.”

“You keep thinking and go meet your developer. Call you later is exactly what I’m gonna do.” His voice was overly cheery and upbeat.

“Ewan, it’s me. Knock it off. What do you want?”

“Your help saving my ass. But it’s a long story. I’ll tell you when you’re done.”

Concern landed like a dead weight in Noah’s gut. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure his brother’s ‘feeling’ had anything to do with him. “Okay, I’m serious. What’s wrong?”

“Nobody’s dying.” Ewan’s voice breezed over the words. “I’ve got a housing inspector breathing down my neck, and I need your expertise. That’s it.”

Seconds earlier he’d said he wanted “help saving my ass.” This brush-off was too casual. Ewan had been a complicated mix of big brother, father figure, and best friend since he’d been five and Noah four, and their mother had lost her battle with leukemia. There was little the two hadn’t and didn’t share, and Noah knew his brother better than he knew himself. Ewan’s requests for help were rare. 

“As long as nobody’s dying,” he deadpanned.

“No humans. There’s a goat here that might die soon.”

“Uhhh, you’ve officially been there too long, dude. What?”

“No lie, there’s a goat. Lives in the barn, slightly crazy, her newest skill is opening the gate to let the chickens out. She’s a pain in the rear.”

“No wonder you need your ass saved. You haven’t got nearly enough to do.”

Ewan’s chuckle flowed across the miles again. “Oh, man. I wish that were even remotely true. Text me when you’re home. I’ll let you go now.”

“Yeah, okay.” Noah hesitated. “You’re sure everything’s okay?”

“I am. Talk soon.”

They disconnected and Noah stood, staring at the phone. Ewan needed his advice. No big deal. Why, then, did it feel more like a seismic event was hovering beneath him waiting to shift the earth? 

Ridiculous. Things were up in the air, and even minor emotions were off-kilter. Noah wanted this commission. He needed it. He wasn’t at all sure he could land it. Having Ewan call with some enigmatic problem only played into the stress. There were no seismic shifts.

He shook off the phone call and focused back on his surroundings. Bridget stood fifty feet away next to a large bundle on the floor. He followed her zig-zag path through the dust, and when he reached her she held out a piece of fallen crown molding covered in intricate filigree swirls. 

“What if you carved something fancy for the corners and maybe the middle of each wall, then machine worked the rest with simple, classic lines?”

He scratched one cheek. “That could work.” 

He could make anything work when it came to wood. In truth, he understood wood far better than he did people. Wood was more malleable, more forgiving, even longer lasting given the proper care. Still, carving massive, intricate, grape-vined window cornices and Roman gods in large-statue form? 

“It’s all doable,” he said quietly. “Daunting, though.”

She waved a dismissive hand and pointed past the scaffold to the top of the room. “Only because of the time it will take. Imagine those faded floral murals on the ceiling. Picture it with the crown molding done, those light fixture frames rebuilt and the painting refurbished.”

“You aren’t going to compare it to the Sistine Chapel, are you?” 

She laughed softly, all teasing gone from her voice. “No, Eeyore. I’m telling you I know this isn’t simply remodeling a room. This is a legacy.”

A fresh thrill of anticipation swept him.  

“Yeah, yeah.” He downplayed his blossoming eagerness and focused on the bundle under the scaffold. “What’s this?” 

He squatted again and pulled on the corner of what looked like faded gold brocade draperies. After careful unwrapping, he revealed the treasure with a long, low whistle. Bridget let out a gasp. In front of them lay another statue, this one in far better shape than the first. 

“This guy makes what’s left of Jupiter over there not even count as a carving.” Bridget said.

The new statue also lay face up. Its oak finish had dulled with time, but a few golden-brown patches, still polished to the warm, original patina, survived. The figure bore a wide fool’s grin, a four-foot-long, curly beard, and a cherubic-body with its arms surrounding a large, round vessel, tilted to allow free-flowing wine. 

“I’d say we’ve found Bacchus,” Noah said. “He was one of the four statues Frederickson said originally stood in the corners.”

“Dude’s clearly ready to party.” Bridget laughed.

This version of the Roman god of wine was a cross between classic depictions of a fat, gluttonous drunk and kinder images of a leaner, slightly inebriated younger man. The finely carved features, the intricate curls in the beard, and the cheerful flow of the carver’s strokes mesmerized Noah. On inspection, he found one hand, one foot, and a few beard curls missing, and there were significant cracks in the wine vessel and the statue’s torso. Even so, it was the best-preserved thing in the room. 

“Michelangelo is turning green with envy from the grave,” Bridget said, giving Bacchus’s cheek a deferential stroke. 

Noah pursed his lips in amusement. “This is a nice carving, but I think old Mike already did the definitive Bacchus.”

“Nah, they hated his sculpture back in his day. And this carving nice? It’s gorgeous. And they want you to repair it and carve three more from scratch to go with him. I am so proud of you.”

“I haven’t been chosen yet. But it would be an opportunity.”  

Her exasperated cat surfaced again. “You are the most understated man in the history of men. An understater’s understater. This is career-making, Noah. This would mean it doesn’t matter that your arse of a landlord is evicting you. You can find your bliss—the way Ewan did.”

His heart twisted slightly. Their brother had found his bliss all right, four-thousand miles away with a woman who was in the process of turning him into a skirt-wearing Scotsman as well as, in four months, her husband. It all made a nice, tidy story on the surface, since their late mother had been born and raised in the Highlands of Scotland and, by virtue of her birthright, left her three children with the three-hundred-acre homestead in Glencoe where Ewan now lived. Still, the inheritance—and his future sister-in-law, Ainslie—had spirited Ewan away making yet another person as good as gone from his life. 

“‘Bliss’ is no more than one of your romance novel words. And ‘arse’? Really?”

“Practicing Scot-speak. Ewan used it when he came home to visit, and it’s much funnier than ‘ass.’ I’ll need it when we go for his wedding. And you should read a few romances to soften up. You’re a curmudgeon at age thirty-three.” She patted his cheek. 

He shook away thoughts of Ewan getting married in a kilt and scowled at Bridget. His life situation wasn’t ideal or romantic. He lived and worked out of a remodeled garage. Still, he managed. He sold a few carvings on consignment here and there, and got enough custom woodworking jobs to keep himself clothed and eating. Moonlighting with Curt Robinson Contracting, an old friend’s construction business, paid most utilities. However, since neither his landlord nor Robinson, ancient school friendship aside, were princes among men, Noah didn’t need romance. He didn’t need bliss. He needed security.  

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the door to the ballroom open and he nudged Bridget. 

“Frederickson,” he whispered. 

A rich bass voice filled the room ahead of the man who possessed it. “Noah! You made it. Sorry I’m late.”

Leonard Frederickson covered the ground between them rapidly, his short stature at odds with the thespian-worthy voice. He stood half a foot below Noah’s six-one, but his build was twice as muscular. Noah knew the celebrated entrepreneur and philanthropist was in his late fifties, but the only hint of his age were the threads of silver in his neat black beard and at his temples. His youthful face, as rich a brown as Bacchus’s burnished oak, exuded conviviality and perfect confidence. His jeans and untucked light-blue polo shirt made him as approachable as someone’s really cool dad. 

“I’m very happy to meet you in person at last,” he said.

“Mr. Frederickson.” Noah grasped the man’s outstretched hand. “Likewise.”

“What do you think of my project? Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think you did it justice when we spoke.”

“It’s hard to describe.” He turned to Bridget. “Hello. I’m Leonard Frederickson.”

“I’m Bridget Portman. This is an amazing room. An amazing building.”

“It is. It’ll be a great asset to the city when it’s completed. That’s the plan, anyway. And you two...?” He waggled a finger between her and Noah. 

“He’s my brother,” she said. “I’m here to help him navigate the social aspects of this meeting. He’s the talent. I’m the extrovert.”

“I see. Temperamental artist, eh?”

“Far from temperamental,” she said. “Calmest person you’ll ever meet.”

Noah was rarely flustered, but he wanted to gag his chatty sister. People didn’t need to have this much information about him or his personality. His work should speak for itself. Frederickson only smiled and turned to Noah. 

“What’s your first impression?”

“It’s a monumental job, but it’s doable.”

“Exactly what I thought when I first saw it. In my opinion, this is the most important room in the renovation plan. It doesn’t have the most damage, but it has the most precious damage. It’s doable, you say?”

“There’s more research to do. Some of this wood will be hard to match. And I’d like to know what new woods you’re willing to use and what you expect for the statues.”

Frederickson smiled and nodded. “I appreciate that you aren’t cocky at this stage.”

“Noah won’t be cocky at any stage,” Bridget said. “Confident, but never overly so.”

He shot her a that’s-enough-talking glare and turned back to Frederickson.

“This isn’t a project to take for granted. There’s nothing easy about it, although the challenge is intriguing.”

Frederickson nodded. “I’ve been upfront that I’m considering two bids for this job. One thing I like about your resume is your construction experience in addition to your carving skills. The other candidate concentrates almost exclusively on artwork and sculpting.”

“I know him,” Noah said. “He’s talented.”

And more gregarious, a faster worker with a looser style, and possessed of a decent-sized ego. But undeniably talented.

Bridget clapped her hands, nearly dancing in place. “I’m sorry, Mr. Frederickson. But I have to brag a little bit about Noah because he won’t.”

“Don’t...” Noah warned, his voice a throaty growl. 

“Yes. Do.” Frederickson nodded.

Bridget turned a sweet, victorious smile on Noah. “The other artist might be talented, but my brother has a magic touch with wood. It’s a gift from his ancestors.”

“Oh, for the love,” Noah muttered. Bridget and her obsession with a heritage they knew little about. She’d always been the one sibling fascinated by Scotland and now, with Ewan living there, she’d grown obsessed. 

“Ancestors?” Frederickson quirked a brow.

“Scottish,” she said. “Our mother was born there and our brother now lives near Glencoe in the Highlands. Believe me, there’s magic in the genes, and you’ll see it in Noah’s work.”

“That’s it.” Noah reached for his sister’s upper arm and dragged her gently to stand behind him. “Stop talking now, Bridget. I’m sorry, Mr. Frederickson. If I’d known she wouldn’t behave, I’d never have brought her along.”

Leonard Frederickson laughed. “Don’t apologize for her. A person needs a bit of magic to pull off crazy plans like mine, too.  A sense of adventure and wonder now and then is a good thing. Also, you know the original builder of this place was Scottish. Broadburn—a wide stream, is what they told me.”

“See!” Bridget popped from where Noah had stashed her. “This is fate!”

Frederickson held out his hand again. “I’m glad to have met you both. Please, call me Leo. Are you an artist, too, Bridget?”

“Sadly, no. That entire pot of gold went to Noah. I’m a student. Finishing my master’s in anthropology.”

“Sounds fascinating.”

“To a history nerd, yes.” She laughed. “I definitely find this room fascinating. It might not be ancient, but it’s a wonderful starting point for a study of people.”

Leo studied them. “You two make a unique team.” He rubbed his palms together. “Let’s take a quick spin around the room. Give me your thoughts.”

Twenty minutes later, after sharing his observations, with Bridget burbling alongside like a stream they were navigating, Noah stood beside the door with a thoughtful but still-effusive Leo Frederickson. 

“Thank you for all your insights, Noah. I’m looking forward to your sketches and your bid.”

“I’ll get it all to you in a couple of days.”

“We’re already starting on other parts of the hotel. This room is the final piece. I’d like to make a decision and then have whomever I choose get going as soon as possible.”

“I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

With that, the man was gone as quickly as he’d appeared, leaving a tiny swirl of dust settling from where he scuffed the floor on his way out. 

“Ohmygosh, he’s amazing!” Bridget said. “Noah, you’ve got this. He likes you.”

Noah sighed. “He likes you. He’s one of your alien-race, weird, chirpy people. Annoying as it is, you made good points. It’s the only reason I’m not mad as hell at you. Big mouth.”

“You’re never mad at me. I’m too wonderful.”

Noah ignored her and let his gaze roam the room a final time. “It’s a hell of a lot of responsibility. It would be far too easy to eff up.”

“Yup. But you won’t.”

He gave up the last of his reticence in the face of her tornadic spirit. If he was honest,  carving tools and the art that sprang from them populated his comfort zone. People he could ignore unless they were part of his sphere. Like Bridget. Like Ewan, whose in-person companionship he missed like a lost limb. But, pesky as she was, Bridget had helped him navigate the people part of this project. He owed her.

“Fine. I won’t eff up. And I’ll text Ewan. He can rag on me, too.”

“The job will be yours. I sense it.”

He wasn’t as confident. Frederickson had wanted a few things Noah had been honest about not having in his wheelhouse. He could find people who did but that would have to up the bid...

“I’ve seen enough,” he said. “Time to take you back to the world of eggheads.”

“Don’t you owe me lunch first?” She batted her lashes.

“Maybe at a drive-through where nobody can hear you talk.”

“Free food. I’ll take it any way I can get it.” 

In the hallway outside the ballroom, Noah knocked off a quick text to his brother. 

Meeting went fine. Feeding Bridget then going home. Can call in 45.

They weren’t out of the building when a reply pinged through.

When does the job start?

Noah laughed. “Jeez, you two,” he said, sliding a look to his sister and thumbing a response. Soon, IF it happens.

This time the reply took a few minutes. They were at the car by the time it came through, and the words stopped Noah in his tracks. He frowned and handed the phone to Bridget. “What the hell does this mean?” 

I need you first. Come to Scotland. Save my ass. THEN start your new job. Call when you get home.

Even the garrulous Bridget was rendered nearly speechless. “I have no idea.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mairi MacDonald smiled at the rainbow-colored sign on her classroom door. “Welcome to Mrs. MacDonald’s Fourth Year Class” read the curlicued letters. It was the first personalization she’d made to the space, and the simple touch lifted her heart, even though it still hurt that she’d been forced to take this new job at all. 

Blast her brother, the worthless waste of air, who’d seen to the demise of her teaching position in Glasgow—a job she’d loved for the past six years. Scandal had always bloomed in that man’s wake like mushrooms in manure. 

When Aiden had dragged his lifelong drug problems directly back into her life two months ago, her school’s parent council had requested she be asked to take a leave of absence—no matter how false or atrocious the lies he’d made about her being involved with his addiction had been. 

Mairi’s nature had never been to run from a fight, and underneath the sting of injustice burned the resentment of hiding away. The truth was, however, she could no longer afford to be the fiery crusader of her uni days. She was a teacher of young souls and, more importantly, a mother. Her primal instinct was to protect her daughter—her darling, imaginative Ella—and when this new job, eighty-five blessed miles from Glasgow, had come to her, Mairi hadn’t hesitated. 

She took in the empty classroom one more time, finalizing a mental list of what she needed to fill it with fun tools and tantalizing learning spaces. She had plenty of ideas from her years of experience, but teaching in a small Highland town would require different sensibilities than teaching in eclectic, working-class Glasgow. 

With her mind overflowing, she flipped off the lights. School start was four weeks away, but the head teacher had allowed her to visit the room and get a sense of the space. She’d imagined Westmuir Primary to be a hole-in-the-mountainside, backward place, but she should have known better. The school was a lovely old brick building nestled near Glencoe, with a picturesque view of Loch Leven from its schoolyard. The atmosphere inside the building was equally friendly. It would be cozy and bustling when filled with children. 

After waving to the groundskeeper, she climbed into the little white Vauxhall she’d borrowed while her own car was in the service shop, and checked her mobile. She had a bit of coverage so scrolled to Ainslie’s number and tapped the screen. Her friend answered in two rings. 

“Mairi! Tell me. It was charming wasn’t it, the classroom?”

“It was. As you promised.”

“We aren’t as sophisticated as you city folk, but we manage.” The sweet Highland brogue rolled off her tongue, a softer, rounder accent than Mairi’s own crisp native Glaswegian.

“I was showing my prejudice.” Mairi laughed. “I’m sorry.”

“Nothin’ to apologize for. Listen. I have news. I just heard that the house is empty and cleaned. Do you want to go see it?”

Mairi’s heart danced into excitement. “You sure you have time, Ains? I know how busy you are.”

“Plenty of time—I want to see it, too.”

“Have I told you how grateful I am that you opened up your life and home for us?” Mairi said. “You’ve done so much.”

“You have, and no need to thank me anymore. We’ve loved having you at Craigwarren, and Ella is a little living fairy girl I’m considering keeping even when you move into town.”

“You know full well there are days you can have her,” Mairi laughed. “I assume she hasn’t gone wandering off this morning?”

“So far she’s stayed right here with me. She does love the loch, though.”

“Gah...” Mairi rolled her eyes though she was alone in the car. “That girl and her imagination. Talkin’ to the kelpie for pity’s sake.”

“I have to say, if half of what Ella claims the water horse says is true, he’s quite the insightful creature. On the other hand, if it’s all made up, your daughter is scary brilliant.”

“I don’t know where she got it from. I’m too much of a realist, and James had as much magic in his soul as a politician.”

“I know.”

Mairi gritted her teeth, embarrassed. Lately, every conversation managed to include her long-gone ex-husband and her brother. One was absent from his daughter’s life, the other a drug-addled tosser. That needed to stop. She’d moved from Glasgow to get away from the toxic males in her life.

“Sorry. I don’t mean to go on about old problems when good things are about to happen.”

“Och, who else do you have to vent to? You need to get it all out before you can move on.”

“I love you, you know that. When shall we go to the house?”

“Ella and I can leave now and meet you. We can go for a treat afterward. I love spoiling her and making her love me best.”

“I don’t think you need to bribe her for that. Where is your beautiful man as we speak?”

“Ewan has a video call this afternoon if he can keep the Wi-Fi working long enough. At the moment he’s with Innis, fixing the fence where the stupid goat got through again. She doesn’t run off, but the chickens and donkeys get out.”

The weight lifted from Mairi’s chest. Craigwarren was the most wonderful place she’d ever visited. The homestead had passed through generations of Stewarts and Camerons, and contained its own loch, its own beautiful craig, and endless legends attached to it all. Craigwarren had belonged to Ainslie’s godmother, Catrione Kerr, but she’d recently passed stewardship of the lands and home to the next heir, her great-nephew Ewan Portman. Ainslie had fallen hard for the American, as he had for her. Now they were living with Catrione and her husband, Innis, making repairs to the property, and planning a winter wedding. Her friend was the happiest Mairi had ever known her to be.

She had no idea how Ainslie and Ewan kept such amazing humor with their crazy schedules and a deadline, now a mere five weeks away, for refurbishing an old groundskeeper’s cottage behind the main house. They wanted to start a bed and breakfast and they’d fallen into a big booking for the cottage—if they could ready it by mid-September.

Meanwhile, barmy animals, endless hiking paths, and buildings full of history all added to Craigwarren’s charm. As excited as Mairi was to move into her own space, she would miss the warmth of the old house, and Ella would hate leaving. 

“I will miss your crazy place,” Mairi said. “You’re all a wee bit mad up there. Or at least the animals are.”

“No argument from me, but you’ll only be seven miles away. We’ll be together often. Believe me, you won’t miss it come winter.”

“Maybe not. All right, I’ll meet you at the house in, what, twenty minutes?” 

“Perfect. See you then.”

Excited to show the pretty rental house to her seven-year-old, who’d get to have her own room, Mairi snapped her seat belt and turned the key, but as soon as the engine came to life, a gunshot-sharp knock on her driver’s side window made her jump. With her hand on her chest, she opened the window and greeted Westmuir’s head teacher.

“Christina! I didn’t know you were here or I’d have stopped by to talk with you.”

“I was away from the office until a few moments ago.” Christina Sullivan, an attractive woman in her early forties, perpetually wore her long black hair, threaded with slender gray strands, in a tight pony tail. She didn’t smile easily under the best of circumstances, and the worry grooves between her brows always seemed permanent. But her love for the children in her school had been obvious from the first meeting. 

“You visited the room?” she asked.

“I did. It’s a lovely space.”

The head teacher hesitated, crossing her arms in front of her chest in a gesture that seemed almost nervous. “I’m glad I caught you before you left.”

Mairi frowned. “Is everything all right?” 

“I spoke this morning with the headmaster at your former school in Glasgow.”

“Paul Taylor?”

“It seems he received a call from someone in your family. I understand you didn’t tell them you were moving.”

“No, I didn’t.” Mairi closed her grip more tightly on the steering wheel. “I’m not close with either my mother or my brother. As I’ve told you, I prefer my brother in particular not know where my daughter and I are.”

Her stomach began churning with a dread she hadn’t experienced in weeks. She’d been honest with Christina about leaving Glasgow because of family problems. She hadn’t, however, revealed details. There’d been no legal reason to do so.

“I recall, but I wasn’t aware you’d kept your move a complete secret.” 

Judging by the firm set of Christina’s mouth, it was obvious this was more than curiosity. 

“To be frank, my brother is a convicted drug addict. I don’t advertise that personal family information, but there you have it. The fact is, I want to keep my whereabouts from my brother a secret for as long as possible because he’d been harassing us. Can I ask who in my family called Paul?”

The answer was oblique but revealing. “You also didn’t tell Ella’s father where she was going.”

Mairi stared at the woman whose questions suddenly sounded like interrogations from a television police drama. 

“What, exactly, is this about?” she asked, her voice clipped now. 

“Evidently, James MacDonald is concerned about allegations brought against you by your brother.”

“James is concerned?” 

Not possible. Her ex-husband had long ago decided making travel blogs was more important than pretty much anything else, including fatherhood. Inconsistent child support was all she ever heard from him. 

As for her brother, Aiden lived in their mother’s house since leaving a halfway home for drug rehabilitation. He’d undertaken a vendetta against Mairi in the past months, but he didn’t know where she was.    

“My ex-husband couldn’t possibly have anything to do with this, and there have never been any charges against me.”

“But I understand the police are investigating you over drug dealings in your former home?”

“Excuse me? What?”

Even while it beat double-time in fury, her heart plummeted to her stomach. What malevolence was Aiden spawning now? After spending a year in prison and another six months in rehab, he’d been angry with Mairi because she’d given police the information that had gotten him arrested. Two months ago, he’d carefully planted a rumor with Paul Taylor and a few prominent school families, that Mairi had not only allowed him and his “colleagues” into her home over the years, but was the main person involved with drugs and dealing. She had turned him in to save herself, so the allegation went. 

The idea was ridiculous, and the police had agreed once they’d asked a few in-depth questions. The rumor had planted seeds of doubt, however, and in the minds of two influential school council members, Aiden’s contention that Mairi knew about drug deals had been too concerning. What Aiden wanted now was money and, ever devious, he was apparently not above causing more damage to extract it from her. 

“You deny your home in Glasgow was the scene of drug deals? And you deny knowing anything about an investigation?” Christina asked.

“I absolutely can and do deny both of those things. I have never been involved in anything illegal, nor was my home ever the scene of criminal activity.”

“But you were let go from your last position because of similar allegations.”

“Is that exactly what Paul Taylor told you?”

Paul had always been her biggest champion and she knew he trusted her. He’d done what he’d had to do, but he wouldn’t betray her personal secrets.

“He said he asked you to take a leave so you could address personal family issues.”

“That’s right.” Mairi worked to keep the edge of anger out of her voice. “A few parents heard false rumors that I once knew about drug deals out of my home, and of course they were concerned. Anytime drugs and primary students are mentioned together it should be concerning. I agreed to a leave to protect the school and brought Ella here until this all gets sorted.”

Christina’s eyes narrowed just enough to be noticeable. “And you didn’t think it would involve my school?”

“Christina, there’s nothing for this school to be ‘involved’ in. I came here to be away from my family’s influence on my daughter, not to hide from a scandal.”

For the first time, Christina Sullivan’s face softened into a semblance of sympathy. “I want to trust all of this is true, Mairi. Mr. Taylor made it clear he believes you’re an exceptional teacher, and I shouldn’t be concerned. The police contacted him and he contacted me because he thought I knew the situation. He also insisted he hasn’t revealed your whereabouts, and that was my red flag.”

It was small comfort to know Paul still kept her whereabouts secret, and she wondered with annoyance why he hadn’t contacted her first—especially if he’d heard from James.  

“It shouldn’t be a red flag,” she said. “This is all happening far from here, and I’m working to solve the situation.”

Christina’s features hardened back into authoritative sternness. “My problem is, I feel blindsided. I’m left to wonder what else I don’t know.”

“I understand, but I told you everything I legally needed to tell you. My reasons for leaving out personal details were important, and I did it to protect you as well as me.”

“Then you’ll understand that my first priority is to protect this school.” 

Mairi’s head swam with disbelief but, suddenly, the only thought in her head was that this was the bloody stupidest place to be having this conversation—in a borrowed car as if she were a teenager who’d been caught stealing it. 

No. She was a professional and a very good teacher. She deserved a better hearing.

“I’d rather discuss this in a different environment. Let me look into the problem and come talk to you tomorrow. I’ll give you every detail.”

Christina shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mairi. With all due respect to your Mr. Taylor, this school comes first. Just as the potential for scandal caused him to let you go, I need to be vigilant that no potential for scandal affects our student body here. School starts in a month.”

“I’m certain I can clear this up before then. Whatever this new claim is, it will be proven false. No trouble will land on your doorstep.”

“I know you’re sincere, Mairi. And your references are impeccable.” She held up her hand in apology. “I would like to see this resolved, but until it is and I know without a doubt it won’t be resurrected again, I need to have someone else start the school year. I’ve already contacted a temporary teacher.”

Shock paralyzed her and not only summoned rare tears but nearly spilled them. “I’m looking forward to this job, and to sending my daughter to your school. I don’t want to jeopardize either of those things,” she managed.

Christina nodded, sympathetic once again. “Naturally this doesn’t affect Ella’s attendance here. We’ll welcome her and keep her safe. As for your position, I’m sure with vigilance we can get everything sorted.”

“Oh, we definitely will get it sorted.” She fought to keep her voice steady. “Thank you for your candor, Christine.”

The head teacher stepped away, ending hope for further conversation, and Mairi had no choice but to pull slowly out of the parking lot. She was a liar, she thought miserably as she drove away. She wasn’t thankful at all. 

On the fifteen-minute drive to Glencoe Village, Mairi’s emotions swelled from numbness to full-fledged anger. How dare Aiden? Her family had spent years of time and pounds of savings trying to help her brother, but Aiden Murray was a lost cause. And James? That made no sense. If he had shown up out of the blue, it was beyond concerning.

By the time she pulled up to the pretty whitewashed house on the outskirts of Glencoe, exhaustion from rehashing the past and despairing over the future had settled into every muscle. She had no idea what to do next, but there was no more time to think. Ainsley’s ancient Nissan truck, filled with the tools of a busy local veterinarian’s trade, was already parked in the short driveway. Mairi steeled herself and opened her door, then caught the flash of a hot pink jumper as her elfin daughter dashed around a corner from the back of the house.

“Mama!” Ella called. “You should see the garden. You should see!”

“I’m coming.” Mairi’s spirits lifting in spite of everything. “Is it brilliant?”

“Pure dead brilliant!” she cried, and threw herself into Mairi’s arms.

Ainslie appeared, grinning at the grand mother-daughter hug. 

“I don’t think you’ll have a problem convincing her to move in,” she said.

Mairi hid her worry as the consequences of her exchange with Christina Sullivan struck home. For the moment, she no longer had employment, and that meant her meager savings couldn’t handle rent along with her other expenses. But Ella was so happy Mairi couldn’t bear to rip that away before at least acknowledging the excitement. 

“How’d you manage that?” Mairi whispered over her daughter’s head. “Is there a loch with a kelpie in back? Or a house brownie?”

Ainslie laughed. “No loch, sorry to say. I don’t know about the brownie; they don’t show themselves to humans as we well know. Will you be leaving some cream and buttered bread out after you move in, Miss Ella? To see if one lives here”

“’Course I will!” Ella’s bright auburn hair swung in thick, glossy ribbons as she twirled in excitement. “Lots of cream. And honey.”

Mairi smiled at her daughter, more for the twirling and joy than the plan to entice a helpful house brownie. She’d always encouraged Ella’s voracious love of books, even those that brought her Scottish mythology to life. She’d never been one, however, to champion her child’s unrelenting belief in the legends. She waged a constant battle between encouraging Ella’s all-important free-spirit and keeping her grounded in knowledge and reality. A base in reality had to be strong. Anything else led to heartache. Her ex-husband and her brother proved that.

“Come on, then,” Ainslie said. “Let’s go inside.”

It still boggled Mairi’s mind that less than two months ago, she’d been in her Glasgow house, newly unemployed and wondering how she was going to find a temporary job. During a catch-up call, she’d confided in her old college friend Ainslie and, out of the blue, Ainslie had told her about the opening for a primary school teacher she’d recently seen advertised.

Ainslie Campbell. Newly engaged. Gifted veterinarian. Friends with most of the west Highland area. Miracle worker extraordinaire. She’d invited Mairi and Ella to her beautiful old home and then come up with this place to rent. And how was Mairi about repay all that generosity? By telling her everything was now mucked up.

While Ella explored every little corner of the place as if she’d been promised a pony of her own if she looked hard enough, Mairi managed to tell the news without breaking down. The way her head pounded from tension and the area behind her eyes burned with frustrated anger, her control over weeping deserved an award.

“I’m so sorry, Ainslie, I seriously don’t know what to do. This was not supposed to happen, but I don’t see how I can sign a lease when I don’t know if I’ll have a job.”

Ainslie gathered her into a hug. “I’m sorry, too, Mairi. Truly. But I’ll tell you exactly what we’re going to do. We’re heading back to Craigwarren where Catrione is going to teach us how to bake her shortbread. And when it’s hot and buttery, we’re going to eat ourselves silly.”

“And be madder than wet cats afterwards for downing all those calories.” Mairi tried to smile. 

“No. We’ll be fortified and able to brainstorm how to solve this minor setback. No bawbag of an ex-husband is going to ruin this plan. And that useless nugget of a brother of yours is at the end of his desperate rope. Once he gets nothin’ from you, he’ll go away as he always does.”

“I don’t know. He’s after revenge,” Mairi said. “I was the one who told the police where to find drugs in his house. Now that he’s out of rehab, he wants me to lose something, too.”

“We’ve always known he’s no good. Sorry, I know he’s your brother—” 

“Don’t apologize. He’s less than no good. The only thing I can say is that he’s not violent, as far as I know. He’s a cheat and a liar and threatens hellfire when he’s angry, but I don’t think he’s got the stomach to hurt or kill.”

“Your mother knows the truth. Why doesn’t she talk to these head teachers for you?”

Mairi gave a sigh as heavy as the weight in her heart. “Aiden is her lost boy come back to her. He was gone without a word for those six years before our da’ died. Now she wants to believe him when he tells her it was all a lie. I might be her daughter. She leans on me when she needs something. But because I won’t stand up for Aiden there’s a gulf between us.” 

Mairi tried to smile away the heartache of it all until she had time to think. Instead, the first tears finally fell. 

Ainslie hugged her tighter. “No. No. I can’t remember ever seeing you cry. It hurts my heart even though I understand.”

“I don’t cry. There was no crying in our household. The Murrays were hardened Scots folk, and Aiden and I both got the strap if we acted like wee whingeing bairns.”

“If that’s the case, I take it back. You have a good, healing cry, and then we’ll go back to Catrione.”

Mairi didn’t allow her weeping to give off any sound—no sobs, no hiccups. Still, when she lifted her head she left a damp spot on Ainslie’s shoulder. 

Ella chose that moment to re-enter the room. “Mama, what’s wrong?”

Mairi wiped her eyes quickly with an embarrassed swipe of her fingertips. 

“I could say ‘nothing,’ my love, but that’s not true, so I’ll be honest like I always tell you to be. I found out a bit of bad news about this house.”

“Bad?”

“We can’t stay here for now,” Mairi said. “Things changed a bit with my job, and we have to wait to move away from Ainslie’s house.”

Ella contemplated the words for several seconds, and then jumped to Mairi so suddenly, there was barely time to wrap her in another giant hug. 

“You mean we get to stay with Ainslie and Ewan longer? I get to tell Diarmid I’m not going away?”

Diarmid. Mairi sighed, out of energy to care the child was dead serious about talking to the brownie sprite who supposedly lived in the barn. As for staying with Ainslie and Ewan, something that clearly delighted her daughter... Her heart sank even further. She’d imposed too much on her friends already.

Ainslie squatted in front of Ella. “Yes, of course you’re stayin’. For as long as you need it, Craigwarren is where you’ll live. But wait...” Ainslie’s brows drew together. “Tell Diarmid, you said? Brownies don’t talk to people.”

“He doesn’t like anyone to see him,” Ella replied matter-of-factly. “And he would be dead angry if I tried to spy. But sometimes, when it’s getting on to night, he’ll creep up and whisper what he wants to do while we sleep and tell me what he likes to eat. He said he’s never had a human who would listen but not try to capture him or tell the grown-ups where he is. He said he would miss me when I moved.”

“Och, Ella.” Mairi shook her head. “I don’t know what to make of you most days.”

“Diarmid says I’m Wee Not-Quite-Red Girl.”

Ainslie laughed. “Well, Not-Quite-Red, you can talk to Diarmid any time y’like, and if he’s happy you’re stayin’, well so am I.”

“I can’t believe all you’ve done for us,” Mairi said. “Especially since Ewan is trying to get so much done on the house so quickly. Then your wedding so soon.”

For the first time, Ainslie turned serious. “Four months, don’t remind me. And aye, well, Ewan’s got new problems every day. The roof, the stonework, finding help. Can’t see how we’ll be ready on time, daft eejits that we are, agreeing to host this honeymoon couple and planning our wedding this soon. Ewan has one last hope, but it’s a long shot.”

“Oh?”

“He’s asking his brother to come help him.”

“Sounds like a perfect solution.”

“It would be, aye, but we’re talking about Noah, a man who won’t get on a bus to cross the city, much less an airplane to cross the Atlantic. He’s a gifted woodworker and builder but a wee bit of a hermit.”

“Nobody is a hermit in this day and age.”

“I said the same, didn’t I? Ewan tells me I don’t know Noah. And the fly in that ale is Noah is up for a new job that could start soon. There might not be enough time to bring him here and get much of anythin’ major done. Ewan will try, though. Even a jumpstart would be good.”

“Oh, Ains. If he does come, you’ll have the house full. I’ll find a way to clear up this crisis with Aiden and be gone by the time you need the space.”

“Don’t even think that. You know we have plenty of room. We’re not a bed and breakfast yet.”

“I disagree, the way you treat us. I should be paying you.”

“Absolutely not. Come on. We’ll stop and do a little shopping on the way home.”

“Can I get some honey for Diarmid?” Ella asked.

“Aye,” Ainslie said. “But Aunt Catrione should have some honey at home.”

“I can’t use hers all up. I need a whole jar that’s for Diarmid.”

“My goodness,” Ainslie said. “Won’t that make him a great fat barn brownie?”

“Maybe he’s already fat and likes it,” Ella said. “Maybe he’s losing weight and doesn’t want to.”

Mairi stared at her daughter. The observation, so childlike on the surface, was delivered with all the seriousness of a Tibetan monk.

“I don’t know about your child. It’s possible she isn’t well,” Ainslie said.

Mairi ruffled Ella’s glossy auburn, not-quite-red tresses. “Believe me, I worry.”

They left the house, and Mairi had to work hard to keep from looking back with longing. Maybe this setback would only last a few days. She’d find out what her brother’s angle was and how on earth James had found out. Their divorce had been civil in a “we should have known better” kind of way. She’d handled his disappearance and raised their child. She wanted only for him to disappear back into his carefree life while she figured out how to stop Aiden’s harassment. Maybe it was time to brave her dysfunctional family face-to-face—if she could keep them away from Ella while she did.
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