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Chapter One

Things they don’t tell you on the  Visit Romantic Scotland website: Rain is the default setting.
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Quinn popped another Dramamine.

She’d never felt so miserable. Her stomach roiled with every lurch of the boat, her head throbbed, and her anti-nausea acupressure wristband might as well have been a shoestring for all the good it was doing her. She braced herself as the ferry, which rode the chop with all the smoothness of a dumpster being dragged across a mountain by ox team, lurched into another wave.

Leaning back against the bench, she closed her eyes. What had she been thinking? She’d thrown away her perfectly-satisfactory-even-though-it-was-humdrum life to move halfway around the world. To Scotland! Not just Scotland—but a remote island off its coast. Why had she listened to her sister Tallie, who’d insisted that the move was exactly what she needed after the fiasco of her not-happening wedding day? 

The cabin door was flung open and that same sister—the one responsible for this whole disaster—staggered in from the deck, letting in a shriek of wind and lash of rain. Her raincoat was soaked with spray, her hair clung to her head in sodden strands, and she was chomping on a waterlogged slice of pizza. Lurching across the floor, she skidded to a halt in front of Quinn.  “Hey—you okay? You don’t look so good.”

“Gee, thanks so much.” Quinn shot Tallie a withering look. “My hair is a mass of frizz, my skin has achieved an attractive corpse-green color, and my deodorant gave out five time zones ago. Other than that, I’m just peachy keen.”

“You ought to go out on deck, get some fresh air.”

“Fresh air! It’s a gale out there!”

Tallie waved the pizza slice under her nose. “Eat something! You always get cranky when you’re hungry.”

The smell of the pizza made Quinn want to gag. “I’m. Not. Cranky!”

“Okay, fine. Listen, a deckhand told me we’re arriving in a few minutes.”

“What, already?” Quinn sat up, her eyes wide. “I can’t—I’ve changed my mind.”

“You do want pizza?”

“What I want,” Quinn said, breathing deeply so her quivering stomach wouldn’t send up the wretched airline meal she should never have eaten, “is to be back home, sleeping in my own bed, living my perfectly boring life in a place where there’s no ocean and it doesn’t rain horizontally and nobody’s ever heard of Dramamine.”  

“You’ve just got butterflies,” Tallie said. “Stage fright, the jitters. You’ll be fine once—“

“I won’t be fine!” Quinn’s voice rose to a shriek. She knew she sounded demented, but she hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours, her period had arrived a week early—thanks to all the stress—and the only way she could prevent herself from bursting into tears was by yelling at Tallie. “This is all your fault—you’re the one who talked me into taking this job! I never should have listened to you. Whenever I do, something horrible—“
An announcement crackled over the loudspeaker, drowning her out. “Ladies and gentlemen, we will be arriving at Doon Island harbor in five minutes. Kindly gather your belongings, descend to Level One, and prepare to debark.”
“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Quinn croaked. “I’m going home.” 

“O-o-kay,” Tallie said in humor-the-crazy-lady tones. “You’re going back?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not taking the job.”

Quinn shook her head, firmly clamping her lips together.

“You do realize that if you go back, you’ll have to stay on this ferry?” 

“Sadist,” Quinn hissed, lurching upright, attempting to stand on legs that felt like overcooked noodles.

Five minutes later the ferry docked at Doon Island. The instant the sisters left the boat, they were at the mercy of a pummeling rain. Driven by a spiteful wind that pursued them from the ferry dock, they wrangled their luggage up a cobbled street, scuttled along a row of houses overlooking the harbor, and finally tumbled into the Kittiwake Inn.

The woman behind the counter didn’t blink, as though storm-wracked travelers washed up on her doorstep every day, their suitcases creating puddling tracks on her clean linoleum. Quinn, wearing a hooded raincoat the texture of rubber dishwashing gloves, was still dry underneath, but Tallie’s water-resistant raincoat hadn’t resisted hard enough—wet through and through, she resembled an exotic, orchid-colored bird driven off course by a hurricane.  

“You’d  be the new teacher then?” the woman said, zeroing in on Quinn as the more responsible-looking. “Miss Scofield is it? Welcome to Doon Island. I’m Glenda Clegg. My husband and I run the inn and pub.”

A short, sturdily-built woman with gray, permed hair and sharp, sea-colored eyes, she spoke in a Scottish lilt that fell pleasantly on their gale-buffeted ears. She gave Tallie a swift once-over, taking in the failed coat and drizzled mascara. “The two of you are together? We only ever expected the one.”

Quinn shot a this-was-your-responsibility glare at Tallie, who stepped forward, extending her hand. “I’m Quinn’s sister. Tallie. I decided to tag along at the last minute to help Quinn get settled in. I’ll only be here a few days. Sorry— should have let you know.”

”Ah, dinna fash yourself. Thistle Cottage’ll hold you both. A shame you had to arrive on such a dreich day, though.”

Tallie didn’t know what dreich meant, but as it combined the sounds of dread and ick, she grasped the general concept.

“Now then, let’s get you sorted out,” Glenda said briskly. “You can walk to your place— it’s only the shake of a lamb’s tail, the yellow cottage next the antiques store. Key’s on the door ledge. Let me know if you need anything. There’s no store on the island, but I can sell you the odd carton of milk or postage stamp. I’m the postmistress, too, in case you young ones still know how to mail a letter. Good luck m’dears, and try to stay dry.”

Outside, Tallie and Quinn ducked their heads against the gale as they scurried along the street. They found the yellow cottage a block down, its front door painted teal green, the remnants of storm-battered rambler roses wreathing the frame. Standing on tiptoe, Tallie groped for the key. “It’s not here.”

“It must be.” Quinn thrust Tallie aside. Three inches taller than Tallie, Quinn was the go-to guy for high places. Tallie ferreted through the low places, turning over flower pots and scrutinizing innocent-looking stones that might be fake rocks. She knocked loose a gutter spout, which splattered her with freezing water.

“It’s not here,” Quinn announced.

“I told you.” Old argument, new circumstances. The Scofield sisters had been bickering since Tallie had been old enough to snatch Quinn’s toys.

They swam back to the inn, informed Mrs. Clegg that the key was nowhere to be found. 

“The laird’s got a spare key,” Mrs. Clegg said, sounding a bit dubious.  “I’d phone him but he doesna pick up half the time. You could go up and ring his doorbell, I suppose.” 

“Laird?” Tallie’s eyebrows shot up. Laird? The title had a Brigadoon-ish ring to it.

“Aye, the Laird. That’d be Rob McMullen—him up at Lochladden Manor. He owns Thistle Cottage— owns half the island, in point of fact. Just up the hill, three-quarters mile, you canna miss it.”   

“Laird, Quinn,” Tallie whispered as Mrs. Clegg hurried off to wait on another customer. “That’s so medieval! Do you know about droit du seigneur—the laird’s first dibs on virgin brides?

“No problem, then—you haven’t been a virgin since high school.”

“Just in case, I’m keeping my pepper spray handy.” 

“Oh, Tallie—you didn’t!” 

“What?”

“Didn’t you read the signs?” Quinn raked her hair back behind her ears—it was a rich brown, at that awkward stage between short and long, and the damp had turned it into rampaging mass of curls. “Pepper spray is illegal in the U.K. How’d you even get through customs?”

“Picked the cutest guy in those little booths and smiled my ass off.”

“Oh my God—you’re unbelievable!”

“I’ll go fetch the damn key!” In no mood for a lecture, Tallie slammed out into the storm.  The village of Doon—composed of a few dozen houses, straggled to an end after two blocks, its high street becoming a one lane road that wound along the shores of a lake and meandered up a hill. This had to be the dreariest place on earth, Tallie thought as rain drummed on her hood and mud squelched beneath her feet. The road was gray, the fields were gray, the miserable-looking sheep were gray, and the mountains were gray behind writhing gray clouds. 

She hadn’t taken a vacation in three years and she had to choose this? 

Scattered sheds and barns came into sight—or maybe they were hovels for the laird’s serfs; this place looked a few centuries behind the times. A house was set on the highest point of land amidst a thicket of ancient trees. What was its name again—Lochladden? Not a castle, just a rambling, well-proportioned house the size of an American McMansion, except a few centuries older and with mold on its roof. And absolutely swarming with character.

A banging noise came from somewhere close by—a sound Tallie recognized as the ring of hammer on nail. Tracking the source of the sound, she spotted a workman repairing the boards of an enclosure. Maybe he was one of the laird’s liegemen or whatever you called them. Probably he had laundresses and butlers and guys who changed the toilet paper rolls. Maybe even a master of keys.

“Excuse me?” she called, but the drumming rain drowned out her voice and the scruffy-looking man, intent on his task, didn’t hear. The only way Tallie could get to him was by opening a gate, letting herself into an enclosure, and schlepping through ankle deep muck, ruining her new, expensive suede pumps.

“Umm ... hello?”  Tallie called.

Startled, the man looked up, and the hammer slammed down on his forefinger. “Bloody damn hell!”  

“Oh—sorry about that. I’m looking for the laird? Laird McMullen?”

“That would be me,” said the man, sucking on his hammered finger. His jeans were manure-stained, his jacket was ripped, and the buckles of his rubber galoshes were missing. He sported safety goggles and a cactus garden of unshaven jaw. “Robert Alistair Campbell McMullen, the Much-Honored Laird of Doon Island. Laird of all you bloody survey.” His arm shot out to indicate the mucky pen, the ramshackle buildings, the muddy fields, the cloud-swaddled mountains. “Laird o’ the empty pigsty. Laird o’ the murraine-poxy sheep. Laird of the unpaid bills. And who might be asking?”

“Tallie, the small and meek.” A line bastardized from The Wizard of Oz—she couldn’t resist. Poor impulse control, her teachers had always scolded. “I’m here for the key.”

He scowled. “What key?”

“For Thistle Cottage.”

“Key’s on the door ledge.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yer bum’s oot the windae.”

This statement took a moment to translate, but Tallie got the gist: you’re full of it.

“It’s not on the door ledge. Mrs. Clegg said you had a spare.”

“Oh, for the love o—“ The laird tossed down his hammer. “Coom oop t’ouse, I’m makkin’ pigs-ee-ahrrz oot tus unnyway.” Which Tallie decoded as “Come up to the house, I’m making a pig’s ear out of this anyway.”

He strode ahead of her, moving so stiffly she wondered whether he was older than she’d first thought. He was well-built, she couldn’t help noting—broad shoulders, slim hips, tight butt, but his walk, like an arthritic old man, made it unlikely that he’d ravished any virgin brides lately. They entered the house through a side door into a catch-all room filled with old boots, overcoats, bits of machinery, broken chairs, tangled wire, bags of fertilizer, jugs of  sheep medicine and a jumble of other junk—into an oversized, old-fashioned kitchen. From there he led her through a high-ceilinged, mildew-smelling living room filled with depressing furniture and into a bare bones office that held a desk, an outdated computer and a single folding chair.

The laird rummaged through a desk drawer. “You’re the new teacher then?” he asked without looking at Tallie.

“No, that’d be my sister Quinn.”  

“Then why are you along?”

It came out so truculent Tallie responded in kind. “Because I’m nuts for cold, rainy places and surly people.” 

He pulled a knot of keys from the drawer, slid them across the desk. “Don’t know which one’s for the cottage. One of ‘em ought to fit.”

Tallie took the ring, which held about two dozen various sized keys, some of which appeared to be for locking up dungeons. “Very helpful,” she said, sardonically. “Poke around until I get a hit, right?”

Something lit up behind McMullen’s eyes and she thought he might actually smile—but no—that impulse was instantly clubbed down and turned into a sneer. He had a wide mouth and good jaw beneath all that scruff, brown eyes, and dark hair that looked as though it wanted to curl but had been brutally hacked before it could seize on the impulse—why did guys butcher their hair that way? Too bad those nice features had been wasted on such a crankypants.

Tallie realized she’d been luckier than she deserved in the genetic lottery. Gifts from her mother: high cheekbones, black lashes, heart-shaped face. Gifts from her dad: large, dark blue eyes and a high metabolism. Gifts from Clairol: blonde hair and a convincing fake tan. Her nose was a millimeter too long, but a generous mouth balanced it out. She’d learned to use  her looks to advantage: they got her into bars without being carded, into clubs without waiting in line, and out of traffic tickets.

Unfortunately, they weren’t winning any gold medals with the laird of the poxy sheep.

“What a beautiful old place,” Tallie commented, as he led her back through the main room, whose walls looked as though they ought to ought to be sporting coats of arms and tapestries woven by cloistered nuns. “I suppose you need a lot of staff?”

“There’s just me and my son,” he said brusquely. 

“Your son! How old is he?” This ought to get him talking; everyone like to natter on about their kids.

“You’ll need an umbrella,” McMullen said, ignoring her attempt at chitchat. He snatched a black umbrella from a shelf in the entryway, the movement producing a wince of pain, and thrust it into Tallie’s hands. “I’ll see you out.”

Oot. Even wrapped in a protective layer of American cluelessness, Tallie sensed she was being given the bum’s rush: Don’t let the door smack your ass on your way out. 

A moment later she found herself back outside, slipping and sliding down the Laird’s muddy yard, being spat at by wind-driven rain. His Lairdly Highness could at least have offered her a ride back to town, she thought resentfully—his  mud-spattered Land Rover was sitting right there in the driveway. All she’d asked him for was a lousy key— it wasn’t as though she’d asked him to donate a testicle.

Whirling around toward the house, Tallie thrust up both middle fingers, hoping the Most Honorable was watching, but this action loosened her grip on the umbrella. The wind wrenched its spokes upward, skinned it inside-out, and ripped it out of her hands, sending it sailing out over the fields, a flailing nylon bird adding a splotch of black to the gloomy landscape
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Chapter Two

Where there’s smoke, there’s a closed damper.
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It took sixteen tries to find the correct key for the cottage door.

But the lock turned at last and the Scofields let themselves into what was intended to be Quinn’s home for the next year.  

“It’s a house!” Tallie said, blinking in surprise. To the Wisconsin-born Scofields, cottage meant a primitive lodging on the shores of a northern lake, one that might or might not include indoor plumbing. Apparently, in Scotland cottage simply meant house.

Quinn wrinkled her nose. “Smells like mildew.”

“We’ll open the windows, air it out.”

“Great idea, Tallie— let in more moisture—that way the mildew can grow faster. Ouch!”

“What is it?”

“I bumped something. Find the lights, will you?”

Tallie did. Light bloomed, illuminating a room covered in ivy-patterned wallpaper and furnished with squashy chintz-covered chairs, a camel-backed sofa, a goose-necked reading lamp and a handful of end tables. It looked like a cross between a garage sale and a tea room.  

“Nothing matches,” Tallie observed.

“I think it’s charming,” said Quinn, whose spirits had lifted once she was back on  solid earth.

They explored further, turning on lights as they went, discovering a bathroom whose toilet had a pull chain, a dining room with a battered mahogany table and enough chairs to throw a dinner party, and a spacious kitchen. Poking through cabinets, cupboards, and drawers, they quickly discovered that the cottage came pre-furnished with everything, including food.

“Beans,” Tallie reported, opening a cupoard. “Rice, salt, sugar—more beans—still more beans. . .  and about a million containers of something called marmite.”

“What’s marmite?”

“I donno—isn’t it some kind of rodent?”

“You’re thinking of marmots.”

Opening the jar, sniffing, Tallie made a face. “Eww— definitely ground-up rodent.”

“See if you can figure how to turn on the heat. I’m freezing.”

“There’s a fireplace in that front room.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous! We can’t use a fireplace!”

“They don’t have central heating here, Quinn—didn’t you watch Outlander?” Tallie made her way back to the living room and regarded the oversized fieldstone fireplace, which had a brass fire screen and a hearth stacked with logs. “I’m going to make a fire.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’ve watched people at ski lodges and stuff. There’s nothing to it. Hand me that newspaper.”

Quinn thrust her a newspaper she’d picked up at the train station in Glascow. Tallie crumpled it, arranged the wads about the logs, then found a box of long-handled matches on the mantle. She took one out, struck it, and flung it at the newspaper, which blazed up. Moments later a log embered to life and sweet-smelling smoke wreathed out, along with an infant puff of warm air. The sisters held their frozen hands toward the fireplace, as though hailing the fire gods. The flames grew bolder. The heat felt glorious; the glow reddening their cheeks. As the fire grew hotter, though, smoke began to curl out of the fireplace. 

“Why’s there so much smoke?” Quinn waved it away from her face.

“There’s not that much.” Tallie insisted, stifling a cough. Wasn’t smoke supposed to rise? This smoke was roiling sideways, into the room.

“Something’s wrong,” Quinn rasped, tears streaming from her eyes. “Put it out.”

An earsplitting clamor filled the air. 

“Oh, God, the smoke alarm!” shrieked Quinn. “Turn it off!” 

Tallie rushed into the kitchen. The fire was the priority here, she decided—the smoke alarm could wait. Banging a pan under the sink tap, she filled it with water, then rushed back to the living room and tossed the water at the fire. A cloud of hissing steam rose up like a malevolent genie, sending her and Quinn into violent spasms of coughing. 

The front door flew open, letting in a blast of cold air, and someone loomed up out of the smoke, roaring “Open the damper, you eejit!” 

It was Laird McMullen, Tallie saw as the smoke cleared. He yanked a chain at the side of the fireplace, then stomped over to the smoke alarm, stretched a long arm toward the ceiling and jabbed it silent. 

The abrupt cessation of howling was like balm on a wound.

Turning toward Tallie, face tight with anger, McMullen opened his mouth to speak—and broke into a bout of coughing. His face became an alarming shade of purple and he turned away, clutching his ribs.

Whack him on the back? Bring him a glass of water? Fling a glass of water in his face? Tallie hesitated, but before she could take action, his coughing subsided to throat scrapings. Well, he seemed perfectly okay now, Tallie thought, figuring she ought to get on with the introductions. “Quinn Scofield, “ she said, “this is the Much Honored Robert Alistair Campbell Mc—“
“For God’s sake, it’s just Rob,” he barked.  Eyes still watering, he looked at Quinn and croaked, “Pleased to meet you, Miss Scofield.”
“Just call me Quinn, okay?”

They shook hands, McMullen actually smiling at Quinn, before he turned to Tallie, his black brows drawn together in a scowl. “Why in God’s name would you start a fire? Did you never hear of opening the damper—the device that allows the smoke to rise up the chimney?”

“In America we have something called central heating,” Tallie said, glaring back.

“Don’t be the ugly American.” Quinn hissed at her.

“The fireplace is mostly for special occasions,” McMullen said. “We heat with oil these days. I’ll show you the controls—they’re in the kitchen.”

“Along with the smoke alarm,” Tallie grumbled. “What kind of eejit puts the smoke alarm in the kitchen, anyway? It’ll go off every time we burn the toast.”

Quinn shot Tallie her best Shut up or I’ll kill you look. She was the one who was going to be trapped here for a year, and she couldn’t afford to alienate her landlord. In the kitchen, McMullen opened a closet door and showed them a metal disk attached to the wall. At the press of a button, a whoompf erupted from the bowels of the basement and blessedly warm air began streaming from previously-invisible heating ducts. 

“I know you Yanks like your houses warm,” McMullen said. “But if you want the fuel to last all winter, best set it around eighteen—that’s sixty-five in your reckoning.”

“That’ll be fine,” Quinn said hastily.  “I’ll be at school most of the time anyway, and Tallie will be leaving in a few days.”

“Oh. She’s leaving.” This news brought a faint smile to McMullen’s lips. He heaved up the window above the sink. “Best let the smoke clear out for a bit.”

“Right,” said Tallie. “Wouldn’t want it to get too warm in here for us spoiled—oww!”

Quinn had pinched her arm, hard.

“Unless you’ve got any questions, I’ll be off, then,” Rob McMullen said.  “By the way, you wouldn’t have seen a young lad? Fourteen years old—that’d be my son Brendan.”

“No,” Tallie said sweetly. “But check the closets if you think we’ve kidnapped him.”

“I’ll bid you good night then. Good luck with your first day of school, Miss Scofield.” His mouth quirked as he regarded Tallie. “And I wish you a speedy flight home.”

~~~~~                                                            
[image: ]


ROB HAD FORGOTTEN THE reason he’d driven down to the cottage—to retrieve the keys he’d given that blasted girl—until he was back in the Rover. He heaved himself back out, flinching in pain. His fractured ribs ached like the devil and his back was playing up. He was still supposed to be on bed rest, but the pen had to be repaired by tomorrow when the vet came for deworming or the blasted sheep would batter it to pieces. Brendan had been supposed to help repair the pen—in fact, he was far cleverer with tools than Rob—but he’d sneaked off as usual. As he walked back toward the cottage, its windows still open, he could hear the women’s voices, their American accents strange to his ears.

“ . . . don’t know why you had to be so rude to him.” That must be Quinn, the teacher. A bit unsure of herself, Rob thought; he hoped she’d be up to handling the Fraser twins. He’d liked her, though. She was sensible, earnest, and intelligent—exactly the qualities you’d want in a teacher. As head of the Doon School Council, it was Rob’s responsibility to recruit teachers—and the applicants for Doon weren’t exactly springing out of the woodwork. They were lucky to have netted someone as qualified as the Scofield lass.

The younger sister, though—now there was a bampot!

“Oh, sure—take his side,” the bampot’s voice floated out. “‘Did ye neverr hearrr o openin’ tuh domperr?’”

Every clueless numpty thought he could do a Scottish accent, but most people couldn’t. She’d nailed it, though. It made him grin.

“I thought he was nice.” The sensible sister’s voice—Quinn.

“Nice,” squawked the bampot.  “He called us spoiled Americans, just because we don’t want to freeze to death. Seriously, that guy has a stick up his ass.’

“Oh, who cares? He’s letting me live here, rent-free.” 

“Big deal. He probably gets a tax break. The guy’s a total buzzkill.”

Rob decided to retrieve the keys later. It’d been a long day and he wasn’t up to any more drama. Stick up the arse, was he? 

Robbie “Tosser“ McMullen would have laughed his head off at the notion. If his nineteen-year-old self could see him now! He’d once been the least stick up the arse guy on the planet. He was the go-to guy for the best weed; the guy most likely to win at beer pong; the bloke who’d once, on a bet, rolled a two-ton industrial dumpster from an Edinburgh pub down a cobblestoned street and tipped it off a cliff; he was the bloke who’d wear a Megadeath T-shirt and a kilt with nothing on beneath— which was, come to think of it, exactly the circumstances that had led to Lydia’s getting pregnant.

She’d been eighteen and he’d been nineteen, both of them too careless to worry about birth control. When they’d found out she was pregnant Lydia, to Rob’s dismay, had decided that she wanted to keep the baby. And she’d wanted to get married.

They’d had a wedding on the beach presided over by some gobshite who’d gotten his minister’s degree on the internet and thrown a bash that lasted for three days. When Brendan had been born Rob’s dad had paid for Lydia’s private room in the hospital, but after that he told Rob he was on his own.  “Time to grow up, lad.”

That was when the stick had begun growing up his bum, Rob supposed. You couldn’t go out carousing at night when you had to get up next morning for your shite wages job. You couldn’t collapse when you came home from work, dead knackered, because you had to totter off to night classes to finish your degree. At one time Rob had been holding down three jobs, which meant he was never home and Lydia was left alone with the baby all the time. They stopped having sex; they quarreled constantly; their marriage fell apart. Lydia went to live with her parents in Morningside, Edinburgh’s poshest suburb. In the divorce settlement they agreed that Rob would have Brendan every Saturday—but that lasted only until Rob was offered a job in London. After that, he only saw Brendan during the school hollies. 

Everything had abruptly changed last year, when a trifecta of events had converged to form the perfect storm. Lydia had remarried—to a man who didn’t want a teenaged boy around; Rob’s dad had been diagnosed with an aggressive cancer; and Rob had been laid off from his government job due to new austerity measures. Rob had moved back to Doon to care for his dad in his final days.  

He’d been shocked at how rundown the estate was and how little income was coming in. The sheep were a bloody loss—the cost of rearing sheep far outweighed whatever slim profit they brought in. As for the tenant cottages—Rob’s dad hadn’t raised rents in twenty years, and Rob wasn’t going to be the Scrooge who squeezed his elderly pensioners for a few extra pence.

Rob’s dad, James McMullen, had died a few months ago. When Brendan had arrived for the funeral, he’d informed Rob he didn’t intend to go back to Lydia and his stepdad. With a new husband and a new baby, Lydia hadn’t wanted a sullen teenager casting shade, so she was perfectly fine letting Brendan stay on Doon. By then his son was virtually a stranger to Rob. He’d expected Brendan, a city boy, to hate it on the island. Instead, the lad had taken to it, and now that it was September, was refusing to go back to his school in Edinburgh. Rob would have made him return, would have dragged him on board the ferry if he had to, gagged and hog-tied, but then he’d had the accident and—though it wounded his pride to admit it—he knew he lacked the physical strength to force Brendan to do anything. 

Rob hated the pain meds he’d been prescribed. They left him irritable and half-dazed, and he wasn’t supposed to drive when he took them. Which was why he hadn’t offered the American lass a ride back down to the inn. But she was right—he had been rude, and he didn’t quite understand why. Maybe because she’d caught him wrong-footed—unshaven, coping with the sort of repairs he’d never bothered to learn from his dad, and in a foul temper when this apparition—this startlingly pretty woman had shown up in her Eastery-looking coat and American accent. Tallie, the small and meek, she’d said, and he’d recognized it as a line from The Wizard of Oz.

The memory made him grin. What was it she’d called him just now—a kill-buzz? No, a buzzkill. He wasn’t up on American slang, but was quite certain the term wasn’t flattering.

Ah well, what did it matter? She’d be gone in a few days—and a good thing, too. Rob had never met anyone so ill-suited for Doon Island as Tallie Scofiel
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Chapter Three

Doon: where the internet only works when the satellite passes over
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Someone knocked on the back door. 

Tallie opened it to a teenaged boy in a hoodie, head ducked against the rain, hands jammed in pockets. “Hullo—you ladies all right and all? It’s only that I smelled smoke.”

“Turned out to be a slight damper problem.” Tallie held the door open. “Would you happen to be Brendan?”

He nodded. “I take it my da’s been hunting for me?”

“You just missed him. Come in before you melt.”

Wiping off his shoes, he shuffled in. He looked like a younger version of Rob McMullen, only with blue eyes, shaggy, shoulder-length hair, and acne dotting his chin. He wore a T-shirt with a stretched-out neck and tattered jeans spattered with  metallic paint. “You’d be the new teacher?” he asked.

“No, that’s my sister, Quinn—over there unpacking her books. “

Quinn looked up and smiled. “Hi.” 

“And I’m Tallie. 

“Tallie? That’s different.”

“Short for Tallulah.  Our mom picked the weirdest names she could find.”  

“I like how you talk— like in the movies. I want to move to the States when I’m older. More opportunities.”

“We were just scrounging for supper. Join us?”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t want to be—“”

“You’re not, so knock it off, okay? Anyway, you look like you could add a few pounds.”

“You’re saying I’m too skinny. Around here we say ‘Does nae hae enow room inside for a rheumatic pain.’”

Tallie laughed, tucking the expression into her excellent memory, because you never knew when a role demanding a command of Scottish idioms would come along, even for a washed-up actress. “Should I be brewing tea?” Tallie asked.  “Isn’t that your national beverage?”

Brendan snorted. “No, that’d be whiskey. And Irn Bru. Check the fridge—I think Da stuck some in there.”

“Your dad stocked the kitchen?” Tallie asked, surprised.

“He didn’t want you arriving to empty cupboards. No supermarts on Doon. You have to take the ferry to Calhoun— two hours round trip.”

The refrigerator was well-stocked, Tallie saw, including a six-pack of orange and blue aluminum cans with the name Irn Bru. Detaching one from its tab, she handed it to Brendan, then popped another and handed it to Quinn. “You go first.”
Quinn sipped. “Umm ....interesting.” 
Tallie tried it,  made the kind of face you make when you mistake cat food for tuna. “So they call it Irn Bru because it tastes like rust scraped off a radiator?”

Brendan grinned. He was all gangly limbs and oversized hands, feet, and nose—a body he was still growing into. He smelled like teenaged boy, too— a bit light on the Right Guard. “Its motto is Made from girders. You’ll get addicted—everyone does.”

The three of them scavenged food from the cupboards and fridge and set it out on the counter, then grazed and nibbled, leaning comfortably against the counters. 

“What’s with this laird stuff?” Tallie asked, crunching a vinegar-flavored potato chip.

“Laird just means the owner of an estate,” Brendan said. “Sort of like an esquire in England. A laird is just below a baron, see?”

“So your dad is like royalty?” Tallie asked. “Are we supposed to curtsey?”

Brendan nearly choked on a slice of shortbread. “No, he’s just—he’s like officially recognized as the owner of a big chunk of land, with a family that goes back centuries.  McMullens have been on Doon since the Stone Age or something. My dad gets to have The Much Honored before his name, but he says that’s a load o’ dung and being a laird is more a nuisance than an honor. He’s supposed to look out for his folks—see that they have enough to eat, their fuel supply for the winter is okay, they get their pension checks, that kind of thing. The laird is expected to be a public benefactor. My great, great-grandda donated the money to build the school, back when there were still a few hundred people here, crofting or fishing—“

“Crofting?” Tallie said, puzzled.  

“A croft is a small farm, aye, right? Folks could still scrape out a living on the island back then—until World War Two came along and half the folks left to take jobs on the mainland. They never came back and gradually the island—well, it became a bit of a ghost town. We’d have died out if it wasn’t for the city folks—from Manchester and Glasgow and the like—buying up property, wanting to live off the land.”

He polished off the rest of the Irn-Bru. “The new folks had kids, so the school age population grew, and now they’ve had to reopen the old school. Only no teachers would sign up here—we’re miles from anything, the winters last forever, and sometimes the electricity goes out for days. Also, the internet only works when the satellite is passing over.” 

“Seriously?”  Shocked, Tallie tried to imagine a world without the net.

Brendan grinned. “Sort of.”

“Did you go to school here on the island?” Quinn asked.

Brendan crushed the soda can in his fist. “No, I lived in Edinburgh most of my life, ever since Mum and Da got divorced—tatties o’wer the side, as we say.”

Tallie chuckled. “Translation, please.” 

“It means like—disaster has struck, everything’s amuck.” Brendan opened a tin of sardines and began fishing out the contents with his fingers. “Mum and Rob shouldn’t ever have got married, they were both so young, only Mum was expecting me. They got divorced when I was just a wean and me and Mum lived with my grandparents. But now Mum’s remarried and me and my stepdad—well, the man’s a wanker. I’m not going back there, just let ‘em try to make me.  Not going back to school, either. Those feckin uniforms—excuse the language—and havin’ to sit at a desk  all day—not for me.”

“What do you do with yourself then?” asked Tallie, who had a soft spot for dropouts.

Brendan shrugged. “I keep busy,” he said evasively. “I have a project going—in the antiques store next door to you—belonged to my granny. Can I stay here tonight? I’d be no bother, I’d sleep on the couch. I’ve done it before.”

“Wait a minute. “Tallie said, “Done it before. Are you the one who took the key?” 

Brendan dug in his jeans pocket. He fished out a small, brass house key and deposited it in Tallie’s palm. “Guilty,” he mumbled, looking sheepish. “Anyhoo—welcome to Doon.”
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Chapter Four


Border Collie Rules: I do not care if it was yours. It’s mine.
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QUINN ALWAYS LOVED the first day of school. It was a mile long strip of white paper waiting to be written on, everything fresh and full of possibilities. She loved the first day smells: wax crayons, pencil shavings, floor varnish, apples, copier ink. She loved how the kids looked, eyes shining, skin tanned after a summer outdoors, hair freshly cut, feet thrust into new shoes. 

And it wasn’t much different on a tiny Scottish island than in an American suburban school. You had your ping-pongers—kids who bounced around with excitement, unable to sit still; you had your weepers—kids traumatized over parting with their moms; you had your pants wetters and your pukers and your pillbugs—kids so overstimulated they crawled under a desk and curled up in the fetal position—though Quinn couldn’t blame them since she sometimes felt like doing the same thing herself. 

Mopping up, hunting down dry underpants, wiping tears—it was a frantic first hour. The youngest of her students—five-year-old Molly—was so tiny her backside slipped through the toilet lid and her bottom hit the water. Quinn waited for a flood of tears, but after the initial shock Molly broke into giggles. 

Once everything was dealt with, Quinn finally got the whole class settled down on the rug in front of the room.  “Criss cross, applesauce,” she warbled, which brought a gurgle of laughter from the kids, who’d apparently never heard the expression used by American primary teachers. But they got the idea—they crossed their legs, set their hands in their laps, stopped chattering, and looked up at Quinn expectantly.

“Good morning, everyone,” she said brightly. “Let’s all . . let’s . . . “

This was the point where the reality of her situation crashed down on Quinn. She sat staring at the children as they stared back at her, suddenly feeling so dizzy she thought she might pass out. 

What was she doing here, ten thousand miles from home? 

It had all started with the breakup. Four days before she was set to marry Jonas Poindexter, he’d sent her a text.

Dear Kewpie,

I just can’t got through with it. Commitment issues. Need to do some soul searching. Sorry about the last minute and all.

Love, J.  

As casually as tossing away a worn pair of socks, Jonas had thrown away a seven year relationship and gallivanted off to the Caribbean resort where he and Quinn had planned to spend their honeymoon. leaving Quinn stuck back home, stewing in the shame of a woman jilted hours short of her nuptials and faced with the task of informing relatives, bridesmaids, and groomsmen—not to menton Jonas’s own parents!—that the wedding was off. 

Quinn was not ordinarily a drinker, but it is a universally-acknowledged truth that a jilted bride is allowed to get completely snockered on her not-happening wedding night. Trolling through the internet while guzzling wedding champagne straight from the bottle—why not—she’d already paid for it—  Quinn had spent hours obsessively checking Jonas’s Snapchat photos from the Caribbean. His soul searching was being done in the company of a young woman named Angelique who wore a bikini apparently constructed of eye patches.  Quinn pored over the photos. Sucked them dry. Bathed in her own wretchedness. Peeled the scab off her fresh wounds, knowing it was self-destructive and neurotic and pointless, but unable to help herself. At last, wrenching herself away from Jonas, she’d begun a desultory scroll through her Facebook. Somebody’s new baby. Somebody’s birthday. Somebody’s cat doing adorable things. Somebody living in London who’d posted Remote Scottish Island Seeks Teacher

Quinn had read the entire article, her imagination serving up heather and highlands, castles and kilts, bagpipes and  Braveheart—a universe away from  her own life. In a haze of champagne-induced bravado, she’d filled out the on-line application for the teaching position. Name, rank, serial number—the usual stuff—until she came to the last one: What has induced you to apply for a position teaching at Doon Island School? 

What has induced you? It was oddly worded; it sounded like Why in God’s name would you want to come here?

Because my life is stuck permanently on Pause, Quinn thought. 

Because I’m still in the same room in the same school, working with the same people as twelve years ago. Because I’m living in an apartment whose sheets still smell of my dirty, rotten, no-good ex-fiance; my closet is still crammed with the clothes he hadn’t bothered to take; my recliner bears the imprint of his behind. Every now and then she’d unearth little mementoes—a toenail clipping, a moldering jar of his favorite olives in the fridge, a Luv ya, Q!  scribbled on a Post-it whose adhesive had stuck more firmly than he had. 

Because I want to get away from everything and everybody that reminds me of him, Quinn thought, and what better place than a dot of land miles out in the Atlantic Ocean?

But you couldn’t write that on an application. Instead she typed: I am looking for new teaching challenges and a bit of an adventure. As an amateur naturalist, I am interested in studying the flora and fauna of a seacoast environment. And being fifth generation Scottish, I’ve always been fascinated with the legend and lore of Scotland. 

There was more—she couldn’t recall exactly what she’d written. What did it matter, though—probably no one would ever see her application. Her finger hovering god-like over the keyboard, she’d aimed for Delete, but at the last second, her finger had treacherously hit Send.  

By morning, in the throes of a head-gonging champagne hangover, Quinn had forgotten all about the job application.  She went about licking her wounds and sending wedding presents back and gaining twelve pounds on a diet of cream cheese brownies. Until one day in mid-summer, an email appeared in her inbox. The Doon Island School Council, impressed by Quinn’s credentials, wished to arrange a Skype interview for the position of lead teacher at Doon Island Primary School.

Still considering the whole thing a bit of a joke, Quinn had gone ahead with the interview, convinced by those stony Scottish faces—Rob McMullen had been one of the board members—that they loathed her. A week later, though, a contract had landed in her mailbox, offering her a job teaching six primary grades on Doon Island, beginning in September.

Quinn was thirty-four years old. Old enough to know herself. Know that if she didn’t accept now she never would. If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well it were done quickly. Lady Macbeth had the right idea.

She’d scribbled her name on the dotted line, sent the contract winging off into cyber space—and then was beset by an excruciating case of buyer’s remorse. If it hadn’t been for Tallie, coaxing and cajoling her—even agreeing to accompany her—Quinn would never have gone through with the whole thing. 

Now here she was, mouth dry, hands icy, guts clenched in knots, actually in front of twelve children ages five to eleven expecting her to say something. “I’m—my name is Miss Scofield,” Quinn finally managed to get out, “and I’m . . . “ 

“Why d’you talk all strange like?”  piped up Caleb, a first-grader—only they said first year here. 

“Because she’s American, ya eejit.” This from Octavia, a fifth year. Lip gloss, pierced ears, stylish leggings—ten years old going on sixteen.

Laughter bubbled out of Quinn’s tight throat. Somehow Caleb’s innocent question had broken the spell holding her self-confidence prisoner. These were just kids, after all—they weren’t going to judge her too harshly. In place of the beginning of the year speech she’d planned, Quinn simply allowed the kids to ask questions, answering as honestly as she could. Are you married? What’s your favorite food? Do you live in Hollywood? Do you have any pets? Do you know Beyonce? 

After that, Quinn read a story out loud: Benji Davies’s The Storm Whale—the perfect story for island children who could, from their playground, spot pods of migrating whales out in the bay. The morning flashed by and in the blink of an eye it was lunchtime. 

Supervising lunch hour was part of Quinn’s duties, so she headed outside along with the kids and settled down on the steps overlooking the playground. The school was two hundred years old, a solid building of variegated brick weathered to a soft buff hue. Chimneys perched on opposite sides of its steep slate roof and a satellite dish jutted anachronistically from one wall. The school sat on the highest point of land in the village, with a breathtaking view of the town and the ocean.

At least the views would have been breathtaking if it hadn’t been so overcast. It wasn’t raining, just sort of glooming—but it was mild enough that the kids—the islanders called them weans—could eat outside. The older ones gobbled their lunches in ten seconds and ran out to a level stretch of ground to play soccer—football, they called it. The younger ones draped themselves over the playground equipment, picking apart sandwiches or peeling oranges.. 

Quinn hadn’t had time to fix a lunch for herself that morning—she’d just been about to throw something together when a woman had banged on their side door, Her name was Mildred Groom, she’d announced; she was their next-door neighbor, and she’d come to welcome the new teacher with a pan of haggis. She went into an elaborate explanation on how it ought to be prepared, speaking in an accent so broad Quinn longed for a translator. The upshot had been that  Quinn had nearly been late for the first day.

Tallie suddenly appeared, a brown bag in hand. “Hope you’re hungry.”

“Starved,” Quinn said. “You’re a lifesaver.” There were times when Tallie could actually be thoughtful, Quinn thought, opening the bag to discover sliced apples sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon, two salted, peppered, hard-boiled eggs, and a sandwich filled with some sort of gelatinous brown stuff. “What is this?” she asked suspiciously.

“Marmite. Apparently Scots eat it the way we eat peanut butter. It’s made from—“
Something black and white
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