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Prologue

 


Forres, Scotland

October 2017

 


Adam Grant pushed through the door of the Red
Lion and scanned the pub until he spotted Scott Fraser in the
next-to-last booth. As he approached, Scott lifted his hand in
greeting. “I started wi’out ye.”

“I see that.” Adam dropped into the booth
across from Scott and took a sip from the pint that Scott had
ordered for him. “How are ye?”

“Fine, and yersel’?”

“No’ bad. Spent half o’ the day in meetings
about the clan gathering.”

“Have ye heard from the Brodie?”

“No’ yet. I did have a bit o’ information
from Mary Carr at the castle, though.”

Scott raised his eyebrows at Adam over the
rim of his pint. “Aye, and wha’s that?”

“Jamie Brodie is coming for the gathering.
Bringing his whole family. They’ve let the castle for a week and a
half.”

Scott grinned. “Och, Moira’ll be pleased to
hear that. She and Jamie were thick as thieves by the end o’ last
summer.”

“Mm. I’m thinkin’ young Jamie must have some
money.”

Scott considered that. “Aye. Ten days in the
castle, and six weeks in East Lodge last year? No’ exactly a
tourist budget.”

“Nor a librarian’s salary. Even in
California.” Adam shrugged. “But he doesna act the part.”

“Nae. As down to earth as you’d want, both
him and the Ferguson lad.”

Scott and Adam’s conversation moved on to
more detail about the upcoming clan gathering. They finished their
pints and headed out, saying goodbye at the pub entrance.

They didn’t notice Calum Gordon, the
disheveled man who slouched out after them, weaving slightly as he
went to his motorbike.

In the recesses of Calum Gordon’s ale-soaked
brain, an idea was forming.


Morayshire, Scotland
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I flipped on the blinker of the rented
Vauxhall wagon and turned left from the A96 onto the tree-lined
drive. In an identical vehicle behind me, my brother Kevin
followed. From the back seat of my car, my brother Jeff said, “This
is our land? I mean, not ours…”

I said, “I know what you mean. And, yes, it
is.” I slowed to allow Jeff and my sister-in-law Valerie to take in
their first view of our ancestral pile.

Brodie Castle.

My immediate family was visiting the United
Kingdom - specifically, Scotland - for two weeks. We’d landed in
Glasgow three days ago. I’d stowed the family in a hotel within
walking distance of everything; they’d seen the sights while I met
with several of my friend Fiona Mackenzie’s relatives, interviewing
them for the new book I was writing. Now we were scheduled to stay
for a week and a half here, on the opposite side of Scotland, in
the Laird’s Apartments of Brodie Castle. The castle was currently
owned by the National Trust. After the last resident laird and his
son had both died in 2003, the living quarters were remodeled into
self-catering accommodations that could sleep fourteen people.

There were eight of us. We’d have plenty of
room.

I pulled to the side of the drive, and we
clambered out of the cars. Val said, “Dave, Jeff, Kev, Jamie, line
up here. I want pictures.”

We lined up in chronological order. My dad,
Dave Brodie, retired Marine; my oldest brother, Jeff, a
veterinarian; my middle brother, Kevin, a cop; and me, an academic
librarian.

As we posed - Val kept moving around, taking
photos from different angles - I studied our significant others.
Jeff’s wife Valerie, the stereotypical farm girl. Kristen Beach,
sleek and stylish; Kevin’s wife for nine months, my fellow
librarian at UCLA for twelve years. Claudia Stratton, my dad’s lady
friend for ten months now, who’d fit into our family like a missing
puzzle piece.

And my husband, Pete Ferguson, watching in
amusement as we Brodie men followed Val’s orders.

Kristen was wandering from the drive toward
the surrounding trees, her head swiveling to and fro as she
attempted to absorb it all. I called to her, “Whaddya think?”

“It’s gorgeous. I understand why you love it
here so much.”

Pete said, “Wait ‘til it rains. You might
change your mind.”

Kristen scoffed. “Are you kidding? I spent my
first ten years of life in Seattle. I adore rain.”

Satisfied with her photos of us, Val lowered
her phone and gazed around the landscape. “Is this farmland as
fertile as it appears to be?”

I said, “I guess. I don’t know what they grow
here, though, other than grain and livestock.”

Dad said, “Come on, everyone. I’m anxious to
see the inside of this place.”

We drove to the public parking lot - the
castle was open to tourists daily in the summer - then followed the
unmarked lane that led to the back of the castle, where we found
two cars already parked. As we piled from our vehicles, a man
emerged from a door in the back wall of the castle. He was probably
around 70, wearing work pants and a sweater, a flat cap on his
head. He grinned at us crookedly. “You’ll be the Brodies,
then?”

My dad said, “That’s right. I’m Dave Brodie.”
He held his hand out to the man.

“Angus Grant.” Angus shook my dad’s hand.
“We’ll be distant cousins.”

“It’s always a pleasure to meet a cousin.
These are my sons and their spouses.”

Angus nodded to us as a group, either failing
to note or failing to care that there weren’t matching numbers of
men and women. “And a fine-looking lot, they are. Bring your things
and come with me. I’ll guide ye to your rooms.”

We gathered our luggage and followed Angus
into the castle. I’d seen pictures of the Laird’s Apartments, where
Ninian Brodie, the grandfather of the current clan chief, had lived
until his death, but I’d never been inside.

The pictures didn’t do the place justice.
Like the rest of the castle, the accommodations covered three
floors. Immediately inside the door from the parking lot, to the
left, was a tiny bathroom. The hallway leading into the rest of the
house was lined with pictures of Brodies.

The next door led into an enormous dining
room, with a table that would seat at least 16. Past the dining
room was a landing with a grandfather clock and a spiral stairwell
that twisted up to the top floor. We signed the guest book then
followed Angus through the next door into the kitchen. Pete sucked
in a breath. “Whoa.”

The kitchen was huge and fitted with every
appliance one could hope for, including a multi-oven range, and
several wooden hutches that Val was salivating over. One of them
displayed a full set of china; others held pots and pans. A
farmhouse sink occupied one corner.

Claudia said, “We can cook while we’re here,
right?”

I said, “Absolutely. That’s the idea of
self-catering.”

A small breakfast table stood in the center
of the room. It wasn’t large enough to accommodate all of us - but
that long dining room table was just down the hall. Angus opened a
closet door. “Here’ll be your laundry facilities.”

We climbed to the first floor - what we’d
call the second floor, in the States - and entered the main sitting
room. The walls were lined with art; the furnishings appeared to be
comfortable enough. Around the corner was a mini-kitchen with
another hutch holding cups and glasses; a sink, and a toaster.
Perfect for making tea and toast if one was to become peckish in
the middle of the night.

We next came to the first bedroom, with two
single beds. Angus said, “None of you’ll be staying in this room,
I’ll guess.”

We murmured agreement. He nodded sagely and
led us on to the next bedroom, which had a double bed and an
adjoining bathroom with shower stall. Dad said, “Claudia, how about
this one?”

“Yes.”

Dad and Claudia dropped their bags onto the
bed, and we continued on our tour. Next we came to another bathroom
- meant to serve the bedroom with the twin beds - that was far more
old-fashioned, with a tub, sink, and toilet. The next room was an
office, with comfortable chairs, a desk, a TV, and a terrific view
of the gardens. Angus said, “This is the room with the computer
connection. It’s dodgy throughout the rest of the apartment.”

Pete said, “Jamie, you’ll be writing in
here.”

“Yup.” I lowered my computer bag to the floor
beside the desk, and we moved on to the second floor - third floor,
to us - where the rest of the bedrooms were.

The master suite was gorgeous, with a
four-poster double bed and a seating area. Angus said, “This was
the laird’s room.”

The accompanying bathroom, once again, lacked
a shower. Kristen said, “Who wants this room?”

Pete remained silent. I knew he was hoping
for a room with a shower. Jeff and Val glanced at each other,
conferring by some sort of long-married code, and Val said, “Why
don’t you and Kev take this one?”

Kevin said, “I won’t object to that.” He and
Kristen left their bags, and we moved on.

The next two bedrooms both had twin beds. The
nearby bathroom had toy soldier wallpaper; this must have been the
kids’ area. Not that there had been kids living here for a long
time. The following bedroom also had twin beds; the last we came to
had a queen-sized bed.

Jeff, Val, Pete and I looked at each other. I
said, “Someone’s gonna have to shove twin beds together.”

Val said, “The joined twin beds will form a
king-sized, and you two occupy the most real estate. Why don’t you
take a twin room?”

Pete shrugged. “Works for me.”

Val was right. Pete was 6’4”, and I topped
out at just over 6’2”. Our combined heights were the most of any
other couple combination. Angus said, “That’s the tour, then. I’m
the caretaker for the grounds; I live just a quarter-mile down the
road, toward town as you leave the main drive. I’ll give you my
mobile number, and you can call if you need anything. Day or
night.”

Dad said, “We appreciate that.”

We all entered Angus’s cell number into our
own phones. He distributed keys to the outer door, then said
goodbye and disappeared down the stairwell. Jeff and Val helped
Pete and I rearrange the beds in the room we’d chosen, then went
back to their own room to unpack.

Pete said, “We’re sharing a bathroom with
Jeff and Val.”

“Unless we use the spare one on the floor
below us.”

“Either way, it’s a bathroom with no shower.
That’s going to present a problem.”

I turned from the wardrobe, where I was
hanging my clothes, and raised an eyebrow at him. “We don’t
have to have sex in a shower, you know.”

“I know. But if we’re not in a shower, we
have to be quiet.”

I laughed. “Everyone’s gonna have to be
quiet. Although the walls are thick.”

Pete frowned. “Maybe we can figure out how to
do it in the bathtub.”

“Uh… I don’t know about that. I don’t think
we’ll both fit.”

Pete got a gleam in his eye that I
recognized. He’d accepted the challenge. “I bet we can work
something out.”

I was saved from having to respond by Val,
who stuck her head through our open door. “Once we’re unpacked,
what’s the plan?”

I said, “We need to go into town for
groceries. Do you two want to cook tonight, or eat out?”

Val shrugged. “I don’t care. Pete?”

“Let’s cook tonight. Val, you and I should
plan menus so we can make a grocery list.”

I said, “We’ll be eating lunch most every day
in town, probably. Once the clan gathering starts, there will be
food galore.”

The other reason we were here was to attend a
Brodie Clan gathering, the first to be held in years. The
festivities would start on Saturday, in the nearby town of Forres,
so we had a few days to settle in. Brodies were attending from all
over the world, and the current clan chief - who lived abroad - was
scheduled to appear at the opening. The president of Clan Brodie of
the Americas, a guy from Tucson that my dad had met several times,
would also be there.

Dad and Claudia appeared, dressed in walking
clothes. Dad said, “We’re going exploring. Anyone want to join
us?”

Kevin and Kristen had come into the hallway
outside our room as well. Kristen said, “Absolutely. Let me change
my shoes.”

Pete and Val sat down to construct a grocery
list, and suddenly it was just Jeff and me. I said, “What do you
think?”

“It’s intensely ornate, isn’t it?”

I laughed. “Wait until you see the tourist
side of the castle. The Brodies had a taste for fine art and
antiques.”

“So why the financial problems? Why did the
old man have to sell to the National Trust?”

I spread my hands in a wide shrug. “These
Brodies had centuries of financial mismanagement behind them. I
think the last laird was property rich and cash poor. He couldn’t
afford to keep the place up anymore, so he sold to the Trust with
the understanding that he could live here for the rest of his
life.”

“How did his heirs feel about that?”

“They were wildly unhappy. The grandson, the
current clan chief, sued to get the property back, but he
lost.”

“Huh.” Jeff looked around our room. “I think
I’d have found a way to keep it.”

 


Pete and Val completed their list, and they,
Jeff, and I headed out to the Co-op in Forres. We found parking on
a side street - the Co-op was on the High Street, nearly in the
center of town - and entered the store. Pete handed me a list of
non-perishables, and Jeff and I wandered the aisles, hunting the
items. We turned the corner in our search for the spice aisle, and
I ran headlong into someone I knew.

Adam Grant was another distant cousin whom
I’d met the previous year while I’d been here on sabbatical,
writing a history of the Brodie family. He was older than me,
probably near 50, with a shock of graying red hair and a trimmed
beard.

He greeted me joyfully. “Jamie! Mary Carr at
the castle told me ye’d be here for the Gathering.” He eyed Jeff.
“Who’s this?”

“This is my oldest brother, Jeff Brodie.
Jeff, Adam Grant. He’s a town councillor.”

Jeff and Adam shook hands. Jeff asked, “Are
you related to the Angus Grant we met at the castle?”

“Aye, he’s me second cousin.” Adam grinned.
“You’ll be meetin’ lots o’ Grants this week, and we’re all related
to you.” He lifted his nearly-empty basket. “I’d better be gettin’
the messages. I’ll see the two of you soon.”

We said goodbye to Adam and located the
spices. Jeff asked, “What’s getting the messages?”

“Shopping. Messages as in a grocery list.
‘Get the milk, get the bread…’ Get the messages.”

“Is everyone in town a distant cousin?”

“No, it just seems that way. Anyone you meet
named Grant or Fraser, though - they’ll be related somehow, back in
the mists of time.”

“What about the Douglases?” Our paternal
grandmother was a Douglas; my dad’s oldest brother was Uncle Doug,
and my middle name was Douglas.

“There aren’t many around here. The Douglases
were mostly down south, along the borders. There is one ruined
castle here in Moray that was a Douglas stronghold from the 14th
century to the 15th.”

“So our great-great-grandfather Douglas
wasn’t from here?”

“No, he was from Inverness. Did you even
read my book?”

Jeff laughed, but it was a guilty laugh. “Um
- I’m still reading.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Seriously, I am. I even brought it with me.
I’ll show you.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Okay, fine. Help me
find the cinnamon.”

 


Back at the castle, we found Dad, Claudia,
Kevin, and Kristen gathered around the small table in the
ground-floor kitchen, drinking tea and eating shortbread. Dad
pushed the package towards me. “We found it in the pantry. Dig
in.”

I accepted a piece and leaned against the
wall, staying out of the way of Pete and Val as they unloaded
groceries. “What do you all want to do first tomorrow?”

Val asked, “What time is our complementary
tour of the rest of the castle?”

“In the morning, at 9:00, before the castle
opens for regular tourists.”

Dad said, “Okay, so we’ll do that first.”

Kevin said, “We want to spend some time in
the town. Soak up the atmosphere and see our great-uncle’s
plaque.”

Dad waved a shortbread cookie in the air.
“Right. Have to take pictures of that for Sarge.”

I said, “He has pictures of that. He took one
himself.” My grandfather had come with my uncle Doug to visit
Brodie Castle and Forres years ago, when I was in college. A photo
of the plaque honoring his brother, my dad’s uncle, Woody Brodie,
who’d served here in World War II, hung on his wall.

Dad grinned. “He doesn’t have pictures of me
with it.”

I laughed. “True.”

My grandfather, Ed “Sarge” Brodie, had joined
the Marines out of high school and served in the Pacific theater
during World War II. His older brother, Woodrow Wilson “Woody”
Brodie, had gone to college first for an engineering degree, then
joined the Army Air Corps as an officer. Before the U.S. had
officially entered the war, he’d been sent to Scotland to assist
the Royal Air Force in building radar installations along the
northeast coast.

While there, he’d captured a German spy, and
transported him to the air base at Forres at the request of the
RAF. He’d stayed here for a few days after, and the townspeople had
clutched him to their collective chests - a Brodie, come home, and
a hero to boot.

When the townspeople had learned last year
that I was Woody’s grand-nephew, their doors had opened wide to me.
I’d heard as many stories about Woody as I had the Brodie history
I’d come to collect. I’d been bemused by the fuss, but Pete had
found it unremarkable. He’d said, “It’s a small town. Small towns
love their heroes.”

I supposed he was right.

Pete had taken pictures of me next to the
plaque honoring Woody’s heroism, which was affixed to the stone
wall of the Town Hall. I’d emailed them to everyone in the
family.

I said, “Okay. Castle tour, then into
town.”

Val said, “Pete and I want to find the
Transition Town office and chat with those folks. There are several
of us who want to start a chapter in Oceanside.”

I glanced at Pete, who hadn’t mentioned that
to me; he returned a “why not?” shrug. Claudia said, “Transition
Town?”

Jeff said, “It’s a movement for towns to
become locally resilient and self-reliant. It started here in the
UK, and Val learned that Forres is a Transition Town.”

Pete said, “So is Santa Monica. But
Alamogordo is not.”

I said, “There you go. Another project for
you to tackle when we move.” Pete and I had built a second home in
Alamogordo, New Mexico, home of Pete’s brother, Steve. We intended
to move there in a couple of years.

Kristen said, “I want to have lunch in a
pub.”

I grinned. “That can be arranged. The Red
Lion Inn is right off of High Street. Its pub grub is
terrific.”

Dad asked, “Jamie, what time tomorrow are you
and Pete leaving for Edinburgh?”

I said, “Mid-afternoon. It’s only a
three-hour drive.” I’d promised to buy Fiona a drink as thanks for
her assistance with my latest book. I was structuring the content
around the Mackenzie family. Fiona had provided me with nearly a
hundred documents and introduced me to her father and uncles in
Glasgow, all of whom had been delighted to discuss family history
with me. I had hours of recordings to transcribe from my phone,
which I hoped to finish while we were at the castle.

Val said, “Perfect. We’ll come back here
after lunch, and you guys can head to Edinburgh while the rest of
us...rest.”

Pete and Val finished unloading groceries and
started figuring out how to take advantage of the multi-oven range
and all the pots and pans provided. Kristen declared that she was
going for a long soak in the deep bathtub next to their room.
Claudia said she was ready for a nap. Dad and Jeff went to the
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