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         It is a truth universally acknowledged that an American girl spending the summer in the UK must be in want of romance.

         
         Not this girl, though.

         
         It’s something I keep trying to impress on the strangers who chat me up in the airport and on the plane.

         
         “Ohhh,” a woman holding a sleeping baby says to me at the terminal. “You’re spending the entire summer in Edinburgh? That’s amazing.
            You’ll have so many adventures there.” And by “adventures,” it’s clear she means flings.
         

         
         “I’ll actually be too busy with work,” I reply. When her face falls, I add, “But I’m still excited!”

         
         And I am. So excited. I’ve also been awake for far too long. Sleep? I don’t know her. It’s amazing what a little caffeine
            and a lot of adrenaline will do to combat jet lag.
         

         
         My flight to Edinburgh from Milwaukee (by way of Chicago) is an overnight and I have the red eyes to prove it. I power through customs and figure out the tram situation by reminding myself that I’m here to not only meet, but work for, my hero, Margaret MacIntyre.
         

         
         Hey, I want to tell my fellow small talkers. I don’t need your adventure or your romance. Not when I have one of the greatest living novelists of our time. But people don’t generally appreciate this attitude. My own parents think I’m deranged. They offered to come along with me
            so we could do touristy things together. Thankfully I sidestepped that potential for disaster by telling them I really need
            to focus on work this summer.
         

         
         Unfortunately, there was a mix-up when booking my flight here, which means I’m arriving with only a couple of hours to spare
            before I meet Margaret MacIntyre for the first time. It’s fine. I’m fine. I work great under pressure. Including the pressure
            to get from the airport to the flat I’ll be living in this summer, arranged for me by Margaret’s former assistant.
         

         
         It’s fine. I am fine.
         

         
         At least I am until I get on the tram and activate my new international SIM card and I see that I have three missed calls
            and twelve new texts. All from the same two numbers. Two numbers I should block.
         

         
         My thumb hovers, ready to do just that. Instead, I send my parents a quick text telling them I’ve arrived and all is well. Then I slip my phone away to take in my first views of Scotland. The sky is gray, but not in a gloomy, I-want-to-stay-inside-and-succumb-to-ennui way. Rather, it feels like I’m a heroine in a gothic novel. I imagine myself walking the moors clad in a long dress that gets swept up in the wind, while a tortured yet gorgeous man watches me with longing. 

         
         I may have been reading Wuthering Heights on the plane. And when I wasn’t doing that, I may have been watching Pride & Prejudice for the five hundredth time.
         

         
         We approach a station, and I double-check the emailed instructions to ensure this is where I’m supposed to get off. I somehow
            manage to strap on my oversized backpack and roll my gigantic suitcase off the train without beaning any of the other passengers.
            It’s more of an accomplishment than one would think, considering my backpack is barely smaller than I am.
         

         
         I follow my GPS from the York Place tram station, glancing in store windows as I trudge along. Buttery shortbread calls to
            me from one shop; knitted sweaters beckon from another. As tempting as it is to drop my bags and spend all the money I have
            yet to earn, I stay focused and finally reach a corner restaurant with rich burgundy trim and gold lettering that says The
            High Road Pub. I look at the address on the little white sign stuck to the stone exterior. Then I consult the instructions
            with the address of my flat. I imagine myself making a bed out of tables sticky from beer and check the address again.
         

         
         An elderly man with twinkling eyes comes outside to wipe down tables and rearrange salt and pepper shakers and small bottles of vinegar. 

         
         “You look lost, lass,” he says.

         
         “I feel pretty lost,” I admit. “I’m supposed to be staying here this summer, but—”

         
         “Ah, Hannah Grant, you’ve arrived. Shame you’re seeing Edinburgh for the first time on such a dreary day.” He beams at me
            before shouting through the open pub door, “Eileen, our new lodger is here.”
         

         
         A woman with short gray hair wearing an apron comes out and claps her hands together. “You must be Hannah,” she says warmly.

         
         I extend a hand to shake hers. “I am. Thanks so much for having me.”

         
         “This is my wife, Eileen,” the man says in an accent so thick I find myself leaning toward him to catch every word, “and I’m
            William, but you can call me Bill.”
         

         
         Eileen leads me to the back of the bustling pub, where she pushes aside a curtain, revealing a stairway that leads to a back
            door and second floor.
         

         
         “This is all locked up and secure, love, no minding that. This here’s your key. If the pub’s closed, use this back door. You can also use it if you want to avoid all those steamboated eejits in there,” she says, handing me a comically large key chain that says “There’s nae place like hame.” “William and I are down the hall in our own wing. You’ll have a bedroom and a WC all to yourself. The view out your window is to the back alley, but if you squint, you’ll see some trees in the distance. Behind that is the Palace of Holyroodhouse.” 

         
         She unlocks a door and ushers me inside my home for the summer. The walls are papered with white and blue flowers. It’s worn,
            but cheerful. My bed is a single, with a white duvet. There’s a nightstand, an armoire, and a small desk. Through an open
            door, I can see a toilet, pedestal sink, and a shower.
         

         
         “This is perfect,” I say. And it truly is. Because it’s not just cheerful, it’s all mine.

         
         This is so different from my house back in Wisconsin, crammed full of miscellaneous furniture and knickknacks. My parents
            love nothing more than souvenirs. They’re singlehandedly keeping the snow globe and mug industries alive in the US. This may
            be sparse, but it’s homey, and I like the change.
         

         
         “I’ll leave you to get unpacked, dear. Dinnae hesitate to call out if you need anything,” Eileen says. “We’re so happy to
            have you.”
         

         
         I put my backpack on the bed and catch a glimpse of the clock on the nightstand. Oh god, how could I have lost track of the
            time?!
         

         
         “I’m supposed to be at Margaret MacIntyre’s in an hour and a half,” I say, unable to keep my voice from sounding frantic. “Can you tell me how to get there? How long will it take?” 

         
         Eileen gives me a reassuring pat. “It’s close, no worries there. Bill’s got to deliver her early dinner anyway. He’ll drop
            you off.” She closes the door behind her and I’m alone.
         

         
         I’m alone. In another country. About to become an assistant to my hero.
         

         
         I use my nervous energy to unpack my things and take a quick shower without wetting my hair.

         
         Unfortunately, when I look in the mirror, my reflection doesn’t scream “serious literary protégé.” I put on the reading glasses
            I barely need and a cardigan to look more academic.
         

         
         I’m not ashamed to say I am fully desperate for Margaret MacIntyre to like me. I’ve been watching and reading every interview
            she’s ever given, trying to determine which parts of my personality to accentuate and which to hide. I’ve learned the hard
            way that my sense of humor isn’t for everyone. My cousin Willa once compared me to black licorice—A lot of people can’t stand it. But the people who do love it are obsessed.

         
         Kind of a weird thing to say to a twelve-year-old, now that I think about it.

         
         But Margaret writes prickly heroines that still manage to be endearing, so I’m hoping she’ll see the best in me too.

         
         I lock my door behind me, trot down the stairs, and look for Bill. I spot him in the middle of a sea of people all wearing the same jersey, all singing a song that’s unintelligible to my American ears but sounds fun. I stretch my hand above me in an attempt to get his attention. Unfortunately, my five-foot-nothing frame doesn’t do me any favors. 

         
         “Sorry, love,” Eileen says, thrusting a heavy, foil-covered platter into my hands. “These bampots just showed up and they’re
            thirsty. You’ll have to take the bus instead. The thirty-five bus stops right out front. Maggie’s house is only four stops
            down. Look for the green door. Trust me, you can’t miss it.”
         

         
         “Oh, okay, that’s . . .” I adjust the messenger bag I bought specifically for this job so I can carry what I assume is Margaret
            MacIntyre’s early dinner. I go over the directions Eileen has just given me again. “Four stops on the bus and the—”
         

         
         “Aye, the green door,” she says, ushering me through the pub, which is getting busier by the minute.

         
         As I wait for the bus, praying I don’t mess up and get myself fired, I calm myself by thinking back to when I first fell in
            love with Margaret’s writing.
         

         
         I was thirteen and had read pretty much everything in the school library’s fiction section. While sitting at a table, reading
            The Hunger Games for the tenth time, my favorite librarian handed me a slip of paper with a list of titles written on it.
         

         
         I think you’re ready to meet Margaret MacIntyre, she said with a smile. You’ll have to ask your parents to buy her books or pick them up at the public library since we only stock middle grade and YA here, but she’s my favorite author. She changed my life. Something tells me she’ll change yours.

         
         The librarian was right—Margaret MacIntyre’s books cast a spell over me.

         
         It isn’t just that her prose is poetic yet accessible. It isn’t that her characters are so fleshed out, you forget they’re
            fictional. It’s that reading her books makes you feel seen, from the surface to the depth of your soul—the parts you’re afraid
            to show people, the parts you’re afraid make you unlovable.
         

         
         I started writing fiction the day I finished my first MacIntyre book. A few years later, I read an interview where she said,
            “I knew I was a writer the day a writer I revered told me I was one.”
         

         
         From then on, I had very specific goals:

         
         
            	To meet Margaret MacIntyre

            	To hear her say, “You’re a writer.”

            	To get my degree in Creative Writing

            	To publish a novel

            	To keep publishing novels until I die

         

         The bus pulls up and I get on, then freeze when I realize I left my cash in my backpack back at the pub. I’m not sure if Apple Pay works here, and I can’t google to check since my hands are wrapped around the food I’m delivering. I lurch to the side and barely manage to keep my balance. “I’m sorry, I . . . I’ll just.” Just what? Offer the driver Margaret’s dinner? 

         
         “American,” the driver mutters under his breath. “Where are ya heading?”

         
         “Um, four stops? I don’t know the street name.” That’s when I spot the contactless payment reader. I can use my phone. Theoretically.
            But there’s no way for me to pull it out of my back pocket while holding the platter, and I can’t risk spilling that all over
            the bus. Clenching my teeth with embarrassment, I tilt my hip toward the reader and pray that it’ll scan through my jeans.
         

         
         It doesn’t, of course. I try again, this time making full contact with the scanner.

         
         The bus driver shakes his head and sighs. “Just take a seat.” The subtext is clear: Please stop rubbing your butt against
            the equipment.
         

         
         I thank him profusely and, face burning, take a seat close to the front so I don’t have to look at the other passengers who
            just watched a weird American girl try to twerk against the card reader. Just four stops, I tell myself, eyes fixed on the screen that lists the stop names. After the third stop, I balance the tray in my lap, press
            the red button on the pole next to me, and when the bus pulls up to the curb, do my best to exit in a dignified manner.
         

         
         Once I’m on the sidewalk, I take a deep breath. Okay, time for a fresh start. Everything is going to be fine. I make my way down a quiet street lined with buildings made of sandstone and limestone, in search of a green door. It takes me no time to find it and I immediately understand why Eileen said I can’t miss it. The buildings, all connected, have the same white-ish rectangular front doors with the same semicircle window overtop. All, except for one. 

         
         Just when I thought I couldn’t admire her more, Margaret MacIntyre’s house features a gothic door the color of jade. Even
            better? There are adorable Highland cow faces made of brass and the knockers are brass rings through the cows’ noses. Balancing
            the tray with one hand, I knock, hoping whatever I’m carrying is still cold or hot or whatever it’s supposed to be.
         

         
         The door swings open and I am face-to-face with the person who changed my life.

         
         “Margaret MacIntyre,” I say, in complete shock. The tray slips from my hands and lands on her front step with a clatter. My now-empty hands fly to my mouth.
         

         
         But Margaret MacIntyre opens her arms and says, “You must be my assistant all the way from America.”

         
         I open my arms too and I am hugging one of the greatest modern novelists of my time. Of all time.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry about your dinner,” I tell her, my cheek tickled by her wiry black hair. I stoop to pick up the tray.

         
         “Now my potatoes are mashed and smashed,” she says with a laugh that could light up the dreary sky. She pulls back and takes a look at me. “Well, Hannah Grant, I hope you’re ready to work.” 

         
         “I’m ready,” I promise, already certain this is going to be the greatest summer of my entire life.
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         I spend two glorious hours in Margaret’s company. She shares her dinner of hearty steak-and-ale pie and a side of mashed (now
            smashed) potatoes with me, and we talk about books and music and travel and life.
         

         
         My main job as her assistant this summer is as simple as it is real: to make sure she writes. If I see her spending too much
            time scrolling through Instagram Reels, I’m supposed to bring her a cup of tea and some candy and take her phone away. I literally
            cannot imagine doing such a thing, but she made me swear on a copy of Anne of Green Gables that I would. Her new book jumps around in time, which means my other responsibilities will be continuity and research, so
            she isn’t slowed down by details. I’m so excited I can hardly breathe.
         

         
         “This has been a delight,” Margaret tells me as she walks me to the door. “Tomorrow, we work.”

         
         “I can’t wait,” I tell her, beaming.

         
         Penniless and poundless without my wallet—and uncertain whether my Apple Pay works internationally—I decide to walk rather than risk another bus ride. I’m on such a high, I’m certain I could float back to the pub. 

         
         It’s so strange, feeling this way and having no one to talk to about my day. The streets of Edinburgh are alive with commuters
            staring at their phones, trying to make it to their next destinations: groups of friends holding on to one another and laughing,
            families going to dinner. A pang of loneliness hits me as I weave between them all. I pull out my own phone, expecting to
            see more missed calls, more messages. When nothing new is there, I can’t decide whether I’m relieved or depressed. I roll
            my shoulders back and resolve not to let anything I’ve left behind in Milwaukee ruin what has been an imperfectly perfect
            day in Scotland.
         

         
         I don’t need any of them. This summer is about me, I tell myself as I reach the corner where the sign for The High Road becomes visible. I’m so eager to tell someone about my
            magical afternoon with Margaret, I’m sort of hoping Bill or Eileen will have time to chat with me.
         

         
         The High Road in the evening is a completely different vibe from the afternoon. Eileen and Bill are nowhere to be seen, replaced
            instead with younger staff, and the crowd is decidedly less Let’s put on a Tom Jones record and more Have you heard the latest Chappell Roan?

         
         One group in particular catches my attention. There’s a muscular, attractive Black man confidently wearing a tank top that says “I’m cool, but I cry a lot,” and a white girl with long dark hair that looks magenta when the light hits it, who’s laughing uproariously. She’s clutching the arm of a tall guy with copper hair and a bemused smile. I’m mesmerized by their energy and don’t even realize I’m standing in the way of anyone until I feel a bump behind me and something wet sloshes onto my back. 

         
         “Ohmygod, I’m so sorry,” a horrified English voice says.

         
         I turn around and see a South Asian girl, who looks about my age and is so gorgeous she deserves her own Sephora line.

         
         “No, it’s my fault,” I insist. “I was standing here like an eejit, I mean idiot.” The word slipped out before I realized what I was saying. You’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, I remind myself. You do not get to use Scottish slang.

         
         The girl’s face turns from apologetic to delighted in an instant. “I found an American,” she yells to the group I was staring
            at.
         

         
         “Why’d you pour your drink on her, then?” the muscular guy asks. He waves me over. “Come here so we can apologize on Bethany’s
            behalf and pick your brain.”
         

         
         “Please come talk to us,” the girl I’ve just learned is named Bethany says. “Callum is obsessed with America, and I owe you
            a pint as an apology.”
         

         
         I wonder if Callum is the muscular guy or the copper-haired guy with the smirk. Before I know it, I’m seated at a table with a beer in front of me while Bethany is retreating to the bar to get another one. The other three approach the table, looking at me expectantly. I feel like I’m in a zoo. 

         
         “Hi,” I say with an awkward wave.

         
         “She’s adorable,” the girl with the magenta hair coos.

         
         “She’s better than adorable,” the copper-haired guy says. “She looks like she could’ve been a pinup girl in the nineteen fifties.”

         
         “Not tonight,” Magenta-Hair says, hitting him in the arm. “Take one night off, I beg of you.”

         
         Oh, he is trouble.

         
         “I just want to hear her talk all night so I can appreciate her accent,” the muscular guy says. “I want to know how many times
            she’s been to Universal Studios and if she’s ever seen the Grand Canyon.”
         

         
         The copper-haired smooth talker takes the seat beside me. His jawline is ridiculous.

         
         “Stop talking about her like she’s not here,” he says. I’ve never been quite sure what “plummy” means, but I’m pretty sure
            it applies to his English accent. In fact, none of them sound Scottish. At least, not to my untrained ear.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I agree, turning to him. “Stop talking about ‘her’ like she’s not here.”

         
         The other two laugh and I’m not sure why it’s quite so funny that I called him out on his hypocrisy. Meanwhile, the girl who bumped into me, Bethany, returns and sits on the other side of me. “Have you lot been raised in a barn? Introduce yourselves!” 

         
         “I’m Callum.” The guy in the tank top reaches his hand out to shake mine. He nudges the girl with magenta hair. “That’s Mhairi.
            The girl who spilled on you is Bethany.”
         

         
         “I’m Hannah,” I say. There’s a pause. I jut a thumb at the guy beside me. “Does he not have a name or is he just not worth
            knowing?”
         

         
         The shriek of laughter that comes from the other three is contagious, but I manage to keep a straight face, mostly because
            I have no idea what’s so funny. I take a sip of beer. It’s quite hoppy and I’m not normally a beer drinker, but I am legal here. When in Scotland, et cetera.
         

         
         I turn to the nameless guy. “And you are . . . ?”

         
         “Finn,” he says, scrutinizing me so intensely, I wonder if I have something on my face. I lick my lips in case there’s foam
            on them and catch his eye for just a millisecond. He flashes me a knowing look and raises one eyebrow.
         

         
         I have half a mind to scooch my chair farther away from him and half a mind to scooch it closer.

         
         “What are you doing in Edinburgh?” Mhairi asks. She’s fidgety and energetic. She hasn’t stopped playing with the container
            of sugar packets since we all sat down.
         

         
         “I have a job here. I just arrived today.”

         
         “No wonder you looked so lost, standing there in the middle of the pub,” Bethany says sympathetically.

         
         “Yes, aren’t you lucky Bethany spilled on you,” Finn says to me. “Or are we the lucky ones?”
         

         
         I roll my eyes as if I’m irritated by the cheesy innuendo. But the truth is, my heart is racing.

         
         “Finally, someone immune to your charms,” Mhairi practically sings.

         
         Despite the player energy from Finn, I do feel lucky to be brought into a group of people right when I was feeling alone.

         
         “I’m here for the summer,” I explain to the rest of the group, deliberately ignoring Finn. The only way to deal with a player
            is to ignore him.
         

         
         “Don’t you love the way she says ‘summer’?” Callum asks Mhairi, hitting the hard r sound. “If she says ‘y’all’ next, I’ll die.”
         

         
         “Not likely,” I say with a laugh. “I’m from Milwaukee, not the south. And I thought being American was out of fashion these
            days.”
         

         
         “Darling, no.” Callum shakes his head emphatically. “America has got a lot of things wrong, but do you know what it’s gotten
            right?” He starts counting off on his fingers. “Pop girlies, enormous shopping malls, Disney Gays—”
         

         
         “Gas-guzzling SUVs,” Finn says dryly. “Manipulative pharmaceutical ads on television. Confusing cash notes that are all the
            same color. Jake Paul.”
         

         
         Is he negging me? Like some wannabe pickup artist?
         

         
         Callum glares at Finn, then continues. “Ensemble sitcoms that run for more than two years, podcasts about reality shows about reality stars who have been in more than one reality show—” 

         
         “Someone, please shut him up,” Bethany cries dramatically.
         

         
         Mhairi begins throwing sugar packets at Callum, and he catches every single one while saying, “Hannah, if I give you money,
            can you get me kitschy American souvenirs I can decorate my house with?”
         

         
         “My own house is full of them,” I tell him. “I’ll just send you the ones my parents collect.”

         
         Callum gasps so dramatically, the entire table laughs.

         
         Finn leans in so close, his breath moves my hair. “Now look what you’ve done.”

         
         I turn my head and try to ignore the swoop my stomach does when I stare into his hazel eyes. “I find him delightful. You, on the other hand . . .”
         

         
         He sits up and looks at me expectantly. “I’m what? Go on, you can say it.”

         
         “You’re a rapscallion,” I tell him, and take a sip of beer.

         
         “A rapscallion?” Finn gives me a wry smile. “Does every American girl talk like my nan?”
         

         
         I blame the word choice on the series of historical romances I read to get through senior year.

         
         “Definitely. Nan-core is the new thing,” I say blithely. “I bet she’d be really popular in America.”

         
         The table is now staring at us. Shit, did I say something wrong? Maybe Finn’s grandma just died or something. To break the awkwardness, I ask, “How do you all know each other? From school? You’re not Scottish, right?” 

         
         Mhairi snort-laughs into her pint.

         
         “Yeah,” Bethany says, exchanging looks with the others. “We go to uni together, but . . .”

         
         “But what?” I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something. An inside joke or a secret. It’s starting to make me self-conscious.

         
         “But that’s it,” Finn says, cutting her off. “It’s summer holiday, and those three rented a flat in Edinburgh for fun. They
            let me crash there when I get too sloshed.”
         

         
         It sounds reasonable, but the cagey way he says it makes me think it’s not entirely true.

         
         “The real reason the three of us got a flat here for the summer,” Bethany says meaningfully, “is because our main job is to keep that one”—she nods at Finn—“out of trouble.”
         

         
         “There’s no trouble here,” Finn says, stretching his arms out and casually resting one on the back of my chair.

         
         “Oh please,” I say, lifting his arm off and giving it back to him. “Does this act ever really work for you?”

         
         There’s that look again between them.

         
         “This has literally never happened before,” Bethany says to Callum and Mhairi.

         
         “Is it possible that Americans are immune to Finn?” Callum asks.

         
         “We know that isn’t true. But maybe it’s a Midwestern thing,” Mhairi says thoughtfully.
         

         
         I am absolutely missing something crucial. Or jet lag is finally taking its toll. A song comes on and Callum, Mhairi, and
            Bethany all suddenly squeal.
         

         
         “I need to dance,” Callum insists.
         

         
         Maybe the only thing I’m missing is that Finn really is a rapscallion. A rogue. A rake. Some other term from this century
            that means he leaves messes for his friends to clean up. Well, I’ve sworn off relationships so no danger here.
         

         
         Of course, that doesn’t mean I might not try to torture him a little. For my own amusement.

         
         “Go dance,” I tell them. “I’ll make sure your friend doesn’t get into trouble.”

         
         They don’t hesitate to run away, despite the clear lack of a dance floor. They find an area big enough to do some choreographed
            moves that are surprisingly good. Instead of getting annoyed, other patrons slowly join in on the fun.
         

         
         “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing,” Finn says. There’s a hint of irritation that makes me want to laugh. “Plenty
            of girls have tried this angle. It never works.”
         

         
         “What angle?” I’m growing a bit tired of all these cagey comments, and can’t keep a note of exasperation out of my voice.
         

         
         He stares at me for a long moment, then his face softens into the first genuine smile I’ve seen from him. A strange feeling of warmth spreads through my chest while warning bells ring in my head. The last thing I need this summer is a distraction, no matter how handsome he is. I have a tendency to catch feelings when I shouldn’t. This is the worst type of guy to catch feelings for. It’s time to change the subject. “So you’re not a dancer?” I say, nodding at his friends. 

         
         “I’m supposed to stick to the Viennese waltz,” he says dryly. “Family policy, you know.”

         
         “Your family has a policy on dancing? Are you some weird cult?”

         
         “In a sense. So tell me, American Hannah. What brings you to a country you know nothing about?”

         
         “Who says I know nothing about Scotland?” Truth be told, I don’t, beyond Margaret MacIntyre, Outlander, Macbeth, a little Robbie Burns, and whatever I read in my travel book.
         

         
         “Call it a hunch. I’m genuinely curious why you’re here.”

         
         I consider my answer while I look over the crowd. There’s a high-top populated with men in suits who are giving a group of
            women the once-over. Some elderly men, all sporting white beards and flat caps, are laughing uproariously at a story one of
            them is telling. Meanwhile, Finn’s friends are now doing a dance I vaguely recognize from TikTok.
         

         
         I may not be Scottish, and I may have the beginning tugs of homesickness—despite everything I want to leave behind—but I don’t feel out of place here, which is why I settle on the undressed truth. 

         
         “I’m here because I need the author I admire most in the world to read my work and tell me I’m a writer so that I can go to college in the fall, become an English major, and pursue the rest of the life I’ve already
            got planned out.”
         

         
         “And that author lives in Edinburgh,” Finn says. I nod. “What happens if the writer is an absolute knob—”

         
         “She’s not.”

         
         “What happens if the non-knob writer doesn’t comply? Then the rest of your life . . . ?”

         
         I’d never even considered it not happening as a possibility. In my experience, you make a plan, and then you execute that
            plan. I meet his gaze and hold it. My control of my tongue slips and the words fall out of me. “I don’t know what happens.
            But I’m scared to find out.”
         

         
         Finn looks thoughtful. He puts his palms out. “Give me your hands.”

         
         “Why?” I ask, guarded.

         
         “Are all Americans so difficult? Come on, Marilyn Monroe. Hands,” he commands, shaking his head. The waves of his copper hair
            shake back and forth. I swear they’re calling me a chicken.
         

         
         I put my hands in his and try not to shiver from their warmth. To hide my reaction, I quip, “Your hands are really soft. Do you get regular manicures?” 

         
         “Of course I do.” Instead of pulling away, he holds my hands a little firmer, though not unpleasantly so, and examines my
            nails. They’re currently painted red with white polka dots. “Though clearly I need to change manicurists because whoever’s
            doing yours is putting mine to shame.”
         

         
         “I paint them myself,” I tell him, mostly because I’m afraid if I change the subject, he’ll let go of me. Perhaps he is in
            fact a rapscallion, but he’s also magnetic. Who is this guy? What’s his story? He gives my hands a little shake.
         

         
         “Hannah. Pay attention. This is important.”

         
         I laugh. “All right, Finn. Change my life.”

         
         “You are already a writer,” he tells me gravely.

         
         Whatever I could have imagined him saying, I never would’ve come up with that. I roll my eyes and pull my hands away. “Sorry,
            it doesn’t work that way. It can’t just be some random British guy in a pub who tells me that. It has to be someone with authority.”
         

         
         “Maybe I’m not ‘random.’ Maybe I do have authority. Or maybe this is all nonsense and the only person who needs to tell you
            you’re a writer is you.”
         

         
         Finn’s friends return in a flurry of hand gestures and shaking of phones and words I can’t quite make out.

         
         “Just calm down,” Finn tells them, but he looks rattled.

         
         “What’s going on?” I ask. Did an angry ex-girlfriend storm in? Or does he owe someone money? Finn gives off rich-kid vibes, but you never know. 

         
         “We have to go now,” Bethany insists. “We’ve been spotted.”
         

         
         “We have to leave, like, five minutes ago,” Mhairi adds.

         
         I look at their concerned faces. “Are you all fugitives? Are the cops after you?”

         
         No one’s paying attention to me and they’re all talking on top of each other. I hear Bethany say something about a backdoor
            exit, to which Callum makes a joke that gets a snort out of both Finn and Mhairi.
         

         
         “If you’re looking for a way out, I know one,” I tell them. “I actually live here. Upstairs, I mean. I can show you the door
            I use.” They all start thanking me at the same time, but I cut them off. “But only if you promise me I’m not going to be,
            like, questioned by the police later or something.” I can see the headline now: “Jet-Lagged American Helps Wanted Criminals
            Escape from Pub.”
         

         
         The chattering stops as they appear to have a silent conversation.

         
         “I still follow my toxic ex on Snapchat,” Callum finally says to me, pocketing his phone. “The little map says he’s headed
            this way, and I simply cannot.”
         

         
         “No problem.” I stand up, well-versed on the topic of toxic exes. “Follow me.”

         
         I lead them toward the back hallway and point out the door Eileen told me to use when the pub’s closed.

         
         Callum, Mhairi, and Bethany each give me a hug as they exit one by one. Finn stops in front of me. I wonder if he’s going to give me a hug too. For a split second, I wonder if he’s going to live up to his reputation and try and kiss me. He doesn’t. 

         
         “You’re a lifesaver,” he says. “The best thing to come out of America since the cheesesteak sandwich.”

         
         “And you’re the one girls are supposed to find irresistible?”

         
         He looks as though he’s about to say something else, then shakes his head.

         
         “See you around, rapscallion,” I call after him and close the door before he can reply. It’s a throwaway line because I never
            expect to see that guy again. And I’m certain that’s for the best.
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         Not being a morning person, I’ve never actually leaped out of bed before. I certainly didn’t expect to do so when I’m fighting
            the effects of jet lag. But I’m on a high from my adventures yesterday—bonding with my favorite author, flirting with a boy,
            albeit one I’ll never seen again—and can’t wait to see what today holds.
         

         
         I shower, fight my hair that really wants to give in to the natural humidity here, and end up sticking it on top of my head
            in a messy bun. At the very least, it gives a few more inches to my less-than-impressive height.
         

         
         Once I’m dressed, I head to the private little kitchen where Eileen and Bill are having tea and toast.

         
         “There’s the lass,” Bill says. “How are you faring so far?”

         
         “Pretty well, I think,” I say as Eileen sets a plate of toast and preserves in front of me. I tell them about meeting Margaret for the first time and the responsibilities I’ll have this summer. The scene is so domestic, I feel a pang of guilt that I haven’t called my parents yet. I’m just not sure what sort of mood I’ll find them in, and I’m not ready to get sucked back into their drama. 

         
         My parents got pregnant with me on their second date and decided to “do the right thing” and get married before I was born.
            They also got married before realizing that they don’t like each other very much. My mom vents to me about my dad, my dad
            vents to me about my mom, and any time I suggest they take some time apart, they look aghast and say, You want to break up our family?

         
         When I got the chance to spend the summer in Edinburgh, I didn’t even hesitate.

         
         I arrive at Margaret’s door ten minutes early and debate sitting on a nearby bench versus knocking on those adorable brass
            Highland cows. Deciding that being early shows initiative, I take ahold of the ring through one of the cow’s noses and knock.
            There’s scuttling behind the door and I hear her voice holler, “Just give me a wee second,” followed by more scuttling. Eventually,
            the door swings open.
         

         
         The Margaret I met yesterday was put together. The Margaret before me now is scattered, at best. Her black hair is sticking
            out at all ends; her cheeks are flushed; the buttons on her blouse aren’t through the correct loops. Seeing her this way feels
            wrong, like spying or something, so I look down. She has only one sock on.
         

         
         Either she slept late and was rushing this morning or I’ve committed “coitus interruptus,” and she has a partner waiting for her in the bedroom. 

         
         Please don’t let it be the second scenario, I swear to myself. I am not emotionally prepared for that kind of awkwardness with
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