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      chapter 1

      SOME PEOPLE are born with the gift of friendship. Some achieve it. And then you have people like me, who have friendship thrust
         upon them.
      

      Believe me, there’s no one happier about that than I am—in fact, I probably wouldn’t be alive right now without it—but it
         wasn’t always that way. My name is Lindsay Margaret Eithne MacPhail, and because my dad is a Scottish earl, that makes my
         mother a countess and me, a lady.
      

      I know. Stop laughing.

      To my friends I’m simply Mac. If you call me Lady Lindsay, I’ll think you’re (1) being pretentious or (2) announcing me at
         a court ball, and since none of my friends are likely to do either, let’s keep it Mac between us, all right?
      

      On the night it all began, I was sitting in the dark, deserted computer lab, waiting for the digital clock on the monitor
         to click over: 11:00.
      

      “Carrie?” I settled the headphones more comfortably and leaned toward the microphone pickup.

      “All right?” Her familiar voice came over Skype and I smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. She sounded like sleepovers
         and mischief and long walks through the woods and heath. Like rain and mist and Marmite on toast. She sounded like home.
      

      “Yeah.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. I’d chosen to come to Spencer Academy for the fall term instead of going back to
         St. Cecelia’s. I’d hounded my mother and, when that didn’t work, my dad, so I had no business being homesick. Besides, being
         all weepy just wasted precious minutes. Carrie had to leave for school, and I had to sneak back up to the third floor without
         the future Mrs. Milsom, our dorm mistress, catching me after lights-out.
      

      “Only two weeks to go until you’re home,” Carrie said. “I’m already planning all the things we’re goin’ tae do. Anna Grange
         has a new flat in Edinburgh and she says we can come crash anytime we like. Gordon and Terrell canna wait to see you—they
         want to take us to a new club. And—”
      

      “Hang on.” How to put this? “I haven’t actually decided what I’m doing over the holidays. There’s a lot going on here.”

      Silence crackled in my headset. “Don’t talk rubbish. You always come home. Holidays are the only time I ever get tae see you—not
         tae mention all your friends. What do you mean, a lot going on?”
      

      “Things to do, people to see,” I said, trying to soften the blow. “Mum wants me in London, of course, since she hasn’t had
         me for nearly three months. And I have invitations to Los Angeles and New York.”
      

      “From who?”

      “A couple of the girls here.”

      The quality of the silence changed. “And these girls—they wouldna be the ones splashed all over Hello! last month, would they? At some Hollywood premiere or other?”
      

      “As it happens, yes. I told you all about it when that issue came out.”

      She made a noise in her throat that could have been disgust or sheer disparagement of my taste. “That’s fine, then. If you’d
         rather spend your vay-cay-shun wi’ your Hollywood friends, it’s nowt to do wi’ me.”
      

      “Carrie, I haven’t said I’d go. I just haven’t made up my mind.”

      As changeable as a sea wind, her temper veered. “You’ve got tae come. We’re all dying to see you. I saw your dad in the village
         and he invited all of us over as soon as you got home.”
      

      “Did he?”

      “I know. I didna think he’d even remember who I was, but he stopped me in the door of the chip shop and told me I was tae
         come. He sounded so excited.”
      

      This did not sound like my dad, who wasn’t exactly a recluse, but wasn’t in the habit of accosting random teenagers in chip
         shops, either, and inviting them up to the house. She was probably having me on. I had a lot of practice in peering behind
         Carrie’s words for what she really wanted. In this case, it was simple. She was my friend, and friends wanted to be with each
         other.
      

      The problem was, I had more friends now than I used to. Besides the ones at Strathcairn and in London, there were the ones
         here at Spencer. And lately, Carly, Shani, Lissa, and Gillian were turning out to be solid—more so than any friends I’d had
         before.
      

      Awkward.

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I figure out what I’m doing,” I told Carrie. “I’ve got to go. The Iron Maiden stalks the halls.”

      Carrie laughed. “Love the pic you sent wi’ yer camera phone. What a horror. Who would marry her?”

      “The bio prof, apparently. The wedding’s set for New Year’s Eve to take advantage of some tax benefit or other.”

      “How bleedin’ romantic.”

      There was another Christmas wedding in the works, but I hadn’t heard much about it lately. Carly Aragon’s mum was supposed
         to marry some lad she’d met on a cruise ship, much to Carly’s disgust. I could relate, a little. If my mother was going to
         marry a man who looked like a relic from an eighties pop band, I’d be a little upset, too. So far Carly was refusing to be
         a bridesmaid, and the big day was sneaking up on her fast.
      

      “I’ll call you over the weekend.”

      “I might be busy.”

      “Then I’ll call Gordon and Terrell. I know they love me.”
      

      She blew me a raspberry and signed off. Still smiling, I laid the headphones on the desk and got up.

      And froze as a thin, dark shape moved in the doorway. The lights flipped on.

      I blinked and squinted as Ms. Tobin stared me down. “I thought I heard voices. Is someone here with you?” I shook my head.
         “You do realize, Lady Lindsay, that lights-out is ten o’clock? And it is now twenty after eleven?”
      

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “Calling home.”

      She scanned the rows of silent computers. Not a telephone to be seen. “And you can’t do that from the privacy of your own
         room?”
      

      “It’s eleven twenty and my roommates are asleep,” I pointed out helpfully. “But it’s seven twenty in the morning in Scotland.
         I use Skype so there are no long distance charges.”
      

      She rolled her eyes up, as if doing the math. “Calling Scotland? Your family?”

      If I didn’t actually answer, I wouldn’t be lying. Instead, I let the smile falter. “I get homesick.”

      Ms. Tobin pinned me with her gaze like a butterfly on a board. “I sympathize, but you still broke a school rule. A demerit
         will be added to your record. Again.”
      

      Oh, please. Who cared about demerits when I needed to talk to Carrie? “I’m sorry, Ms. Tobin.”

      “Come along. I’ll escort you to your room.”

      And she did, like a bad-tempered Dementor floating along beside me. Only compared to that dreadful brown tweed skirt and round-toed
         oxfords, the Dementors were turned out in haute couture. Did the woman actually have on knee-high stockings?
      

      “Good night, Lady Lindsay.”

      I shuddered and shut the door on her, locking it for good measure.

      “Mac?” Carly’s sleepy voice came from the direction of her bed, muffled by a quilt. “Who’s that with you?”

      “I called home and got caught,” I whispered. “Ms. Tobin marched me up here.”

      Carly groaned and subsided.

      I undressed and crawled into bed. The three of us had to make do in a room designed for two. I have to admit, it was kind
         of fun rooming with Carly and Shani Hanna. Since her debacle with the heir to the Lion Throne last month, Shani has lost a
         little of her attitude. She doesn’t look at people with scornful eyes like she used to, and when she talks, it’s to you and
         not at you.
      

      Or maybe it’s just me.

      I returned to the problem at hand. With two weeks left to go before the holidays, what was I to do? Home or here? Old or new?
         Family or friends? And really, what was the difference?
      

      I blinked and stiffened on my goosedown pillow.

      That was it. There was no difference. My family and my friends all belonged together. With me. At home.

      “Carly?” I whispered. “Are you awake?”

      “Guhhhm.”

      “Do you think everyone would like to come to Scotland with me for Christmas?”
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      “DEFINE EVERYONE.” Gillian leaned across her dish of oatmeal and took a tangerine out of the bowl on the table.
      

      I swallowed a spoonful of yogurt before I answered. I hadn’t put a single molecule of porridge near my mouth since I’d arrived
         in the States. I’d had sixteen years of it, thank you very much, and there was no one here to make me eat the stuff.
      

      Lissa dived into my hesitation. “You don’t really mean that, do you? All of us? At Strathcairn?”

      “I do mean it. We have fourteen bedrooms, not counting the old nurseries and the staff floor. Those are closed off, anyway.
         The beds might be a little dusty, but if I let my dad know right away, he can get some of the ladies from the village to come
         and tidy things up. There’s plenty of room and tons of things to do.”
      

      “Like what?” Carly put away oatmeal at a scary rate. I shuddered.

      “Like skating on the pond and cross-country skiing. And parties.” I saw the Strathcairn of ten years ago, when Mummy had been
         the most spectacular hostess the old pile had seen in generations. “Lots of parties and balls and live bands and whatever
         we want.”
      

      “Don’t tell me,” Shani said. “You’re going to teach us Sir Roger de Coverley, aren’t you?”

      “No, that’s for babies,” I said scornfully. What did she know about country dances? “I’ll teach you Strip the Willow before
         we go so you don’t make utter fools of yourselves.”
      

      “Whatever. Doesn’t sound like my thing.” She looked into her fruit cup and fished out the last blueberry.

      Something in her face told me what the real problem was. “If you’re worried about the money, don’t. We’ll work it out.”

      “How are you gonna do that?” Her dark eyes looked guarded. She may have been dumped by her parents for refusing to go through
         with an arranged marriage, but her pride wasn’t dented one bit.
      

      “You don’t have to touch your nest egg. My allowance ought to cover a plane ticket. First class, of course.”

      “Hmph.” Shani crossed her arms over her chest and looked away.

      I knew she had a cool two million socked away in the San Francisco branch of the Formosa-Pacific Bank, and that one of Gillian’s
         dozens of cousins was her personal investment advisor. But she treated that money like it was two hundred instead of two million,
         watching over it with sharp eyes that didn’t let a single cent escape without accounting for itself.
      

      Lissa glanced at Carly, who was eating and not talking, like she hoped we wouldn’t notice her. She’s a master of the art of
         the personal fade. “And mine can cover Carly’s,” she said.
      

      “Let’s throw mine in and split two fares three ways,” Gillian said. “Easy peasy.”

      “For you, maybe,” Carly mumbled. “Brett’s already asked me to spend Christmas with his family. Consequently my dad didn’t
         just blow a fuse. He totally blew out the power grid.”
      

      “What is with your dad?” I demanded. “I’ve never seen anyone so protective. I’d die if I were smothered like that.”
      

      “She isn’t smothered,” Shani said with a glance across the table at Carly. “Between my dad and hers, I’d take hers any day.
         At least he cares.”
      

      “Is it guilt talking?” Lissa wanted to know. “The whole ‘I’m out of town ninety percent of the time, so we have to spend every
         minute of the ten percent together’ thing?”
      

      “I guess.” Carly sipped her honey latte. “So if he had that kind of fit about me spending Christmas sixty miles away, guess
         what he’d say about going to another continent?”
      

      “Good point.” I refused to take no for an answer, though. “But what about you, personally?” Never mind. I answered the obvious
         myself. “I guess if you had the choice, you’d pick Brett.”
      

      “Not necessarily.” She smiled at me, that warm Carly smile that makes puppies and old people and prickly Scots love her. “His
         house is nice, but it’s no castle.”
      

      Lissa laughed. “I bet it has central heating, though.”

      “Strathcairn has central heating.” I tried not to sound defensive. “In the new part, and the kitchen. And there are fires
         in every room.”
      

      “I’m not putting wood on a fire and getting smoke in all my clothes.” Lissa held up a “stop it right there” hand.

      “Not a wood fire, ye numpty—a gas fire.” I looked at them all. “In the bedrooms, at least. There are real fireplaces downstairs,
         in the sitting room and library. Honestly, what else has she been telling you?”
      

      “Just that it was cold,” Gillian offered. “Forty degrees, I think she said. Inside.”

      I pretended to glare at Lissa, maligning my house behind my back. “If you all came, the place would be at its best—I promise.
         You’ll love it. And if your parents give you static, tell them to come, too.”
      

      “Ewww.” Gillian looked appalled, and Shani, who has stayed in New York with Gillian’s family before, buried her snort of laughter
         in her tall glass of pomegranate juice.
      

      “Wait a second.” Lissa looked as if she’d just figured out a new way to ace a bio exam. She flipped out her phone and pressed
         a button. “Hey, Dad, it’s me. Fine. No, nothing’s wrong and no, I don’t need a favor.” She rolled her eyes at us. “When is
         the UK premiere of The Middle Window? Yes. Wow, you’re kidding. That’s perfect. So you’re going over.” She mimed smacking her forehead. “Never mind, dumb question.
         What about Mom? Oh.” She was silent for several seconds, blinking her contacts into place as her eyes filled. She gulped,
         then cleared her throat. “Well, I doubt it, but I’ll try. Okay. Thanks. Yeah, I’m at breakfast. Finals this week. Need lots
         of protein and antioxidants and stuff to make the brain retain, you know? Love you two times. ’Bye.”
      

      All round us, the dining room rattled and silverware clashed on plates and people talked incessantly. But at our table, several
         pairs of eyes watched silently as Lissa tapped her phone off and put it in her glossy Kate Spade tote.
      

      “Are you okay?” Gillian was the only one with the nerve to ask. But then, she and Lissa room together, so they probably share
         a lot we don’t know about.
      

      Lissa smoothed one hand over her blond hair, making sure her Stacey Lapidus hairband with its little rhinestone love knot
         was still in place. “Recovering,” she said. “Stand by for reboot.”
      

      Anyone else would have said, “Give me a minute,” but Lissa isn’t like anyone else. None of these girls are. It’s a bit weird
         that we’ve all found each other here, frankly. Or maybe not weird. Maybe inevitable. There’s the Christian thing, of course.
         I used to think it wasn’t my cup of tea at all, having quite a horror of Bible-thumpers and mad-eyed conviction. But these
         girls aren’t like that at all.
      

      I said they were solid, and what they believe is part of it. When I first met them, I used to try to catch them out. Get them
         to make a mistake, blow up, whatever. But I never could—at least, not that they’d let me see. No matter how badly I treated
         them—and I can get pretty bad, as anyone will tell you—they didn’t dish it back. Oh, they said a few things. No one is that
         good, especially considering the provocation. But we slowly became friends, and I slowly got drawn into their circle.
      

      Which isn’t a bad place to be, since they’re what’s considered the A-list round here. Oh, you have your Vanessas and your
         Danis and your DeLaynes, but they’re more bark than bite. They orbit in a different universe—as a matter of fact, they’ve
         sort of gone off orbit since Vanessa started going round with the Prince of Yasir. What do you call it when planets lose their
         center of gravity and start drifting off into space? That clique is like that now.
      

      Lissa took a deep breath and I focused on her. Recovery, evidently, was complete.

      “Thing one: Dad says that the UK premiere is on December 19. Term ends on the eighteenth. Thing two: he’s going over for it,
         and the production team at Leavesden Studios, as well as the people from Scotland, are all invited. Thing three: both your
         mom and your dad are invited, too, Mac.” I blinked in surprise. Dad hadn’t said a word about it, and I’d gotten an e-mail
         from him that morning. “And thing four: my mother says she’s not going. Dad wants me to talk her into it. What do you think
         my chances are?”
      

      The hope in her eyes was almost painful. I knew all about hope. Been there, done that, threw away the T-shirt.

      “I guess that means at least you’re coming, then,” I said briskly. “Because of course you’ll talk your mother round. And once
         you do, your parents are coming to Strathcairn afterward for Christmas. I insist.”
      

      Because if Lissa could talk her mother into coming, then I could talk mine into it as well. For the first time since the divorce.

      This was going to be the best, most unforgettable Christmas ever. I’d make certain of it.

   
      chapter 2

      THE ONLY PERSON on the planet who actually enjoys finals week is Gillian Chang—and that’s only because she swots like she has
         finals all the time. I gritted my teeth at her relentless cheeriness and tried to focus on my speech for debate while she
         coached Shani and Carly in biology. “Okay, so here’s the deal on amino acid. It’s a molecule, not a liquid. And it has the
         general formula H2NCHRCOOH, where R is organic.”
      

      Deep in Lissa’s tote, her phone cheerfully informed us, “You can’t stop the signal, Mal.” Only Lissa would have a Firefly quote as her ringtone. While she got up to answer it, the rest of the girls slumped against beds and cushions, thank goodness written all over them.
      

      “I’m so glad I finished with sciences when I took my A-levels.” I pushed my notebook off my lap and stretched. “Anyone for
         a break?”
      

      “Don’t let her go to Starbucks,” Carly told the room in general. “She’ll never come back.”

      “Just keep swimming,” Gillian told them. “We’re over the hump now.” Then she looked at me. “Besides debate, what do you have
         tomorrow?”
      

      I tried to think, but my tired brain couldn’t make the leap twelve hours into the future. I pulled my schedule out of my binder.
         “French, Global Studies, and U.S. History. Gaaahh.”
      

      “I hear the English essay is brutal,” Carly said with sympathy.

      “Thanks a lot. I can hold my own with dead Englishmen, but with my luck, we’ll get an essay on American poets or something.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Shani obviously liked American poetry. “Robert Frost and Emily Dickinson wrote some
         of the most amazing poems ever.”
      

      “I’m not saying they didn’t. I just don’t have anything coherent to say about them, that’s all. Of course, the way my brain
         feels right now, I couldn’t say anything coherent about what we had for tea.”
      

      “I don’t remember what we had for tea, either,” Gillian put in. “I got the end-of-chapter math review done, though.”

      Of course she did.

      If I had my way, I’d never look at another equation as long as I lived, but I was realistic. I’d have to take it in university,
         but as Carly would say, I’d jump off that bridge when I got to it.
      

      A sudden bubble of tension in the air made me look up. Lissa had her back to us and her hair shaken forward to hide her face,
         but with one hand on her hip and her legs stiff, body language said it all.
      

      “Mom, please,” she said in a low voice that made us all gaze at our papers while we listened intently. “You were so supportive
         of Dad on the red carpet last month. What’s so hard about doing that again? Or was it all just a show? I’m not being combative—I
         want to know. Okay, I get that. Yeah. I am not too young. I’m seventeen and I’m not completely clueless about relationships.” She was silent long enough for me to take
         a breath. “But the reason you’re drifting apart is because you’re… apart. Can’t you do this one thing for me? It’s just a
         holiday. Just ten days at Strathcairn, which, trust me, is big enough that if you wanted to be apart, you could spend a week
         there and not see a soul. Mac says it has fourteen bedrooms.” She glanced at me as if for confirmation, and I nodded. “Please?
         At least say you’ll think about it. That’s all I’m asking. Yes. Okay. Talk to you later. Love you, too.”
      

      She disconnected and put the phone away with a sigh. Then she looked up. “She won’t come. I just know it.”

      “Mothers.” I tapped a stack of binder pages together and snapped them in where they belonged. “The most stubborn race on earth.”

      “The stupid part is, they used to be crazy about each other. Jolie and I used to get so embarrassed at the PDAs.” Lissa sat
         on the bed and picked up her textbook, then put it down again. “I don’t get how you go from that to separate houses.”
      

      “Or separate countries.” The words popped out of my mouth by themselves. “Like my parents. I know there’s never been anyone
         for my father but Mummy. And yet,” I waved my hands about two feet apart, “there they are, like this.”
      

      “You are so lucky, Gillian,” Carly said. “At least your parents are together.”

      Gillian raised her eyebrows, glanced at Shani, and said nothing. Which, for her, is unusual.

      “Well,” I said briskly, “let’s not obsess about what we can’t fix. Who’s for a walk down the hill and a gelato?”

      “Me,” Gillian said. “I’m starting to read things twice. I’m done.”

      The studious mood was officially broken.

      So what if it was December. La Dolce Vita was bright and warm and the gelato was to die for, imported straight from Italy.
         I let the tart flavor of raspberry slide down my throat and sipped a hot chai latte with it. “This beats biology and debate
         any day.”
      

      “We should study here,” Shani agreed, spooning up bright green pistachio. “I bet I wouldn’t get brain cramps if I ate a different
         flavor every hour or so.”
      

      “You’d get a bunch of poundage, is what you’d get.” Lissa gazed into her blueberry cheesecake gelato. “I’m sure there’s like,
         five thousand calories in here.”
      

      “And I’m enjoying every one.” Shani licked her spoon with satisfaction.

      The door of the shop opened and Brett Loyola and Tate DeLeon cruised in. Somehow I was not surprised.

      “Great idea.” Brett kissed Carly on the temple and we shuffled chairs to make room. “Thanks for the text.”

      He came back from the counter with a big pile of something with ribbons of caramel through it. Tate got black licorice and
         somehow managed to insert his big, unwelcome self between Shani and me.
      

      Traitor. I gave her a glare for moving her chair over, but she ignored me.

      “Hey,” he said. “What did you get?”

      “Raspberry.” Some people love licorice. The smell of it makes me ill. Or maybe it was the company. Earlier this term, Tate
         stalked Lissa for a month before she finally got through to him in words of one syllable that she wasn’t interested. Whereupon
         he transferred his attention to me, being the only unattached female in our group at the time.
      

      Not that there’s anything wrong with him, really, if you leave out the licorice. He’s got great shoulders because he’s on
         the rowing team, and there must be something upstairs or Brett wouldn’t hang round with him. But a boy who wants a girlfriend
         that bad just makes me want to take evasive action.
      

      And my coming in second to Lissa didn’t help his case, either.

      “I think I aced the math test today. How’d you do?”

      “I’m not taking math.”

      “Huh?” Again a gust of licorice as he stared at me. “How’d you manage that?”

      “I’m an exchange student, remember? I don’t have to take math under the American system. I wrapped it up last year in sixth
         form.” Blank look. “What you’d call eleventh grade.”
      

      “Oh. Lucky you.” His spoon tapped the waxed cardboard of his size-large bowl as he hunted down the last of his gelato. “So
         once the torture is over on Friday, what’cha got going? Big plans?”
      

      “Just getting ready to go home for the holidays.”

      “Home to the UK?”

      “That’s where it is.”

      “We do have big plans,” Lissa put in. Carly looked up suddenly, and her hand jerked, as though she wanted Lissa to stop. I
         looked at her, puzzled, as Lissa went on, “A bunch of us are going with her. It’s going to be great.”
      

      “Huh? You’re all going to Scotland?” Tate’s eyebrows rose into his carefully mussed hair.

      “What’s this?” Brett looked round the glass-topped table, stopping on Carly. “Scotland?”

      The penny dropped. She hadn’t told him yet about our plans, which in itself was unusual. Those two talk constantly. What about,
         I don’t know—couple stuff, one presumes. Not that I envied her or anything. After all, I had my chance with old Tate here,
         anytime I wanted.
      

      “Are you going with them?” Brett asked Carly.

      “Nothing’s for sure yet.” Her voice was soft. “Mac invited all of us, but I haven’t had the guts to bring it up with my dad
         yet.”
      

      “Don’t wait too long, or we won’t all be able to get seats on the same plane,” Lissa told her. “We’re cutting it pretty close
         as it is.”
      

      “Your dad’s not going to let you go to Scotland.” Carly looked up from her gelato at the finality in Brett’s tone. “If he
         won’t let you come to my place, he’s not going to let you go there.”
      

      “I know,” Carly said. Why did he have to make such a point of it? “It would be fun, though.”

      “So would Christmas with us.” He slid an arm round her shoulders and smiled. “Even if he did say yes, you’d still come to
         our house, wouldn’t you?”
      

      Carly’s answering smile, which had been all soft and besotted, faltered. “I don’t know. That’s a tough call.”

      Brett drew back a little. “It is?”

      This was getting far too serious. Time for me to step in and lighten it up. “Oh, yeah. Nineteen-sixties plumbing versus the
         latest in high-tech bathrooms. Stone walls versus Italian drapes. A howling gale off the Hebrides versus the sun on the Golden
         Gate. That’s a tough call, that is.”
      

      Any more and I’d convince myself to stay with Carly instead of the other way round.

      Brett had been so focused on her that he looked surprised at my horning in. “I think we need to talk about this in private.”

      “Brett, relax,” Carly told him. “There’s nothing to talk about, because my dad won’t let me go anywhere but the mall on the
         day after Christmas. If I’m lucky.”
      

      Not that I’m competitive or anything, but somehow his proprietary attitude with her rubbed me the wrong way. “Carly, if I
         came to stay with you at the weekend, maybe I could talk him round.”
      

      She laughed. “Thanks, Mac, but you don’t know my dad. If I even bring up Scotland, we’ll have another rolling blackout on
         our hands.”
      

      “But what if I bring it up? I could even get my dad to call him.”

      “Great idea.” Brett’s dark eyes have a rep for slaying the girls. Only in my case, slaying took on its literal meaning. “Break
         the ice for me. ’Cuz if he okays Scotland, then for sure he’ll okay Christmas with the Loyolas. The old bait and switch. The
         lesser of two evils.”
      

      “You’re not an evil,” Carly assured him. “You’re my guy, and I’m sure the only reason he’s bent about it is because he’s been
         in Guadalajara for, like, the last month. He misses Antony and me. It’s got nothing to do with you as a person. You know that.”
      

      Me, I thought it had quite a bit to do with Brett as a person. What dad—Latino or not—would ship his daughter off to her boyfriend’s
         house for a bunch of overnights? I mean, even Mummy, who trusts me despite certain evidence that she shouldn’t, wouldn’t let
         me spend a weekend with a boy, family hanging about the place notwithstanding.
      

      When Brett spoke, he dropped his voice. But I’ve got ears like a cat. Gillian and Shani had already gone on to some other
         topic, so I was the only one besides Carly to hear him say, “I just want to know that you’d pick me, that’s all. I’ve already
         got your Christmas present.”
      

      Oh lovely. Would you like a side of guilt with that?

      “I’ve got yours, too,” Carly told him. “But can we drop this? You sound jealous, and that’s totally not like you.”

      “It’s important. Of course I’m not jealous. I just don’t want you running off to the other side of the world when it’s winter
         break and we could do stuff together. We could go up to Napa or go to our house in Tahoe and ski. Both my brothers and their
         wives are coming, and they’re all rabid skiers.”
      

      “I don’t know how to ski,” Carly said.

      “That’s okay. We can snowboard.”

      “I’ve never done that, either.”

      “I’ll teach you. It’s easier than riding a dirt bike.”

      “If I’m going to go up the side of a mountain, fall on my butt, and freeze, I may as well be at Strathcairn.”

      I barely managed to keep my mouth shut as I carefully scooped the last of my gelato out of the cup. Our place wasn’t that
         cold. Some years it didn’t even snow.
      

      Brett was silent for a second. “You really want to go, don’t you?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want. Papa isn’t going to let me go anywhere, so that’s that.”

      Thankfully, he dropped the subject. But I didn’t. When we got back to the dorm, I launched another sneak attack. Call me a
         troublemaker, but deep down I sensed Carly wanted to go with us. It kind of makes her feel bad that we’ve all traveled and
         she hasn’t. I mean, Gillian has been to so many countries, she’s run out of places to sew patches on her duffel bag. I’ve
         tripped all over Europe on various holidays, and Lissa certainly doesn’t hide the fact that her dad shoots films all over
         the world and she’s been on most of his sets.
      

      If Brett were a proper boyfriend, he’d be delighted to see Carly’s dream of traveling come true. But no. He wanted her all
         to himself instead of sharing her with us. That needed to be nipped in the bud, and tonight I was in a nipping mood.
      

      I twirled off the lid of my pot of Crème de la Mer and rubbed a bit of it into my skin as Carly brushed her teeth. “I meant
         it, you know. About coming to stay with you this weekend. Do you think your dad would mind?”
      

      “Of course not. He likes you. He calls you la chiquita con el pelo rojo.”
      

      Rub it in. “I also meant it about me asking if you can come to Strathcairn.”
      

      She rinsed her mouth and put her toothbrush in the holder. “You’re welcome to try. But don’t be mad if he says no.”

      “Someone else will be mad if he says yes.” In the mirror, I saw Shani come over and lean on the door, as if she thought things
         were about to get interesting.
      

      “He won’t. Trust me.”

      “But what if he does? Is Brett really going to make you choose between him and us?”

      Carly hung up the towel with care. “If Papa says I can go to Strathcairn, it will be totally different than going to Brett’s.
         You guys know why.”
      

      “Because he’s your boyfriend,” Shani said quietly from the doorway. “Because he thinks Brett’s going to try something on if
         he gets you alone overnight.”
      

      Carly snorted. “How alone can we be with the whole family there? But that’s exactly what he thinks. Which shows how well he
         really knows Brett.”
      

      “I bet the luscious Mr. Loyola has thought about it plenty,” I said. “You guys have been going out for six months. He wouldn’t
         be normal if he hadn’t.”
      

      “Maybe he has,” Carly said. “But I told him I don’t believe in sex before marriage, and I mean it.”

      “No matter what the provocation?” I teased.

      “That’s right,” she said with a rueful grin. “Which is why, if I had the choice, I’d choose a nice cold castle in Scotland
         to help me protect my man’s virtue.”
      

      Shani threw back her head and laughed, and I couldn’t help it. The picture of Carly protecting the captain of the rowing team
         from her hot little self was just too funny.
      

      Funny, but kind of sweet and admirable, too. Because of course she would put him before herself. Do the right thing. Keep
         everything on the up-and-up.
      

      These Christians. Sometimes I just didn’t know why they put up with me.

   
      chapter 3

      GLOBAL STUDIES. HISTORY. CLASSICS.
      

      The term ticked down in two-hour increments, one for each of my exams. I don’t think I even saw Shani or Lissa on Thursday
         and Friday, even at meals. A blur that might have been Gillian buzzed the sandwich case and swiped something to eat, but other
         than that, she was holed up in her room. No wonder. My course load is a holiday in Tahiti compared to hers.
      

      This is the beauty of having done my A-levels already. Well, okay, U.S. History is not a holiday, nor is Economics, but compared
         to Gillian’s honors science classes, I’m practically skiving off in Ballet and Intro to Computer Science and Medieval History.
         Not to mention Art, where I think I’ve actually managed to complete one collage in time to be graded.
      

      By Friday afternoon we were all in a state of collapse. I lay on my bed, waiting for the cramps to ease out of my cortex—not
         to mention my shoulders—while Shani checked e-mail on the bed next to me, comfortably propped up with pillows.
      

      “Hey, girl,” a male voice said from her laptop. It took me a second to realize it wasn’t some random YouTube video, but Danyel
         Johnstone.
      

      “Do you want me to leave?” I asked her.

      Shani paused the video and turned the screen toward me. “Of course not. What do you think he’s going to do, take off his shirt?”

      “One can hope,” I said coolly. “I thought you might want some privacy, that’s all.”

      “What he says to me, he can say to all of us.”

      “I thought he was your boyfriend.”

      “He is. But he’s a musician.”

      “And that precludes romantic videos?”

      “If he’s got something private to say, he does it in a letter or he writes me a poem. Two weeks ago he even wrote a song for
         me—and sent me the MP3.”
      

      I stifled a pang of jealousy. What did Shani have that I didn’t have? She turned down a prince for a surfer boy who wrote
         her poems. And what did I get? Propositions from disgusting Rory Stapleton and mind-numbing boredom from Tate DeLeon.
      

      She pressed Play and Danyel’s face unfroze. “It’s Friday and I bet you never had a better reason to say TGIF, huh? All the
         exams done? Ours were done yesterday and Kaz and I are going to celebrate by having a Halo smackdown at his place. Can you
         dig it—we’re talking solid hours here, babe. His dad’s at some meeting in L.A. and won’t be back till late, and my mom is
         cool with it ’cuz she knows what a grind it’s been this term.
      

      “Ahhhh, I love Christmas break. High-pressure front coming in, which means lots of sun, which means—yep, you got it—surfing.
         What’s this about heading off to Scotland? I can’t believe you and Lissa would pick haggis and frostbite over me and Kaz.
         What is up with that?
      

      “We going to see each other before you go? Let me know. I can be there before you know it.” He blew her an air kiss. “Later,
         ma. Your present’s in the mail.”
      

      The video ended and I glanced at Shani, who had a goofy smile and soft eyes. “Another song?” I asked.

      “I hope so.” She closed the laptop slowly. “You know, Rashid would have made me a real princess. But that boy there makes
         me feel like one.”
      

      “Then I guess you made the right decision.” I spoke hesitantly. What did I know? I’ve had boyfriends since I was twelve, but
         none of them ever put that soft look in my eyes. None of them ever wrote me songs, either. How come no one thought enough
         of me to write a song?
      

      I hauled myself back from a slippery slope that had a big puddle of self-pity at the bottom.

      “Sounds as though he wants you to stay and spend Christmas in Santa Barbara,” I said. “You aren’t going to change your mind,
         are you?”
      

      “Not me. I want to be well out of reach before my parents realize the term’s over and make the standard familial gesture of
         inviting me to Chicago.”
      

      “Have they found a place to live?”

      “Mathilda—she was our housekeeper—stays in touch with them more than I do. She sent me a note saying they’d found a little
         house in her neighborhood and scraped up enough for a down payment.”
      

      “At least they have someplace.”

      She nodded. “They’re adjusting.”

      I couldn’t imagine what I would do if Mummy’s money suddenly disappeared and we lost both the house on Eaton Square and Strathcairn.
         I couldn’t see my parents making do in a semi-detached in Clapham. I mean, where would they put four hundred years’ worth
         of furniture and art?
      

      But this was essentially what had happened to Shani’s family. Shani had refused to marry Prince Rashid of Yasir, the heir
         to the Lion Throne, and consequently her parents, who had brokered the deal when she was a baby, had lost the financial backing
         of Rashid’s dad, the Sheikh. All of it was gone—the company, the seven-million-dollar house, the trips to Paris to buy couture,
         everything.
      

      No wonder she wanted to escape to Scotland with me. I could just imagine the first Christmas in the new house. “Silent Night”
         would take on a whole new meaning.
      

      “When is Carly due back?” Not a very graceful change of subject, but it would do.

      Shani glanced at her watch. “Another half hour. They moved the language exams to this afternoon.”

      I nodded. “I had French right after lunch. I saw her outside the Spanish classroom when I came out.”

      “There was something I wanted to ask you. About Carly.”

      That got my full attention. “What?”

      “Are you going with her tonight?”

      With a nod, I said, “She okayed it with her dad. I’m to spend tonight there, and Saturday, too, if we don’t convince him right
         away to let her come to Strathcairn.”
      

      “So you’re going to talk to him?”

      “Who better? Even if it takes two solid days.”

      “You’re a braver woman than I. Her dad is all about family and budgets and grades. A very serious guy. I don’t think trips
         to Europe figure into his worldview.”
      

      “Doesn’t he spend half his time in Asia for work?”

      “Sure, but Carly doesn’t. She’s never been anywhere except Texas and Mexico, and she’s got family in both places. I don’t
         think she’s ever spent a holiday anywhere there wasn’t family.”
      

      “As far as I’m concerned, she’s the closest thing I’ve got to a sister,” I said firmly. “So I’m going to play that card for
         all it’s worth.”
      

      “Even if you convince her dad, you’ll have to convince your future brother-in-law, too,” she said dryly. “Good luck on that
         one.”
      

      “Aha, but there’s where my plan comes in.”

      “You have a plan?”

      “Of course. If her dad gives the go-ahead for Scotland, Brett won’t have a thing to say. Because then I’ll have Papa on my
         side. You heard Carly. There’s no way a holiday with the Loyolas will ever happen.”
      

      “Brett’s not going to like that.” A warning lit her dark eyes. “I wouldn’t want my BFF’s boyfriend as my enemy.”

      I snorted. “Brett Loyola is no match for me.”

      I wasn’t bragging. It was simply the truth.
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      I’D MET CARLY’S FATHER a couple of times at various school events, but this was the first time I’d ever spent the weekend
         at their house in San Jose.
      

      Their condo, I mean. Their very small condo.

      I squeezed myself and my rolling leather weekender past the end of her bed, aiming for the chair next to the window. “If you
         balance it on the arms, it’ll be out of the way and you can still walk past it.” Carly hefted it up there. “I’m sorry it’s
         so tight around here.”
      

      “Hey.” I put both my hands on her shoulders and gave her a little shake. “I don’t want to hear a single apology out of you.”

      “But you live in a castle.” Her shoulders slumped and my hands slid away. “This whole place is probably the size of your closet.”
      

      “The kitchen, I think.” I pretended to measure the condo’s width from window to hallway and beyond. “But so what? This is
         your home. It comes equipped with a family that loves you, and that’s all it needs to make it perfect.”
      

      Like a neon lamp on the fritz, her smile flickered back on as she sat on the bed. The bed had a frilly pink-and-white coverlet
         that had probably been there since she was seven, and no one, including Carly, had thought to change it up to match the almost-seventeen-year-old
         she was now.
      

      Her phone erupted into a salsa number. “That’s probably Brett.” But it wasn’t. “Oh, hi, Papa. Yes, we’re here. Just settling
         in. I was just going to start—ooh, pizza? From Nonno’s? Perfect. I’ll make a salad. See you in a bit.”
      

      She flipped it shut and grinned. “He’s getting pizza on the way home, so I don’t have to cook.”

      I felt a flash of disappointment. “That’s a shame. I was looking forward to trying those little—what do you call them?” I
         mimed making a little packet in the air.
      

      “Tamales.” She grinned. “That’s the best part of Christmas. I don’t dare make more, though. My Tía Margarita and my Tía Donna
         have inundated us, along with tomatillo salsa and salsa de arbol and… ’tis the season, after all. You can have them for breakfast,
         if you want.”
      

      “When you come to Strathcairn, you can make as many as you like,” I promised her. “Or we’ll make a great big care packet and
         send them to ourselves. If we do it now, it should get there in time.”
      

      She laughed and slid off the bed to help me unpack my things. Twenty minutes later a car pulled into the garage under the
         bedroom and Carly ran downstairs to open the door. A huge pizza box and a stocky boy preceded Mr. Aragon into the kitchen.
      

      “Mac, this is my brother, Antony.”

      I nodded at him. “We met each other at the Design Your Dreams show last spring.”

      He bowed, stuck his tongue out at me, and scampered off up the stairs. “I apologize for my son, Lindsay,” Mr. Aragon said
         with a sigh as he took the unbaked pizza out and Carly turned on the oven. “He usually has better manners than this.”
      

      “Don’t worry about it. I don’t think he’s forgiven me for teasing him about wearing a tux at DYD.”

      He gave me a quick hug. “I’m going to clean up and then we must eat.”

      No one has ever accused me of being a shrinking violet. I let Mr. Aragon eat one piece of pizza before I launched my assault.
         And he was the one who unwittingly gave me the opening to breach his defenses.
      

      “I bet you’ll be glad term is over, Lindsay.” He offered both Carly and me another slice and then took one for himself. “Do
         you have plans for winter break?”
      

      I did not look at Carly. Instead, I sprinkled grated Parmesan and smiled. “I’ll be flying home on Tuesday—a long day, but
         my father will be waiting for me in Edinburgh. Strathcairn is about two hours outside Edinburgh, at one end of a long valley.
         We have a thousand acres of forest and moor and shore, and I already looked at the weather.”
      

      “And what is that like?”

      “Snow,” I said with satisfaction. “An inch last night, and more expected next week. So we’ll have a white Christmas.”

      “Does that make it difficult to get in and out?”

      “Oh, no. The plows do their job, and people come and go on the estate, keeping the tracks clear. That’s what Range Rovers
         are good at.”
      

      “So how do you celebrate Christmas in Scotland?”

      “With carols and presents and a tree. You do the same, don’t you?” He nodded, picking at his salad. “All the neighbors come
         on Christmas Eve, and then on Christmas Day we have a family dinner. Then on Hogmanay—sorry, New Year’s Eve—there’s a big
         traditional ball.” Well, there hadn’t been in ten years, but this year I was determined to make my own tale come true. “I’m
         going to try to convince my dad to have music a little more recent than 1890, though. The neighbors come first-footing and
         sometimes the visits go on all night.”
      

      “It sounds wonderful,” Carly said wistfully. Antony made a rude noise. “Almost as wonderful as it’ll be at the Loyolas’ house.”

      “And what do they do there?” Mr. Aragon asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I’m looking forward to finding out. Mrs. Loyola says they’re pretty traditional on their street, with carolers
         and a big house party and midnight Mass and—”
      

      “Wait a moment. How will you be finding this out?”

      “Well, Mrs. Loyola has invited me for the holidays, Papa, remember? She called you, didn’t she?”

      He laid down his knife. “She did. And we have already discussed this. Lovely though the lady is on the phone, the answer was
         and continues to be no.”
      

      Carly deserved an Oscar for the way she allowed the animation to fade from her face and disappointment to flow in—first eyes,
         then mouth, then cheeks. Even her curls seemed to droop.
      

      “Why can’t I go?”

      “You know the answer to that, Carolina. Much as I like Brett, you know you cannot spend the holidays with him.”

      “But it’s with his family. Nothing is going to happen to me.”

      “So you say. But I was a young man once. I know the temptations young people face. I would not put you through that.”

      “How am I going to learn to handle temptation if I never get the chance to face it?”

      He actually chuckled, as if this was funny. I mean, yes, we were playacting, but he didn’t know that. And I wasn’t even sure
         Carly was acting anymore.
      

      “That is part of my job, mi’ja. To protect you from these things until you are old enough to handle them.”
      

      “Papa, I’m nearly seventeen. I don’t need to be protected from Brett. We’ve already talked about it and he isn’t going to
         pressure me for sex.”
      

      “Ewww!” Antony pushed back from the table. “I’m outa here if you’re going to talk about that stuff.”

      Mr. Aragon actually flinched as the boy ran from the room. “I do not wish to discuss this. We are talking about Christmas,
         which you will spend here, with your family, where you belong.”
      

      “So we’re not going to discuss that, either. Then what can we talk about?”
      

      “Do not take that tone with me, young lady.”

      “I’m just asking. Since the two subjects that are most important to me are taboo.”

      “You are being a very poor hostess.”

      I didn’t have Carly’s gift for turning invisible, so I just smiled. A weak smile, but it was there. “Don’t mind me.”

      “I do mind. I mind it very much. I am very sorry we are such a rude family this evening.” Mr. Aragon got up and stalked down
         the hall, leaving the two of us sitting there.
      

      So much for Christmas spirit.

   
      chapter 4

      THAT WENT WELL.” Carly got up and began to clear the plates. When I was home, I always did that for my dad too, so I got up
         to help her. Contrary to what you might think, my family doesn’t have servants. Just Mrs. Gillie, who cooks for Dad and keeps
         the house habitable, and her husband, who looks after the grounds and the cars. In London, Mummy employs a steady stream of
         students from the School of Culinary Arts to make our meals, and I’ve learned to wield a pretty mean Hoover. It’s either that
         or live in a perpetual sty of my own making, which gets old after a while.
      

      When I knew that father and son were both behind closed doors, I spoke quietly. “Part One is a success.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” Carly’s face held no light as she loaded our plates into the dishwasher. “Now Papa’s mad at me not
         just for wanting to shack up with my boyfriend, but for being rude to you on top of it.”
      

      “I never pegged you as a drama queen, but you’re really good at it.”

      “Don’t be mean, Mac.”

      “I’m not.” I looked at her in surprise. “I only meant you’re a really good actress.” I took the wet forks and knives out of
         her hand and tucked them into their basket. Then I gave her a hug. “He doesn’t think you want to shack up. His feelings are
         a little sensitive, that’s all. We’ll pull this off,” I said, dropping my voice to a whisper. “I’ve had lots of experience
         at it. You’ll see.”
      

      But by the next morning, I wasn’t so sure either of us was going to see anything but Mr. Aragon’s stiff back. That man is
         the nicest guy in the world, but he can really lay on the silent treatment. Finally Carly made a dignified show of apologizing
         to me where he could hear us, and he offered to take us to the Tech Museum that afternoon.
      

      I would rather have gone to the mall, but part of a good offensive strategy is knowing when to fall back and regroup. So we
         went.
      

      It turned out to be kind of interesting, and even Antony acted like a human being instead of a droid with a Nintendo attachment.
         While he and Carly operated a robot together on each side of a control box, Mr. Aragon and I stood off to the side watching
         them. Well, he was watching them. I was watching for my next opportunity.
      

      “One of the best things about going to school here is having Carly for a friend,” I offered. Sometimes you can’t wait for
         opportunity to knock. You have to open the door and drag it in off the sidewalk.
      

      “I’m glad to hear it. Though sometimes she can be a better friend than others.”

      “It’s just that Brett means a lot to her. And so does his family. It’s easy to understand.”

      “I try to.” He cleared his throat. “So tell me more about your family at Christmas.”

      She shoots, she scores!

      “We do long hikes along the river and take the dogs with us. We have two golden retrievers. If the lake freezes, we go skating
         or curling, though I’m afraid when we have guests, some of them have to wear skates that are fifty years old. Carly would
         love it there. I could turn her loose in the attic and see what costumes she could come up with. Then, my grandmother comes
         in from Edinburgh and she loves charades. It’s a bit old-fashioned, but it can be fun. Sometimes we play for hours.”
      

      “Vintage clothes in attics? Heaven.” Carly joined us in time to hear me. Antony now had complete control of the robot, making
         it zoom from one side of the room to the other.
      

      Mr. Aragon smiled affectionately. “No matter where you are in the world, chiquita, you would manage to find an old dress.”
      

      “She’d find years’ worth at Strathcairn,” I said, and took the plunge. “My father has invited all the girls to come for Christmas,
         Mr. Aragon. We would love it if Carly could join us.”
      

      He turned to stare at me, his face outlined in the blue and green lights from the robots. “In Scotland? The other girls are
         going?”
      

      Carly opened her mouth and I shot her a glance. This was the most sensitive part of the whole operation. It called for the
         utmost in discretion and care.
      

      “Lissa’s parents are going to the premiere of The Middle Window in London tomorrow, and my father has invited them to Strathcairn afterward, so she’s coming. Gillian is, too, and so is
         Shani.” I gave him my most winsome smile. “That’s why we’re hoping Carly can come. It won’t be the same without all of us
         together.”
      

      “I might say the same about our Christmas here.” His tone was mild, but his face… I knew that face. That was the “No, you’re
         not going to Glasgow with your pals for the Kills concert, and that’s that” face.
      

      “Papa, we’re together every year.” Carly took a calculated risk and spoke up. “This is the first time I’ve ever been invited
         to do something different. To travel.”
      

      “Traveling costs money, mi’ja. And that’s in short supply, as you know.”
      

      Carly glanced at me. “She’d be coming as my guest, Mr. Aragon,” I said. “My allowance will cover—”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “But it’s no trouble to—”

      “I’m sorry, Lindsay. It’s very kind of you to offer. But the money situation aside, Christmas is a family time, and Carly
         should be here at home. Her aunts and uncles and cousins would be very disappointed if she were not.”
      

      “But, Papa, they—”

      “Carly. The answer is no.”

      She opened her mouth and I could see “You never let me do anything!” hovering right there, ready to blaze out. I grabbed her
         by the arm and hustled her out of the exhibit. “We’ll be in the gift shop, Mr. Aragon,” I called over my shoulder. “See you
         in a minute.”
      

      “What is this all about? Let go of me!” she hissed.

      “Don’t lose it,” I begged.

      “Why shouldn’t I? He never lets me do anything. He treats me like I’m four years old. I hate it.”

      “I know. It stinks. But if you lose your temper now, all our work will go for nothing.”

      “He’ll never let me go. You heard him. It’s all about our family—what’s left of it.”

      “Give the guy a break. If I were losing my family bit by bit, I’d be overprotective, too.”

      “You’re not supposed to be on his side, Mac.”

      “I’m on your side. Which is why we have to leave him alone to think it over. Then tonight I’ll call my dad and have him call yours to
         invite you personally.”
      

      “It won’t work. I’m telling you. Once he’s made up his mind, nothing changes it. Even a call from an earl.”

      My dad could talk me round to just about anything. I was betting Carly’s Christmas on the possibility that he could do the
         same with her dad.
      

      If he couldn’t, I didn’t know what I’d do. Because, as Carly herself would say, we had no Plan B.
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      WHAT I DIDN’T EXPECT was to zip straight past Plan B and have Plan C pop up out of left field.

      While Carly fried mince—sorry, hamburger—in a cast-iron skillet, I cut up onions and green chiles to put in it. Tears streaming
         down my cheeks, I dumped the vegetables in the pan and used the hem of my shirt to dry my face.
      

      “If you run the knife under cold water, they don’t make you cry.”

      “Thanks for the news flash.” I sniffled and finally the waterworks stopped so I could see.

      “I hate to break it to you, but we need more for the salsa. You can grind it in the salsa mill, though.”

      She showed me how to work the mill, told me the proportions of onion and tomato and cilantro and lime juice to use, and before
         you could say “Hogmanay,” I’d made my very first bowl of salsa.
      

      I couldn’t wait to try this at home. Dad would love it.

      “Look, Mr. Aragon.” I showed him the bowl. “Carly showed me how to make it.”

      “I’m sure it will be the very best we’ve ever had,” he said with a smile. “Do they have serranos in Scotland?”

      “I have no idea. Probably not. I wonder if British Airways would object to my smuggling some in my suitcase?”

      Before he could speculate, the phone rang. Carly, who had her hands full with taco mixture in full sizzle, tapped the speakerphone
         button with her elbow and kept stirring. “Hello?”
      

      “Carolina?”

      Carly went still and squeezed her eyes shut in chagrin. “Hi, Mama.” Then she resumed stirring, scraping well-done bits up
         off the bottom of the pan. “How are you?”
      

      “I’d be better if you took me off the speaker. Is your father there?”

      “Hello, Alicia.”

      A-lee-see-a. It sounded much nicer in Spanish. Or maybe it was the tone he said it in. I knew all about the Aragon parental dynamic—how
         Alicia was getting ready to marry another husband while her first was still in love with her. Yes, my mother can drive me
         insane, but at least she hasn’t tried that one.
      

      “Carolina, please. I hate that thing.”

      “I’m in the middle of cooking dinner, Mama. The meat will burn if I stop now.”

      The soon-to-be Mrs. Vigil made a frustrated noise. “Very well, then. If you prefer my private business to be broadcast all
         over the house, so be it. I wanted to tell you that your dress and Antony’s tux arrived today. We had them sent to Richard’s
         house. I told you we’d decided to have the ceremony in New Mexico on Christmas Eve so that all his family could come?”
      

      Emphasis on his.
      

      “Mi abuelita y abuelito are flying up with you?” Carly asked.
      

      “Yes. And ti hermana is coming in from Austin a few days before, to give us time to have her dress fitted. So I wanted to make sure your plane
         reservations were for the twenty-second. We should have both dresses fitted at once.”
      

      “Mama.” Carly sighed. “I don’t understand why you went to all the trouble of getting me a dress when I’ve told you I’m not
         coming. And Antony can’t travel by himself, so he isn’t coming, either. I wish you happiness, but that’s the way it is.”
      

      “Don’t be silly. Your father has made the flight arrangements.”

      The face Carly turned to her dad was filled with disbelief and betrayal.

      “They are fully refundable, Alicia,” he said. “I thought it best to leave the children’s options open if Carly could not be
         convinced to go.”
      

      “Of course you would not think it best to tell her she only has one option—to support me,” she snapped. “Or to be happy for
         me. The two of you are doing all you can to spoil my happy day, aren’t you?”
      

      “You can be happy without us, Mama,” Carly said on a sigh, as if this were a conversation she’d had at least fifty times.
         Maybe it was. “You’ll have Alana there, after all.”
      

      “I want all my children with me.” Carly shrugged, though her mother couldn’t see it. “Rafael, you must make her go.”

      “I can make her go to school and make her clean her room, Alicia,” he said, “but I cannot make a sixteen-year-old girl do
         this if she does not want to.”
      

      “Give me one good reason why you can’t, besides her selfishness and your stubbornness.” Alicia’s voice rose in volume and pitch with every word.
      

      Mr. Aragon glanced at Carly, whose cheeks were bright red and whose mouth trembled as she struggled not to cry.

      “There is a very good reason, Alicia. Carolina is leaving for Scotland on Tuesday at the particular invitation of the Earl
         of Strathcairn. She will be spending Christmas Eve with all her friends. On the other side of the world.”
      

   
      chapter 5

      THE BEST PART about coming home to Strathcairn isn’t the sight of its four thick white turrets rising above the trees. It isn’t
         the massive baronial front with its arrow-slot windows, carved oak double doors, or crenellated roof. It isn’t even the first
         sight of the southern end of our thousand acres, where a gate and a discreet bronze sign inset in five hundred years of stone
         wall announce that you’re now on family land.
      

      No, the best thing about coming home is that moment when I hit the double doors of the passenger exit at Edinburgh International
         at a dead run, my luggage bumping along behind me, and the first thing I see is my dad waiting for me. I know he spends half
         an hour working his way up to the front of the crowd of people waiting in the lounge, edging along the barrier until he’s
         positioned dead in the center where the doors open, so that there will be nothing between us when I burst through and fly
         into his arms.
      

      “Lindsay, mo cridhe!”
      

      I buried my face in his wool pea coat, smelling rain and smoke and the cologne he uses on special occasions like this. “Dad.
         Dad. I’m so glad to see you.” My voice wobbled on the point of tears. I don’t know what that was all about. Usually I can keep myself together better than that. But the sheer familiarity and solidity of his hug felt
         so good. And bad memories of the last time I’d come home—when David Nelson and his trial hung over our heads—were well in
         the past. He’d been locked away for the next twenty years and I never had to think of him again.
      

      This time, my homecoming was happy and my friends were all here. It was enough to make anybody feel wobbly.

      I got a grip on my emotions and turned toward the girls, who were crowding up behind us like a logjam in a spring brook. “Dad,
         I’d like you to meet my friends from America. You already know Lissa, don’t you?” One by one, they shook hands and introduced
         themselves, and I could practically see Carly telling herself, “I’m shaking hands with an earl. A real peer of the realm,
         just like in the history books!”
      

      LOL. They’d see before the drive was over what a love my dad is. How meeting all these girls all at once was probably terrifying
         for him, but because he was a gentleman, his first instinct was to make sure they were comfortable and had all their bits
         and bobs before we launched ourselves onto the motorway in the Range Rover.
      

      I couldn’t resist pointing things out as we sped north and the sun fell through the sky. “This is the Forth Road Bridge, and
         we’re crossing the Firth of Forth. And in a bit we’ll pass Loch Leven, which we could see if it weren’t nearly dark.” Dad
         caught me up on the news, and I passed it back over my shoulder, explaining who people were and what had gone on while I was
         at school. And two hours later, Dad finally said, “Here we are, lassies. Welcome to Strathcairn.” The Range Rover growled
         through the gates and climbed the hill through the forest. We passed the village, where Dad honked at a guy with a couple
         of sheep in the road. The man waved as we passed, and I saw it was Lachlan Crombie, Carrie’s married older brother.
      

      I couldn’t wait to introduce Carrie and Lily and the old gang to all the Spencer girls.

      “Wait a second,” Carly said. “I thought you said we were on your land.”

      “We are.”

      “So you, like, own that village?”

      Dad laughed. “Not anymore. Some of the cottages belong to my tenants, and some are freehold. The chip shop and the chemist
         have proper owners, and Dr. Mathieson owns his surgery. People come and go over the land the way they have done since it was
         granted to the family in 1541. It was enclosed in the 1700s, but by Queen Victoria’s time our income came less from sheep
         than from other investments, so we opened it up again.”
      

      “Your family has been here since 1541?” Shani sounded a little winded. “I thought we were doing good to live in Lake Forest
         for five years.”
      

      Dad laughed and the Rover crested the last hill. Every single person in the car—except Dad and me—gasped.

      I grinned at Dad. Exactly the reaction I’d been expecting.

      “It looks exactly like the movie—only better,” Gillian said on a long breath.

      The Middle Window hadn’t done it justice, in my opinion. When we rolled up the drive and crunched to a stop, the girls practically fell out
         of the car, their heads tipped back to look up the massive walls to the towers on each end. “Steady on,” Dad said as Shani
         backed right into him, still looking up.
      

      “Sorry,” she said hastily. “It’s just so big.”
      

      “And hard to heat,” Dad said. “But you should ask Lissa about that. Welcome back again, lassie. I’m very much looking forward
         to seeing your dad when he comes.”
      

      “Me, too.” She smiled at him and hefted her duffel onto the top of her rolling suitcase. “And my mom, who flew over at the
         last minute. They’re still in London. Did you enjoy the premiere?”
      

      “It was nice to see the old place looking its best.” He gazed up at the Margaret tower fondly. “The production company touched
         it up a bit, you know.”
      

      A bit. I stifled a snort. All the whitewashing in the world couldn’t hide the fact that the castle was showing its age. But
         only Dad and I knew that. The girls thought they’d stepped through a portal into another era, and I wasn’t going to tell them
         the looking glass had spots on it.
      

      Dad wouldn’t dream of ushering guests into the house through the kitchen garden door, which the family typically used. Oh,
         no. Instead, he pushed open one of the huge double front doors and stood aside. I led the way in, breathing deep of the smell
         of home—old stone, wood, furniture polish, and wet wool.
      

      “No elevator, you lot.” I picked up my suitcase and began to haul it up the grand staircase. “Grab your bags and use your
         knees.”
      

      Thirty steps up, I looked back to see them in a ragged diagonal, turning in place, looking at the echoing entry hall, at the
         black marble compass rose set into the floor, even examining the massive portraits of my long-dead ancestors. “I promise the
         five-quid tour once you’re all settled.”
      

      The guest floor is the third, technically, but this was no time for spreading people out. I wanted them close to me so we
         could talk late into the night and plan things. “This is the family’s floor. The master suite is there, and I’m down at the
         end of the corridor. In between we’ve got four bedrooms, so feel free to pick whichever one you like.”
      

      “This blue one’s mine.” It was certainly Lissa’s color.

      “Ohmigosh, Mac. Who is this?” Carly’s voice came out of the room next to it. I tossed my things in my room, which was so tidy
         it was obvious I hadn’t been there for three months, and went to find out what she meant.
      

      Carly stood in front of the fireplace, gazing up at the five-foot portrait hanging above it. “Oh, that’s the, er…” I counted
         in my head. “The fourth Countess. Frances Arbuthnot MacPhail. Gainsborough painted it. Isn’t she lovely?”
      

      “Look at the lace on that fichu,” Carly breathed. “You can see every detail.”

      I had no idea what a fichu was, but if it made her happy, I was happy. “I take it you’re going to keep her company?”

      “We were made for each other.”

      I found Gillian and Shani in the Twins’ Room, so named for my grandfather and his brother, who were born six minutes apart.
         That six minutes, though, meant my grandpa and then my dad got the house, though it would go to my cousin Roger when—when
         Dad didn’t live here anymore. So, two generations later, the younger twin would keep things going.
      

      “You can have your own rooms, you know,” I told them. “You don’t have to share.”

      “It’s all good,” Gillian told me. “You had Shani all term, so I’m going to have her now.”

      “Don’t you guys get in each other’s faces?” I never met two such outspoken people. Other than myself, of course.

      Shani raised her eyebrows at me. “Sure. That’s part of the fun. I always know where I stand with this girl. Besides, I have
         to suck up to her. Otherwise the care packages her Nai-Nai sends me will stop coming.”
      

      I couldn’t argue with that. “Meet you down in the hall in half an hour, okay? I’m dying for tea. We’ll do the tour after.”

      “She means supper,” Gillian told Shani before she could ask.

      “I know, ye numpty,” Shani said in a dead-on impression of… me.

      “Ye wee rascal,” I told her. “We’ll make a Scots lass out o’ ye yet.”

      Laughing, I left them to it. Those two were a total match for each other; far be it from me to get between them. Back in my
         room, I left the door open a couple of inches in case anyone wanted me. Hmm. It looked like Dad had had the walls plastered—the
         crack above the window was gone. The quilt on my bed had been swapped out with another of Grannie’s quilts. I had a third
         one on my bed in Mummy’s flat in Eaton Square. It felt a little odd to have my stuff scattered in three places on the globe.
         My clothes and shoes and school clobber were in California. Recent acquisitions like my stereo and books were in London. And
         here, it was like stepping back into my childhood. I hadn’t been much of a child for dolls. Instead, books lined the room
         on white shelves three feet high—Elizabeth Goudge, Tove Jansson’s Moomins series, Enid Blyton’s Adventure books, all stuffed
         in haphazardly as I’d read them again and again. The dresser, also painted white, held everything from jeans to sweaters,
         and I knew that downstairs in the scullery I’d find my anoraks and a collection of coats that probably dated back to the sixties.
         Hmm. At least they’d be in fashion again—Lissa would love that. Even though there wouldn’t be anything but rooks and deer
         for miles, she could sally forth knowing her coat was vintage and on the cutting edge.
      

      I pulled my computer out of its case and plugged it in, and checked my phone for messages. One from Carrie and one from Mummy.
         Aha! Operation Prodigal Mum was about to begin.
      

      “Darling!” she greeted me without even saying hello. “Welcome back. I’m so sorry I didn’t get to the airport, but your connection
         was only what, twenty minutes?”
      

      “Something like that. We barely made it. Of course, our party filled half the plane, so they couldn’t very well go without
         us. And Dad met us, and here we are.”
      

      “What do the girls think of the old place?”

      “They haven’t seen much but the hall and their rooms, but I thought Carly’s eyes were going to fall out of her head. She’s
         keeping Frances Arbuthnot company, completely blissful with all the old stuff.”
      

      “That’s because she doesn’t have to clean it and keep it in order.”

      Neither do you. I buttoned my lip. If I were to be successful in this campaign, it wouldn’t do to go ticking my mother off during the first
         two minutes. “Have you seen Lissa’s parents?”
      

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, they just left. I had them in to dinner. What a lovely girl Patricia is.”

      She was probably the same age as my mother, or maybe a couple of years older. “I knew you’d like her. You should come for
         Christmas and spend some time with them while they’re here.”
      

      Mummy laughed. “Hardly, darling. I don’t expect your father is in the mood for the Ghost of Christmas Past.”

      “Whether he is or not, he’s going to get a Christmas like the ones you used to put on.”

      “Darling, Christmas is only a week away. I used to begin work in September for our little parties.”

      “How hard can it be? I’ll simply send out the invitations by e-mail, order the food catered, and everyone will turn up. Easy.”

      Mummy laughed, but the musical notes of it had an edge of mockery I didn’t particularly like. “I think you’ll find catering
         is nonexistent in the village, and the people in Inniscairn and even Aberdeen will have been booked up for months.”
      

      “I’ll have everything flown in from Edinburgh, then.”

      “Good luck getting your father’s approval on that.”

      Unless she planned to help me, it wasn’t fair of her to sit there in London and rain on my parade. “Honestly, could you be
         any less encouraging?”
      

      “Look at it practically, darling. It took me months to arrange events at Strathcairn. People in the village worked for weeks,
         and everyone came and helped out. How are you going to get the same results in such a short time? You have to be realistic.
         And let’s face it, the money—” She stopped.
      

      “What about the money?”

      “You can’t just pick up the phone and expect it to solve everything,” she said lightly. “People have other obligations.”

      “Well, then, we’ll do it ourselves. I have four friends here to help, and my friends in the village will, too. You’ll see.
         I’ll have everything pulled together in time, and it will be talked of for months.”
      

      “I do hope you’ll send me photographs. What a wonderful invention Flickr is.”

      “You’d do better to see it in person.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, darling. I shall live it vicariously through your pictures and stand amazed at my talented daughter’s
         feats of social brilliance.”
      

      “You will,” was all I said. “Love you.”

      “And you. ’Bye-bye, love.”

      So much for the opening salvo. I disconnected and tossed my phone in my bag. It was time to bring in the big guns.

      I walked down the corridor and knocked on Lissa’s door.

   
      chapter 6

      I NEED YOUR HELP.”
      

      She closed the top drawer of the bureau, and turned to me without hesitation. “This is your house, so I don’t know what use
         I can be. What do you need?”
      

      “I just talked to Mummy. She had your parents in to dinner this evening, and she and your mum seem to have hit it off. I need
         you to call your mum and have her convince mine to come for Christmas.”
      

      Lissa reached behind her for the edge of the bed and sat slowly. “And a woman she’s met once is going to convince her when
         her own daughter can’t?”
      

      “I’m hoping so.”

      “Isn’t that a little… intrusive?”

      “Lissa, you don’t understand. It’s not enough for me to ask her. She isn’t listening and I think—”

      Carly stuck her head in the door. “Oh. Sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay.” Lissa waved her in. “We’re having a war council.”

      “Strategizing again?” Carly smiled at me.

      “It worked on your dad, didn’t it?”

      “I think it wasn’t so much our strategy as it was his wanting to get one over on my mom.”

      “But I paved the way. If we hadn’t softened him up beforehand, it would have gone much differently.”

      “You’re probably right.” Carly yawned so hugely I heard her jaw crack. “Does anyone but me feel like it’s the middle of the
         night?”
      

      “Um, hello, it’s tomorrow morning.” Gillian and Shani came in and shut the door behind them, though there wasn’t a soul on
         the whole floor but us. “Or is it last night? The clock says nine p.m. but we’re…” She gazed into the distance. “I’m too tired
         to even calculate what time it is.”
      

      “It’s one in the afternoon, California time,” I said helpfully.

      “Yes, but which day?” Then Shani waved her hands, pushing an answer away. “Never mind. What’s going on?”

      “Mac’s mom won’t come home for Christmas, so she’s trying to rope mine into convincing her,” Lissa said. “I don’t think it’ll
         work.”
      

      “Just try.” I hoped I didn’t sound like I was begging.

      To give Lissa credit, she convinced her mother to ring mine up and offer to include her in their party. But when Patricia
         called half an hour later, the only person who’d managed to accomplish anything was Lissa. She’d unpacked her underwear and
         filled another drawer with it.
      

      “No luck.” Lissa tapped her iPhone off and gave me an apologetic look. “Apparently your mom was nice as could be, but she
         still said no.”
      

      I clutched my hair in frustration, which didn’t do it any favors. “What is the matter with that woman? She and my dad are
         perfectly civil to one another. Would it hurt so much to come up here and spend one single holiday?”
      

      “Maybe she’s afraid,” Carly said softly.

      “Afraid of what? Dad is the least threatening person on the planet!”

      “Not to someone who was in love with him once.”

      I stared at her. Lissa and Gillian stared at her. Shani just smiled.

      “Oh, my,” I said. “I think I’ve just had a brain wave. And we’re rolling to Plan D.”

               [image: art]

      COULD MY MOTHER still be in love with my dad? If so, what on earth was keeping her from chucking her divorce decree and coming
         back? I knew it wasn’t another man—unless someone had stepped into her life since I’d seen her in October at the trial.
      

      No, it must be something else—and I was going to find out when I finally got her here.

      “All right, listen,” I told the girls. “Mummy has two weaknesses. If Carly is right—and I don’t know if you are.” I glanced
         at her. “But if you’re right, Dad is one of them. And the other is her social standing.”
      

      They blinked at me. “You mean like her title?” Carly asked. “The one she still uses even though technically she isn’t married
         to an earl anymore?”
      

      “Yes, but it’s more than that.” I tried to think it through as I spoke. “She’s always on about mixing with the right crowd.
         Her friends are all titled, and half of them are still Sloane Rangers deep inside.”
      

      “What Rangers?” Shani asked.

      I waved an impatient hand at the interruption. “That’s what they used to call girls like us who shopped on Sloane Street in
         London—but my point is, they wear certain things not because they like them but because women in their position are supposed
         to look a certain way.”
      

      “My mom would probably fit right in,” Shani said. “Except that now she can’t afford it.”

      “Right. So you know what I’m talking about. I’m betting Mum will see our Christmas festivities as a reflection on her—because
         she’s made sure in the past that everything was just so in comparison with the parties of all the other ladies. If I make
         sure she knows about every little thing, it will drive her crazy that it’s not being done the way she thinks is right.”
      

      “Control freak?” Lissa asked.

      “Maybe a little. Or someone who can’t see that a different way isn’t bad, it’s just different.”

      “I don’t know,” Gillian said. “That doesn’t seem like much of a plan. Depending on control-freakishness, I mean.”

      “But it’s all we’ve got.”

      Gillian gazed at me thoughtfully. “How can you be sure that bringing your mom up here is the right thing? You don’t have any
         evidence she still loves your dad.”
      

      “Neither of them has married again, have they?” I couldn’t help it if my tone challenged her. These were my parents, after
         all. Gillian hadn’t even been here for an hour. What did she know?
      

      “That could just be because they haven’t met anybody they want to get serious about. Doesn’t your mom date?”

      Admitting it seemed like undercutting my own argument. “Yes. But having someone escort you to the races or take you to dinner
         isn’t the same as marrying him.”
      

      “But she’s looking. She’s on the market.”

      “No!”

      “Gillian, leave her alone.” Lissa put a hand on my arm. “I’m with Mac. My mom could decide to fly home tonight instead of
         coming up here on Friday. It’s tearing me up. I’d do anything I could to get my parents on the same thousand acres and keep
         them there.” She smiled at me, and some of the hard lumps of anger inside me softened. A little. “You and I are on the same
         page,” she told me. “Anything you need me to do, I’ll do.”
      

      “Same goes for me.” Lissa and I had never been particularly close—not in the way she and Gillian were, or even Carly and I.
         We had hardly anything in common—she liked fairy-princess designers like Robin Brouillette and Maja Fortescu while I liked
         them edgy, like Alexander Wang, or classic, like Chanel. She liked surf music and Hawaiian slack-key guitar, and thought my
         alt-Celtic stuff was annoying. And don’t even get me started on food.
      

      But here was something two people from opposite sides of the world agreed on: Our parents were meant to be together, no matter
         what they thought about it personally.
      

      Across the hall, my mobile rang. “Maybe that’s Mummy, changing her mind.” I bounced off the bed and ran into my room, snatching
         up the phone.
      

      But it wasn’t Mummy.

      “Mac,” Carrie shrieked. “Lachlan said he saw you coming through the village. Why have you no’ called me back?”

      “It’s only been an hour. I’ve got people to sort. It is so good to hear your voice.”

      “You’d have heard it sooner if you’d called me back. When are you coming over?”

      “Not sure. Lots going on here. Parties to plan. Maybe tomorrow, when I’m in the village order—”

      “Tomorrow?” Honestly, she sounded like a seagull on crack. “I can’t wait until tomorrow. A bunch of us are going to the pub
         for shandies. Meet us there.”
      

      “Carrie, are you crazy? I’ve got a houseful of guests. We’ve barely got our coats off, and I’ve said hardly a word to Dad.
         I can’t come over now.”
      

      “Since when has that ever stopped you? Come on. Kirsten and Lily and all our old gang are meeting us, and the boys are coming
         too. I’m walking there as we speak.”
      

      I had to admit that the prospect of seeing all my old friends after so long was very tempting. And the pub made toffee shortcake
         that just couldn’t be duplicated anywhere on the planet. The girls were practically asleep on their feet, so a tour of the
         house would be wasted on them.
      

      “All right. Give me twenty minutes and I’ll meet you there.”

      Her squeal of delight cut off abruptly as she snapped her phone shut.

      When I went back into Lissa’s room, carrying my leather bike jacket, the others had gone. “Not your mom?” She pulled her coat
         off the trunk at the end of the carved Victorian four-poster and hung it in the wardrobe.
      

      “No. My friend Carrie, from the village. Everyone is getting together at the pub to welcome me home. I said I’d go.”

      “Everyone?”

      “All my school friends. I’ve known most of them all my life.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “Want to come?”

      She’d taken out her contacts, and gave me a look over the tops of her narrow black glasses. “Don’t think so. It’s you they’re
         expecting. I’d just be butting in.”
      

      “Not if I’ve invited you.” She shook her head, and her blonde hair rippled in the lamplight. “There will be guys,” I said
         slyly.
      

      She looked up. Talk about weaknesses. I may not have known her as well as I knew Carly or Shani, but I did know that. “What
         about the others?”
      

      “They’re probably exhausted. We can do the tour tomorrow. Come on, I told her I’d be there in twenty minutes.”

      “No, you go. I’ve already taken my contacts out and my eyes are so gritty I’ll never get them in again.”

      “Nobody cares about your glasses, Lissa.”

      “If there are boys there, I care,” she said. “Deeply.”

      “All right. Your loss.” I slipped my jacket on.

      She blinked as if I hadn’t been standing there the whole time with it over my arm. “You’re riding a motorcycle?”

      “Dirt bike. How did you think I was going to get to the village? Walk?”

      “I don’t know. I have no idea where it is in relation to where we are. All I know is, it’s dark and freezing out there. Are
         you sure you want to do this?”
      

      “Of course. I do it all the time.” The zipper sang up its track.

      “History repeats itself,” she said thoughtfully.

      “What?” I turned at the door.

      “The last time I was here, you rode off as well. Only then it was on a horse.”

      I laughed, as if she’d made a joke. “No chance of that, at least. Selkie and Ambrose are in winter stable at a farm five miles
         from here.” I hurried down the back stairs to the kitchen door, where it was a short jog across the courtyard to the garage.
         It had been a carriage house a hundred years ago, but now instead of housing barouche landaus, it kept the Range Rover, the
         Mercedes, my Ducati, and my dirt bike snug and dry.
      

      I tugged on my helmet, fired up the bike and raced down the driveway, the engine smooth and tuned, the gears cold under my
         hands. All of it combined to erase the sound of Lissa’s voice, her quiet words repeating what my guilty conscience already
         knew: I shouldn’t be doing this. I should be making my new friends comfortable and serving them hot chocolate until everyone
         nodded off where they sat. Not dumping them flat and riding off to see my old friends.
      

      The pub in the village wasn’t really a pub—more like a family restaurant that served the local brew, housed in a stone building
         that had been there since people’s great-great-grandfathers were young. On the walls were pictures of kids from the forties
         at their gymkhanas, pictures of fishermen, pictures of me—but only a couple of those. Dad had offered the pub samples of his
         homemade whiskey, but Blythe Rose, the proprietress, had suggested that as a brewer, he made a wonderful earl.
      

      Poor Dad. His gifts always seemed to lie outside his passions.

      I pushed open the door and was swarmed immediately by all my old crowd. “Mac! You’re back!”

      “We didn’t think you’d come, with all the Americans underfoot.”

      “We missed you!”

      You’d think I’d been off exploring the Amazon for a year, not going to school for three months. But the ride had been freezing
         (and maybe, just maybe, a tiny bit stupid on my part) and the pub was warm, and it felt good to be welcomed and see the smiles
         on the faces of my childhood friends.
      

      Carrie grabbed my arm and dragged me to a table, where Lily, Kirsten, Terrell, and Gordon pulled chairs over and crowded round
         it with us. I remembered the day when the sum of my and Carrie’s ambition had been to get Gordon to notice us. That was a
         long time ago. Now he was just one of my friends, and I was still looking for someone who could put the same look on my face
         that Brett put on Carly’s.
      

      So far he hadn’t shown up, and I was getting rather tired of waiting. In the meantime, this lot filled that space inside.

      Outside, too. “Move over,” I told Carrie. “You’re squashing me.”

      “Am not. Move your chair back. What’s going on wi’ you? Too much chicken-fried steak?”

      “I’ll have you know I’ve lost half a stone over the term. All those California salads.”

      Carrie grimaced. “Revolting.”

      “Have you been surfing?” Gordon wanted to know. “You said you were going to.”

      I nodded. “Lissa had us down to Santa Barbara for the Thanksgiving holiday and I actually got up on the board. It’ll be Newquay
         next.” The Cornish beach was famous for its waves and surfers came from all over the world to ride them. I know. Right here
         in the UK. Who knew?
      

      Carrie made a rude noise. “I can think of things I’d rather do. So what’s she like, this Lissa?”

      “Well, you saw the pictures from the premiere, yeah?”

      They all nodded. “Never thought I’d see you hobnobbing it in Hollywood,” Terrell said with a grin. “They know about that episode
         with old Macaulay’s goats?”
      

      “No, and they never will. Besides, I was only ten. How could I know they were some experimental breed and worth a fortune?”

      “So what’s it like?” Lily wanted to know, her sloe eyes alight with interest. “Hollywood, I mean.”

      “It’s difficult to say.” I thought for a second. “The red carpet was all about camera angles and which of the news crews would
         get the stars the most coverage. We all stuck together, but the spotlight was mostly on Shani.”
      

      “That girl who was dating the prince?” Kirsten asked. “Is he ever a looker.”

      “And he’s just as nice as he looks.” I smiled. “He’s ever so good at political science—probably the only reason I managed
         to float above a C-plus.”
      

      “Princes and Hollywood types,” Carrie mused. “I’m surprised you condescended to hang wi’ the likes of us.”

      “Oh, don’t take that tone with me,” I said impatiently. “You’re my friends. Nothing will ever change that.”

      “She’s been horrid these last couple of weeks,” Lily said with a glance at Carrie. “Always on about would you be different,
         were you going to come at all, blah, blah.”
      

      “And here you are, same as ever,” Kirsten said. She turned to Carrie, who was sucking up the last of her shandy. “See? I told
         you.”
      

      “She isn’t the same.” Carrie gave me the once-over. “She’s lost half a stone, didn’t you hear? She’s all into the California
         image thing now.”
      

      “Would you give over?” What had brought this on? Carrie couldn’t seriously be jealous. “I’m eating salad instead of chips,
         yeah, and playing an appalling game of football because they don’t have field hockey. But that has nothing to do with anything.
         You’re the one who’s all about appearances if you think my losing weight is going to make me less your friend.”
      

      “I’m all about appearances?” Carrie pushed away from me, then got up altogether. “You have no reason to say that about me.”

      “Oh, come on.” I reached over and tugged on her arm. “Don’t go getting upset over nothing. It’s my first night back. Come
         and tell me what this lot has been getting up to.”
      

      She felt heavy as she allowed me to drag her back down beside me on the ancient slat-back chair. But she seemed to perk up
         as Lily and Kirsten dished the gossip, and by the time they got to the part about the chemist’s not-so-secret affair with
         the third-form teacher in Inniscairn, Carrie was back to her usual self.
      

      Finally, I got up to go.

      “You can’t be going yet,” Carrie complained. “It’s only just gone eleven.”

      “Uh-huh. And I’ve been flying for what seems like two days. I need to sleep if I’m to plan for Christmas and Hogmanay. We’re
         having a big party and you all must come. No exceptions.”
      

      Amid the chorus, Carrie alone stayed quiet. “Are all your American friends going to be there?”

      “Of course. I’m going to start teaching them Strip the Willow straight away in case Dad manages to bribe the band into playing
         a country dance.”
      

      “Wouldn’t want them making fools of themselves,” she agreed. “That’s nice of you.”

      I shrugged. “Just playing hostess. Have to think of everything.”

      She took my elbow and pulled me closer to the door. “Just remember tae think of your old friends once in awhile, too.”

      “Carrie, this isn’t a competition. I really want you all to meet each other. You’ll like them, I’m sure.”

      Which I wasn’t. I couldn’t imagine anyone more different from Lissa, for instance, than Carrie, with her black-ringed eyes,
         micromini leather skirt, and torn stockings. And I could only imagine what Gillian would say when she got an eyeful of Gordon’s
         piercings. But that was all surface stuff. Under it all, they were my friends. My history. They knew my secrets, and I knew
         theirs.
      

      Nothing was going to change that. Friends were friends, no matter what.

      Right?
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      To:          
         caragon@spenceracad.edu
      

      From:      
         artistalicia@comcast.net
      

      Date:       December 23, 2009

      Re:          Feliz Navidad

      Carolina, I hope you are well and managing all right over there in Scotland.

      Me, I am not managing so well. I am sitting here in Santa Fe using Richard’s laptop and trying not to think of the wedding
         I was to have. Tonight would have been the rehearsal dinner, with tamales and toasts and great cupfuls of happiness.
      

      Would have been, you say? Yes. I have canceled my wedding. Richard says it is merely postponed until all my family can be
         here, as well as his, but he is only being kind.
      

      I hope you are satisfied that your punishment for my departure two years ago is now complete. I am now more unhappy than you
         could ever be. I will never, never forgive you.
      

      Mama

     

   
      chapter 7

      I WAS THE FIRST ONE up the next morning. It had been lights-out when I arrived home, so there had been no late-night chat that
         I’d been involved in, at least. I have no doubt the girls had had plenty to say about my ditching them.
      

      They would just have to understand. I felt torn between two sets of friends, with responsibilities toward both. Maybe that
         was why I’d gotten up before anyone else. My plan was to put together a nice breakfast for them all, to show them I really
         did care and I was glad they were all here.
      

      When I got downstairs, I found Dad sitting at the ancient table in the kitchen with a cup of tea in front of him. The big
         Aga range made the room cozy—a stark contrast to my room. I pulled down a stoneware mug and felt the teapot. Still hot.
      

      Two teaspoons of sugar, a dollop of milk, and hot tea. It just wasn’t the same in the States. I sipped slowly and waited.

      “Find everyone all right?” Dad asked.

      I nodded. “All just the same. Gordon had two more rings put in his eyebrow since I was home last.”

      “And I suppose the news about Bert and Ellie is all over three counties.”

      “It’s a bit sordid, really. Who cares?”

      “Their spouses might care quite a bit, I imagine.” I shrugged. Dad went on, “I had a nice chat with the girls over a bite.
         Lucky job Mrs. Gillie left a lot of meat pies behind the last time she was here.”
      

      “She always looks after us, Dad. Of course she made sure there’d be enough for everyone.”

      “I would have thought that would be your job.”

      Ah. Here it was. “I’m sorry. But the gang was getting together and I couldn’t very well miss my own welcome-home party.”

      “You might have invited the girls along.”

      “I did. Lissa, at least. But everyone was exhausted.”

      He just looked at me. I hate that look. Every time I’m cheeky to him or forget to do something he’s specifically asked me
         to, he gives me that look and I feel every bit as horrible as he thinks I am.
      

      “I’m sorry.”

      “They’ve come a long way to be with you. You might think about that next time.”

      “I know.”

      “It must be difficult, straddling two worlds like this.”

      Exactly what I’d just been thinking, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. “I’m a popular girl.”

      “I don’t think it’s about popularity. I see it as more a bridge between the past and the future. Are you planning to take
         your final two terms in America?”
      

      “St. Cecelia’s says not. Two exchange terms max. But don’t tell the girls that. They don’t know I’m not supposed to come back
         with them.”
      

      “Mummy and I can negotiate another term for you.”

      “You can?”

      “If your A-levels come in.”

      “What about uni?”

      “That would be up to you. I took a gap year and never regretted it.”

      “Shani’s boyfriend is doing that. Only he’s going off on some missionary thing to somewhere where there’s no running water.”

      He chuckled. “To each his own. I see you applied to a couple of American universities. St. Cecelia’s called me saying your
         transcripts had been requested and asked if I was aware of that.”
      

      “Thorough, aren’t they?” I buried my nose in my mug.

      “You could go to good old Edinburgh, you know. They have one of the best medical programs in the UK.”

      “Dad, we’ve talked about this before. I don’t know what I want to do yet, besides live a little and hang out here with you.”

      “Those sound like opposites to me.”

      “After living it up, a person needs this place to come home to.”

      “I don’t know for how much longer.”

      “What?”

      But at that moment the girls straggled in, more or less dressed. I peered at Lissa. “Are you wearing two jumpers—er, sweaters?”

      She looked down at herself. “Don’t they match?”

      “If it’s that cold in your room, turn up the fire,” Dad suggested. “I can’t have my guests freezing to death.”

      “She’s a fragile flower,” Gillian said. “In New York, we know how to bundle up.”

      “The Upper East Side isn’t that cold,” Shani said. “And you’re wearing long johns under that tunic sweater. I thought those went out with the Depression.”
      

      “Excuse me, I wear them skiing,” Gillian told her with dignity. “And they’re silk, so there.”

      “Any chance of a cup of coffee?” Lissa asked, her tone pathetic.

      “None,” Dad said. “But I can offer you a very strong English Breakfast tea.”

      “As long as it’s hot.”

      I got up and chucked some toast in the toaster, then sliced oranges and found some grapes. “Anyone for porridge?”

      Everyone groaned in a big chorus, except Carly, who said, “Yes, please.”

      “You are so weird,” Shani informed her.

      Then she looked at Carly more closely. So did I. Had she been crying? If so, I needed to find a moment alone with her to ask
         what was going on. Surely she couldn’t be missing Brett that much already.
      

      “She isn’t weird at all,” Dad said. “A girl after my own heart.” He got up, but I waved him into his seat again. “I’ll do
         it. I won’t eat the stuff, but I certainly haven’t forgotten how to make it.”
      

      So far no one appeared to be in any shape to make any comments about my behavior from last night. And after breakfast, during
         the tour of the house, they were so distracted by everything that I think they forgot.
      

      “There are bedrooms in this tower! I’d love to sleep in a round room.”

      “You wouldn’t survive the cold, girlfriend.”

      “Look. They used to shoot arrows out of these little windows. That’s why they call them ‘lancets.’”

      “Why do the stairs go counterclockwise?”

      “So you can hold your sword in your right hand and it has room to swing. Honestly, don’t you pay any attention in Medieval History?”
      

      “There are angels on the ceiling. Guess you wouldn’t get far if you tried to sneak a guy into your room. Guilt much?”

      “You’d know, Lissa.”

      “Wow. ‘Long Gallery’ doesn’t quite do this justice. Five hundred people could dance in here. How many are we inviting for
         New Year’s Eve?”
      

      “Not that many. And we’ll be in the ballroom, not up here.”

      “There’s a ballroom?”

      “Are these portraits all your relatives?”

      “I don’t think I know that many people, much less be related to them all.”
      

      Outside, one or another kept stumbling because she’d turn and gawk up at the looming mass of the tower walls. Finally, I steered
         my little tour group round the Eithne tower (“Yes, they’re all named after the first earl’s daughters”) and into the relative
         warmth of the south side.
      

      A century ago the lady of the house had had a kitchen garden in the square formed by the south wing and the orchard wall,
         but in the sixties and seventies it wasn’t much more than a place to chuck old furniture and trash.
      

      Then my mother had come to the castle, and new life flowed in the wake of her money. The kitchen garden had been her special
         project, and while the box maze was now leggy and overgrown, and tall grass and weeds ran riot between clumps of briars and
         the stalks of delphinium, I could still see the bones of careful organization. I could also see a hill with what looked like
         rotting pumpkins in front of the henhouse.
      

      Dad sat in a plastic chair on a clear space in front of it. “Hullo, ladies. Finish the tour?” The half-dozen Buff Orpington
         hens surrounded him, their necks craned toward him with keen-eyed expectation until he scattered the handful of seed he carried.
         When they’d finished cleaning up the bigger bits, he whistled, a five-note stave.
      

      “Why is your dad whistling the theme from Close Encounters?” Lissa wanted to know.
      

      I half expected birds to come descending from the sky, but no. One moment the briar thicket that had been Mummy’s roses was
         bare of anything but thorns. I blinked, and the next moment the canes had sprouted brown balls of fluff. Twittering in happy
         disarray, a flock of sparrows, juncos, and titmice fluttered to the ground and began cleaning up behind the hens.
      

      “How did you do that?” Carly said on an awed breath. “My abuela has chickens, but she’s not a hen whisperer. Are you some kind of St. Francis?”
      

      Dad shook his head, and a junco hopped over his boot as though it were nothing more than a stone or a molehill.

      “Are they, like, trained?” Lissa asked. “They have people who do that for movie crews, you know.”

      “How do you get them to come to you?” Gillian asked.

      “Trust,” Dad said simply.

      Gillian stepped out of the doorway and the birds fluttered onto the branches above her head. She froze, and Dad whistled again.
         The brown brigade resumed its foraging as though nothing had happened, though one or two kept a close eye on Gillian, just
         in case she tried something fishy.
      

      “They watch me feeding the hens and holding them,” Dad explained quietly. “I suppose, with avian logic, they believe that
         if the hens don’t fear me, they shouldn’t either.”
      

      “Or it’s just that you have the food.” Talk about logic. Gillian never failed. “Someone who feeds them isn’t going to eat
         them.”
      

      “Perhaps. But it’s rather amazing, isn’t it? That something so small can give you its trust.”

      The girls nodded, and then something caught Lissa’s eye in the orchard, and they headed off down the garden to investigate.
         I followed more slowly.
      

      Dad sat in his chair in the sun, murmuring to the chooks and stroking their creamy gold feathers.

      He hadn’t looked at me once.
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      TRUST.

      Well, if you can’t trust your friends with what upsets you, who can you trust? As the girls wandered between the apple trees,
         I caught up to Carly.
      

      “Hey. Is everything all right? You looked upset at breakfast.”

      She leaned on a trunk and reached up to tug on one last, wrinkly holdout apple from its branch. “Do you ever get guilt attacks,
         Mac?”
      

      I took a second to regroup. “Sure.” Daily. “Why? Is someone guilting you?”
      

      “My mom.”

      Oh. Not good. “I didn’t think you could be missing Brett so much, so soon. Do you want to talk about it?”
      

      She tried to smile, but tears glittered in her eyes. She used the heel of her hand to wipe them away. “She sent me a really
         nasty e-mail this morning. They postponed the wedding because of me, and she says she’s never going to forgive me.”
      

      “Ach, that’s terrible.” I pulled her close for a hug and felt her whole body heave as she tried not to cry. “Let it out, Carly.
         Just let it go.”
      

      As though distress were a signal, on the far side of the orchard Shani turned to look at us. She grabbed Gillian’s and Lissa’s
         arms and, as quick as the birds in the rose canes, surrounded Carly and me. Lissa fished a crumpled tissue out of her pocket,
         and Carly took it gratefully. I put them in the picture with a quick summary.
      

      “That’s so not fair,” Lissa said. “I can’t believe she’d lay that on you.”

      “That’s my mom,” Carly said on a sigh. “Why blame yourself when there are so many other people to blame?”

      “It’s not like her marriage depends on you,” Gillian agreed. “Why doesn’t she just go ahead with it?”

      “I don’t know. For some reason having my buy-in matters to her. All I want is for her to get on with her life so Papa can
         get on with his. I hate having to choose sides.”
      

      “This trip was supposed to take you out of the choice,” Shani put in. “If you’re here, you can’t be there. It doesn’t make
         sense that she’d cancel and then blame you for it.”
      

      “Since when did parents ever make any sense?” Gillian wanted to know.

      “Good point.” I had my own set of parents to prove that one. “But the thing is, you don’t have to take the blame. What she
         does is her own business.”
      

      “I’m a mean person to force her to cancel.”

      I couldn’t stand the misery in a face meant to dimple with happiness. “No, you’re not. You’re trying to be a neutral party.”
         I looked to the others for confirmation. “Right? She’s trying not to choose and it isn’t fair for her mom to make her.”
      

      “That’s right,” Lissa said. “She can throw gobs of guilt, but you don’t need to catch it. It does nobody any good and it just
         leaves you standing there with gunk all over you.”
      

      “Oh, thanks,” Shani said wryly. “I so want that image in my head all day.”

      Carly huffed something that might have been a laugh. “But what do I do?”

      “Don’t answer that e-mail,” I said. “It was probably just a bomb, anyway. Made to be dropped, not answered.”

      “We can pray,” Shani said softly, almost hesitantly, which is unusual for her. “Right here under this tree. Can’t we?”

      Gillian nodded. “You’re right. We can’t do anything about this situation. But God can do something about Carly’s feelings.
         And maybe her mom’s, too.”
      

      “That would be good,” Carly said. “I think that is what I really need, anyway.”

      So, right there in the orchard, standing in the frosty grass, they prayed for her, one after the other. I didn’t. For one
         thing, I had no idea what to say. And for another, there was such a big lump in my throat, I couldn’t have gotten a word past
         it.
      

      In the end, I did the only thing I could. I squeezed Carly’s hand. And when she squeezed back, I knew that at least she understood
         there were times when a person just didn’t have the words.
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      WE MADE MINI PIZZAS for lunch and, when everyone was done, I found a piece of paper and a pen in Dad’s office and returned
         to the kitchen table. “All right, here’s what we need to do. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve and Lissa’s parents will be coming in
         the morning. So just a small family party tomorrow night, with maybe a few of the neighbors in. Dr. Kelso, the Crombies, Dad’s
         friends from the village and any of the tenants who want to stop by for a wee dram.”
      

      “They still have to be fed,” Carly reminded me.

      “Hors d’oeuvres only. I e-mailed Mrs. Gillie a list, so we can make them when she brings the ingredients. Just simple things.
         For now, we need to go up to the storage rooms and get down all the decorating clobber. Some people—” I raised my voice so
         that Dad, who had come in and gone into the estate office down the kitchen corridor, would hear me “—forgot there’s such a
         thing as Christmas spirit.”
      

      “Bah, humbug,” came his voice, filled with good humor.

      Even I was puffing by the time we climbed the staircases to the fourth floor, where the Victorian nurseries had been turned
         into a game room and the governess’s and nurse’s rooms into storage rooms. “The attics are up above here,” I explained, “but
         there’s nothing up there but ancient gardening tools and boxes of moldy books. And mice. And maybe bats.”
      

      “What about clothes?” Carly asked. “They’re not up there with the mice, are they?”

      I nodded toward a closed door down at the end. “There are bags of things in there, if you like yellowing tennis dresses from
         the twenties and vile woolly swimming costumes. But we need to focus on—”
      

      Too late. Carly had already taken off at a run.

      Gillian grinned at me. “You know that’s why she’s really here. She’s convinced there’s some titled lady’s court gown buried
         in there that she can analyze for design.”
      

      “And maybe wear,” Lissa said.

      “And maybe take home,” Shani added.

      “There might be. I’ve never actually looked, except when I was little and we’d play dress-up when it was raining. If she finds
         something she likes, she’s welcome to it. I’d certainly never put the ratty things on.”
      

      I hoped she found what she was looking for. Or at least a place to be alone. If it were me, I’d want to process things like
         mothers and prayers and responsibilities and give myself some time to sort them out in my mind.
      

      I led the way into one of the storerooms, where the boxes were sensibly marked Wrapping Paper and Lights and Crèche. “Here
         we are. When Mum was here, she’d have the sitting room and the music room decorated with candles and cedar garlands. We’d
         put—”
      

      “Music room?” Gillian interrupted. “We didn’t see that on the tour, did we?”

      “No. Sorry. Of course you’d be interested in that.”

      “Are there instruments in it?”

      “We have a piano that’s about two hundred years old, and a big gold harp, and a collection of flutes, but they’re all mounted
         in cases.”
      

      “Is the harp tuned?” She sounded almost breathless.

      “Are you joking? I don’t think it’s been touched since George the Fifth was king.”

      A great big smile spread across Gillian’s face.

      “We’re going to lose another one,” Lissa commented. “I didn’t know you played a concert harp, Gillian.”

      “I don’t anymore. But I still know how to tune and pedal one.”

      Of course she did. What sewing machines and kitchen appliances did for Carly, musical instruments did for Gillian. It must
         be nice to be gifted with something. I’d be happy to be able to decorate half as well as my mother did. But even my feeble
         efforts had to be better than nothing.
      

      “Come on. Let’s get all this downstairs.”

      Two trips later, we gasped and moaned our way into the sitting room, where my parents served drinks when company came.

      “I think I’m broken,” Shani groaned, heaving the last box of lights in through the door. “I thought you were supposed to have
         manservants around here for this stuff.”
      

      “Not anymore. Mr. Gillie is in his sixties, so he’s not going to do much more than the heavy housework and a bit of groundskeeping.
         Cheer up. By New Year’s you’ll be in fabulous shape.”
      

      “Or I’ll be sleeping in the kitchen and not moving from the ground floor.”

      “It would have gone faster with Gillian and Carly,” Lissa said. “If we do setup, guess who gets to do teardown. Heh.”

      “Let them have their fun,” I said. “That way I get kudos for being a brilliant hostess. Lissa, come with me, all right? We’ll
         grab some clippers from the mudroom and get the cedar branches. Shani, you untangle the twinkle lights and round up all the
         candles you can find. I think there are boxes of them in a closet somewhere.”
      

      At the back door, I handed Lissa a pair of Wellingtons and a coat, put on my own, and stepped outside. She lifted her head
         as we crunched across the lawn in the direction of the lake. “It feels like snow.”
      

      “How would you know? Don’t tell me it snows at the beach.”

      “I have been in more places than just the beach, you know. Like here, for instance, last year. And I’m pretty good at eyeballing
         weather. When you surf, you have to be.”
      

      “I’ll give you that, then.” I looked up at the gray, lowering clouds, fat and ragged at the bottom. “I think you’re right.
         I’d much rather have a white Christmas than a horrid muddy brown one.”
      

      From somewhere deep in Lissa’s clothes, I heard the familiar line from Firefly. She pulled her cell phone out.
      

      “Mom! Where are you? How come you didn’t fly? No kidding. I suppose this is a crazy week at the airports. I’m glad you got
         a rental car, anyway. Be careful when you get to Edinburgh—it looks like it’s going to snow here. Oh, it does? Trust Dad to
         get one of those. He’s been on enough shoots in impossible places to know. And you’ll get a chance to talk on the drive up
         here.”
      

      Long pause.

      “Oh. He is? You did? Well, uh, that was nice of you. Sure, I’ll ask.” She pressed the phone against her chest and looked at
         me. “Is it okay if they bring one more? One of the production assistants from The Middle Window shoot is hitching a ride with them.”
      

      “That’s a fair hitch. It’s a ten-hour drive.”

      “No one could get flights up here on such short notice. He lives in Edinburgh but he’ll be all alone for Christmas and they
         just wondered…”
      

      “Of course he can come.” I pictured some bespectacled geek with a transmitter in his ear and a clipboard and bad skin. Poor
         chap.
      

      Lissa nodded and lifted the phone. “Sure, that’s fine. There’s plenty of room here, so no worries about that. Tell Alasdair
         hi for me.” Another long pause. “That’s okay, Mom. She knows you tried. And Mac has an alternate plan to get her up here,
         anyway. I don’t know—but you can be sure it’s mapped out with military efficiency.” She smiled at me. “Safe driving, okay?
         Okay, love you three times. ’Bye.”
      

      Lissa snapped the phone shut as we took a fork in the path and ducked under the trees, heading toward the lake. “She says
         she’s sorry she couldn’t convince your mom.”
      

      “She shouldn’t be. It was kind of her to try. So what’s this about the production assistant person? Do your parents collect
         the lost and lonely at holidays the way my dad does?” She hesitated just long enough to make me ask, “What’s the matter? Do
         you know the guy?”
      

      She nodded.

      “Is he horrible? Is he going to spoil our fun? If so, you can call her back and ask them to push him into the firth. This
         Christmas is going to be perfect and I won’t have—”
      

      “No, no. He’s fine.” She took the pair of clippers I handed her and began snipping branches off a shaggy cedar that hadn’t
         been trimmed in probably a decade. “In fact, he’s more than fine. He’s tall and super smart and talented. He has dark red
         hair and dimples and hazel eyes.”
      

      “Oh. Well, then. That’s different.” I stopped snipping. “It sounds to me as if you know way too much about this person.”

      “He showed me around Edinburgh last year. I spent more time with him than I did with my own father.”

      “And something happened while you were spending said time?”

      She nodded. “I… um, we… we kissed. More than a few times.” She snipped off a branch with a lot more force than the skinny
         little thing warranted. “And now he’s coming here with my parents.”
      

      “So what’s wrong with that? I’ve kissed lots of guys lots of times, and most of them have been here with my parents.”

      “You don’t get it.” Her skin had turned pale, and it wasn’t just because of the cold. “He’s a lot older than me. Twenty-one.
         If my parents find out, they’ll flip. The only reason I had myself a mini-fling is because I thought I’d never see him again.”
      

      Oh, dear. Have yourself a merry little Christmas, girlfriend.

   
      chapter 8

      THEY’RE HERE!” Lissa’s voice echoed from the landing in the great hall, where she’d spent the last hour pretending to hang
         twinkle lights on the banisters while she watched the drive. “Woohoo!”
      

      Her ballet flats slapped a quick tattoo on the stone as she flew down the stairs.

      “If you slide down the banister, it’s faster.” Always the helpful hostess, me. Then I turned back to the phone I held between
         my cheek and shoulder. “Mummy, they’re practically at the door so I have to be quick. We can’t find the box of candles.”
      

      “Did you look in the linen cupboard?”

      “Why would candles be in the linen cupboard?” I reached up and hung a big fat wreath on the sitting-room door.

      “Because there’s no linen in it anymore, goosey. You’ll find all kinds of kitchen rubbish in there, and I’m sure I put the
         candles there when—the last time.”
      

      The double front doors banged open, and I could hear Lissa outside, shrieking with joy.

      “I’ve got to go. Lissa is frightening the wildlife. Thanks, Mummy.”

      “Darling, don’t forget the crèche goes on the sideboard in the sitting room.”

      “We’re not doing the crèche. Baby Jesus is missing, along with the two cows. I hate to think what they’re up to.”

      “Not doing the crèche? But it’s tradition.”

      “Bit difficult without Baby Jesus, Mum.”

      “But the room won’t look right.”

      “It looks lovely, honestly. We’ve been working like drovers since yesterday. I’ll take a picture and e-mail it to you. Got
         to go.”
      

      I disconnected before she could get another word in, and smiled. It would send her crazy to know I wasn’t doing it “right.”
         Baby Jesus wasn’t missing at all. He was wrapped in tissue, right where he ought to be. But it was all part of my plan.
      

      Meanwhile, there were guests to greet and lovely college men to meet. I tucked the phone into my pocket and hurried across
         the hall and down the front steps.
      

      Dad, looking every inch the earl in muddy Wellies and an ancient fisherman’s sweater under a tweed blazer so old it had lost
         most of its color, was shaking Lissa’s father’s hand. “Welcome back to Strathcairn, Gabriel. I’m so glad our kids talked you
         into spending the holiday with us.”
      

      Gabe laughed and Lissa’s mother said, “I only hope we won’t be too much trouble.”

      “Nonsense,” Dad said warmly.

      “We can’t possibly be as much trouble as I was on my last visit.” Gabe looked up at the walls. “This place sure shot well.
         My director of photography thought he’d died and gone to heaven.”
      

      “Mac, I’m so glad to see you.” Patricia Sutter hugged me and I got a whiff of Joy before she let me go and turned me over
         to Gabe. “Have you girls been having fun?”
      

      Lissa slid both arms round her mum’s waist. “Mac’s been working us to the bone. But boy, are my glutes in good shape from
         all those stairs.” Then she stopped and turned bright red. “Uh, I mean—”
      

      I glanced from her to the guy standing by the boot of the rented Land Rover. He raised his eyebrows and fought to keep the
         grin off his face. “I didn’t hear a word,” he said. “And I certainly wouldn’t say it. Hi, Lissa.”
      

      “Hi, Alasdair,” she mumbled, and grabbed the nearest suitcase and a carrying case sitting in the snow next to the car. She
         fled up the stairs with them.
      

      “Graham, I’d like you to meet Alasdair Gibson, one of the production assistants who worked on The Middle Window here last year. Alasdair, you remember the earl.” They shook hands.
      

      “These are our other guests: Shani Hanna, Gillian Chang, and Carly Aragon,” Dad said.

      “There will be a quiz at the end of the period,” Gillian quipped.

      “And this is my daughter, Lindsay—”

      “Mac.” I shook his hand, too, not being one to miss an opportunity when it’s standing there all tousled and tall. Mmm. Nice,
         strong handshake. Warm. Yummy shoulders. Great mouth.
      

      Oh, happy Christmas to me.

      Nice eyes, too. Hazel, as Lissa had said. But what Lissa had not said was every bit as evident. Because those nice eyes were
         not focused on me, as a man’s should be when he’s got a girl’s hand in his. Oh, no.
      

      Alasdair was watching Lissa bumping her way through the door with her two bits of luggage. “Excuse me, Lady Lindsay.” He loped
         up the steps and pushed on the door so Lissa practically fell through it. He fell through it right after her.
      

      “Mac,” I repeated to no one in particular.

      And a happy sodding New Year.

      I wasn’t the product of five hundred years of breeding for nothing. I straightened my shoulders, put on a smile, and led the
         way into the house. “Lunch is at one o’clock,” I told Patricia. “Let me show you to your room so you can make yourselves comfortable.
         It’s on the third floor.”
      

      I found Lissa and Alasdair there, wandering helplessly from room to room. “Mac!” Lissa practically bowled me over. “Where
         do you want him?” Her smile was a little too perfect to be real, and her eyes looked… desperate?
      

      I had a few suggestions, if she wanted Alasdair off her hands.

      Her parents, both breathing hard, gained the top of the staircase. “Mr. Mansfield, Ms. Sutter, you’re in the Queen’s Room.”

      “Great,” Lissa’s mother said. “I hope it comes with oxygen. Whew! Lissa, you weren’t kidding.” She put her cases down and
         straightened. “And please, call us Gabe and Patricia. The other is such a mouthful.”
      

      “What’s this about a queen’s room?” Gabe wanted to know.

      I showed them in and put Patricia’s carrying case on the trunk at the foot of the bed. “Mary, Queen of Scots is supposed to
         have stayed here during one of her progresses. There’s some doubt about the dates, so I don’t know if it really happened or
         not. But what’s a castle without a room where somebody famous slept or died or staged an uprising?”
      

      “I’m not famous, but I might be dead soon.” Patricia collapsed on the green brocade fainting couch. “Ever considered installing
         an elevator?”
      

      “We Scots are big believers in physical fitness.” I grinned at her.

      “What do you do when your guests have disabilities?”

      “Grannie broke her ankle skating on the lake one Christmas. She slept in what used to be the housekeeper’s room, off the corridor
         where Dad’s office is.”
      

      “I meant the paying guests. Aren’t there the equivalent of ADA laws here?”

      I stared at her rather like the cow in the road stares at the honking car. She was making noises I didn’t understand. “Sorry?”

      “The Americans with Disabilities Act. In the States, guest houses have to have some way to accommodate people in wheelchairs
         and whatnot.”
      

      “This isn’t a guest house.”

      Patricia gazed at me while a blush colored her face under its tasteful makeup. “I’m sorry. I guess I just assumed that a place
         this huge would be paying its way. I can’t imagine what the taxes must be like.”
      

      “Mom,” Lissa murmured. “You’re embarrassing her. Please stop.”

      “But I was just—”

      “Mom.”
      

      “I hope you’ll be comfortable. Alasdair, if you come with me, your room is just down here.”

      I left Lissa to deal with her parents and their strange ideas, and made off down the hall with the cute guy. Who was crushing
         on my friend who didn’t want him.
      

      Just my luck. Well, luck could be turned. I’d never met a man I couldn’t have, and there was nothing like a challenge to liven
         up the holidays. So what if he was a little older? That meant he was mature. Adult. I mean, stand him next to Tate DeLeon.
         I rest my case.
      

      Two doors down, I showed him in. “I always call this the ‘Ducks ’n’ Bucks’ room because of the hunting scenes, but it doesn’t
         have an official name.”
      

      “That’s all right. I’d never have been able to sleep in the Queen’s Room, anyway. Her outraged spirit would probably have
         me tossed out.”
      

      “Mary had a keen eye for the men, never fear. I doubt she’d toss you.”

      “I never read that in history.”

      “You never read the right books.” I smiled at him. “Is that what you’re doing? Reading history?”

      He shook his head. “Pre-med.”

      “Ah. That’s what my dad wants me to do. But I haven’t decided yet.”

      “It’s not so bad. You’re taking a term in the States, are you?”

      “At Spencer Academy in San Francisco. Shani and Carly are my roommates there. I understand you and Lissa know each other.”

      He smiled, as if he was savoring a favorite memory. As if I didn’t know what it was. “We do. I showed her round Edinburgh
         a bit last winter while Gabe was working on the film.”
      

      “I didn’t know P.A.’s did that kind of thing.”

      “P.A.’s do what they’re told. It was pure luck that she’s such a lovely girl. We had fun. More than fun.”

      I bet you did. “What’s a pre-med student doing in the film industry, anyway?”
      

      “We had two weeks’ break and my cousin set me up with it. The money was better than anything I could have come up with as
         a bike messenger or working in a chip shop.”
      

      “And now you’re riding round the country with Gabe Mansfield himself. Nice career move.”

      “It’s not like that.” His cheeks reddened. “Look, if it’s not convenient for me to be here, I can go.”

      “Of course it’s convenient. We have tons of room, and one more person isn’t going to make a difference. I just wondered…”
         I stopped. Where prying was concerned, even I knew my limits.
      

      “What?”

      “Why you aren’t going home for Christmas. Don’t you have any family?”

      He unzipped his wheelie bag with a sound like a shriek. “Lunch is at one, you said? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Ah. Fine. I could read a No Trespassing sign when a person stuck it in the ground in front of me. “No. Between the girls and
         Mrs. Gillie, who does for us, we have everything handled. All you have to do is tell us if you need anything.”
      

      Like a girlfriend, for instance.

      But I kept that to myself as I left him to his unpacking and went to find the other woman.

      “I think she’s in her room, Mac,” Patricia told me, holding up a Rodarte evening dress that took my breath away. “You don’t
         happen to have a steamer, do you? Look at the creases in this.”
      

      “No, but we have an electric kettle that’s almost as good. I’ll get it for you, shall I?”

      “No hurry. I’ll come look for it later.”

      I found Lissa hiding in her room, as reported. “I thought you’d be with your parents, hearing all about the premiere in London.”
         I closed the door behind me and leaned on it.
      

      Lissa looked up from her phone, hit Send, and slipped it in her pocket. “I needed a little time alone.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” I turned the door handle and prepared to step out as gracelessly as I’d stepped in.

      “No, no, stay. I didn’t mean you. I don’t know what Alasdair has been telling my mom, but she has that face. You know. ‘Curious
         parent’ face.”
      

      “‘Tell me everything’ face?”

      “Exactly. Except there’s nothing to tell.” She glanced up at me. “Well, nothing recent, anyway. I haven’t heard from him except
         for the occasional e-mail since last February.”
      

      “He seems to think there’s some kind of grand affaire de la coeur going on. If there isn’t, you’d better set him straight.”
      

      “How am I going to do that?”

      I sat on the end of the bed and faced her across a couple of feet of Aubusson carpet. It was getting a little threadbare where
         people slid out of bed and put their feet down. “Oh, I don’t know. ‘Alasdair, I like you, but just as a friend’ would be a
         place to start.”
      

      “And what if he spoils our whole holiday being mad at me?”

      “We pack him in a trunk and send him to—” Hmm. He hadn’t told me where home was. “Edinburgh. Or I could lock him in a tower.
         We have four. Surely one would fit the bill.”
      

      “Mac, be serious.”

      “Lissa, be practical. It’s not like you’re breaking up with the man. You’re just telling him that rumors of a relationship
         with you have been greatly exaggerated.”
      

      “Can’t you tell him?”

      Those plaintive blue eyes would make him fall deeper in love with her if she turned them on him. “Then he’d be mad at me.
         You’re the one going about kissing people. It’s your responsibility.”
      

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right.” Then she brightened. “Maybe I should ask Kaz.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “You are a heartless thing. Don’t you know the poor boy is harboring a crush on you the size
         of the Spencer playing field? I must say, you know how to collect them. You just don’t know what to do with them once you’ve
         got them.”
      

      Her mouth hung open as she stared at me. “You must be kidding. That’s not funny.”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s certainly true.” On both counts.

      “Kaz does not have a crush on me. He’s my friend.”

      “Only because that’s the nice little compartment where you keep him. Ask Gillian. Or Carly. They’ll back me up.”

      “You guys are deluded.”

      “No,” I said gently. “You are.”

      She got up and turned away, pretending to look for something in the wardrobe. “I need to change for lunch.”

      Was it just me, or had there been a sale recently on No Trespassing signs?
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      To:        
         kazg@hotmail.com
      

      From:    
         lmansfield@spenceracad.edu
      

      Date:      December 24, 2009

      Re:         Merry Christmas

      Is your phone turned off? We haven’t talked in a week and that’s just wrong. It feels weird not to be spending Christmas Eve
         with you and Danyel and everyone from youth group. No service at our church, no eggnog, no long walks on the beach. Wah!
      

      But Strathcairn is pretty amazing. I shouldn’t whine about what I can’t have when I’m spending Christmas in a castle! Did
         you get the pictures I sent? I think I must have filled up your inbox by now. I predicted it would snow, and it did last night.
         I was worried my folks wouldn’t make it, but they got here about half an hour ago, along with one of the production people
         from TMW.
      

      The earl (I just can’t call him Graham, or Your Lordship, so I’m settling for what Carly informs me is the incorrect “Mr.
         MacPhail”) has invited a few people from around here in for tea, then we’re going to the 6:30 carol service. There’s a chapel
         in the castle, but no one uses it, so we’re all walking to the church. It’s between here and the village and it’s four hundred
         years old, can you believe it?
      

      After that I think everyone is going to the local pub for ceilidh dancing and music. Feels funny to go to a pub, but Mac tells
         me it’s the happenin’ place. The center of it all. It’s called the Cairn and Crown and it’s really a hotel, with whitewashed
         walls and half-timbering and stone. No thatched roof—such a disappointment! Anyway, it’s named after a pile of stones somewhere
         around here that marks where one of Mac’s warrior ancestors is buried. There’s history everywhere you look.
      

      Okay, enough babbling. I miss you and everyone in S.B. And since we get to open one present tonight, I’m going to open yours
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      Love, Lissa xo

     

   
      chapter 9

      CHRISTMAS EVE. If those two words don’t define anticipation, I don’t know what does. When I was little, I used to pester my parents so much about the presents that they finally gave
         in and let me open one on Christmas Eve. That took the edge off and I could sleep. I always made sure to open the smallest
         one, though. The big ones were for the morning, and had to be built up to.
      

      When I got old enough, my parents distracted me after the evening service by taking me with them down to the pub, where the
         music and dancing and singing went on until the wee hours of the morning. I usually conked out by ten o’clock and Dad had
         to load me into the back of the car, sound asleep.
      

      There’d be no sleeping for me tonight—not at the pub, anyway.

      I ducked under the low lintel and the music and noise rushed out to meet us as the door swung open. Carrie’s brother Lachlan
         and the village chemist played their fiddles, someone else had a drum, the local constable played the old upright piano, and
         Leon from the post office pumped away at an accordion. Behind him lay a set of small pipes for later.
      

      With a roar, half the crowd toasted us as we came in, and Dad blushed and ordered a round for the house. Well, what else could
         he do?
      

      Then Carrie and Lily appeared out of nowhere and grabbed me. “Come on! We’ve got a great table.”

      “No, no, wait. Everyone, these are my friends, Carrie Crombie and Lily Vu.” I rattled off the Spencer girls’ names and by
         the time I was finished, we’d all fetched up against the table like surf on a beach.
      

      “So these are the California girls,” Gordon drawled. “Are there no ugly ones out there?”

      “Why, is that all you can manage?” Terrell poked him in the ribs and guffawed.

      Lissa glanced over her shoulder to where Dad was showing her parents to his usual table. “Um, shouldn’t we—”

      “’Course not,” Carrie said. “Unless you want to sit with the old folks.”

      “They’re not exactly ancient,” Gillian informed her.

      “Is that blonde your mum?” Gordon asked Lissa. “She’s putting the wind up the boys’ kilts, that’s certain.”

      Only Gordon would see simple introductions as something… not quite socially acceptable.

      “I like seeing people in kilts,” Carly said. “It doesn’t happen a lot in California.”

      “I’ll have to go home and get mine, then.” Gordon wore his usual ripped jeans. No dressing up for him, or for Carrie either.
         Still, I felt quite comfortable in my Alexander Wang petal skirt, and when Gillian slipped her coat off, I saw Carrie take
         in every inch of her red Miu Miu cashmere tunic and black leggings.
      

      Take it in, and turn up her nose as if it didn’t matter.

      Carly made a face, and I realized I’d just missed Gordon’s obligatory joke about what a Scotsman wore under his kilt. Oh,
         please. “Will you be civilized?” I hissed at him. “These are my guests.”
      

      “Excuse me.” He raised his hands. “Just giving the girls what they expect.”

      “They’re not tourists, you eejit. Mind your mouth.”

      “Since when?” Lily drawled. “You going all toffy on us, Mac? Pulling rank?”

      “Of course not. I want all my friends to like each other.” I shot Gordon a withering glare. “No matter what the provocation.”

      “All right, then, how’s this?” Terrell slid off his chair and offered his hand to Lissa. “Care for a dance?”

      “I don’t know any of them except Strip the Willow,” she confessed.

      “They’re not playing country dances, blondie.”

      Sure enough, the impromptu band had taken a break and some enterprising person had snuck a Neckties CD into the player. Their
         distinctive brand of Celtic swing filled the little room as Terrell pulled Lissa out into the center of the floor.
      

      “He’s gonna be so sorry,” Gillian breathed.

      She wasn’t kidding.

      With the first turn, Lissa grabbed every eye in the room as her midnight-blue Zac Posen dress belled out like a flower and
         she whirled back into Terrell’s clumsy dance hold. Within five seconds it was obvious that Terrell, who had meant to embarrass
         her, was about as embarrassed as a guy could get. For every move he proposed, she embellished it and he was forced to catch
         up. For every turn, she had another. No matter how fast he moved, she was faster.
      

      I smothered a smile as two more couples joined them, and turned to Alasdair. “Well? Dance with me?”

      He actually blushed. “I don’t do, uh… that kind of dancing. If I did, I’d have gone out there and saved her. All I can do
         are country dances.”
      

      Rats. But I covered my disappointment, even as I couldn’t keep my foot from tapping to the beat. “Never fear. There’ll be
         plenty of those when the old folks get their courage up.” Lindsay, you eejit. “Not that you’re old. I didn’t mean to imply—”
      

      “That’s okay, Lady Lindsay. I know what you meant.”

      “Please. Call me Mac. All my friends do.” I wanted him to consider himself my friend.

      “So I heard.”

      “What?”

      He shrugged, watching Lissa make mince of poor Terrell. “Some of your friends seem a little… unfriendly.”

      “That’s just their way. They’ll warm up.”

      “I didn’t mean that. Both those guys meant to embarrass your guests.”

      “Do you have to criticize them?” I said in a low tone with a point to it. “You’re just as unfriendly as they are.” He lifted
         his chin and moved away from me half a step. I felt like kicking myself. The famous MacPhail charm at work. “I’m sorry. I
         didn’t mean that.”
      

      “Yes, you did. Excuse me.” He turned to Gillian and Carly. “Can I get you ladies something to drink?”

      And he made his way across the pub with their order, leaving me with Carrie and her laser-beam gaze that hadn’t missed a thing.

      “So that’s how it is, is it?” She watched Alasdair jockey himself into position to order sparkling waters at the bar. “Poor
         Gordon, left out in the cold again.”
      

      I slid in next to her. “Don’t say a word,” I said urgently.

      “He’s staying at the house?”

      “Yes. Until Hogmanay.”

      “Lucky you.”

      “Not so lucky. All we do is fight. He wants Lissa, anyway.”

      “Poor Terrell.”

      “After this performance, Terrell won’t have a chance.”

      “Or a dance. He’ll never live this down.” Both of us watched Terrell bring Lissa back as the song ended. Then he melted into
         the crowd in the direction of the bar, where no doubt he’d persuade the barman to give him something stronger than cider.
      

      The chemist pulled his chair farther into the cleared circle in the middle and laid his fiddle in his lap. When he began to
         sing, the rest of us joined in with “Hark the Bonny Christ Church Bells” and “Christmas Day in the Morning.” And then Gillian
         found the piano in the corner and I recognized the chords of “O Holy Night.”
      

      The chemist’s violin joined in on the melody. I opened my mouth to sing, when beside me Shani took a deep breath and let her
         voice out in a clear alto that swept me into silence. And not only me. When Shani realized the crowd had fallen silent, she
         faltered to a stop. An embarrassed flush seeped into her face as she hunched her shoulders and seemed to shrink into her coat.
      

      Someone giggled. I think it was Carrie, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Nay, lass, dinna stop.” The chemist marked the beat with his bow like a conductor in front of an orchestra. “A voice like
         that was meant to be heard. Sing out.”
      

      Gillian didn’t give her a chance to demur. She rippled out the opening chords once again and Shani straightened. Her voice
         soared over everyone else’s as she sang the old carol gospel style, something I’d become familiar with in the time we’d been
         rooming together. I’d heard her practicing and heard her in the shower, but it had never sounded like this. At the end of
         the first chorus, the bow waved again, and she plunged into the second verse. And the third.
      

      When the last of the verses died away, the pub was dead silent.

      Then my dad began to clap, and Lissa’s parents joined in, and pandemonium broke out. Shani disappeared in a sea of laughing,
         clapping people, and then the band collected itself once again and began to play a country dance.
      

      Alasdair appeared next to Shani. “May I offer our singer a dance?”

      “Not me,” Shani mumbled. “I’m done for the night. Maybe even the rest of the year.”

      With a smile, he turned to Lissa. “What about you?”

      “I don’t know how to do it,” she said, making a funny regretful face. “Mac taught us how to do Strip the Willow, but I don’t
         think that will fit in here.”
      

      “No, it won’t, but this is different. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      “Honest, Alasdair. I’d rather not.”

      “Please? Don’t leave a man to be turned down twice, Lissa.”

      “I’ll dance with you.” Mouth spoke before brain engaged. Way to set yourself up for rejection, girl. “We’ll demonstrate, and Lissa and the others will pick it up.”
      

      To be slotted into the role of teacher seemed to save his pride, and we took the floor with old folks and young folks alike.
         I don’t know how much Lissa got out of it, but if I could have crystallized the moment and put it under glass to admire later,
         I would have. Alasdair’s hands were warm and strong, and he knew the steps as well as I did. That meant we didn’t have to
         think about anything but each other.
      

      Well, in a perfect world, that’s the way it would have been. As it was, I just treasured the way he led me into and out of
         the turns, the way his knitted jumper felt warm under my hands, and the fact that even though I wore heels, he was still taller.
      

      It didn’t hurt that both Carrie and Lily looked madly jealous that I was dancing with the university man while they had to
         put up with the third-form antics of Gordon and Terrell.
      

      Dad and Lissa’s parents got up to go at close to eleven. By that time, the band was sweaty and exhausted and people had begun
         to lose their footing on the floor—and not because it was slippery, either. They stopped to collect us, and while the Spencer
         girls were putting on their coats and hunting up handbags and mufflers, Carrie tugged on my arm.
      

      “You’re not going yet?”

      “I have to. It’s a long walk back in the snow.”

      “Gordon will take you.”

      “Gordon’s been nipping more than cider. I’ll see you after the weekend, yeah?”

      “I can’t believe it. Have you gone all goody-goody on me? You used to be the one who wanted to close the place down.”

      I stepped away so her hand fell from my sleeve. “Not as much as you’ve gone all critical on me. I haven’t been able to do
         one thing to your satisfaction all night. What is it with you?”
      

      A hunted expression came into her eyes. “Nothing. Sorry. Are you opening presents?”

      “Just one.”

      She pulled a little box out of her pocket and slipped it into my hand. “Open mine first.”

      “All right. Thank you. You got the parcel from the States, didn’t you?”

      “Under the tree and waiting.” She gave me a hug and I left feeling a bit happier. She just had a bit of the green-eyed monster,
         was all. Once she realized that our friendship wasn’t in jeopardy because I was friends with the other girls, she’d settle
         down and be normal.
      

      Alasdair climbed into the front of our Range Rover, and I staked out a seat in the back. Gillian and Shani joined us, leaving
         Lissa to ride home with her folks and Carly. While Shani and Gillian played vocal gymnastics with some of the American carols
         (ever heard “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” sung hip-hop style?), I left them to it and sank into thought.
      

      Sometime in the next week I’d have to tell them all I wouldn’t be going back to Spencer for the winter term. Even though I’d
         made a big deal about applying to Harvard and Pepperdine, the simple truth was that I didn’t want to go there. Or to Oxford,
         either. All I wanted to do was stay right here at Strathcairn and—what? Haunt the place for years until either I got married
         or Roger inherited it and booted me out?
      

      That wasn’t a very appealing prospect, and neither was becoming a doctor. Though with that, at least, I could practice somewhere
         round here, and maybe even live at home. I could turn the carriage house into a surgery, even.
      

      But future plans aside, I didn’t want to alienate the friends I had here. I know they got on Dad’s nerves a bit—he was old-fashioned
         about things like tattoos and piercings and hated it when people like Gordon flaunted what he called their “personal ventilation.”
         But at the same time, they were my crowd. We’d been friends since primary school, and yeah, maybe we stuck together in self-defense
         because there weren’t many kids out here in the country. But they weren’t a bad lot. They just liked a bit of entertainment
         now and again and weren’t fussy about other people’s boundaries when they went out to find it.
      

      Dad had been right when he said I had one foot in one world and one foot in another. I was going to have to choose a side
         and put my whole weight somewhere. Soon.
      

      So, gathering at the foot of the Christmas tree was a relief—I could totally regress into childhood, where a person didn’t
         have to make these kinds of decisions, and no one would think badly of me.
      

      Dad had chosen the tree and put it up yesterday, and Shani and Gillian and I had decorated it. After we’d located the box
         containing the candles, it had taken at least three more calls to Mummy to decorate the sitting room, and one call to figure
         out how to slide back the panels that divided it from the music room. “Why can’t you ask your father?” she’d finally demanded
         in exasperation.
      

      “Because he’s out on the estate with Gabe and Mr. Gillie.” The three of them were in the orchard, talking about beekeeping
         or root rot or something equally interesting. They were only a shout away if you leaned out a window, but I wasn’t about to
         tell her that.
      

      The result was a beautifully decorated setting for our cozy party and the tree—and one agitated mother who secretly couldn’t
         bear the fact that Strathcairn had come alive again without her. It was the first time I’d ever been home to play hostess—no
         ski trip to Chamonix, no quick flight to the Azores—and I was developing quite the taste for it.
      

      Lissa picked up a flat package with a spill of silver curls on top. She held it to her ear and shook it, but no rattles or
         clunks told her what might be inside.
      

      “It’s a book,” Carly suggested.

      “From Kaz? I hope not.”

      “A DVD, then. Some obscure science fiction movie none of us has ever heard of.”

      From his seat on an ottoman, Alasdair held a little box out. “You might try this one.”

      “Oh, no,” Lissa assured him. “I promised Kaz I’d open his tonight. I’ve been dying to—”

      “It’s from me.” His tone was diffident. Shy, even.

      “Oh.” Lissa turned a pleading face on Shani and me, sharing the love seat. Help me out, here, it said plainly. “I, um—”
      

      “A promise is a promise, Alasdair,” her dad told him. “Come and toast the season with Graham and me.”

      Since Alasdair was too polite to refuse, he put the gaily wrapped box back under the tree. “Thanks. Ah well, all the more
         for Lissa tomorrow.”
      

      She ducked her head and hid behind her curtain of hair as she ripped the paper off Kaz’s gift. “Oh, wow. Look at this. Wow.”

      “We would if you’d let it go. Hand it over, girlfriend, so the rest of us can see.” Shani took it, and I saw it was a drawing
         in a frame.
      

      “It’s us,” I said in wondering tones. “He really drew this?”

      Sitting round a gorgeously colored-in fire was our whole group, comic-book style, plus Kaz himself and Danyel, Shani’s boyfriend.
         And even though I hadn’t been to Lissa’s last summer, I had been drawn in, too, with my embarrassing mop of curly hair, completing
         the circle. Firelight made our faces a study in gold and black, and each person was so uniquely them that it was almost scary. Kaz was a far better artist than I’d ever dreamed. No wonder he was trying to get his graphic novel
         published.
      

      “What are you holding?” Gillian squinted at the picture, then at Lissa, and handed it to Carly. “A torch?”

      “She’s cremating a marshmallow.” Carly handed it over her shoulder to Gabe and Patricia, who made admiring noises.

      “What a talent he’s got,” I said. “It looks exactly like us, only more—I don’t know—more.”
      

      Lissa took the picture again and stared at it as though she could fall right into the scene and be home with him again.

      “How is his novel coming?” Gillian asked. “Any word yet?”

      “Not a thing,” Lissa answered. “He’s on his third publisher, and they’ve had it for almost a year now. He’s basically given
         up.”
      

      Alasdair leaned over the back of the sofa and looked at the picture. “Very nice. This is a friend of yours?”

      Lissa pointed to Kaz’s self-portrait, complete with shaggy hair and whimsical, triangular half-smile. And an arm casually
         slung round cartoon Lissa’s shoulders.
      

      “Ah.” That was all he said. And yet I knew that in that single look, he’d just given up the idea of Lissa-and-Alasdair for
         good.
      

      Now all I had to do was make him see that Lindsay-and-Alasdair was an even better idea.

      And I had a week in which to do it.

   
      chapter 10

      ON CHRISTMAS MORNING, I’m always the first one down. Always. When I’m at home, at least.
      

      So when I slid down the banister and landed slap on both feet on the bottom stair (because you have to hop off at the last
         minute or crash into the huge finial with the carved badgers), dashed across the entrance hall and into the sitting room,
         I got the shock of my life.
      

      My mother lay curled up on the couch next to the Christmas tree, sound asleep.

      I swear I couldn’t speak or move for two whole minutes. I mean, I’d been plotting and conniving all this time to get her here,
         but some part of me must not have believed she’d ever come. That was the part that stood in the middle of the Turkish carpet,
         mouth hanging open, completely unable to form a coherent sentence like, “What are you doing here?”
      

      She opened her eyes and yawned. And then she caught sight of me. “Darling.” Her arms came out from under the blanket and she
         held them open.
      

      “Mummy,” I choked against her neck, my wild hair and her smooth brown bob mixing together on the sofa cushions as I knelt
         beside her. “You came. You came.”
      

      Now I was really home.

      “Well, it was obvious you were going to need my help this week if we would have any hope of getting Hogmanay together in time.
         I just hope your father will forgive me for barging in.”
      

      “Christmas is the perfect time for forgiving,” said a quiet voice from the doorway.

      “Dad!” I flew into his hug and gave him a big kiss for good measure. “You mustn’t blame Mummy. I’ve made a perfect pest of
         myself all week and she’s here in sheer self-defense, I’m sure of it.”
      

      “I’m sure she’s not.” Dad looked over at the couch, where Mummy surreptitiously patted her hair into place. “Hello, Meg. A
         happy Christmas.”
      

      “To you, too. I meant it about barging in. I’d never have considered it if Lindsay hadn’t—”

      “Think nothing of it. We’re happy to have you here.” Bother. He sounded as polite as if she were a local landowner who’d had
         a drop too much the night before and slept it off on the sofa. “You’ll stay for the bells with us, of course?”
      

      “If it isn’t inconvenient.”

      “Not at all. Gabe and Patricia are here, too, you know.”

      “They offered me a ride up a few days ago. I should have taken them up on it. The trains!” She pressed a hand to her cheek
         and shook her head.
      

      “You took the train?” I could hardly believe it. “You haven’t been on a train since…” I couldn’t even remember when.

      “There wasn’t a seat to be had on any flight, and I didn’t want to drive all that way alone. So… the train. And a cab from
         Inniscairn that was sheer lucky chance. Otherwise I’d’ve been ringing this morning from the local B&B, if I could even get
         through.”
      

      “I wish you’d called from Edinburgh,” Dad said. He folded himself onto the hearth and began to poke up the coals from last
         night’s fire. “I’d have come down to meet your train.”
      

      “I couldn’t do that on Christmas Eve, having invited myself here and you with a houseful of guests.” She flushed and looked
         away. “Were you all at the Crown?”
      

      He nodded, and added kindling to the coals. “Quite a sensation our guests made. If it wasn’t Lissa’s dancing, it was Gillian’s
         piano and Shani’s star turn at singing. Not a dry eye in the house.”
      

      “I’m sorry to have missed it.”

      Oh, would you stop being so wretchedly polite to each other! “I’m going to go wake everyone up.” I scrambled to my feet, but Mummy stopped me.
      

      “Not yet, darling. Let me take a quick shower and get tidied up first. I’d hate to meet all our guests in yesterday’s clothes
         and ratty hair.”
      

      For the first time, I realized she’d slept in wool slacks and a blouse, now crushed and wrinkled. “Mummy, for heaven’s sake.
         You could have slept upstairs. You didn’t have to kip on the sofa.”
      

      “From the sound of it, the rooms are all full, aren’t they?”

      “Not the third floor ones.”

      “Your room is still on the family floor, Meg,” Dad said quietly. The master suite had two bedrooms with a connecting dressing
         room/bathroom combination between them. “I can use the bathroom in the hall if you want the daybed in the dressing room.”
      

      My mother, who is as cool and unflappable as a judge in his chambers, blushed to the roots of her hair.

      Oh, my. This was interesting. Could Carly possibly have been right?

      “Th-thank you, Graham.” She cleared her throat. “That’s very kind of you, but I can’t put you out. I’ll just slip into one
         of the third-floor rooms.” Mummy gathered up the blanket and draped it round her shoulders like a shawl.
      

      “I’ll take your suitcase.” I grabbed the handle and wheeled it out of the room.

      But not before I saw my mother sneak a last look at Dad as he knelt beside the fire, carefully laying two chunks of wood on
         the crackling blaze of kindling.
      

      Talking of third-form antics: My parents were behaving like a couple of kids with a crush that neither one could afford to
         admit.
      

      Bless Carly for opening my eyes to the possibility, remote as it had seemed only the other day.

      Phase One was complete. My mother was here and planned to stay until the bells rang out to signal the arrival of the New Year.
         Maybe longer.
      

      Look out, parents. It’s time for Phase Two.
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      THE GIFT I’D OPENED on Christmas Eve came in handy during the pandemonium of Christmas morning. I popped a four-gig memory
         card into my brand-new video camera and proceeded to invade the personal space of every one of my friends and family as they
         opened their gifts.
      

      “This is the best present ever.” I kissed Dad while holding the camera on us both.

      “I thought you might want the memories of your friends’ visit.”

      That was Dad. Always thinking of the other person.

      I made sure I got plenty of footage of Mummy, too, to mark the return of the countess to her rightful place. If it all worked
         out the way I’d planned, we’d look back on this morning as the start of… well, they were sitting on opposite sides of the
         room at that moment, but hey, it had to be the start of something.
      

      “Mac, thank you!” Lissa swung the cashmere plaid shawl round her shoulders exactly as a girl might have done a hundred years
         ago.
      

      “Couldn’t find a Mansfield tartan, ye Sassenach,” I quipped. “I hope you don’t mind ours.”

      “I love yours.” She rubbed the feather-soft blue plaid with its red and cream stripes against her cheek. “It’ll always remind
         me of my Christmas at Strathcairn. And it’ll keep me warm for the rest of our vacation.”
      

      To my relief, Shani liked her leather gloves with their racy little buckles at the wrist, and Gillian began playing the Uillean
         pipe immediately, with no training whatsoever. The astonishing part was, I recognized “The Holly and the Ivy” right off. How
         did she do it?
      

      With a glance at Alasdair, Lissa made a point of opening his gift next. It was a silver thistle pin with an amethyst where
         the flower might be.
      

      “Thank you, Alasdair.” She pinned it to the turtleneck of her blue cashmere sweater, where it proceeded to catch in her hair
         every time she turned her head.
      

      “Besides being the national flower, it reminded me of our walk through Edinburgh Castle that day,” he said. “There were thistles
         growing out of the wall, remember?”
      

      She gave him a smile that made him happy and told the rest of us she had no memory of the thistles whatsoever.

      Then Carly reached for her present from me. I leaned forward on the sofa, quietly filming as she pulled the ribbons away and
         took the lid off. I’d gambled that she’d love it—but chances were equally good that she’d be horribly offended.
      

      On a slow breath, Carly lifted her gift out of its nest of wrapping paper. “Oh, Mac.” Her voice broke.

      “It was my great-great-grandmother’s,” I said diffidently. “She’s wearing it in that portrait up there, see?” Carly looked
         from the Edwardian lace blouse in her hands to the portrait over the fireplace, where the countess stared down at everyone
         so regally, you’d never believe she’d been a suffragette and a rabble-rouser before her marriage. “It’s still in lovely shape
         and I think it should fit you. That is, I mean, I hope I haven’t insulted—”
      

      Carly stopped my babbling with a big hug. “Insulted me? Are you kidding? This is the most considerate, wonderful gift I’ve
         ever had.”
      

      She was trying not to cry, but I was the one who did anyway. “Oh, good.” I sniffled. “Only you would think someone else’s
         old rubbish was wonderful.”
      

      “Only I would know this is a genuine Worth blouse worn by a countess a hundred years ago.” She touched the label sewn into
         one of the seams with reverence. “Mac, I can’t accept it.”
      

      “Yes, you can,” Dad said before I could argue. “Even I know what it means to you, and I’m just a benighted old dad. Mac told
         me the whole story about your dress last summer.”
      

      “Really? I can really have this?”

      “To have and to hold from this day forward,” I assured her from behind the videocam, filming as she held it up to her chest.
         “To wear, too, if you can get it on.”
      

      She looked as if she wanted to rush off and try it on right that second, but held herself back until the rest of us had finished
         opening our presents. Soon the piles of wrapping paper threatened to inundate the room, so I grabbed some of it and crushed
         it into little balls. I tossed one at Alasdair and grinned, all cheek and mischief, as it bounced off the side of his head.
         He caught it in midair and threw it into the fire. After that it was a free-for-all of flying balls of bright Christmas paper.
      

      “Come on, you guys,” Carly begged when all the paper had burned itself up in a merry roar of flame. “I have to try on my presents.
         I can’t wait another second.”
      

      “You girls go ahead while I scare up some breakfast,” Dad said. “I’ll call you when it’s on the table.”

      “I’ll help you.” Patricia Sutter, comfortable and casual in faded jeans and a tunic sweater, climbed out of the embrace of
         the squashy chair next to the tree.
      

      “I will, too,” Mummy said. “I think I remember where everything is, if you haven’t moved it.”

      “I don’t think you’ll find too many changes,” Dad said quietly. “Happy to have the help.”

      Well, that couldn’t have gone better if I’d scripted it myself. Satisfied, I followed the girls up to Lissa’s room, which
         was the only one with a big mirror.
      

      Carly took off her Ed Hardy T-shirt, leaving on the cami that she wore under it, and slipped Brett’s gift, an antique locket,
         over her head. Then she picked up the blouse with both hands. “I’m going to need help. It buttons up the back.”
      

      “Aren’t you supposed to wear some special corset or something?” Lissa wanted to know. “The kind that forces you into an S-curve?”

      “I’m not sure I can flush one of those out of the attics.” I filmed the moment as Shani drew the blouse on over Carly’s shoulders and settled it so that the nearly
         invisible seams sat properly on her shoulders. “Lucky job you’ve got a long neck.”
      

      “Will it close?” Carly tried to look over her shoulder into the mirror. “Don’t force it. The fabric’s probably fragile. I’d
         die if we ripped it trying to get it on.”
      

      “Relax.” Shani buttoned up the back, then focused on the neck. “Tiny little pearls with loops. Hang on. This is going to take
         me a minute.”
      

      “It’s like two separate blouses,” Carly murmured, bending her head to turn up the bottom of it and investigate, while Shani
         worked on the back. “One for structure and one for looks. See?”
      

      “Fascinating.” Gillian’s tone was dry. “The question is, can you actually wear it somewhere?”

      “There. All done.” Shani patted her between the shoulder blades and stepped back.

      Carly turned in front of the mirror, settling the blouse more comfortably, and tugging the underlayer into place. Then she
         adjusted Brett’s locket so that it hung just below her collarbone.
      

      “Wow,” Lissa said. “It really suits you.”

      “What’s the name of that artist who painted back then?” Gillian snapped her fingers. “You know, the guy who did all those
         faux Renaissance ladies and the Art Nouveau stuff.”
      

      “You mean Waterhouse?” I asked.

      “Yes. Him. Carly looks like she stepped out of one of his paintings. She has that kind of face, you know?”

      “I know who’d want to see this,” I said. “Turn toward me, Carly, and give Brett a big smile.” When she did, I made sure I
         got a nice, long shot. “I’ll clip it and e-mail it to him, okay?”
      

      “He’d love that,” Lissa said before Carly could answer. “He can play it over and over and—”
      

      She giggled as Carly tried to swat her and the blouse stopped her movement. “Hey! I can only lift my arms this high. What’s
         up with that?”
      

      “Ladies don’t engage in physical assaults,” I told Carly in severe schoolmarm tones. “Not wearing Worth blouses, anyway.”

      “I really do feel like a lady.” Carly turned to the mirror again, fluffing up the lace trim with gentle fingers. “Like a countess,
         even.”
      

      “You look like one,” Gillian agreed. “You could even pull off royal. Come on. Back straight. Chin up.”

      “No, that’s Shani’s department,” I cracked from behind the camera.

      “What, perfect posture?” Shani asked. “I didn’t take deportment classes for nothing, you know.”

      “No. Being royal.”

      “I’m that already.” She exchanged a smile with Gillian and Lissa, then twinkled at Carly in the mirror. Suddenly I felt left
         out of the frame. “I’ve been a princess for four weeks, didn’t you know?”
      

      A second of silence fell, in which I fumbled the camera, nearly dropped it, and in the process switched it off.

      Just as well. This announcement needed a person’s complete attention. “What?” I finally managed when the camera was safely
         in hand again. “I thought you broke it off with Rashid. Did something happen that I don’t know about?”
      

      She laughed, her eyes crinkling with delight at finally getting one over on me. “Gotcha!”

      “You certainly did. Stop messing me about and tell me.”

      Another exchange of happy glances. That should have made the penny drop, if nothing else. “It says in the Bible that God’s
         children are the heirs to His kingdom, that’s all,” Shani said. “A royal priesthood. So since I came to Christ a month ago,
         that makes me a princess in God’s eyes, right?”
      

      Carly turned and smashed her blouse flat giving Shani a hug, and then had to fluff up the lace all over again.

      “I guess so.” I sounded as flat as I felt. Was that all? “You really put the wind up my kilt for a second there.”

      “Sorry.” She didn’t look sorry. She looked happy. So happy she practically glowed.

      I grew up going to the village church with my dad and I knew for a fact that I didn’t look like that. What was going on? “Just
         don’t go getting a swelled head over it.”
      

      “Oh, come on, Mac.” Lissa put her arm round my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. “We don’t make you uncomfortable talking about
         God, do we?”
      

      “Of course not. You’ve been doing it since the moment I met you. Why should anything be different?”

      “You know,” Gillian said pensively, watching me, “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you. Are you a believer?”

      “I go to church.” And I sat there, thinking about everything from what I was wearing to what we might have for lunch to whether
         I could talk Dad into driving us into Edinburgh to stay with Carrie’s cousin Anne. It was a very contemplative time for me.
      

      “But do you believe?”

      “Believe what? In God? Of course.”

      “In what He can do in your life,” Gillian persisted. “In grace. In Jesus. All that.”

      I eyed her the way Dad’s hens do me. Friend or foe? Coming in peace or likely to kick? “Does it matter?”

      “To us?” Lissa put in. “Not as far as being friends. But we are your friends. So we care about you.”
      

      “Okay. I care about you lot, too. Not seeing the connection.”

      “We love you,” Carly said in her sweet way. “So does God. It’s all one.”

      “If you’re asking whether I want to be a Christian like you, I’ve been baptized in the Anglican church. Happy now?”

      Gillian and Lissa did that conversation-without-words thing again. “Sure,” Gillian said.

      And then Dad called up the stairs. “Girls! I think your mothers have beaten breakfast into submission. Care to risk it?”

      I’d never been so glad to see cheese omelettes in my life.

   
      chapter 11

      AFTER BREAKFAST, I hid in my room with my computer and the video camera. I knew I was neglecting my duties as hostess, but
         now that Mummy was here, maybe I could skive off a bit and no one would notice.
      

      She and Patricia seemed to have connected. All during breakfast they exchanged stories of people and clothes and travels,
         with Gabe and Dad doing their best to chip in details. Gillian, as I’ve already said, is quite the globetrotter, so she had
         a few stories of her own to tell.
      

      I should have been glad all my houseguests were getting on so well—especially Dad and Mummy, who actually managed to tell
         one story together and laugh about it.
      

      Instead, I felt out of sorts and a bit cross. Were my friends judging me because I didn’t make a big production out of religion?
         It wasn’t the sort of thing a person talked about in public. Religion and one’s beliefs were private, to be talked over with
         the minister, maybe, if you were in trouble and needed spiritual guidance or whatever.
      

      Religion was just sort of there for me. Like the steeple of the church above the trees in the distance. There. I didn’t understand the kind of belief Gillian had, the kind that popped out in daily conversation like it was normal. And
         look at Shani, talking about things she read in the Bible the way you’d say what you had for breakfast.
      

      I didn’t do that. Nobody I knew did that. I didn’t even talk about the experiences I’d had last spring, when my half-brother
         came to San Francisco to stalk me. I will admit that there had seemed to be a force at work there that was larger than Carly
         and me, who were caught in the thick of it. But it wasn’t something I’d collar the neighbors about and discuss, you know?
      

      The closest I’d seen anyone come to this sort of active Christianity was Dad, who went quietly about the business of living
         and doing the right thing, no matter what it cost him. I guess he’d learned a few lessons since his fling two decades ago
         with Lisbet Nelson, my half-brother’s mother, the news of which had catapulted my family to the far corners of the earth.
      

      Dad was a different man now. Could Mummy love a different man than the one she’d married?

      And how had my thoughts arrived there when I’d begun thinking about my friends and their Christian-ness? Dad was a Christian.
         At least, I thought so. He was different from the Spencer girls, though. You might say he was halfway between me and the Spencer
         girls. Just as committed, but not as vocal about it.
      

      Could I be like that?

      Did I want to be?

      I didn’t have any answers so I focused on the computer screen and got to work downloading the film clips from that morning.
         Then I began to clip bits and pieces into separate files. The one of Mummy opening her present from me—a lovely pleated Prada
         clutch that I was definitely going to borrow—came out particularly well, and the fact that I’d managed to capture Dad on the
         sidelines watching her was a bonus. His eyes held an expression of total concentration, as if he were memorizing her the same
         way my camera was, so he’d have something to take out and look at later.
      

      Someday they’d thank me for immortalizing our first Christmas as a reunited family.

      I saved all the clips where Alasdair appeared into one big file for my viewing pleasure later, and then made a cute little
         movie of Carly trying on the blouse for Brett. I edited it down, cutting out the part at the end where Shani started to talk
         and I dropped the camera. But in case she wanted that bit, I saved it for her.
      

      “Mac?” Lissa banged on my door. “Your mom is calling us for lunch.”

      Good grief. Was it one o’clock already? “Coming.” The Queen’s Christmas speech was at three, which Dad listened to every year
         without fail, but we girls could probably skip it and take a walk over the hills instead. And then it would be time to come
         back to the house for tea and get ready for the neighbors to arrive for a drop of good cheer.
      

      I had to finish this up.

      I threw the movie files into a folder, named them all sequentially because it was fastest, and brought up e-mail.

     
      [image: art]

      To:        
         BLoyola@spenceracad.edu
      

      From:     
         strathcairn3@bt.com
      

      Date:      December 25, 2009

      Re:         Lady Carolina

      Buon Natale, Brett! Hope your day was as merry as ours. Of course, you’ve probably already heard from Carly that it was. Here’s a little
         movie of her and her Christmas present from me. She loved the antique locket with the picture of the two of you in it, by
         the way. It went beautifully with my gift.
      

      Cheers,

      Mac

      [Attachment: Xmas2.mov]
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      To:         
         CarrieLass@scotmail.co.uk
      

      From:    
         strathcairn3@bt.com
      

      Date:      December 25, 2009

      Re:         Xmas cheer

      Here’s a bit of video starring my dishy university man. Check it out and then you can help me distract him from the blonde.

      xo, Mac

      [Attachment: Xmas5.mov]
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      AFTER LUNCH, Dad and Carly washed up while Mummy and Patricia put on boots and coats in the kitchen passage.

      “Where are you two going?” I asked.

      “Patricia wants to see the sea, so we’re going to take a tramp up the hill,” Mummy said.

      “GMTA. We’ll catch you up.” I went and found Lissa and Gillian, who were hanging round the kitchen, yakking it up with Dad.
         “Want to go for a walk over the hill? You can see the sea from the top.”
      

      “Does that involve snow?” Lissa’s face wrinkled up in distaste.

      “Afraid so, lassie,” Dad answered, handing Carly the cloth so she could wipe up the counters. I wondered where Mrs. Gillie
         had got to. She usually did that kind of thing.
      

      Then I remembered what day it was. Of course the poor woman would be at home with her husband and her own family, clustered
         round the telly watching Christmas movies and waiting for three o’clock. Well, it wasn’t as if we couldn’t do without her.
         At least four of the ten of us could probably put together a dinner party for twelve armed with only a bottle of seltzer and
         a packet of crisps.
      

      “Then I’ll pass.” Lissa pulled her cashmere plaid closer. “I’m warm and cozy. I’d hate to disturb the balance of this perfect
         ecosystem.”
      

      “I’ll come,” Gillian said. “I’m used to snow.”

      “I’ll come, too.” Alasdair didn’t even look at Lissa, for which I gave him credit. A flush of happiness began in my toes and
         traveled all the way to the top of my head, where it flamed out in a blush.
      

      Aughh!

      “Carly?” I said to distract attention from my face, which was now entirely tomato colored.

      “I’m going to call Brett and thank him for the locket, so I’ll pass, too,” she said softly. “He should be up by now.”

      “Hearing your voice would be the perfect present,” Shani said loyally. “What did you get him?”

      “Gillian drew a portrait of me to give to him.”

      “Did she?” I couldn’t draw a line, so I had nothing but admiration for people who could. “You weren’t leaping on a villain
         and punching his lights out, were you?” Gillian’s art tends to be of the butt-kicking variety.
      

      “No, it was a straightforward portrait,” Gillian told me. “We had to do one for art class anyway, so she sat for me a couple
         of Friday afternoons before she went to San Jose. So there you go. Art credit and Christmas present for boyfriend. I like
         a nice, elegant solution.”
      

      Of course she would. She’s a math geek.

      “Come on, then,” I urged them. If I didn’t watch them, they’d talk all afternoon about walking and never actually do it. “Boots
         and coats. If you don’t have them, we probably have something that will fit you.”
      

      I should have known that a girl who traveled with two suitcases the size of trunks (“They’re only fifty pounds each, Mac—I
         weighed them”) would have not only a coat suitable for a Scottish typhoon, but the boots to go with it. Alasdair, unfortunately,
         had come with a small weekender and not much else.
      

      “Here, take one of Dad’s jumpers, and he’s got a duffel coat here somewhere—ah, here it is.” I pulled both items, smelling
         faintly of dogs and wool, off pegs in Dad’s office. I measured Alasdair’s feet with one eye and picked a pair of boots from
         the jumble on the mudroom floor. “These should work.”
      

      He pulled everything on and actually managed to look both debonair and comfortable. I am destined to be a perfect hostess.
      

      “Thank you, Lady Lindsay.”

      “Please call me Mac. All my friends do.”
      

      “Mac, then. Though Lindsay suits you better.”

      “It does?” I thought it sounded a bit like medicine. If people hadn’t started calling me Mac when I was little, I’d have chosen
         to go by Eithne, though that would have presented its own set of problems in London, where they don’t know how to pronounce
         it. Having to explain, “It’s Enya. E-i-t-h-n-e” fifty million times would get tiresome. Mac is much simpler.
      

      “Lindsay.” He drew out the two mundane syllables. “‘Where the linden trees grow.’ How can you not want to own up to that?”

      How did he know this stuff? “All right,” I said as I held the door for him and Gillian to walk outside into the kitchen garden.
         “You may call me Lindsay if you must. I would by no means suspend any pleasure of yours.”
      

      “So you quote Jane Austen to men you barely know.” One eyebrow raised, he opened the gate in the wall, where two sets of booted
         feet had already trampled the snow. “That could be dangerous.”
      

      “Depends on the man,” I said airily. “If he doesn’t have a clue, no harm done—he thinks I’m eccentric. If he does, I know
         he has a brain and we have something in common. So it’s a win-win for me.”
      

      “You could always just ask him,” Gillian said from behind us. “Don’t you think it’s manipulative otherwise?”

      I moved to one side so the three of us could walk abreast down the snowy expanse of the lawn toward the park. “I haven’t controlled
         him, so how can it be manipulative?” I asked her. “It’s like a test.”
      

      “But if he doesn’t know about it, how can he try to succeed?”

      “If he wants to succeed, he’ll find some other way,” Alasdair suggested.

      “You two are making more of this than it deserves. It was just a joke. And Alasdair got it.”

      “And if it makes you feel better, I don’t feel manipulated,” he assured Gillian. “Whoops! Take care.” He grabbed her arm as
         she lost her footing in the snow.
      

      “Thanks. Too much thinking, not enough paying attention.” She set off again, but she wasn’t done with whatever was on her
         mind. “You have to admit, Mac, you have a talent for it.”
      

      “For what?”

      “Manipulation. You got your mom here, and Lissa was one hundred percent convinced she wouldn’t come.” Alasdair gave me a sharp
         glance.
      

      What was with her? Plain speaking was one thing. Pointing out the defects in my character in front of Alasdair was quite another.

      “You forget I know my mother.” I kept my tone light. “She may not have been here in years, but I knew she wouldn’t be able
         to resist my having a house party and possibly bungling it.”
      

      “What would it be to her?” Alasdair asked, after a small hesitation. “Not that I’m minding your business or anything.”

      I shrugged. “No secrets among friends, right? I think the divorce was a mistake. My parents belong together. They’re just
         too proud to admit it. So I made a complete bother of myself with Mummy until she gave in and came up here in a howling gale
         on Christmas Eve, on the train, to help me out.”
      

      “See?” Gillian gave Alasdair an I-told-you-so look. “The manip-meister.”

      “I don’t know.” He moved to the front to brush branches out of our way. We made better time under the trees, where the snow
         wasn’t able to reach the ground. “Your heart’s in the right place, and I think that’s the main thing.”
      

      My nose might be nipped with cold, and my hands jammed into my coat pockets as far as they would go, but his smile warmed
         me from the inside out.
      

      “What would you have done?” I asked Gillian. “In my place, I mean.”

      “Been honest.” Most of the time I like her bluntness, but sometimes it scrapes a little too close to the bone. “Told them
         how I felt, and asked them both to the next school event I had, so they’d be there together. Or something.”
      

      “And what if they told you to mind your own business?” Never mind that my school events lately had been on a different continent.

      “I’d still be honest. At least they’d know how I felt and what I thought about their relationship. After that, what they felt
         and thought would be up to them.”
      

      We walked out from under the trees, and the wind off the sea caught us sideways. The hem of my coat blew out, and Gillian
         grabbed the ends of her muffler before it unwound from her neck.
      

      “If I said something like that to my dad,” I shouted against the wind, “he’d curl up like a snail and hide in his shell. As
         it is—”
      

      “Said something like what?” My mother and Patricia walked up behind us and I realized with a jolt that the treacherous wind
         had blown my words straight to her.
      

      “Said something like, Why don’t you wear a jumper in brighter colors?” Alasdair turned to her, smiling, and held open his
         coat so she could see he was wearing her ex-husband’s sweater. “I don’t know. I think this one suits both of us.”
      

      Mummy laughed and buttoned him up as if he were six years old. “You’re quite right. Graham would no more be caught out in
         a red jumper than I’d wear an avocado mask in public.”
      

      “Or I,” Patricia said.

      “Or me,” Gillian added. “Though I think I’m going to need a complete facial after this walk. Wow, what a wind.”

      “But look at the view.” Mummy’s outstretched arm took in the whole slope of the strath, the wide river valley for which our land was named, to the wild coast as far as the rocks in the distance. “Out there past
         the horizon is Denmark, and south of us across the valley, that stone pile you can see on the hill was a sailors’ chapel hundreds
         of years ago.”
      

      I blinked at her. “It was? How do you know?”

      “Daddy told me. We used to ramble all over these rocks and hills when we were first married.”

      “Funny the things that stick with you.” Patricia distracted her, giving me time to arrange my expression into daughterly interest.
         Inside, I wanted to jump up and down, shaking Gillian’s arm and shouting, “See? It’s working already. She’s thinking about
         when they were married and happy!”
      

      But I didn’t. Instead, I listened to Patricia say, “You should really talk to Graham about it, Meg. You can get grants from
         places like the Society for Self Sustaining Estates, and once you’re on the Hand Picked Hotels list and the American registries,
         you have it made.”
      

      “Have what made?” What was she talking about? Self sustaining estates?

      “This place is one of the most wonderfully preserved historic castles I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen plenty,” Patricia said.
         Her gray gaze was steady on mine. “I’ve been telling your mom that it would be a shame to risk losing it when you’re sitting
         on a gold mine. You could make the castle into an upscale guest hotel with a little work, and it would start paying for itself
         in no time.”
      

      Losing it? Paying for itself? My brain howled in a vacuum of insufficient information. “What?”

      “Patricia, I haven’t told her. This isn’t the time,” Mummy murmured, but now the wind did me the favor and blew her quiet
         words straight to me. Luckily, Alasdair and Gillian had wandered to the lip of the hill, where he was pointing out the distant
         view of crashing waves to her.
      

      “What do you mean, losing it? Losing Strathcairn? What are you talking about?”

      My mother’s face turned white, and the wind stabbed through my coat, as sudden as fear.

   
      chapter 12

      I’M NOT GOING to spoil your Christmas by talking about it.”
      

      Mummy fussed with her suitcase, hanging and rehanging things in the tiny guest-room closet while I sat on the bed. She looked
         about as at home in this room as her vintage Catherine Walker gown looked hanging on the back of the chipped cupboard door.
         Both of them belonged in the earl’s suite, with its magnificent walk-in closet and carefully bagged dresses.
      

      But that was a discussion for another time. Right now I had to find out exactly what Patricia Sutter was up to—and why.

      “Too late,” I said. “It’s going to bother me every minute until you tell me what’s going on.”

      “Lindsay,” she said in measured tones, “it’s nothing you need to worry about.”

      Honestly. “Mummy, I’m seventeen. You and I both know I’m not a child anymore. If something is going on at Strathcairn, I deserve to
         know about it. Maybe I can help.”
      

      A laugh jerked loose through her tightly held control. “I hardly think so. Though scaling back the spending would be a start.”

      “Are we running out of money?”

      She sighed, and her shoulders slumped, as if she were deflating.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I felt bad for pressing her, but I had to know. “Something’s happened to our money.”

      “Nothing more than has happened to everyone. Our income is based on capital and investments. What we live on has shrunk because…
         oh, the economic times and changing prices on the stock market and all those tiresome details that I never used to think about.
         But now I’m forced to think about them. My advisors insist that I make some decisions to get us through this.”
      

      As Gillian would say, all the neurons in my brain lined up and fired at once. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? It’s not
         to help me put together the party—it’s to talk with Dad about what’s to be done.”
      

      “Of course I’m here for your party.”

      “But that isn’t all.”

      “No.”

      “What does Dad say?”

      She looked away, out the window over the trees of the park. Since we were on the third floor, she could see quite a distance.
         “He doesn’t know. Because… darling, this is difficult for me to admit, so I’ll just say it. When we divorced, part of the
         settlement was that the money I’d been contributing toward the upkeep of Strathcairn would continue until I remarried.”
      

      I sucked in a breath. “You’re not—are you—”

      “No, no, of course not.” She crossed the room to sit beside me, and gave me a quick hug. “If anyone would know about such
         a thing, you would.”
      

      “I’ve been gone since September.”

      “I have no doubt your endless social resources would have informed you. But what I was saying is that, with the capital shrinking,
         the percentage of my income going to Strathcairn has been reduced, too. Which is why the film people working here last year
         were such a godsend. Dad was able to keep afloat for another year, just because of the location fees they paid him.”
      

      “But now that year is almost over.”

      “And things are not looking good.”

      “Dad would never sell this place. Never.” I couldn’t wrap my brain round such a possibility. Our family had always been here.
         For my dad to sell up and move into an Edinburgh suburb was unthinkable. Where would he put the chickens, for one thing? And
         how would he live without his experimentations in the cellar, or his rambles over the hills with the dogs, or any of the things
         that both of us loved to do? Where would my horses go? Where would I go, for that matter? “It’s completely impossible.”
      

      “It’s not. That’s the sad thing. That’s also the unhappy news I have to break to him.”

      Now what Patricia had been saying all made sense. “You have to talk him into this self-sustaining plan. Turn this into a working
         estate again, and we can get through the economic downturn thing.”
      

      She ran a manicured hand over one cheek, and pushed her hair behind one ear. “Daddy isn’t exactly good at playing lord of
         the manor. Patricia has some good ideas, but the very thought of strange people overrunning the place would make him shriek
         and hide in the basement. You know it would.”
      

      “But he’s a good host. Look at him today. A bunch of strange people are overrunning the place, and he was in the kitchen gassing away with half of them.”
      

      “There’s a difference between family guests you’ve invited and paying guests inviting themselves.”

      “Yeah. About three hundred pounds a night.”

      She smiled, a sad, rueful smile. “We could only hope.”

      “Do you want me to talk to him?”

      “I can’t involve you in this, darling. This is for your father and me to work out.”

      “How can you work it out when you haven’t actually spent any time with him in years?”

      “We have a very civil relationship, as I hope you’ve observed. There’s no need for dramatics.”

      “Yes, but how do you even start a conversation like that? Graham, we’re going to lose Strathcairn and four hundred years of your family’s history unless you turn it into a hotel.” I mimicked my mother’s plummy Belgravia tones. “That will go over well.”
      

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “You could start with your feelings for him.” The words leaped out of my mouth and into the space between us with no warning
         at all, and hung there, waiting, while Mummy stared at me.
      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Oh, don’t give me your countess face, Mummy. You’ve seen the way he looks at you. If you haven’t, I have some video to show
         you.”
      

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “I think that’s the third reason you braved the trains and a snowstorm to come up here.”

      “I think you’re imagining things.” She got up and returned to her empty suitcase. With nothing left to do, she began to zip
         up the exterior pockets. The zippers made tiny screeching sounds in the silence.
      

      “When are you going to forgive him for something he did before you were ever married?”

      “Lindsay Margaret Eithne MacPhail, that is ancient history and absolutely none of your business. I’m sure your guests are
         looking for their hostess. You’re being terribly rude to them.”
      

      “My guests are listening to the Queen’s speech, along with everyone else in the house. And since I nearly got blown up by
         David Nelson, that ancient history is very much my business.”
      

      “Please don’t remind me of that dreadful person.”

      “But he’s the reason you won’t trust Dad again, isn’t he? You hate that he had a kid and didn’t tell you, even though he didn’t
         know about David himself until five years ago. And you hate that his kid tried to hurt me.”
      

      “I refuse to discuss this with you.”

      “You don’t need to. You need to discuss it with Dad. Are you angry because I’m the only child you have and I can’t inherit
         the place?”
      

      “Of course not. We are discussing ways to keep from losing it, if you’ll recall. Poor Roger will appreciate it deeply, I’m
         sure.”
      

      My mother, the mistress of the evasion tactic. Well, I hadn’t palled round with Gillian Chang all these months without picking
         up a little of her knack for honesty. In for a penny, in for a pound.
      

      “Dad’s never going to talk about Strathcairn with you if he thinks it’s all about money. He’d rather go down with the ship
         than do that. But if he thinks he’s going to lose a home you might come back to, well, that’s different.” I held her offended
         and angry gaze with mine as I got up from the narrow guest bed. “Someone has to tell you the truth, Mummy. And the simple
         fact is, we’re going to lose Strathcairn unless you admit to Dad that the divorce was a mistake.” I paused in the doorway.
         “But first you have to admit it to yourself.”
      

      I closed the door quietly behind me.

      Which made the thump of one of her Balenciaga shoes hitting it all the more satisfying.
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      	DLavigne	     	News flash!
      

      	VTalbot	     	 Happy holidays to you, too. Are you in Montreal?
      

      	DLavigne	    	Oui. I’ve just had yet another message from Emily.
    

      	VTalbot	     	Emily needs a life.
    

      	DLavigne	    	 She just got her course schedule. She’s taking a sewing class from MexiDog. Snore. How’s Italy?
    

      	VTalbot	     	 Divine. Am expecting Mother and her husband tomorrow, so have one last night of freedom with the ragazzi. Rashid’s parents
         have a Tuscan village. Maybe I should text him and ask if I can crash.
      

      	DLavigne	    	 I think you mean villa.
    

      	VTalbot	     	 No. Village. What’s your news?
    

      	DLavigne	    	 Emily’s pathetic obsession with Lissa and co. has her putting Google Alerts on them. But it may have paid off. Check out
         
         http://www.youtube.com/Xlfjk19284
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      I FOUND ALASDAIR wandering in the gallery, looking up at the portraits. “Looking for a family resemblance?”

      He stopped under a huge painting of a proper Victorian family. The mother’s blue silk skirts practically engulfed her two
         children sitting at her feet, and all you could see of the paterfamilias behind it was his top half. His left hand rested
         on the top of a broken pillar, and his right on his wife’s bare shoulder.
      

      “The material in that dress could clothe an entire African village.”

      “You’re probably right. That’s my great-great-grandfather on Mummy’s side. He’s the one responsible for the family fortune—including
         some African villages, when it comes to that. He invested in diamond mines. I suppose the dress was his way of telling people
         how much money they had.”
      

      “Your mum doesn’t look like them at all.”

      “It’s Victorian. Paintings back then conformed to some ideal of beauty, not what people actually looked like.”

      “You know a lot about painting?”

      I shrugged. “Just what I learned in art history, and from growing up surrounded by them.”

      “Whereas I’m from the kind of family that would produce a traveling painter, too scared to do anything but paint the mistress
         of the house as if she were a beauty. Otherwise he wouldn’t get paid.”
      

      “Why didn’t you go home for Christmas, Alasdair?”

      My soft question seemed to surprise him into truthfulness. “And have to pick my mum and her whiskey bottle up off the floor?
         And scour the town bars looking for my aunts? No, thanks.”
      

      Chagrined, I felt the blood surge into my face. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I haven’t been home since I left school. I tell people I’m on my own.”

      “Well, you are, aren’t you?”

      “I suppose I am. Doctors make a lot of money, though. I won’t be poor forever.”

      “So do people in films. Maybe Gabe would do something for you.”

      “Why should he? He’s done enough for me, and it’s only because of Lissa anyway.”

      I flinched before I could control my own reaction. “I know.”

      “No, I don’t think you do. Gabe only invited me because he thought Lissa and I had something going. He thought he was doing
         something for her. Like I’m a gift he could present to her, all wrapped up in a borrowed jumper.” He was still wearing Dad’s
         sweater. Not that I could blame him. The gallery wasn’t exactly tropical.
      

      “Aren’t you? I’ve seen how you look at her.”

      “And how is that?”

      “Like you want to be her personal gift.”

      “Then you’re wrong. We had a bit of a thing last year, but that’s all it was. Over as soon as she left.”

      “And her dad was okay with that? She thinks she’s committed some kind of sin, having a ‘bit of a thing’ with an older man.
         To hear her tell it, they’d have a cow if they found out about you.”
      

      He huffed out a breath of air in a laugh. It wasn’t quite cold enough in the gallery for me to see it condense in front of
         his mouth, but it was close.
      

      “They know. Tell her to relax.”

      “So it’s all over.”

      “There was hardly enough there to be over, but yes.” He paused. “Are you glad?”
      

      My breath clogged in my chest and I lost the ability to speak.

      He rushed in to fill the vacuum. “I’m sorry. That was stupid. Forget I said anything. So, who’s in this picture down here?
         Is this your dad?”
      

      My thoughts tumbled like clothes in a dryer. I couldn’t reach in and pull one out, so my mouth operated on autopilot. “No,
         my grandfather. The boy with him is his twin brother, who’s my cousin Roger’s granddad. Roger will inherit Strathcairn.”
      

      If there’s a Strathcairn left to inherit.
      

      I pushed that thought back into the whirling dryer and slammed the door on it. “He and my uncle and aunt are coming up from
         Edinburgh tonight for the family supper.”
      

      “I feel awkward intruding on your family party.”

      Finally the gears of my brain meshed and engaged my mouth properly. “I’ve discovered lately that my friends are like family.
         I wanted the girls to come with me for Christmas because they’re the closest thing I have to sisters. And I want you to feel
         that way, too.”
      

      “Like your brother?” He cleared his throat. “Thank you. Not quite what I—thank you.”

      “No, no, that wasn’t what I meant at all.”

      “Thanks for the tour of your family, Lindsay. I’ll see you downstairs for dinner, shall I?” He looked down at himself. “Remind
         me to change out of this before I turn up at the table.”
      

      “Alasdair, listen—”

      “Are those the stairs? I’ll see you later.”

      And before I could get the words out, or put out a hand to stop him, he’d rushed down to the end of the gallery and taken
         the stairs to the floor below, two at a time. He’d find himself in a warren of unused presentation rooms, with the furniture
         covered in sheets, but he was a smart lad. He’d find his way out.
      

      Now if only I could find my way out of the maze of my own stupidity.

      What on earth was the matter with me? I could walk into a room full of diplomats and minor royalty and own it. I could take
         on the likes of Vanessa Talbot on her own turf and crush her with a single sentence. So why couldn’t I simply open my mouth
         and tell a boy that yes, I was glad he wasn’t in love with my friend, and no, I would never dream of thinking of him as a
         brother?
      

      I clutched my hair. “Auuuggghh!”

      “Mac? Are you okay?”

      I whirled to see Carly standing in the doorway at the far end of the gallery. A weight seemed to lift from my chest.

      “You are exactly the person I need to see. I need some advice from an expert.”

      “About what?”

      “About men.”
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      chapter 13

      I NEED HELP.” My voice echoed in the gallery, magnifying my idiocy to stentorian proportions. “You’re the only one I can talk
         to.”
      

      “I don’t know about that.” Carly closed the distance between us and sank onto a settee under a portrait of a hunt in full
         chase. Must be one of Mummy’s. Dad’s family seemed to keep the pictures of blood sports to a minimum.
      

      “You’ve managed to hang onto Brett Loyola for nearly a year. That makes you the expert.”

      “It’s got nothing to do with hanging on.” She made herself more comfortable, slipping off her flats and tucking her feet under
         her. “He cares about me. I care about him. Simple as that.”
      

      “Mmphm.” Don’t be smug. “But what about in the beginning? You didn’t just walk up to one another and say, ‘Hey, let’s go out.’ If you did, I’m leaving
         right now.”
      

      “Of course not. I spent the first six months being completely invisible. Then, when a miracle happened and he talked to me,
         you came along and suddenly wallpaper was more interesting than me. So I thought, at least.”
      

      “And then all the drama over David Nelson happened.”

      “Right. And there was Brett, in it up to his neck. Up until the point where he actually kissed me, I thought he was just being
         polite.”
      

      “Yes, politeness is the first thing about Brett that jumps out at you.” Sarcastic much?

      “No, the first thing is the fact that he’s drop-dead gorgeous.” Carly twinkled at me.

      That, I had to admit, was true. “But how did you get him to notice you? Especially if you thought he liked m—er, someone else?”

      “Lending him my chem notes helped.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any of those handy,” I said. “Though if I thought they’d work, I’d find a white lab coat, stat.”

      Outside the mullioned windows, fat snowflakes began to drift to the ground.

      “You’re crushing on Alasdair, aren’t you?”

      A person just didn’t lie to a girl with eyes like that. Carly and I were beyond lies and little self-protections, anyway.
         I owed her honesty, and a lot more besides.
      

      “Yes. As if the whole house can’t tell.”

      “Oh, I don’t think anyone else knows. I thought he might like Lissa, though. And when you mentioned someone else, I figured
         I was right.”
      

      “Fortunately, you’re not. He told me himself it was over. But unfortunately, I’m an idiot.”
      

      “I don’t think so.”

      I made a jerky gesture toward the back stairs. “You didn’t see me making a fool of myself a few minutes ago. Now he thinks
         I can’t stand him. Or that I want to be like a sister to him.”
      

      “Then you need to fix it.”

      “But how?” I pulled one of the cushions out from behind my back and wrapped my arms round it. “I can’t just walk up to an
         older man and say, ‘Hey, I like you. Want a snog?’”
      

      Carly giggled. “I bet you could.”

      “I could, yeah. And have done. But this is different.”

      Carly blinked at me. “What makes it different?”

      I gave the cushion a squeeze. “When he got out of the car yesterday, something about him just… He doesn’t have a very happy
         family. And because of it there’s something hurting inside him.”
      

      “And you think you can make it better?”

      I shook my head. “I’m no good at that kind of thing. Strategy, yes. Plans and goals, yes. But people? I’m notoriously bad
         at that.”
      

      “I remember the first time I met you. I didn’t know whether to throw something at you or slam the door and run.”

      “Exactly.” I sighed, and the dust from the cushion went up my nose and made me sneeze. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be horrid—well,
         sometimes I do—but I didn’t then. I was just so far from home and all I could think to do was brazen it out.”
      

      “That came in handy, though. It put Vanessa Talbot in her place.”

      I shook my head. “That girl. She’s either very insecure or insufferably arrogant. I can never tell which. Is it true the romance
         with the prince is cooling off?”
      

      “Brett told me she was in Italy for Christmas, and Rashid flew home to Yasir. But that doesn’t mean anything.”

      “If Rashid had any sense, he’d dump her. She’s being all sweetness and light to him because she’s hoping to climb back on
         top of the social heap.”
      

      Carly shrugged. “Whatever. But we were talking about Alasdair.”

      So much for directing the conversation away from my pathetic self. “It’s a hopeless subject.”

      “No, it’s not. All you need is a little help. That’s what friends are for.”

      “But how?”

      “Leave it to us,” Carly said with a slow smile. “We’ll have Alasdair in the palm of your hand by Hogmanay.”
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      SIX DAYS LEFT until Hogmanay. The amount of work to do in such a short time would have frightened me if I’d slowed down enough
         to think about it. Thank goodness I wasn’t on my own. Not for nothing did we have two of the greatest organizational minds
         on the planet under our very roof. Between Patricia Sutter, who organized galas and benefits for the under- as well as the
         over-privileged, and my mother, who could pick up the phone and have everyone short of the Queen herself on the guest list
         at a moment’s notice, the party of the decade was a given.
      

      Each morning over breakfast, we girls took on our assigned tasks for the day. I’d have had a hard time helping Mrs. Gillie
         polish and clean endless acres of carved wood and items of silver, but Carly and Gillian went at it as though they were getting
         grades for it. Lissa spent most of the day with her mobile glued to one ear, making arrangements for food and tracking down
         a band that wasn’t already booked.
      

      Mummy and Patricia divided and conquered the guest list, the wine cellar, and my father.

      On Sunday, the day after Boxing Day, the girls trekked off to the service in the village church as though it were an adventure.
         When Dad got home, he told me they’d been invited to lunch by Mrs. Gillie’s daughter, who was married to the minister. Fine.
         I guess they deserved a day off, though I wasn’t taking one. I had things to do. Sitting in church and then making polite
         conversation for an hour would have only frustrated me.
      

      I unearthed my rusty calligraphy skills and hid in the morning room to address invitation after invitation on creamy paper
         with the earl’s crest (my personal friends got theirs on eVite, which dropped the level of cramping in my hand by quite a
         bit). The door to the library stood open, which meant I heard my parents find each other, and every word thereafter.
      

      Even the ones I wished I hadn’t.

      “Graham.” My mother sounded surprised. She must have come in through the other door that led into the kitchen corridor and
         the back of the house. “I’m sorry. Am I interrupting?”
      

      “No, of course not. I was just looking for Granddad’s book on land management. Gabriel is fascinated by everything from repairing
         the roof to grafting the apples. I think he means to use it in a movie somehow.”
      

      “After The Middle Window and that pirate film, I shouldn’t think he’d ever have to make another one. Didn’t Window just pass the hundred million mark?”
      

      “I can’t imagine him not working. He’s a very creative sort. How are you and Patricia managing?”

      “We’ll get it done, and no one will miss the bits we’ve left out. I can’t think how Lindsay meant to do it all herself.”

      “She’s a determined lass.” I warmed with the pride in Dad’s voice.

      “But what are you two doing wittering about land management when you’re meant to be outside helping Mr. Gillie tidy up the
         drive and the front gardens?”
      

      “That’s how it came up. We got into a heated discussion about solar panels, which became environmental something-or-other,
         which became land management in general. Then I told him Granddad had written a book on the subject, and I came in here to
         find it.”
      

      I heard Mummy blow a breath through her wispy, precisely cut bangs, and could practically feel her plead with the ceiling
         for patience. “I see.”
      

      “Do you? Land management has never interested you very much.”

      “At any other time, I’d have agreed with you. But as a matter of fact, it’s been on my mind quite a lot lately.”

      “And why would that be?”

      “Graham, I—” Her voice choked off, and she had to begin again. “I’m not going to be able to make the payment to Strathcairn
         in the New Year.”
      

      Silence.

      More silence. I put down the pen and realized I was holding my breath.

      “And why is that?” Dad asked quietly.

      “Because the portfolio didn’t pay the dividends we were expecting this year. With the price of petrol and the economy in the
         UK and America, I’m lucky to be able to send Lindsay back to St. Cecelia’s to finish out her final year. Her going to Spencer
         is out of the question, even if they would have allowed a third exchange term.”
      

      I let out a breath. I hadn’t expected to go back. But at the same time, I’d hoped…

      “And her expenses?”

      “We’ve had a talk. I expect I’ll have another one when it sinks in a little.”

      “And this Hogmanay extravaganza?”

      “It’s taking the last of this year’s dividend. We won’t be penniless, of course, but we certainly won’t be going to Paris
         in March for our dresses. Lindsay will have to settle for London. As will I.”
      

      “A sacrifice, indeed,” Dad said gravely.

      “As I said, we’re not penniless.”

      “We’re not married, either. So Strathcairn’s welfare naturally falls lower on the list than… dresses.”

      “There’s no need to be cruel.”

      “Simply making an observation.”

      “Patricia has made a number of observations.” From the tension in her voice, Mummy was holding back what she really wanted
         to say for the greater good. “I think we should listen to them.”
      

      “And what does our American guest have to say?” he inquired in a very un-Dad-like tone. As though an American couldn’t possibly
         know anything. For the first time, I saw the depth of my father’s pain over losing our home. And for the first time, I realized
         losing it might actually happen.
      

      I pulled the cardie Grannie had knitted for me for Christmas last year closer, and listened with all my might.

      “Apparently,” my mother began slowly, “there is an organization called the Society for Self Sustaining Estates. With grants
         and help, places like ours—like Strathcairn—can be turned into paying properties again.”
      

      “As what? Bed and breakfasts?”

      “No.” This must mean an awful lot to Mummy. She was hanging on to her temper in a way I’d rarely seen before. “As first-class
         boutique hotels.”
      

      “Out of the question.” Something heavy slid off a shelf and Dad grunted. Granddad’s book on land management, no doubt.

      “Graham, listen. Look at places like Crathorne Hall. It’s smaller than Strathcairn, and it’s on the Hand Picked Hotel list.
         The Duke of Roxburghe loans out Floors Castle for shooting parties and charges by the bird, for heaven’s sake. We need to
         capitalize on the exposure the place is getting from The Middle Window. Get a few articles in travel magazines. Patricia says that once you’re on the American lists, companies fly their employees
         here for corporate retreats and pay top dollar to do it.”
      

      “The same companies who aren’t paying their dividends?”

      Mummy ignored him. “All we’d need are a few adjustments, like extra bathrooms and a first-class restaurant kitchen with a
         chef. We have a salmon stream, so that would appeal to the anglers. We could charge hundreds of pounds for a week’s stay.”
      

      “And where would we be in the meantime? In the cellar?”

      “Of course not. We’d stay in the family wing. You know as well as I do that the entire east wing has been unused for years.
         With a little fixing up, the guests could use those rooms to sleep in, we could open up the ballroom as the corporate meeting
         center, and the sitting room and music room could be used for what they’ve always done.”
      

      A pause, and then Dad said, “You’re making awfully free use of the first person plural.”

      Mummy’s breath hitched. “I suppose I am. The excitement of the moment.”

      “But it doesn’t mean anything.”

      “It… it could.”

      “Ah. The price of my agreeing to have my home butchered by the Society for Self Sustaining Estates is that my wife comes back
         to it?”
      

      Mummy gasped. I heard a rush of quick footsteps on the carpet, and then the far door slammed.

      A large, heavy book landed on the library table with a thud like a clap of thunder. And under his breath, my father swore
         at himself in the most colorful Scots I’d ever heard him use.
      

      I didn’t know he even knew those words.
      

      Well. Weren’t things just peachy on the MacPhail home front? I had no idea how to manage my parents. But the sudden slam of
         Granddad’s book had jolted something loose in my brain. For how many months had I been drifting along, envying people like
         Shani and Carly, who knew exactly what they wanted to do with their lives the moment they graduated?
      

      Too many. I didn’t want to go back to London and float from one party to the next until some boy with a title and an overbite
         proposed. Nor did I want to go to an American college—unless one of my lassies was there for moral support.
      

      Dad wanted me to go to uni in Edinburgh and study medicine. Well, I’d go him one better.

      What I really wanted most of all was to stay right here and live at Strathcairn. And what better way to do that than with
         an M.B.A. in business management, with a minor in tourism? Because the Managing Director of the brand-new Strathcairn Hotel
         and Corporate Retreat Centre would need nothing less.
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      FROM TECHNORATI.COM

      Entertainment / Celebrity / what’s percolating in blogs now

      
         
            	  Rising blog posts by attention
         

         
            	 Princess Shh! video not a hoax!
         

         
            	I know the poster personally and the base video is real. Check out the cool music vid I made! And yeah, we’re the band!
         

      

   
      chapter 14

      HOW DID MY LIFE, which used to be completely in my control, get so scary and unmanageable in the space of a week?
      

      The end of the year was all about leaving the old behind and embracing the new. It was about cleaning one’s house, physically
         and metaphorically. But I didn’t think that extended to being left behind by my old village friends, who didn’t seem to be
         speaking to me at the moment, or to the prospect of being tossed out of said house by the shrinkage of nameless investments
         I knew nothing about.
      

      Yet. I was going to fix that as fast as I could write a university application.

      The one new thing I would’ve loved to embrace—Alasdair—was a lost cause. He’d taken to hanging about with Gabe and taking
         bracing walks across the heath and through the woods. The two of them had even cleared the snow off the lake, though by the
         time they’d gone ten feet out onto the ice, it was crystal clear that one more inch would result in them both going through.
      

      Ice skating was not going to be on our holiday agenda. Just as well. There was plenty of thin ice round here without the real
         thing.
      

      Even my intrepid team of party planners was running into snags.

      “I’ve called in every favor I or my parents have on two continents,” Lissa moaned over tea on Tuesday. “And still I can’t
         come up with a band to play here on Thursday night.”
      

      “What?” Carly said, deadpan. “The Kills are busy?”

      “Totally booked. I tried twice.”

      “Lissa. I was kidding.” Carly put down her wedge of Christmas cake, glistening with nuts, cherries, and probably a bit of
         Dad’s terrible whiskey. I knew for a fact that Mrs. Gillie put it in her cakes just to get it out of the pantry—which was
         good, because rumor had it the cakes tasted much better than the whiskey.
      

      “I wasn’t.” Lissa looked down the list in her phone. “I tried Hot Chip and Duffy too, but no luck. I’ve been through the UK
         record labels, the Celtic Music Society, and now I’m down to Edinburgh DJs and country-dance groups.”
      

      “Which will be booked,” I pointed out. “Did you ask Mummy who she had for our last party?”

      Lissa nodded. “The Battlefield Band, who are booked through 2011.”

      “Oh. At this rate, Gillian will be playing for us.”

      “I can do that.” Gillian brandished a mincemeat tart like a conductor’s wand before popping it into her mouth. “Have sheet
         music, will travel.”
      

      “You could always try your friend Anna Grange in Edinburgh.” Daddy came in from his study and snagged a piece of Christmas
         cake. I poured him a mug of tea and splashed milk into it before I handed it to him. “Someone told me she’s in a band.”
      

      “I’m not hiring a bunch of amateurs to play Hogmanay at Strathcairn, Dad,” I told him. “We have a reputation to uphold.”

      Though Anna was a pretty good guitarist. She’d dropped out of school last year, but she’d managed to score some gigs in town—enough to finance
         her own flat, anyway. Hmm.
      

      “I can get online and do some research,” Lissa offered. “What’s the name? The band will probably have a MySpace with some
         clips on it.” I told her, and she keyed it all into her iPhone.
      

      Patricia and Mummy came in, windblown and shivery.

      “Wow,” Patricia said, pulling off gloves and a knitted hat. “It’s cold out there. What do we have here? Ooh, mince tarts.
         My favorite.”
      

      Gillian put a couple on her plate and took another for herself. “Did you go for a walk?”

      “More like a plow through drifts.” Patricia poured a mug of tea and gulped it to warm her insides. “I’m sure I burned off
         two tarts’ worth of calories in advance.”
      

      “This is a guilt-free zone,” Carly informed her. “Have some cake.”

      Patricia laughed. “That’s what you can put in the brochure. ‘Indulge yourself in Scotland’s only guilt-free zone.’”

      “Brochure.” Dad’s gaze swung from Mummy’s tousled hair to Patricia’s face. “What brochure?”

      “Nothing, Graham.” Mummy gave Patricia a glance that plainly said stow it. “It’s just talk.”
      

      “I thought I made it clear there wasn’t going to be any talk on that subject.”

      “What subject?” I asked, all big eyes and innocence.

      “Nothing.” Dad picked up his mug. His knuckles turned white as he gripped the handle.

      “It could be something,” Mummy muttered under her breath, but since she was clattering cutlery for Patricia, I don’t think
         anyone else heard.
      

      “Nothing I care to discuss in front of our friends,” Dad said more loudly.

      “Even if it means saving the ranch?” Patricia didn’t back down an inch. I glanced at Lissa and saw my own trepidation in her
         eyes. Two immovable forces. One of them had to give—but did it have to be two days before the party, when all of us were stressing?
      

      “I will not discuss our personal concerns in front of our guests,” Dad said. “Or with them.”

      “Fine with me,” Patricia said with a shrug. “But you might want to think about it. From what Meg has told me about the finan—”

      “That’s enough!” Dad slammed down his mug so hard, the forks jumped. He pushed back from the table and strode out of the kitchen.
         Down the corridor, I heard the door to the kitchen garden thud closed.
      

      “He’s gone to be with the hens,” I said into the silence.

      “He’d make better company for ostriches,” Mummy said through stiff lips. “He’s as good at burying his head in the sand as
         they are.”
      

      “I don’t think ostriches actually do that,” Gillian said thoughtfully. “I think they—”

      “The point is, he doesn’t want to talk about—whatever it is.” I caught myself just in time. “What is it, anyway?”

      “I told you,” Mummy reminded me. “Dad doesn’t want to talk about turning the place into a first-class hotel. Not that I can
         blame him. But if we don’t do something soon, the Inland Revenue will come along and take the lot.”
      

      “This place would make a great hotel,” Carly said. “It’s straight out of a fairy tale. Or a dream.”

      “A nightmare, more like.” Mummy turned her mug round and round in her hands. “It costs a fortune to run. When we had a fortune,
         that wasn’t a problem. But now, with things the way they are…” Her voice trailed away, and she seemed to catch herself. “But
         Graham is right on part of it, at least. I shouldn’t burden you girls with it. We have a party to plan.” Her voice took on
         the false brightness of someone trying to convince a group of children that Pin the Tail on the Donkey is fun.
      

      “Mummy,” I said slowly. “Don’t treat us like we’re twelve. These girls have taken on more than you can imagine and come out
         on the winning side.”
      

      The brightness faded and her gaze rested on Carly. “I know.”

      “Look at me, for instance,” Shani said suddenly. “I came this close”—she held her thumb and forefinger apart half an inch—“to
         getting engaged to Rashid. But I said no. And then what happened?”
      

      “What?” Mummy sipped her tea.

      “Shani,” I said quickly, “she and Patricia don’t know. None of us have said.”

      “That’s okay.” Shani hitched her chair closer to the table, and my mother and Patricia echoed her body language. I don’t think
         they even knew they were leaning forward to close the circle of intimacy.
      

      “I said no to the prince, and because of that, his dad, the Sheikh, pulled his stake in my dad’s company. Since it was forty
         percent, the company couldn’t hold up, and the whole thing folded. My parents lost everything. Seven-million-dollar mansion,
         antique car collection, courtside seats at the basketball game, couture clothes. Everything.”
      

      Slowly, my mother’s hand fluttered up to cover her mouth. “That’s dreadful,” she whispered. “But it’s just as dreadful that
         they asked you to do such a thing.”
      

      “Where are your parents now?” Patricia asked.

      “Still in Chicago, living in a two-bedroom cottage in the old neighborhood where my grandmother used to live. Dad salvaged
         one division of his company, and he’s running that on a shoestring.” She took a breath. “But what I’m getting at is that they
         didn’t plan for the contingency that I’d say no. They did the ostrich thing, or maybe it was just a blind spot. I didn’t ask.
         But they didn’t have to lose it all. They could have arranged it so the Sheikh’s pulling out wouldn’t have hurt so much. Diversified,
         you know?”
      

      “She applied to Harvard Business School,” I said in an aside to my mother. “She knows her stuff.”

      “Evidently. So how did you come to be here?” she asked Shani. “How can you afford to stay at Spencer?”

      “I had a nest egg,” Shani said smoothly. Okay. The necklace and what had happened to it were going to stay a secret. Good
         to know. “I’m financing my own education now, and my friends here”—she glanced round the table, smiling—“helped me out with
         the plane ticket.”
      

      “My ticket, too,” Carly put in.

      “A nest egg,” Mummy repeated. “So you took your own advice. You planned for another contingency.”

      “Not… exactly. But it worked out that way.”

      “So if you were in our position, what would you do?” I asked.

      Shani’s lashes flicked in Patricia’s direction. “I’d do exactly what Lissa’s mom is saying. If you can get funding from the
         state or whatever, and you can turn this place into a hotel, I bet it would be a huge success. I mean, look. You can’t go
         on the way you have been. Something has to change, or you’ll lose it.”
      

      “In a nutshell, yes,” Mummy said with a sigh. “I wish you could convince Graham of that.”

      “Not very many people know what happened to me,” Shani said with quiet dignity. “You’re welcome to tell him about it if you
         think it would help.”
      

      Mummy held her gaze for a long moment. “Contrary to what Lindsay says, I heard about you and the prince. It was all over the
         papers here, and I don’t know how many Web sites. I can see why they were so interested.”
      

      “Why?” Shani broke open a fat, fluffy scone and reached for the bowl of Devonshire cream. “I could never figure that out.”

      “Because, my dear, you would have made a fabulous princess.”

      Carly, Gillian, Shani, and Lissa exchanged the kind of glance that tells you they’d just gotten a huge giggle out of something.

      I knew what it was. The whole “daughter of the King” thing. And it made me feel more left out of the joke than ever.
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      IF MISERY LOVED company, there was only one place for me to go. I wrapped myself in an ancient gardening jacket (probably
         Grannie’s, from the scent of soap and lavender still trapped in it) and let myself out into the kitchen garden.
      

      I found Dad in the poultry house, scattering corn to half a dozen delighted hens. I sat in the wooden chair next to the nesting
         boxes and watched them Hoover up every last crumb.
      

      “The carbs keep their body heat up,” Dad said, as if the scene in the kitchen had never happened.

      “It’s not cold in here. It’s lovely and snug.”

      “When the snow melts, they’ll need it. At the moment no one will go outside.”

      “Can’t blame them. Who’d go outside with bare feet anyway? They’d be up to their fluffy little backsides in snow.”

      We watched the hens in silence for a while. One of them tugged on the hem of Dad’s corduroys and he picked her up. She settled
         contentedly into his arms.
      

      “I should apologize to your friends for losing my temper just now,” he said finally. “I’m not being the best host in the world.”

      “You have a lot on your mind.”

      He sighed and stroked the hen’s feathers. “And your mother’s being here doesn’t help.”

      “I thought you were happy to see her.”

      “I was. I am. That’s the trouble.”

      “Dad, why don’t you just admit the divorce was a mistake and make it up with her?”

      “I’d love to,” he said simply. “But she doesn’t feel the same way. She can’t trust me again, it seems.”

      “Then why did she come all the way up here?”

      “For you, goosey.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of putting together a party, whether I pretend to be or not. So that’s not it. I think she’s changing
         her mind.”
      

      He put the hen down and grabbed a handful of hay, scattering it on the floor. “The only thing on her mind at the moment is
         this hotel scheme. I don’t know what possessed Patricia to spout all that to her, but the damage is done. She won’t let go
         of it now, even though Strathcairn has nothing to do with her anymore.”
      

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Dad,” I said. “It has everything to do with her if she thinks you guys made a mistake as well.
         Her future is here. So is mine.”
      

      This made him lift his head. “What? You’re not going to be one of those tiresome children who never leave the nest, are you?”

      I grinned at him. “I’ll leave, all right. Just long enough to get a business degree and come back.”

      “And what will you do with it here, after all that work? Run the local pub?”

      “No. I’ll run the Strathcairn Hotel and Corporate Retreat Centre. ‘Lady Lindsay MacPhail, Managing Director’ has quite a nice
         ring to it, don’t you think? Can’t you see my little nameplate now?”
      

      The light faded from his face as though I’d told him I was moving to America and never coming back. “Not you, too. I thought
         I could count on you, at least.”
      

      “Dad, there’s no shame in putting the place back to work again.”

      “So you say. But how can I look my ancestors in the eye and tell them I’ve turned their home into a hotel?”

      “Stay out of the gallery,” I quipped. When he didn’t smile, I went on, “You should talk to Cousin Roger. Get his opinion.
         If he’s to inherit, he should know what he’s in for.”
      

      “I already have.”

      “Dad!” I rocketed out of the chair. “What does he say?”

      “He says anything is better than letting it be sold for back taxes.”

      “So he agrees with Mummy.”

      “If he hadn’t told me she didn’t, I’d have sworn she got to him first. At least she had the grace to stay out of that end
         of it.”
      

      “She only wants what’s best for us.”

      “She only wants what’s best for her pocketbook. One can’t have too many Paris dresses, apparently.”

      “That’s not fair. Both of us can do without. Particularly if I’m going to be a starving student.”

      “You’ll never be that, Linds. But I never intended you to work for your bread and butter, either.”

      “I don’t mind. Look at Carly. And Gillian. And even Shani. All of them work harder than anyone I ever saw. And the thing is,
         they get results.”
      

      “Strange how that happens. But you’re missing one. What about Lissa?”

      “She’s like me—ornamental, not practical. But I suppose even she could change if she were about to lose her home. Please,
         Dad. Don’t you know that staying on at Strathcairn is all I’ve ever wanted?”
      

      He nodded. “I won’t say I’m happy about it. You’re meant to go off and see the world. Have a good time. Find a good man and
         be happy.”
      

      I had found a good man, and he was happy to not be with me. But Dad didn’t need to know that.

      “But what if I’m not ready for picket fences and Pablum? What if a career right here in the place I love is the perfect solution
         for me?”
      

      “You’re a star, Linds. You even make court functions bearable—at least, according to Prince Harry. How are you going to keep
         your light burning, buried here in the mist?”
      

      He must be upset if he was mixing his metaphors. “Mist burns off if there’s enough heat. I can make this place world famous,
         Dad. I know what people want. It’s already had its start with the film. If we make the changes we need to and kick off the
         opening with something huge, like, oh, I don’t know, hosting the Hibernian Special Olympics in 2010, we can put it squarely
         on the front page and never look back.”
      

      He looked at me as if he’d never seen me before. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this, haven’t you?”

      I shrugged. “Just some ideas. We have to start somewhere. But if we do the Games, we’d have to put in an Olympic-sized swimming
         pool. Can we start with that? Please?”
      

      “Can’t they make do with the lake?” he asked, sounding a little plaintive.

      “Dad. It has mud. And… things in the bottom. But seriously. Just think about it.”
      

      “I have been.”

      “It’s a different legacy,” I said softly. “But it doesn’t mean it’s the wrong one.”

      He swung his head to look at the hens again, but not before I saw his mouth turn down in an arc—the kind he got when he was
         struggling not to be emotional.
      

      I know when to choose my moments. I slipped outside into the brisk cold, closing the door of the poultry house behind me.

      “Hey!” Alasdair hailed me from the far end of the orchard, where he and Gabe brushed snow off their trousers and tramped toward
         me.
      

      “Hullo,” I greeted them. “There’s tea in the kitchen, but I think Gillian ate all the tarts.”

      “Are my womenfolk in there, too?” Gabe asked, unwrapping a mile of knitted muffler from round his neck.

      “Yes. If there are sweets about, you can usually find Lissa in the vicinity.”

      “She comes by it honestly. I’m all about the cake, myself. You coming, Al?”

      Alasdair shook his head. “I haven’t seen Lindsay since yesterday. I’ll be in in a minute.”

      “Don’t blame me if there’s no cake left.” Gabe opened the door. “Blame my daughter.” With a grin, he went inside.

      “Been feeding the hens?” Alasdair asked, taking in my appalling jacket and muddy Wellies paired with très cool Citizens of Humanity jeans.
      

      “No. Dad was in there hiding so I went to talk to him.”

      “He’s upset about the hotel plan, is he?”

      “Wouldn’t you be?”

      A smile ghosted across his mouth and faded. Not that I had any business looking at his mouth. “I don’t know. I’ve never had
         a castle at my disposal before.”
      

      “It’s a huge change.”

      “And those are scary.”

      “Plus, he thinks Mummy is only in it for the money, but she’s not. She wants to come home. She told me so.”

      Part of me stood aside, going, Are you crazy, spilling your family business to the next thing to a stranger? But another part had already fallen into the warm sympathy in those hazel eyes, had already relaxed just walking beside him.
         He was easy to be with.
      

      I wouldn’t even have said those things to Carrie, and I’d known her since we played together in her paddle pool. What did
         that say about Alasdair that I could tell my secrets to him in the blunt light of a snowy afternoon? Either I was desperate,
         or there was something between us that only I was acknowledging.
      

      “Alasdair—”

      “Lindsay, I want to—”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, ladies first.”

      Well, no one had ever accused me of being shy. No point in starting now. “Yesterday in the gallery, I made a fool of myself
         and gave you the wrong impression.”
      

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Yes, well, I just wanted to say that I feel very comfortable with you. And I hope you feel the same about me.”

      “Of course.” He looked a bit gobsmacked, but most boys would. Not that he was a boy. He was a man, and a very fine one at
         that.
      

      “So.” I held my hand out. “Good friends, then?”

      “Friends? Yes, I’d like that.”

      How very Victorian. We sounded like we were negotiating a deal. Which wasn’t the point at all. But I didn’t know how to fix
         it. Even I balked at reaching out and grabbing him for a snog that would change everything—because it wouldn’t change it in
         the right direction. I’d told Carly I’d done it, and it had been the truth. But that only got me a rep as a flirt and a heartbreaker.
         I wanted Alasdair to see me differently.
      

      I was a woman of substance, not just style. And somehow I had to make him understand that.

      All that said, I’d make sure Mummy understood there was to be plenty of mistletoe among the party decorations two nights from
         now.
      

   
      chapter 15

      GOOD EVENING, and welcome to the BBC’s last edition of London Calling for 2009. It’s been an entertaining year, hasn’t it? My name is Melanie Twist, and tonight I’ll be presenting a new development
         brought to you courtesy of Web 2.0. It’s the story of Blue Bella, a previously unknown Scottish band whose remix of a thirty-second
         YouTube clip and their own beats have produced a music video. Half gossip, half entertainment, the piece poses a question
         that has been burning up the blogosphere worldwide.
      

      “One thing is clear. Rumors of a young lady in America becoming engaged to the heir to the Lion Throne of Yasir have apparently
         not been exaggerated.
      

      “And now, in its prime time debut, here’s the untitled video, which people are calling ‘Princess Shh!’ after the title of
         the original clip. With the distinction of being the most-talked-about video on YouTube this week, it was made for our audience.”
      

      Lissa and I wriggled into more comfortable positions on the sofa, recovering from making total pigs of ourselves over Carly’s
         “Scottish burritos.” Mrs. Gillie wasn’t quite over someone other than a MacPhail invading her kitchen, but Carly had been
         so sweet about insisting she take another night off that I was sure her miff wouldn’t last long. We were all relaxing before
         the final party push the next day: decorating the ballroom. And the best way to relax on a Tuesday night was watching London Calling, which I loved because they invariably reported on somebody I knew. Sometimes they reported on me, which was why I knew Dad
         had taped every episode for me while I was gone.
      

      “Hey, Shani!” Lissa shouted in the direction of the music room, where Shani and Gillian were touching up the garland on the
         mantel to look more Hogmanay and less Christmas. “Here’s a thing about Rashid.”
      

      Shani and Gillian skidded into the room as the video began to play, while Carly leaned on the back of the sofa and Alasdair
         put his head in the door.
      

      A fast hip-hop beat made our feet tap as an African guy who might pass for Rashid in a dark room began to sing.

      She’s a very hot chick

      And I knew right quick

      She’s my desert queen

      She really makes the scene

      “Hey, that’s you!” Gillian and Shani moved closer to the television. A clip of Shani getting out of a limo somewhere and a
         million flashbulbs lighting up flashed across the screen.
      

      You my princess, babe

      And now I got it made

      We be on all the front pages

      Hittin’ all the best rages

      Don’t be shy

      Tell us why

      Shani’s face filled the TV screen. “I’ve been a princess for four weeks,” she said in perfect time with the beat, the camera
         zooming in on her.
      

      I’ve been a princess

      A prin-prin-princess

      For four weeks

      For four weeks.

      Shots of the band intercut shots of Shani. A blonde female guitarist—Anna Grange. I sat up in alarm. A drummer and bassist
         I’d never seen before. And the African boy was the vocalist. For two more agonizing verses we sat, transfixed, our mouths
         open as though that would help us hear better. Or maybe understand better.
      

      We both in the oil money

      ’Cuz I got my royal honey

      I’ve been a prin-prin-princess

      For four weeks.

      “Lord, help me,” Shani—the real one—gasped. “How could they do this? What’s Rashid going to think?”

      “Mi’ja, sit down and put your head between your knees.” Carly grabbed her and sat her in the nearest chair, a spindly-legged gold
         thing that probably hadn’t seen someone’s rear since King William visited in 1698.
      

      But like a jack-in-the-box, Shani popped right up again. “Who are these people and how did they get that footage?”

      “It looked way too familiar,” Carly said with a glance at the telly, though the presenter had gone on to someone else’s scandal.

      Don’t say it—

      “Upstairs, remember, that afternoon I was trying on my blouse from Mac?”

      My stomach seemed to be trying to glue itself to my spine. I flexed my fingers. Cold. Why is it so cold in here? No fire, that’s why. I have to build up the fire.

      I knelt by the hearth and promptly dropped the chunk of pine from the wood basket on the tiles.

      Clack!

      “Mac, weren’t you shooting video that day?” Gillian asked.

      No, no, no. Pick up the wood. Slow and easy. Now, on the fire.

      “Mac?”

      I got too close to the coals and squeaked, putting my burned fingers in my mouth like a child. Hot tears spurted into my eyes
         and I blinked them back.
      

      “Mac, that wasn’t yours, was it?”

      “It had to be. Who else was shooting or even there?” Gillian sounded like a barrister at the flippin’ bar. All she needed
         was a wig and queue. Who did she think she was, taking that tone with me in my own house?
      

      “But how did it get on TV?” Carly sounded completely mystified.

      “That’s the band.” Lissa pulled her ever-present mobile out of her pocket and began to brush the screen with a finger at top
         speed. “Ohmigosh. It can’t be the same one. Wait a second. Aha!” She held it up. “Mac? That Anna chick you asked me to check
         on about her band? That’s them. Blue Bella. And you know what?”
      

      “What?” Carly answered when I didn’t.

      “I just hired them to play Hogmanay for us.”

      “Then you’d better unhire them.” Shani sounded grim as she sank onto the sofa. With me kneeling by the hearth, our eyes were
         on a level. “I’m not having them play their hit single right in front of me. Which makes me wonder, how did they get that
         footage?”
      

      Her eyes were black holes of suspicion.

      “I don’t know.” Was that my voice? This was certainly my throat, tight as twisted fabric. I tried again. “I have no idea how
         my clip got to that band or how they got it on the show. It’s never left my computer.”
      

      Those eyes said plainly they didn’t believe me, and Shani’s lips tightened on words a new Christian probably wasn’t allowed
         to say.
      

      “Have you lent your computer to anyone?” Gillian asked.

      Enough was enough. “Look, you don’t need to cross-examine me. That’s my clip, off my camera, and I’ve said I have no idea
         how it could have got out of this house, much less onto national television.”
      

      “I’m only trying to—”

      “We need to stop blaming and start acting.”

      “No one’s blaming you, Lindsay,” Alasdair said quietly from the door.

      “Shani is. I can see it in her eyes.”

      “It’s kinda hard not to,” she retorted. “Are you sure you didn’t make a mistake and send it to someone?”

      “Brett said he got some random group shot,” Carly said suddenly, “when you said in your e-mail it was footage of me. Could
         you have gotten the clips mixed up?”
      

      I felt my skin go cold. If Brett had gotten the clip I’d meant to send to Carrie, then what had Carrie gotten? And what had
         she done with it?
      

      No. No, that wasn’t possible. My best friend wouldn’t take something I’d sent her in private and post it for the entire world
         to see.
      

      No.

      Without another word, I scrambled up off the floor and ran down the passage. Someone’s jacket hung next to the door. Didn’t
         matter whose it was. I grabbed it and pulled it on, shoving my way outside. It was too snowy to ride the motorbike, but I
         didn’t care. It was still the fastest way I knew to get across country to the village.
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      “CARRIE!” THE BEDROOM light’s subtle glow in the upstairs window told me she was home. At least I wouldn’t have to chase all
         over the village looking for her. I pounded on the door.
      

      “Mac.” Mr. Crombie blinked at me, roused from his program on the telly as if he’d been roused from sleep. “A happy holiday
         to you. We’ll see you at the bells, yeah?”
      

      “Of course, Mr. Crombie.” I gave him a quick kiss. “We’re expecting all of you. Dancing starts at eight, with supper at ten.”

      “You’ll find Caroline upstairs, plugged into some bit of wiring.”

      “Thanks.”

      When I pushed open the bedroom door—painted white on the corridor side and purple on her side—I saw Carrie stretched out on
         the bed, eyes closed, playing air guitar with her earbuds in.
      

      I grabbed her foot and shook it, hard. “Carrie. Take those out and talk to me.”

      “What?” She yanked them out and stopped the song. “What are you doing here?”

      “You have to tell me something.”

      “Did Dad let you in?”

      “Of course. D’you think I broke in through a window?”

      “Wi’ you, a person never knows.” She pushed herself up against the headboard, careless that her boots left streaks on the
         coverlet. I looked round the room. It looked as though a tornado had hit it. It had always looked like that, but when we were
         best friends, I’d seen the order in the chaos because I’d known Carrie’s mind.
      

      When we were best friends.

      Somehow, the fact that I couldn’t read her mess anymore woke me up. Carrie and I weren’t best friends anymore. Just friends.
         Maybe not even that. Had I really grown away from her so quickly? Or had it been coming on for a long time and I just hadn’t
         wanted to admit it?
      

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s up, or are you just going to sit there staring?” She reached for a crumpled bag of crisps
         and hunted through it. Only salty, oily crumbs remained at the bottom, so she tossed it on the floor.
      

      “A couple of days ago, I sent you a bit of video. But I think I sent you the wrong clip. Do you remember what it was?”

      She shrugged and looked away.

      Bingo, as the girls up at my house would say.

      “Carrie, was it a clip of Shani Hanna saying she was a princess?”

      Another shrug. “I don’t pay much attention tae rubbish about your American friends. I thought it was going to be something
         juicy about your braw new lad.”
      

      “I don’t think Anna Grange thought it was rubbish. Did you see London Calling tonight?”
      

      Color crept up the side of her neck and tinged her ears. “No. Dad’s had the telly on some stupid movie.”

      “So you haven’t happened to see the music video that Blue Bella made out of that clip? Do you have any idea what this has
         done to Shani?”
      

      She rounded on me like a cat whose tail has just been stepped on. “And what do I care what your stupid American friends feel?
         Or you, either? You’ve moved on, haven’t you, and left your old mates behind.”
      

      “I have not. You’re still my friend.”

      “But it’s no’ the same, is it?” Her eyes, ringed with mascara and purple shadow, filled. “We were better friends when we were
         Skyping across the ocean. Now that you’re here, ye have no’ got even a minute for me.”
      

      “Carrie, for Pete’s sake, I’ve been putting together the Hogmanay party. We’ve been working like dogs.”

      “We would have come up tae help. But you’d rather swot through housework wi’ them than let us through the door. Even Gordon
         said so, and it takes a lot tae make him notice anything.”
      

      “Gordon just wants to pop down the cellar steps and see what Dad’s got cooking down there.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Carrie, just tell me. Did you send that clip on to Anna or not?” She shrugged, and I knew she had. “Do you have any idea
         what this is going to do?”
      

      “No, and I don’t care.”

      “If you had an ounce of compassion, you would care. Now poor Shani is going to get barraged by the media.”

      “Oh, the puir thing. She should keep her mouth shut about her stupid prince, then.”

      “She wasn’t talking about the prince at all, you ninny. She was talking about God.”

      Blank stare.

      “It’s a Christian in-joke. About being a princess in God’s eyes because you’re part of His family.”

      Her mouth fell open in complete incomprehension, then snapped shut. “Dinna tell me you’ve become a Bible thumper.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “You sure sound like it. They’re all Christians, aren’t they, those girls? Every one.”

      “So am I, in a different way. And Dad.”

      “Just because you fill the family pew on a Sunday doesna mean you’re a Christian.”

      I blinked, hardly able to give her credit for this shrewd bit of observation. “Well, maybe not, but at least I know right
         from wrong. And spreading something that was meant for you alone was wrong.”
      

      “It wasna meant for me. I thought it was supposed to be something about your new laddie. So where was the harm?”

      She was never going to get it. But her stage was no wider than this village. Her prospects went no further than winning a
         place at university, which I knew for a fact she had no intention of doing. She was going to stay right here until she and
         Gordon decided they’d better get married, just for something to do.
      

      And my stage? It was international. I knew exactly how much harm that video could do, spiraling up out of this village and
         spreading like a storm to wreak its destruction on shores as far away as Yasir and California.
      

      I had to get home. Shani would need all the help we could give her for damage control.

      I turned to the door. “I’m off, then. Good-bye.”

      But she’d already put her earbuds back in and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see her former best friend leave.
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      THE TRIP HOME, sometimes riding and sometimes pushing the bike, was a lot slower and colder than the trip in. Had I really
         used to bike or ride this distance with so little effort that the two miles were gone in a blink? Of course, doing it at night,
         in the snow, was a different proposition than on a warm summer’s day.
      

      The fringe of the woods marked the one-mile point. I plunged into the dark grimly. Of course I knew every step of the way—every
         rock and bush growing across the path. But with the pines blocking the moon, the going was slow, and keeping the bike in the
         track it had made half an hour before wasn’t easy. On the steepest slope, I had to be careful because the rear wheel kept
         sliding out from under me.
      

      A light glimmered through the trees, bobbing and weaving. “Lindsay!” a male voice called. “Mac, is that you?”

      I coasted to a stop and shut off the ignition. “Alasdair? What on earth are you doing out here?”

      “Looking for you, obviously.” A dark shape materialized through the trees, half illuminated by the torch. Then it slid wildly
         sideways.
      

      “Watch it!” I helped him to his feet and brushed snow from his jacket. “Puddles. They must have frozen.”

      “I can’t believe you’re out here on a motorbike. Are you crazy?”

      “I had somewhere to go.”

      “The girls are freaking. Your dad had to hold Carly back from the door by main force.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Yes, I see that.” He picked up the bike where it had fallen over and began to push it down the path. “But they don’t know
         it. They think you rushed out to do yourself harm or something.”
      

      “If you’d let go of my bike, I’ll ride home and tell them it’s all right.”

      “Not a chance. No, don’t grab. We’ll walk home together.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      He handed me the torch and ignored that. “Make yourself useful and shine this ahead of us, will you?”

      “You’re the only one who needs it. I know these woods like the back of my hand.”

      “Maybe so. But you still gave everyone a fright. What was so important out here in the freezing dark, anyway?”

      Old loyalty fought with new. For about five seconds. “I had to find out who sent that clip of Shani. And I did.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I don’t want to say. It’s too late now, anyway. But I gave them an earful and I think I’ve lost a friend.”

      “Ah.” Silence while our feet crunched and slopped through the snow. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “I suppose I should have expected it. She’s been jealous of the girls for months. It must have seemed like a fine joke to
         play when I sent that video by mistake. She sent it to Anna, and the band made hay with it. And now all you-know-what is going
         to break loose.”
      

      “Maybe it won’t. Who pays attention to all those celebrity gossip programs?”

      “Everyone.” Did he live under a rock? “Including St. James’s Palace.”

      “Let’s hope you’re wrong.”

      “Meanwhile, the girls all think I sent it off on purpose.” I sounded miserable, even to myself.

      “And did you?”

      “Of course not! I mixed up the clips. I was in a hurry and made a mistake. That’s all.”

      “I’m sure when you explain it to them, they’ll understand.”

      “Maybe they will, but that won’t make anyone feel better. Especially if the tabs get ahold of it.”

      “The tabs are always barking after something. Someone else will make a mistake and it’ll all be forgotten in the rush.”

      “I wish I could think so.”

      It might be five degrees below zero, and my feet in my trainers were soaked, but the rest of me felt warm. Maybe it was the
         physical effort it took to stay upright on this path, but I thought it was probably the fact that Alasdair had come out in
         the dark and cold to find me.
      

      And now here we were, completely alone. Who knew what might happen?

      “This person who sent the clip away,” he said. “She was a friend, you said?”

      “Not anymore,” I replied with a sigh. A rock turned under my foot, and I grabbed his arm for balance. He waited until I was
         upright again, and we walked on. “I think I’ve grown past her, if you want the truth.”
      

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “I suppose I’ll have to be. I’ve known her all my life. We have a history I can’t just erase.”

      “I don’t think anyone expects you to. But people grow. They change. It’s normal to leave some things behind and reach out
         for other things.”
      

      Something in his voice made me glance up at him. “Is that what you’re doing? Leaving things behind?”

      “Maybe.”

      Urgh. Just like a guy. All wisdom and maturity about your problems, but ask him about his and he shuts up like an oyster.

      “It must be difficult to leave your mum and your family and simply not see them.”

      “Are you always this blunt?”

      I could feel the cold on my cheeks as I smiled. “Yes. Get used to it.”

      “Is that an aristocrat thing?”

      “No, you eejit. It’s a friend thing. We agreed, remember?”

      “That’s right, we did. If you have to know, I don’t go home because there isn’t a home to go to. My Christmas present from
         my sister was a telephone call to say my mother is in detox. Jane is busy with her family and is in denial about said mother.
         My dad died when I was young. He was a city worker and was electrocuted working on the wiring at the council building.”
      

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, utterly inadequate.

      “It was a long time ago. So can you blame me for wanting to stay here? Gabe treats me like an equal, even though I’m not,
         and your parents have been enormously kind. And I know Lissa quite well, so I feel like I do have friends here. And then there’s
         you.”
      

      “Me?”

      I barely stopped myself from clutching my forehead in despair. Idiot! Is that all you can say? Why can you trade witty remarks with princes at ambassadorial balls and society parties, and
            you can’t manage more than monosyllables with a guy who’s taking the trouble to really talk?

      “Yes, you. Friends, right?”

      “Yes,” I managed.

      Who wanted to be friends? Well, I did, but I wanted so much more than that.

      Maybe this was the point at which a grab and kiss would be totally appropriate. His hands were full pushing the motorbike.
         He’d be defenseless. Hmm.
      

      “What do you want, Lindsay?”

      Of all the monosyllables in the world, there was only one that mattered at this moment, in this place.

      “You,” I said.
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      To:       
         hrhr@gulftel.yz
      

      From:    
         vtalbot@spenceracad.edu
      

      Date:    December 30, 2009

      Re:       Thought you should know

      Hi Rashid,

      I’m at my mother’s in London for New Years. I’m sorry our paths didn’t cross in Italy—she would have loved to meet you. It
         still cracks me up that you own a village in Tuscany. We drove through on our way to Paris, but I didn’t see you, ha ha!
      

      Not surprised to see that your ex has been a busy little bee lately. I mean, even though you and I weren’t meant to be, you
         still have a place in my heart and I care when people talk about you. Especially when it’s not true.
      

      Please take a look at 
         www.londoncalling.co.uk/episodes/cgiset=12-29-09. I mean, I think I deserve an explanation if this was going on when we were together. I’d be very careful about playing me
         for a fool, if I were you.
      

      Kisses (and you know you miss them),

      Vanessa

    

   
      chapter 16

      THE BIKE’S TIRES crunched to a stop in the snow, but I couldn’t see a thing outside the splash of light from the torch. Only
         hear. Alasdair took a breath. Then another.
      

      Oh, help. He wasn’t going to answer. Or worse, he was thinking up a “let her down easy” reply. I swung the light up to illuminate
         his face.
      

      “Ow! Put that down.”

      “Sorry.”

      Was that all he had to say? Put that down? What was I, a golden retriever? Could I just fall into the dark now and never come out?
      

      “No, it’s me who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. Look, let’s push on.”

      After dredging up every ounce of courage I had to say that one word, no way was I letting it go to waste. I might never get
         this chance again, so I couldn’t let the moment slip past to lose itself in the dark. I fell into step beside him.
      

      “I meant it, you know.”

      “I know you did.”

      At least he had the grace not to play dumb. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      The bike crunched to a stop a second time and we faced each other over the seat. “What do you want me to say, Lindsay? You’re
         seventeen. I’m twenty-one. You’re an earl’s daughter. I’m the son of an electrician and a boozer. You live in a castle and
         everything I own would fit in a box.”
      

      “So?”

      He snorted and jerked the bike into motion again. “So you figure it out.”

      “What does all that matter, if we like each other?”

      “Oh, I like you just fine. Certainly too much for your dad, who would take me out into the orchard and shoot me if I laid
         a finger on you.”
      

      “He would not. I’ve been kissed by men lots older than you.”

      A thirty-seven-year-old duke, to be exact. Married, too. But he’d been drunk and I had it on good authority that he still
         had a scar on his instep where my Louboutin heel had pierced both trouser cuff and sock.
      

      “Yeah, well, they probably weren’t his guests, and here under the wing of someone he calls a friend.”

      We broke out of the forest, and the lights of Strathcairn glowed in bright squares above the trampled snow of the lawn. I
         didn’t have much time.
      

      “Alasdair, it doesn’t matter to me what anyone thinks. There is something going on here with you and me, and I want to give
         it a chance.”
      

      “What people think matters to me. I can’t afford for it to not matter.”

      “But that’s—”

      “It would never work.” At least he sounded miserable about it. “We live in different worlds. You’re going to go off and marry
         a prince or something, and I’m going to be a doctor and deliver babies in Caberton. Never the twain shall meet, so we may
         as well acknowledge it now and avoid all the drama, shall we?”
      

      “But that’s exactly what—”

      He fired up the motorbike and its back end slewed as he hopped on and gunned it up the slope. I stepped in a bank of slush
         to get out of range of the spewing snow, and the cold shocked me out of my dismay.
      

      I’d show him. So he thought we lived worlds apart, did he? He’d find out soon enough that our worlds could collide in the
         very best way—that our dreams were more similar than he could imagine with the stunted view he seemed to have of me.
      

      When I convinced Dad to let me change my program at university, and when I got him to agree with the hotel plan, Alasdair
         would see. But that was way out in the future.
      

      For right now, I knew he liked me. I knew he wanted more than friendship, even though he wasn’t allowing himself to admit
         it. That was a place to start.
      

      Carly met me in the entrance hall in a rush of relief. “Mac! We were so worried. Where were you?”

      “I went to the village.”

      “Shani and Gillian were so mad and I was just frantic. I thought something would happen to you before they got a chance to
         forgive you and—”
      

      “What?” I tried to dam the torrent of breathless words. “Forgive me?”

      “Yes, ’cuz they’re really upset and somebody from London already called about it, which made your dad upset too, and now there’s—”

      “Wait, Carly. Slow down. You mean a reporter called here about the video?”

      “Si, es verdad.”
      

      She must really be upset. It took me a second to translate, and in that second my father stepped out of the sitting room.
         “Lindsay, may I have a word?”
      

      With Carly blocking his view of my face, I crunched my eyes shut. Argh! I did not need this now. “Dad, it’s not a very good
         time.”
      

      “You’ll have to make it a good time, then. In the library, please.”

      Crapcrapcrap.
      

      The last time I’d been summoned to the library, which was his formal study and not just the place in the kitchen corridor
         where he paid the estate bills, it had been over going to America for more than just the single term that St. Cecelia’s deemed
         sufficient to broaden one’s horizons. But I had plenty of other memories, most of them involving the wooden spoon that probably
         still lived in the bottom right-hand drawer of his desk.
      

      “Sit.” He waved me into the cracked leather chair on one side of his desk, and he sank into the one behind it that was dented
         in the shape of his body. Or maybe it was his father’s body—or his granddad’s. The chair was so ancient, it was hard to tell.
         The dogs followed me in and lay on either side of him.
      

      “Dad, this is all a mistake.”

      “Which ‘this’ would that be?”

      “Um. How many are there?”

      “Let’s start with the most pressing. I’d like to know why I got a phone call from a reporter from the London Daily Mail while you were out. And why our Shani is locked in her room in tears. And why you were not about the place to explain any
         of these things.”
      

      “Dad, I swear, it was all a huge mistake.”

      “Yes, so you said. Things that reduce one’s friends to tears usually are.”

      “I took a lot of video with the camera you gave me, and I made some clips. Sent them to people.” I swallowed. “I switched
         the clips by mistake and sent the wrong one to Carrie. She sent it to Anna Grange as a joke, and the band made a video of
         it.”
      

      “According to London Calling, YouTube is also involved.”
      

      “I know.” The clip had bubbled to the top at YouTube, which meant we were not just talking about a single celebumentary in
         the UK that would be forgotten with tomorrow’s scandal. We were talking about visibility to the whole planet. And that meant
         California. And Yasir.
      

      “Go on.”

      I dragged my horrified thoughts back to the immediate problem. “That’s it. That’s all there is. I was stupid and not paying
         attention, and the clip went to the wrong person.”
      

      “That still doesn’t explain how I came to be harboring a fugitive princess. Nor does it explain why I wasn’t told about it.”

      My hair, wet with snow and perspiration, slapped my cheeks as I shook my head. What a wreck I must look. No wonder Alasdair
         didn’t want to kiss me.
      

      “She isn’t a princess. It’s all a misunderstanding. She was talking about being a Christian. The royal house of God and all
         that.”
      

      He blinked at me like an owl over the scratched and ancient surface of his desk, and reached down to pat one of the dogs’
         heads, as if for comfort. “Shani became a Christian four weeks ago? That’s what this is about?”
      

      I nodded, relieved that he got it. “It’s like an in-joke with them. But taken out of context, misunderstood the way the band
         misunderstood… well, you can see what’s happened.”
      

      He was silent for a moment before his focus sharpened on me. “Carrie sent the clip out, you said? Is that where you went?”

      I nodded. “I tried to talk to her, but the upshot is, our friendship is over. She’s in this jealous fog that won’t let her
         see what she’s done. The girl I used to know is…” My voice trailed away. Gone? Outgrown? So self-centered she wasn’t sorry?
         All of the above?
      

      “I’m sorry for that.”

      I shrugged. “So am I.”

      “So now what, Lindsay? How are you going to make this right?”

      “Me?”

      “You began it.”

      “Dad, it was a simple mistake!”

      “Aye. We all make mistakes, simple or complicated. But we do what we can to put them right.”

      “Like you did with David Nelson?” Now I was the cat, lashing out with claws bared when I was cornered.

      He flinched, as though I’d put a fist right into his solar plexus. “There was nothing I could do about that poor young man.
         He’s been diagnosed a sociopath, you know. Incapable of forming relationships, even if I’d wanted one after what he did to
         you.”
      

      “That should come in handy in jail.”

      “We’re not talking about my mistakes, Lindsay. We’re talking about what you’ll do about yours.”

      “I don’t know. What d’you want me to do—field the calls from the reporters and explain?”

      “No, goosey. I want you to go up to your friend Shani and tell her what you’ve told me.”

      “I need to give her a day or so to cool down.” I could talk to her tomorrow, while we were cleaning and decorating and had
         work to distract us.
      

      “No. You’ll do it tonight. The ball is Thursday, and half the guests will have seen London Calling. You need to have it resolved by then. That poor girl is going to need all of you to stand by her.”
      

      What could I say? That an angry Shani was more than equal to it? Given a horde of reporters and a ballroom full of curious
         guests, I’d put my money on her any day.
      

      “All right.” That was vague enough to make him let me go.

      “See that you do it, lassie,” he said as I left. “You don’t have so many real friendships that you can afford to waste them.”

      I set my jaw as I stalked down the corridor to the kitchen stairs. Hmph. What did he know? I had flocks of friends. But with
         them, I hadn’t made the kind of mistake that would provoke an international incident.
      

      Not lately, anyway.
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      IF I DIDN’T GO to Shani and do as he asked, Dad would know about it by breakfast. He’d turn sad, disappointed eyes on me,
         and if there was anything I couldn’t stand, it was Dad’s disappointed face. Not that I hadn’t been on the receiving end of
         it a number of times. But do you like knowing you’ve let down the one person on earth who still thinks you’re the best thing
         that ever happened to him?
      

      Right. I don’t, either.

      I heard voices on the other side of the door when I knocked. They hushed immediately, which wasn’t a good sign.

      “Shani? It’s Mac. Can I come in?”

      “I’m in bed.” Her voice was muffled by the closed door.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “You’ve done enough.”

      “Shani, please. I don’t want to say this from out here in the corridor, but I will if you make me.”

      Someone who wasn’t Shani murmured, and the door opened.

      Gillian.

      I brushed past her to see that Shani was in bed—or on it, at least. They’d been watching something on her Mac. “Did Danyel
         send a Happy New Year video?”
      

      “That’s none of your business.”

      I sighed. Okay. They weren’t going to make it easy for me. With a glance at Gillian, who was guarding the door like those
         dogs you see in pictures of Chinese temples, I said, “Can I have a word? In private?”
      

      Gillian crossed her arms and stuck out a hip. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Must keep temper. “I’ve done nothing to hurt you.”
      

      “That’s only a matter of time.” She held four fingers in the air. “So far you’ve ditched Lissa before you even knew her, put
         Carly in danger of a stalker and tried to steal her boyfriend, and now embarrassed Shani and gotten her into trouble in front
         of a whole country.” With all the fingers down, her hand made a fist. “I can only imagine what you’ve got in store for me.”
      

      “I didn’t mean to do any of those things. And what’s this about ditching Lissa? That’s ridiculous.”

      “She means when Lissa came here last year with Gabe, negotiating to use the house for a set,” Shani said. “You went off on
         your horse so you wouldn’t have to meet her. What happened to your horse, anyway?”
      

      “She’s in winter stable.” I had to resolve this. Had to get my so-called friends back on my side. We had work to do. “And
         I have no memory of that day at all, if it even happened.”
      

      “Are you calling us liars?” Gillian said with a dangerous glint in her eye. She glanced over my shoulder, as if judging the
         distance she’d have to throw me out the door.
      

      “Don’t be dramatic. I came in here to apologize to Shani. I don’t need you mucking things up.”

      “Me?” She really knew how to act the wronged maiden. Broadway didn’t know what it was missing. “I’m not the one dishing the
         accusations here.”
      

      “For someone who’s supposed to be a Christian,” I shot back without missing a beat, “I’m not seeing any signs of forgiveness
         or understanding.”
      

      Gillian flushed, but I couldn’t tell if it was from chagrin or fury. “There has to be repentance before there’s forgiveness.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing, you carnaptious cow. What else do you think an apology is?”

      “Stop it, you two.” Shani sounded exhausted. “I can’t stand it when my friends fight. Say what you came to say, Mac, so I
         can watch Danyel.”
      

      Gee, how to make me feel utterly welcome. “I found out how London Calling got that princess video. I sent the wrong clip to my friend Carrie by mistake, and she put it up on YouTube. The band got
         hold of a copy and made a song out of it. The television people have an eye on things like the “most watched” lists, and that’s
         how it got on their radar.”
      

      “It never left your computer, huh?” Gillian looked triumphant, as though she’d suspected it all along.

      “It was a mistake. I’ve owned up to it, I’ve confronted Carrie about it, and now we’re not friends anymore.”

      “No big loss.”

      I hung onto my temper by a fraying thread. “Maybe not to you, but we’ve been tight since we were little. I’ve known that lot
         my whole life, and since I plan on spending the rest of it right here, losing her means losing a friend in my future, too.”
      

      “You have us.”

      I whirled to see Carly and Lissa in the doorway. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough.” Carly crossed the carpet to give me a hug. “I’m sorry about Carrie.”

      “I’m not,” Gillian told her. “Anyone who could sell a friend down the river for a few comments on YouTube doesn’t deserve
         her.”
      

      “Are you always this merciless?” I asked.

      “Only when people mess with my friends.” She propped her right hand, still fisted, on her hip.

      “Are you including me in that number?” I demanded. “Do I need to apologize to you, too?”

      “Ease up, Gillian.” Lissa took the fisted hand and shook it, and Gillian’s fingers loosened slowly. “We need to stick together
         on this one. Shani needs us all. Save this mad-on for when we really need it.”
      

      “When would that be?” Carly wanted to know. “What do you think is going to happen?”

      “I’d like to know that, too,” Shani said from the depths of the canopied four-poster. “Can I sue that band or something?”

      Lissa shook her head. “That video was posted on a site that’s public domain.”

      “But it was private. I could sue that Carrie girl, maybe.”

      “What for?” I only sounded a little bitter. “Jealousy? Stupidity? Besides, she doesn’t have a bean to call her own. Her dad’s
         a grocer, for Pete’s sake.”
      

      “Just a thought. Always looking out for a secondary income stream.” Shani subsided. “So go on about what might happen.”

      “The tabs are already calling,” Lissa said. “I bet it won’t be long before they show up here.”

      “I hope they don’t block the drive,” Carly said. “I’m expecting a lot of deliveries tomorrow.”

      “You’ll be lucky if that’s all they do,” Lissa told her. “What if they disguise themselves as delivery people to get inside
         the house?”
      

      Shani, who had been sitting cross-legged on the bed, slid over to sit on the edge of it, as if preparing to escape. “Great.
         Ambushed by caterers carrying Canons.”
      

      “We have cannons,” I said helpfully. “In the armor room downstairs. Pistols, too, though I don’t think they’re loaded.”

      Carly leaned over. “One n.”
      

      “Oh.” Then a thought occurred to me. “Has anyone told Rashid?”

      “What for?” Shani wanted to know. “It’s not like he’ll loan us Farrouk and Bashir to check people’s IDs at the gates.”

      “No, I meant does he know this is happening, with the video and all?”

      “I hope not,” Shani whispered. “I really, sincerely hope not.”

   
      chapter 17

      WE NEED to get serious here.”
      

      We all looked at Carly. “This isn’t serious enough?” I demanded. “We’re covering every angle we can.”

      “I don’t mean about that. I mean we need to clear everything up among ourselves first, and then we can move on and deal with
         the rest of it. And that means we pray.”
      

      Lissa and Shani exhaled, as if this was the idea they’d been waiting for all along. Me, I wasn’t so sure. Especially with
         Gillian standing there looking like a single crosswise word would unleash Massively Cranky Warrior Woman, who would proceed
         to stomp me into the Turkish carpet.
      

      “I’ll start,” Lissa said.

      I blinked in surprise. Gillian always started things off at prayer circle, not Lissa. But maybe she needed to be prayed for tonight.
      

      Maybe I did, too. As Lissa’s clear voice laid out the situation for the Lord, I closed my eyes and tried to—as she might say—go
         with the flow. Carrie’s little dig about my Christianity still hurt, like a paper cut on your finger that stings no matter
         what you try to do to protect it.
      

      So, okay, maybe I wasn’t the kind of card-carrying Christian Carly was. Or Gillian on a normal day, when she wasn’t being
         a pit bull. But I’d been baptized right here in the house chapel, hadn’t I? I went to church with Dad when he gave me that
         look on a Sunday morning. I was a good person, fundamentally. Sometimes the externals didn’t match up, like when I was annoyed
         with people and treated them badly. And, yeah, I wasn’t above cribbing the answers to tests from my schoolmates if I could
         get away with it, or being seen with the right people at the right clubs even though I couldn’t stand them in real life.
      

      Were those crimes? Would they get you kicked out of the Christian club? What did being a Christian mean, exactly? And more important, how was it going to help us now?
      

      “Father, please put Your hands around Mac and Shani and Gillian tonight,” Carly said quietly. With a start, I realized Lissa
         had finished and I hadn’t heard a word she said. “We all need Your help to get us through the next few days, especially if
         we have to deal with reporters. Thank You for giving Shani a friend like Gillian, who really cares about her and wants to
         protect her. But thank You for giving her a friend like Mac, too. You’ve put her in the camera eye a lot, so she has experience
         with this kind of thing, just when we need it. She’s sorry she made a mistake, Lord. We all are. Help us to forgive each other
         so we can move on to helping Shani. Amen.”
      

      Bless Carly. There was a reason all of us loved her. She was like the soft heart in the center of our group. The one who had
         the guts to keep things real and pointed in the right direction when they got all in a boorach, as the country people would say. A mess. Like now.
      

      Shani’s prayer was a desperate mumble that I hoped the Lord heard, because I sure didn’t. I caught Rashid’s name, and our
         names, and that was about it.
      

      Silence. Dead air.

      That meant they were waiting either for me or for Gillian. When Gillian didn’t move or speak, I opened my mouth. Any prayer
         of mine would probably just bob uselessly about on the ceiling, but someone had to say something.
      

      “Father, I know You’re not used to hearing from me,” I said awkwardly. “About me, yeah. But from me, no. So if You can find
         it in Your heart to listen, here’s what I need. I need to be friends with Gillian again. I need to help Shani, since I bunged
         everything up in the first place.” My lips began to tremble, and I tried to rush words through them. “And I need You to know
         these girls are the best friends I could ever have. If it’s You that’s put me in their way, then thank You.” My voice began
         to spiral out of control and I knew I wouldn’t last. “Please help them all forgive me. Amen.”
      

      Silence.

      Sniffle.

      Gulp. Sniffle-sniffle.

      More silence.

      And then I was engulfed by a pair of strong arms and a cloud of Vera Wang perfume. “Forgive me for not trusting you, and for
         being such a mo guai nuer,” Gillian said in my ear, and burst into tears.
      

      To this day, I don’t know if she was speaking to me or to God.

      But it doesn’t matter one bit, does it? Because both of us heard. And did.
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      To:       
         hrhr@gulftel.yz
      

      From:    
         zuleikha@gulftel.yz
      

      Date:     December 30, 2009

      Re:        Please explain

      My heart’s blood, the most disturbing news has reached us here in Italy. I received a note in my personal e-mail correspondence
         begging me to look at a segment of an English television programme (
         www.londoncalling.co.uk/episodes/cgiset=12-29-09).
      

      You cannot imagine how astonished your father and I feel. My precious one, is it possible? Of course it cannot be. It is a
         slander by that pathetic girl who disobeys her parents’ wishes and plays fast and loose with her loss and your exalted position.
      

      We must, however, see you and hear it from your own lips. Please present yourself here at the palazzo tomorrow by the dinner
         hour. The royal jet is leaving Roma at this moment to collect you in Yasir.
      

      I will be desolate until we see one another again.

      Your affectionate

      Mama
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      “I’VE NEVER SEEN anything like this,” Carly breathed, pausing in the open double doors of the ballroom. “It’s like something
         out of a movie.”
      

      I couldn’t help but feel a glow of pride in the old place as I gathered up the packaging from the twinkle lights. According
         to custom, all the rubbish had to be put outside in the dustbin before midnight on this last day of the year, so I needed
         to keep up. At four o’clock on New Year’s Eve it was already dark outside, which only made the pretty lights more effective.
         We’d decided to keep things fairly simple, given the late notice, and I had to admit that delegating the room design to Lissa
         had been a smart move on my part.
      

      “I wish they’d used this room in The Middle Window,” I said. “I can’t think why they had to film the dance scenes on a soundstage.”
      

      “It’s about three hundred years out of period, that’s why.” Lissa directed one of Mr. Gillie’s grandsons—Ian, I think—on the
         perfect placement of the last garland of lights. “This room looked too modern.”
      

      “What, they didn’t have Adam ceilings in the fourteen hundreds?” I joked.

      “Or Corinthian pillars, or parquet floors,” Lissa agreed. “But they suit us just fine. This is going to be the best party
         ever.”
      

      “You were right not to have cedar swags and rose towers,” I told her.

      “Too much too late.” She nodded at Ian and he climbed down from his stepladder. “We could have flown the flowers in from Italy,
         but then we’d have to worry about what to do with them afterward. Though I suppose the church ladies would love them.”
      

      “I’m not so sure. There are two rival committees for decorating the altar. It could have gotten ugly.”

      Lissa laughed. “There’d be rose petals everywhere and people would wonder how they missed the wedding.”

      I smiled at the picture and reached out to grab Ian as he tried to slip out the French doors. “Not so fast, laddie. We still
         need you.”
      

      “But all the lights are up, miss.”

      “And a fine job you’ve done for us. But tell me, do you know how to dance Strip the Willow?”

      “Oh, no, miss.” Horrified, he edged closer to the doors. “Ye will no’ make me.”

      “Och, aye, but I will. Where’s your granddad? I need him, too. We have five girls, so run and collect my mother and dad, and
         Lissa’s parents in the kitchen. With Alasdair and your brother William, only your grannie will have to dance on the men’s
         side.”
      

      “Who am I to partner with, miss?”

      I leaned in. “Which of us is the least scarifying?”

      “The surfer girl, miss,” he whispered reluctantly. Then he brightened. “She’s verra handy with a screw gun, too.”

      Twelve-year-olds were so easy to please.

      When he’d fetched everyone and they’d straggled, laughing and chatting, into the ballroom, I plugged my iPod into the sound
         system. “Okay, Americans, we’ll run through it in sections and then do the whole thing straight through, with music.”
      

      Gillian and Shani groaned. “We learned this days ago.”

      “I’ve forgotten everything.”

      “Can’t we just sit this one out?”

      “No, you cannot.” Dad took Mummy’s hand and herded Gabe and Patricia into line. “I’ll not have guests of mine made a laughingstock
         because they cannot do a simple country dance.”
      

      “Yeah, like calculus is simple,” Gillian muttered. “But you don’t see me doing it in front of an audience of experts.”

      “It’s a Scottish thing,” Mummy said to her, “to test your mettle. Country dances are mathematical, you know. A series of interlocking
         patterns. If you treat this one like a geometry problem, you’ll be fine.”
      

      “Really?” Gillian looked so cheered by this odd way of looking at it that I could practically see that ferocious brain lasering
         in on the steps as we went through them, parsing and analyzing each pattern as though it fit into some long algebraic equation.
      

      I also saw that she executed them perfectly, as did Shani.

      Hey, whatever works.

      When they’d rehearsed to my satisfaction, we all adjourned to the sitting room, where Mrs. Gillie had rushed back to lay out
         tea. A lovely wheel of Stilton, cold vegetables, and sliced roast, all designed to keep us going until the supper at ten o’clock.
      

      “I shall be sorry to see young Carly leave us,” Mrs. Gillie whispered to me as she poured a mug of tea for me and laced it
         with honey from Dad’s hives. “If not for her, I’d have been hard pressed to manage it all.”
      

      Since she hardly even permitted my mother in her kitchen, this was high praise indeed. I saved it up to tell Carly later.

      Lissa nudged me. “I vote for loading up plates and taking them upstairs. This is the most important part and we need all the
         time we can get.”
      

      I had to agree. “Just don’t, for goodness’ sake, spill anything on your dress once you get it on.”

      She shuddered at the thought. “How much hot water do you think there is?”

      With a stern look, I said, “Enough for a ten-minute shower for everyone in this house.”

      “Ouch.” She looked pained. “Okay, message received.”

      I loaded up my plate and stole a bunch of grapes out of the eighteenth-century silver soup tureen in the center of the table,
         for good measure. Halfway across the entry hall, I spotted young Ian Gillie hesitating in the kitchen corridor.
      

      “Ian? I thought you’d gone home to get dressed.”

      “That’s just it, miss. We canna get out of the drive. It’s blocked.”

      “Just open the gate. They need to be opened, anyway, before people start arriving.”

      “It’s no’ the gate, miss. Granddad sent me to tell you. He cannot get the van past the reporters and the cameras.”

      “What?” For a moment I couldn’t think what he meant. My brain was full of food and decorating and what I would wear and managing
         hundreds of people and whether I’d remember the steps of Strip the Willow myself, if I could get Alasdair to partner me.
      

      “Reporters, miss. There must be fifty of them. Granddad sent me back tae tell the laird.”

      “Dinna bother the laird, Ian. I’ll deal with them myself.”

      He grinned at me, as saucy as a robin in the rain. “Yer sounding like one of us again, miss, and losing that posh London accent.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll always be one of you, Ian. Wait for me here. I’ll be right back.”

      I stuffed some roast and a bit of cheese in my mouth as I sprinted up the stairs. I couldn’t go out there as I was—in torn
         jeans and a T-shirt. I had to go looking as they expected me to be. I yanked on a pair of 7 for All Mankind black velvet jeans
         and slid into my new-this-fall Prada stiletto boots. On top went a winter white cashmere turtleneck sweater and a Chanel herringbone
         riding jacket that I’d actually gotten on Portobello Road one Saturday morning on my way home from an all-nighter with some
         girls from St. Cecelia’s. A quick brush of my hair, a swipe of lipstick, and I was ready to take on the news vans.
      

      Alasdair stopped on his way up the stairs when he saw me coming down, and I was twice as glad I’d taken the time to change.
         Admiration flared in his eyes, quickly banked down to the more appropriate level demanded by friendship.
      

      Rubbish. If I had my way…

      Focus.

      “On your way out?” he inquired.

      “Off to rout the invading horde.” I nodded at Ian. “Reporters are blocking Mr. Gillie’s exit.”

      “Need some backup?”

      “No, but I’d like it all the same.”

      “Let me get my jacket.”

      It was a half-mile walk to the gates, but Mr. Gillie was already waiting in the courtyard with the van. “Sure you’re up to
         this, Lady Lindsay?” he asked me, accelerating down the drive. “I asked the lad tae speak to the laird.”
      

      “Dad would read them a lecture and then invite them all in for a wee dram,” I said. “I’m more experienced at handling the
         media than he is.”
      

      “I have nae doot o’that,” Mr. Gillie said. “Here they are, then.”

      Young Ian’s estimate had been spot on. There had to be fifty reporters, complete with cameras, microphones, vans, portable
         transmission dishes, and an insatiable appetite for scandal.
      

      I slid out of the van and walked toward the closed gates, thankful for Alasdair’s steadying presence behind me. If they rushed
         me, I could only hope he knew enough self-defense moves for both of us.
      

      “Gentlemen,” I greeted them with a smile. “You’re blocking our drive. D’you mind making way for my friends to leave?”

      “She’s probably in the van!” one of them shouted, and they all began to yell.

      “No one is in the van except two lads from the village. Now please move out of the way or I’ll have to call the local constable
         to remove you.”
      

      “Lady Lindsay, we had a local tip that the Princess of Yasir is a guest here. Is that true?” asked a man who couldn’t have
         been any older than Alasdair. He wore a huge gray parka, though the day was mild.
      

      “No. No one by that title exists, to my knowledge.”

      “So can you confirm that Shani Hanna is or is not married to the Prince?”

      “If her life were any of your business, I would tell you that no, she is not.”

      “Then how do you explain the video that aired on London Calling?” A woman in a fabulous camel hair coat held her microphone out through the wrought-iron bars of the gate.
      

      I laughed for the benefit of the camera, and tossed my hair back. “Have you people never heard of artistic license? The band
         took a random clip out of something larger, obviously, and made a nice little headline for you—as well as a career-making
         music video for themselves. I’d hardly take it seriously.”
      

      “We interviewed the band earlier today,” the woman said. “They say they know you.”

      I shrugged. “Sure. The guitarist, Anna Grange, is a friend of mine.”

      “And you didn’t have a problem with her making a video about another friend of yours? You were very public earlier this year
         on American celebrity sites, being seen with Miss Hanna. And the Prince, I might add.”
      

      “Whether I had a problem with it is hardly relevant. They made the video. They’ll make another one using someone else. It’s
         the nature of the beast, you know?” I grinned at her, two chums working the media for different reasons.
      

      Which she promptly shot down with her next question. “Is the prince aware that your friends made a video that’s essentially
         about him?”
      

      “I don’t think Prince Rashid watches London Calling.”
      

      Another reporter mashed himself up against the railing and stuck his digital recorder in my face. “Is it true the Prince is
         coming here for Hogmanay?”
      

      I laughed again, in sheer incredulity. “You’ve got to be joking. The man is in Yasir, as far as I know.”

      “Rumor has it the Yasiri royal flight left there this morning with the prince on board.”

      “Perhaps he’s spending the New Year in California,” I said. “Now, I really must wrap this up and insist that you move out
         of the way.”
      

      “Lady Lindsay—”

      “No, no more questions. Move out of the way, please.”

      I leaned on the gate until they were forced to move back, and Mr. Gillie maneuvered the van neatly into the gap, forcing them
         back even further. When he finally got through and trundled off down the road, Alasdair and I pulled the gates back into place.
      

      “Lady Lindsay—”

      “Gentlemen, I have one thing to say.” The crowd quieted just enough to hear me. “We’re expecting the neighborhood round about
         to come tonight for Hogmanay. If I hear of any of you waylaying our guests, getting underfoot, or bringing yourselves to their
         attention in any way, I will press charges of harassment. Is that clear?”
      

      “What’s Hogmanay?” said an English voice, clearly lost. The reporters, who seemed to be Scottish with a smattering of other
         accents, growled at him.
      

      “Do I have your agreement?” I asked.

      “If you’ll give us an exclusive with Shani Hanna.” Oh, she was a tricky one, the woman in the camel coat. Never missed a beat.
         She’d be presenting in a nice, warm studio before another year was out, with no more tramping round in the snow after a story.
      

      “I’ll do no such thing. Shani and the prince are no longer seeing each other. That makes her a private citizen and not flash
         fodder for the likes of you.”
      

      “Is it true they were engaged? Was the video a ploy to get his attention?”

      “Thank you for your cooperation, ladies and gentlemen,” I said cheerfully. “Our guests are arriving at eight o’clock. I expect
         you all to be gone by then.”
      

      “Lady Lindsay, who’s the young man with you? Is that your boyfriend?” Gray Parka Guy was back.

      “You’ll find the Cairn and Crown a very comfortable place to have a bit of supper and a nice pint,” I said, smiling as though
         I really meant it. “A good evening to you, and the best in the new year.”
      

      Some of them actually returned the greeting, though the woman in the camel coat had flushed with frustration. I turned my
         back on them all and Alasdair offered me his arm.
      

      So lovely and old-fashioned.

      What, you think I would turn down an opportunity to walk half a mile tucked up against his side? I’m not stupid. No, in fact,
         being a thoroughly modern girl, I slipped my hand under his elbow and took it like the lady I am.
      

   
      chapter 18

      I LOVE GETTING ready for a party. I love planning it and talking about it. But most of all I love dressing for it.
      

      Every shower in the house was running at once after tea, which meant some people got their water piping hot and some had to
         take the tepid and even cold leftovers where the plumbing couldn’t keep up. When mine ran cold, I realized how soft I’d become
         in London and California. I shrieked and rinsed off in double time, instead of being a proper Scot and toughing it out.
      

      I swore to myself that when we became a hotel, the boilers would be the first things on the replacement list.

      Showered, lotioned, buffed, and dried, we all assembled in my room to dress. “What did you all bring?” Despite the fact that
         Gillian had lugged along enough luggage to go round the world with—twice—I knew it was difficult to pack a proper party dress,
         especially one that required boning and petticoats, like mine.
      

      I pulled my ceilidh dress out of the closet.
      

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Carly asked. “There have to be six yards of silk. You’d better hope no one holding a drink
         bumps into you.”
      

      “It’s traditional,” I said. “Normally I’m not much on tradition. I’ve even been known to wear Doc Martens to Ascot on Ladies’
         Day. But somehow…” I trailed off.
      

      “Tonight seems like a good time for tradition,” Lissa said. “Especially if your dad goes for the hotel thing and this is the
         last family party you get to have here.”
      

      The last thing I expected was for my throat to close up. Or for Lissa to be so wise. I nodded, to cover up the fact that (a)
         she was right, and (b) I was more emotional about it than I’d admitted even to myself.
      

      The strapless dress had to go on over my head because of my tulle petticoat, and Lissa zipped it up for me. Then I pulled
         my earasaid from its hanger.
      

      “What is that?” Gillian wanted to know. “I’m thinking plaid shawls don’t go with cream silk, girlfriend.”

      “Ah, but this is Scotland, where the plaid goes with everything.” I swung the length of MacPhail dress tartan over my shoulder
         and secured it with my great-great-grandmother’s sapphire brooch. The ends hung down nearly to my knees and gave a bit of
         swing in the turns of any dance.
      

      Then I turned to the velvet box that had mysteriously appeared on my dressing table while we’d been working in the ballroom.

      “Oh, my,” Shani breathed. “Is that—?”

      “Yes. Mummy must have brought it up with her. She keeps it in the bank in London.”

      “You’re not really going to—”

      “I am, indeed,” I said. “The neighbors would stage an uprising if you even suggested there was a class system operating here.
         Dad deplores it. He’s the most class-averse man you could hope to meet. But woe betide you if you have Hogmanay at Strathcairn
         and the countess and her daughter don’t wear the bling.”
      

      While Gillian laughed in disbelief, Carly sighed with sheer satisfaction as I slipped the Strathcairn ruby tiara into my hair
         and secured the heavy little arc with clips. “You think this is bad, you should see Mummy’s.”
      

      “I don’t think it’s bad at all,” Carly said. “I’m just glad I got a chance to see it. How old is it?”

      “The original came with Mary Gordon in 1651. It was updated for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee—that’s when these diamonds were put
         in.” I touched them. “Mummy’s is from the 1860s, when the family invested in some mines in South Africa.” I looked over at
         Shani, who was hovering in indecision over two heaps of shimmering fabric. “You think the Star of the Desert is big. They
         had to break up the original Nafisa diamond because the countess couldn’t hold her head up. So now it’s in bits between Mummy’s
         tiara, this one, and a necklace.”
      

      “I can’t wait,” Carly said.

      “All right, you lot,” I said, “who can I help?”

      “Me,” Shani moaned. “I can’t decide.” She held up the two dresses. One was the raspberry 1972 Lanvin she’d worn on a date
         with the prince that fall, and the other her Lagerfeld.
      

      “You’re going to be dancing Strip the Willow,” I reminded her. “Will the Lagerfeld stand up to it?”

      “You’re right.” Resolutely, she hung it from the top edge of my closet door. “The Lanvin is way more comfortable for dancing.”

      “And plus you look totally hot in it,” Lissa said.

      “There is that.” Shani smiled. “Mac, you wouldn’t have a chain or anything I could borrow, would you? My jewelry’s all in
         the safe deposit box.”
      

      I grinned at her. “Would this do?” I lifted the false bottom out of the tiara box and showed her the ruby necklace that went
         with it.
      

      She tried to keep her jaw from dropping. “Oh. Well, um, I suppose I could make do with that.”

      “Gee, Mac, I don’t suppose you have a rope of pearls anywhere around here?” Lissa asked in a bored tone as she stepped into
         the silver waterfall dress she’d worn last year at the Benefactors’ Day Ball. “I couldn’t fit my diamonds into my carry-on.”
      

      “No, but Grannie does. She’s coming up from Edinburgh. D’you want me to call her and ask if you can borrow it?”

      “No!” Lissa practically shrieked. “I was kidding, you loon.”

      “That dress would be spoiled if you put jewelry with it, anyway,” Carly told her. “But I would updo your hair and put Alasdair’s
         thistle pin in it. It would be a nice compliment.”
      

      With a sly glance at me, Lissa murmured, “Okay. It’s probably safe to do that… now.”

      “If you only knew.” I ran the zipper up the back of Carly’s completely stunning gown that had to be her own design. “Mi’ja, tell me you didn’t make this in your spare time.”
      

      “I did, actually.” She grinned at my appalling Spanish over her shoulder, then frowned down at her chest. “I’m still not sure
         about the draping in the front, though. The crisscrossed bandage look is so last fall.”
      

      “Uh-huh. It reminds the world you have cleavage, girlfriend. Don’t knock it. I’m wearing opera gloves. Do you want my other
         pair?”
      

      “Ooh! Yes, please.”

      “So what was that supposed to mean, Mac, what you just said?” Lissa asked.

      “What, about Carly’s cleavage?”

      “No, silly. About Alasdair.” Lissa poured Gillian into a little confection that had to be Tori Wu. Who else could take the
         Betsey Johnson mini-prom-dress look and cross it with a cheongsam and have it come out quite like that?
      

      “Gillian, that dress is amazing,” I said. “How are you going to do your hair?”

      “I’ll tell you as soon as you spill about Alasdair. What’s going on with him?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” I handed Carly my second pair of gloves out of the bureau and began pulling on my own. “He doesn’t seem
         to get that I want to be more than just friends. Or rather, he gets it. He just has a million reasons why it’s a bad idea.”
      

      “Have you talked about it?” Gillian asked.

      “Yes. Which is why I know about the million reasons. Like, I’m rich and he’s poor. Which, as Mummy has told me, is no longer
         as true as it used to be. And the age difference. And the fact that he’s Gabe’s guest.”
      

      “Which has what to do with it?” Lissa wondered.

      “Blah, blah, blah,” I finished. “I appreciate you lot angling to give us time together. Not that it did a bit of good.”

      “It must have done some good, if you’re friends,” Shani put in. “I mean, I know that’s not what you want, but it’s something.”

      “Does Rashid consider you a friend now after you turned him down?” I asked her.

      “Yes. I mean, it’s not like we’re eating lunches together all the time, but it’s all cool between us. And I know him a lot
         better than I did before, since he’s not trying to impress me all the time. He’s just… himself.”
      

      “Careful,” Carly said with a smile. “You might fall for him all over again.”

      “I think Danyel would have something to say about that,” Lissa said. “And of the two, I think he’d wear better in the wash,
         you know? Hey, do you want help with your hair?”
      

      “Not me.” Shani scooped her hair up and wound it round one hand. “What do you think of the sixties pouf?”

      “With your cheekbones, it’d be perfect,” I said.

      Hair always takes the longest. Mine was basically done, and as all of us knew, Shani could produce amazing do’s in the dark
         with one hand tied behind her back. That left Lissa’s updo, Carly’s curls, and Gillian’s razor-sharp angled bob, which just
         needed some sheen and a brush-out.
      

      The clock chimed eight and we looked at one another.

      “We are so hot,” Lissa said without a trace of smugness. She was just reporting the truth.

      “Smart, too. We can dance Strip the Willow,” Gillian added.

      “Come on, girls.” I ushered them out of my room and toward the upstairs balcony. “Let me show you how to make an entrance.”
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      THIS BEING THE COUNTRY, people had made an effort to arrive on the tick of the dot, which meant the entry hall was a crush
         when we appeared at the top of the stairs.
      

      Dad, dressed in full tartan kit, and Mummy, in the diamonds and Emanuel Ungaro couture, stood near the door, greeting people
         as they came in. I caught Dad’s eye and raised my eyebrows in a meaningful look.
      

      “Friends, neighbors,” he called over the buzz of the crowd, “please join me in welcoming our daughter, Lindsay, and her friends
         Shani Hanna—” I gave Shani a gentle shove in the small of her back to get her moving down the stairs. “—Lissa Mansfield, Gillian
         Chang, and Carolina Aragon.”
      

      One by one, as he called their names, my friends floated down the grand circular staircase like the stars they were. I brought
         up the end of the procession, and Dad met me at the foot of the stairs with a hug.
      

      “Wasn’t too theatrical, was it?” he whispered anxiously in my ear.

      “It was perfect. Saves so much time in introductions later, too.”

      I plunged into the crowd to be kissed and exclaimed over, and to have my gloved hand shaken again and again. Even Carrie,
         dressed in a purple strapless confection that I swear had come from an eighties consignment shop, managed to remember she
         was in polite company, and we air kissed as if we were still friends. My grannie, who was seventy and dressed like me in a
         bottle-green ceilidh gown and her MacPhail hunting earasaid, practically crushed the breath from me with her hug.
      

      “I heard about this hotel plan,” she whispered fiercely.

      Oh, dear. “Gran, I—”
      

      “Dinna fash yerself, lassie. I think it’s a wonderful idea, and our Graham had best get that through his thick skull or lose
         the place altogether. I’ll not have it passing out of MacPhail hands. I will not.”
      

      “Wow, Grannie.” Not for nothing had the Dowager Countess spent several seasons as a lady-in-waiting at Buckingham Palace.
         “Has Mummy been talking to you?”
      

      She made a sound like whssht. “I can see through a grinding stone with a hole in it, even if he cannot. You leave my son to me.”
      

      Poor Dad. With all his women rallied against him, he didn’t stand a chance.

      I don’t think I’d consciously been praying about the hotel plan or anything. As you can tell, I’m not very good at praying.
         But all the same, someone had dragged in support from the place I’d least expected it. With a strange feeling of relief, I struck that problem off
         my mental to-do list and left it to my formidable grandmother.
      

      It was time to join my friends in the ballroom and get this party started.
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      TEXT MESSAGE[image: art]

      
      	Zuleikha	 We have arrived.

      	Rashid	 Mother, I beg you, do not do this.

      	Zuleikha	 Your father is resolved. We await the helicopter’s return.

      	Rashid	 I am convinced it is all a misunderstanding or a joke.

      	Zuleikha	 I am not in a joking mood. It is too cold here for humor.

      	Rashid	 I counsel patience. At least we could have sent an envoy from the Yasiri embassy.

      	Zuleikha	 Your father’s rage knows no bounds. He is determined to have it out with this girl.

      	Rashid	 As he wills, so we must do.
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      THE LOVELY THING about throwing parties at Strathcairn is that I know everyone. There must have been more than two hundred
         people in the ballroom, and they all turned to face the doors as my parents made their entrance.
      

      Together. For the first time in years.

      The DJ—who was all we could get since I’d made good and sure Blue Bella had been uninvited—put on “Brown-Eyed Girl.” Sure,
         it’s the chestnut of all chestnuts, but I happen to know it’s also the song that was playing the very first time Dad ever
         asked Mummy to dance. To my utter delight, he turned to her and swung her onto the floor without even asking—and to top it
         off, she went without a word of protest.
      

      The room buzzed with astonishment and speculation, but my parents behaved as though they didn’t hear it. In fact, it looked
         suspiciously as though they had eyes and ears only for each other.
      

      I pressed my hands to the front of my dress to keep from rubbing them together in glee. I’d stolen an entire thirty minutes
         out of this crazy busy day to put together that playlist, and the DJ had been threatened with dismemberment if he deviated
         from it. I had the latest off the Billboard list, as well as oldies, standards, and even, yes, the country dances that Dad
         and everyone over fifty expected.
      

      No one would ever be able to say I wasn’t as good a hostess as my mother. Though I’d give her full credit for helping.

      By the third song the party had the feeling of success. You know, when you’ve circulated enough to see that people are happy
         and talking up a storm, greeting those they haven’t seen for a while, gossiping their hearts out, and dancing.
      

      Then the DJ called, “Strip the Willow.”

      As people formed sets during the first familiar notes, Alasdair materialized beside me. “May I have this one?”

      “You may.” He took my hand, and when I saw the direction he was going, I tugged at his. “I’m the hostess,” I explained in
         a rush. “I have to lead the top set.”
      

      “I suppose I’d best remember the steps, then. Though you look so beautiful, it’ll be hard to concentrate.”

      I took my place and stared at him across the set. “Th—thank you.”

      And then the pattern began and I had to drag my brain into the dance by brute force instead of falling to bits with a goofy
         smile on my face. In between turns I saw that Lissa and Carly were in one set with a sour-faced Kirsten MacDonald, who would
         probably be Carrie’s BFF now that I was out of the picture, and Lily. Shani, who seemed to have got Terrell for a partner,
         was in another set with Carrie. Lovely. I wouldn’t put it past her to put a kink in the steps on purpose to make Shani miss
         a pattern. I couldn’t see Gillian anywhere.
      

      And then the dance consumed me, and I realized two things.

      I was having fun whirling and turning and running. And Alasdair not only hadn’t forgotten the steps, but he was a really good
         dancer. Which he proceeded to prove over the next dance, a sixties twist, and the next one, an indie house beat that made
         everyone over thirty head for the refreshment tables. Heh. All the more room for us to break loose.
      

      Half an hour later, I headed there myself, only to find Alasdair there ahead of me, ladling punch for one of the Honourables
         from Aberdeen to whom I was distantly related.
      

      “You’ll have all the old ladies pinching your cheek and calling you a good boy,” I told him, nicking a glass of punch for
         myself. Circles of thinly sliced orange floated in the ruby liquid and bumped my upper lip as I drank.
      

      “They’re sweet old ducks,” he replied, strolling next to me toward the French doors onto the lawn. They weren’t open, of course,
         because the air coming in would have been glacial, but the potted palms gave us the illusion of privacy. “Relations, I take
         it?”
      

      “Yes. Connected to my cousin Roger somehow. Dad would know how, exactly.”

      “And why,” he asked, “are we talking about old ladies?”

      “Would you rather talk about young ones?” I retorted with a smile.

      “Yes. In fact, there’s one in particular I’m very interested in—”

      “Mac!” Carrie rushed up. “Hi, Alasdair. Remember me? From the Cairn and Crown? Probably not. Mac’s good at keeping the boys
         to herself.”
      

      “Carrie. How lovely to see you.” He sounded much more polite than I would have been.

      “That doesn’t stop her from talking about you all the time, though.”

      Right. She made me sound like a giddy thirteen-year-old. I wanted to drop through the floor. Thank goodness I hadn’t sent
         all those clips of him to her after all. Of course, the clip I’d sent had done its own kind of damage, but at least this moment
         was only minimally embarrassing. It could have been so much worse.
      

      “All of it good, I hope.”

      How could he stay so polite? Go on, Carrie. You’ve had your eyeful, now leave. Can’t you see we were having a private conversation?

      “You’ve no idea.” Her knowing tone hinted that I’d bared my secret fantasies about him to her. Which I had not. I’d barely
         admitted them to myself. Who would tell her anything now, anyway? You may as well announce your deepest secrets on the front
         page of the Times.
      

      “Oh, look, there’s Sir David Drummond.” I took Alasdair’s arm. “He and Dad are on the local conservancy board. Let me introduce
         you.”
      

      I dragged him in Sir David’s direction. “Conservancy?” he murmured. “Deeply fascinating. Thanks.”

      “I had to get you away from her,” I murmured. “Just so you know, I haven’t told her anything about… anything. All that’s over
         now.”
      

      Sir David stood by the next set of French doors, talking with the chemist from the village, which is why I heard the noise
         as we walked up.
      

      Or rather, felt the noise.

      A deep, rumbling vibration that had nothing to do with the thump of the music beat under my feet. The panes of glass in the
         French door began to rattle. Softly at first, then harder, and then I wondered if they’d shake right out of their frames.
      

      “What on earth—?”

      “Earthquake!” I heard Lissa say in a pause in the music.

      I leaped at the doors and wrenched them open to see a huge black helicopter hovering over the snow-covered lawn. As it dropped
         gently to the ground, even the DJ abandoned his post to rush to the windows to stare. People spilled out onto the terrace,
         stepping in inches of snow.
      

      “Dad!” I shrieked. “Dad, come quick!”

      “Right here.” With Mummy on one side and Dad on the other, we stood in the beating rush of freezing cold air from the whirling
         vanes of the chopper. My skirts plastered themselves against my legs, but I held my ground. Then a door opened and two men
         in black suits with black wool overcoats jumped out.
      

      Ducking under the vanes, they pressed their coats closed in the manner of spies in hundreds of movies. To conceal what they
         wore in shoulder holsters underneath.
      

      “Well, it’s not search and rescue,” Dad commented.

      “Didn’t they know there’s parking along the drive?” Alasdair quipped from behind me, and Dad chuckled.

      The two men mounted the stairs, not pausing until they reached the top. I stared at their no-nonsense profiles, eyes as sharp
         as those of Farrouk and Bashir. And suddenly I knew.
      

      “Ohmigosh,” I whispered. “Dad. I think it’s—they’re from—”

      The pilot shut down his bird, removed his helmet, and waited in his seat while the huge vanes slowed.

      “Who is in charge here?” the tallest of the two asked the crowd in general.

      Dad stepped forward. “I am the Earl of Strathcairn. This is my home.” I would have added, And I’d appreciate it if you’d remove your helicopter from my lawn. But nobody asked me.
      

      The agents inclined their heads. The taller one seemed to be the spokesman, because he did the talking. “We have come at the
         command of Their Serene Highnesses, the Sheikh and Queen Zuleikha of Yasir.” He paused, as if Dad was supposed to genuflect
         or something. When he did not, the agent went on, “Their Highnesses have been informed that the young woman who has had the
         effrontery to declare herself the wife of His Royal Highness Prince Rashid of Yasir is a guest in your home. You will produce
         her without delay so that we may take her to Their Highnesses in Edinburgh, where she will answer for this lie in person.”
      

   
      chapter 19

      ONE STEP to the side and back put Mummy between me and the agents, and I looked over my shoulder. In a tight spot, there was
         only one person I wanted with me. Carly’s wide-lashed brown gaze locked with mine.
      

      Get Shani out of here. Stat.

      Without a word, she turned and pushed through the crowd. No one wasted a single look on her—they were all watching the Men
         in Black as though they were the biggest entertainment they’d seen all year. Of course, this was the country. It wasn’t like
         the soccer field at Spencer, where choppers landed fairly regularly, especially at the start of term.
      

      Within a few seconds, I’d made my way back through the crowd and stepped through the French doors into the ballroom. The older
         folks had decided it was too cold for scandal and were trickling back in. I didn’t have much time. If the Yasiri agents were
         anything like Farrouk and Bashir, it was too much to hope that they’d just go away. They’d carry out the sheikh’s orders or
         die trying.
      

      Literally.

      Our only hope was to make Shani impossible to find. Which was where I came in.

      I scanned the ballroom in a panic, my skin under my earasaid prickling with the feeling that one of those guns was about to be pointed between my shoulder blades. I had seconds to find
         them. Maybe less.
      

      “Mac!” Carly appeared from behind a towering arrangement of apples on the buffet table.

      I grabbed handfuls of skirt and ran across the floor. “Where is she?”

      “Outside in the hall.”

      “Come on. We have to be quick.”

      We dashed out of the ballroom and found Shani looking bewildered on the settee under the curve of the stairs. “What’s going
         on, girlfriends?”
      

      “The Yasiri Secret Service are here for you.”

      The blood drained out of her face. “I didn’t do anything. What do they want me for?”

      “It’s to do with that wretched video. The Sheikh has his knickers in a twist and they want to fly you to Edinburgh to—I don’t
         know, be shouted at. Best case.”
      

      “What’s worst case?” Shani’s lips trembled.

      “Mac,” Carly pleaded, her gaze riveted on the door. “They’re reaching critical mass in there and your dad just came back into
         the ballroom.”
      

      “Of all times to be a gentleman. He’s going to let them in.” I grabbed their arms and dragged them up the staircase. “Here’s
         what we have to do. Carly, clean up Shani’s half of her and Gillian’s room. Make it look like she was never there.”
      

      “I’ll take her clothes upstairs and stash them in with the old clothes on the third floor.”

      “Good thinking.” We pounded up the last of the stairs and dashed down the corridor toward the bedrooms. “Shani, come with
         me.”
      

      “Where?”

      “This place has been here for five centuries. Don’t you think we MacPhails have had to hide people once or twice before?”

      “You mean secret passageways?” Carly’s eyes lit up as she hovered in the corridor with us. “Real ones? Where are they?”

      “I’m not going to tell you. That way, when the agents interrogate you all, you can tell them the truth. Quick, now!”

      Carly ducked into Gillian’s and Shani’s room and I took Shani’s hand. “This is the tricky part. We have to get into the unused
         wing on the other side of the grand staircase without being spotted.”
      

      “We need to get out of these dresses, then.”

      “No time. Come on.”

      The presentation balcony, where the laird once gave his state-of-the-earldom speech to his tenants, stretched from one side
         of the entry hall to the other, on the second floor. People milled about down below, and as I scoped out our chances of making
         a run for it, the door opened and a new guest slipped inside.
      

      Several new guests. Dressed in evening clothes and carrying cameras much too big to fit in the pocket of a tux or in a jeweled
         bag.
      

      “Oh, no,” Shani breathed. “Reporters.” She backed away from the wide oak banister and pressed up against the wall. “What do
         we do now?”
      

      I tamped down the rage that built in the back of my throat. “They’re not allowed at a family party. I shall lodge a complaint
         with—”
      

      “Mac!”

      Should I go down and throw them out? If I did, I’d lose the scant minutes’ advantage we had. And from the noise level rising
         in the ballroom, even that was running out fast.
      

      “What are you lot doing here?” Alasdair’s voice cut through the buzz of talk.

      “We’re with the movie people,” someone said smoothly. “Still photographers for The Middle Window. I understand we were all invited. Sorry to be late.”
      

      Lies! Standing right behind him was the woman reporter who’d asked me such obnoxious questions. Only now she wasn’t wearing
         her camel coat.
      

      “You must think we’re thick as planks,” Alasdair retorted. “You were here this afternoon.”

      The group erupted in accusations and excuses, flashes went off, and I seized my moment—as well as Shani’s arm. Together we
         dashed across the balcony, pressed as close to the wall as we could, and pushed through the oak door on the other side that
         led to the unused wing. I whirled and closed it, wishing it had a bolt or at least a lock—something solid between us and the
         mounting threats downstairs.
      

      “I’m going to have bruises on my arms the size of walnuts, Miss Bony Fingers.” Shani panted along behind me, her Lanvin dress
         whipping round her ankles.
      

      “Let’s hope that’s all you have. My poor dress is going to be ruined.”

      “Take it off.”

      I glanced at her over my shoulder. “You keep saying that.”

      “Serious. What have you got under it? A crinoline thing, right? That’s expendable. And you’ve got that big old plaid on top.
         Just wrap it around you sarong style and you’ll be completely covered.”
      

      “That will only matter if they find us.” We cleared the old presentation room and a formal morning room. “Which they won’t.
         Here.”
      

      A dash up a musty staircase brought us to the armory and beyond it the games room, complete with bowling alley. That was my
         goal. I skidded to a stop and sneezed violently. If there was this much dust here, what would it be like in the passageway?
         “Fine. You win. Help me get this off.”
      

      Shani unzipped me and I wriggled out of the cream silk, which was looking a little the worse for wear round the hem, thanks
         to my brief minutes outside in the snow. Still, no point completely destroying it.
      

      “Here, like this.” She wound the earasaid round my torso, South Seas style, and pinned it in place with my brooch. “That crinny has got to go, Mac.”
      

      “You’re right.”

      I stepped out of it, leaving me in a plain slip, stockings, and dancing slippers. At least I could run in those, if I had
         to. I gathered up dress and petticoat and flung open the trunk that rested under a display of eighteenth-century pistols.
         Rolling the dress into a ball, and wrapping the petticoat round it to keep the dust away, I stuffed it in the trunk.
      

      “Now, let’s get you hidden as well.”

      “How are you going to do that? Dress me in a suit of armor?”

      “You’ve been watching too many movies.” We ran into the games room and down to the end of the bowling alley. “There’s a false
         back on this wall, behind where the pins were.”
      

      I pushed on a panel, and it clicked and swung outward. “In you go. Crawl all the way to the end and you’ll come to a door.”

      “Crawl? Aw man, Madame Lanvin is never gonna forgive me for doing this to her dress.”

      “Madame died in the forties, and her ghost will never know. Pull it between your legs and stick it through the sash.”

      Graceful we were not. But now was not the time to quibble about that. I’d discovered this passage one rainy afternoon when
         I was eight and bored out of my mind. I’d tripped on an ancient wooden bowling pin lying on the floor, and had fallen against
         the panel in just the right way to pop it open. Dust filled my nose again as I carefully pulled it back into place so that
         no light showed round its edges. Then I felt my way down the passage, crawling after Shani.
      

      “Please tell me there’s a light switch somewhere,” I heard her say up ahead. “I’m not big on small, dark places.”

      “Don’t go to pieces on me now,” I warned. My hand came down on her foot, and her body jerked but she didn’t scream. “Sorry.
         Only me. There should be a door up here. Can you feel it?”
      

      Patting sounds in the dark. “We can’t go any further. I guess that means the door. Wait, here’s the handle.”

      She pushed it open and we found ourselves at the top of a narrow stone stair. “Down you go. This takes us down the outside
         wall, back the way we came.”
      

      “It’s dark down there.”

      “I’ll go first.”

      The bottom of the stair opened into a stone passage. There was just enough space to turn sideways and inch along crab fashion.
         “Double walls,” I whispered. “This is the old part of the house.”
      

      “Great.” Light filtered in from above. “Please tell me the spiders have been dead for five centuries.”

      “Oh, yes. Besides, it’s too cold for them.”

      “They’re not the only ones. What is that smell?”

      “Dead bugs?”

      “No, the other smell.”

      “Age, I suppose.” Goose bumps broke out on my arms, and my teeth began to chatter. “Old stones, moss, damp, you n-name it.”

      “We’re g-going to freeze to death and be trapped in these walls, aren’t we?” Our hands touched as we sidestepped past curtains
         of spiderwebs and dry, curly lichen that somehow found a way to grow in here.
      

      “Oh, man,” I mimicked her tone from a moment ago. “Did someone tell you about the ghost?”

      She grabbed my fingers. “Mac, I swear, if you say one word about a ghost I’m going to completely lose it.”

      I laughed and bumped her gently. Maybe those stories would be better left for a night when we were safely tucked up in bed,
         and all this was behind us. “We’re nearly there. See?” A dark hole loomed to my right as I pulled in my stomach to avoid a
         protruding stone.
      

      “Nearly where?”

      “This will bring us out behind the sitting room where we have tea.”

      “What do you mean, behind it?”

      “There’s a grate behind one of the bookshelves. The shelf swings out. We’ll leave that way when everyone is gone.”

      Two minutes later, Shani gave a gusty sigh of relief and rubbed her arms briskly. “At least it’s warm,” she whispered. “But
         this doesn’t buy us a thing. Look at all the people. How are we going to get out?”
      

      I grabbed her arm in the semi-dark. “Wait. It’s Dad. And the Yasiri agents.”

      And a lot of other people besides, including the rest of my friends, Lissa’s parents, and Mummy. Peering out from behind a
         wire grate and a set of leather-bound hunting circulars from the turn of the last century, we had ringside seats for the show.
      

      “Are you satisfied, then?” Dad demanded of the agents. “I’ve showed you around and it’s clear the girl is not here.”

      “With your permission, Your Lordship, we would like to search the house.”

      “Search… ?” Dad looked about to choke. “I’ve told you that her room is empty and she must have decided to leave.”

      “In the middle of a party?”

      “We haven’t actually seen her all evening,” Patricia said smoothly. “She could simply be homesick. She’s certainly capable
         of calling a cab on her own.”
      

      “Carly must have gotten to them,” I whispered to Shani. “They’re covering for you like they know what they’re doing.”

      “Your Lordship, we apologize most humbly,” the agent said. “But to fulfill our duty to His Highness, we must be able to tell
         him we searched the house.”
      

      Dad’s jaw flexed as he clenched his teeth. “Very well. You have my permission. But I do this under protest, which I will register
         with your embassy, and if one item of my guests’ property is damaged or disturbed, you will answer for it personally.”
      

      Both agents bowed. “Agreed.”

      “Mac.” Shani sounded as choked up as Dad.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to sneeze.”

      “Don’t you d—”

      “Mmmph!” Shani held her breath and clapped her hands over her mouth and nose.

      One of the agents turned and looked at Gillian, who was standing not far from us. “Yes?”

      “I—I, um—” She glanced at Dad. “Sir, I think someone should go with them.”

      “Right. Yes, of course. I will. Meg, please see to our guests. I can’t think where Lindsay has got to.”

      “I saw her with Alasdair earlier.” Oh, thanks a lot, Lissa. Way to out me in front of my parents.

      “Alasdair?” Mummy looked interested. Way too interested. “Really?”

      “Meg. Our guests?”

      “Yes, of course, darling. Everyone, let’s go back to the ballroom and have a little supper, shall we? It’s nearly ten o’clock.”

      The crowd filtered slowly out of the room, and I heard three sets of men’s feet slapping on the marble of the grand staircase
         as Dad led the agents upstairs to begin their search. Gillian lingered near the piano. The dividing partition between the
         sitting room and the music room had been pulled back so people could entertain themselves if they wanted to.
      

      Or—my contingency plan—listen to Gillian entertain them if the DJ hadn’t responded to bribery and shown up.

      Gillian leaned over the keys. With one finger, she plinked out four notes: Here comes the bride.

   
      chapter 20

      I GLANCED SIDELONG at Shani. “That was close. She knows we’re here.”
      

      “Is it safe to come out?” she breathed back, her mouth close to my ear.

      I shook my head. “Not till you hear the chopper leave. Maybe not even then.”

      “If we get her attention, do you think she could bring us some food? I’m starving.”

      “Shani, you just missed being interrogated by the Yasiri Secret Service! How can you think about your stomach?”

      “It keeps me from remembering I have to pee.”

      Must not laugh. I pulled in a breath. “Someone’s coming.”
      

      The sitting-room door swung open wider, and Carly slipped in on a wave of conversational buzz from outside. “Any news?”

      “They’re doing a room-by-room search,” Gillian told her. “I don’t feel right about this.”

      “About what? Keeping our friend from being arrested?”

      “Who says she’s going to be arrested? The Sheikh just wants to talk to her. It’s not honest to say she isn’t here when—”

      “Shhh! I don’t know about you, but letting the Men in Black take her away in a helicopter doesn’t exactly make me feel warm
         and fuzzy. There must be laws against it. If the Sheikh wants to talk to her, let him do it at the embassy in London. With
         parents there and stuff. Like a civilized person.”
      

      “Whose parents?” Shani whispered. “Not mine.”

      “Mine, probably,” I whispered back. “They’re responsible for you while you’re here. Did you see my dad’s face? He’s angry
         enough to actually go to London and give the Sheikh a few strong words.”
      

      The door opened again and I turned my head to see who it was. Lissa? Alasdair?

      “Oh, hello,” Carrie said. Lily and Gordon stepped into the room behind her. “We didn’t think anyone was here.” Gordon slipped
         the pack of smokes back into the pocket of his rumpled dinner jacket, as if he’d seriously given thought to lighting up in
         my house.
      

      Breathe. What would you have done, leaped through the bookcase to rip it out of his mouth?

      Yes. Yes, I would have.

      Gillian sat at the piano as if that had been her aim all along, and began to ripple out something complicated. A Schubert
         sonata.
      

      “So.” Gordon raised his voice over the music. “What do you think of all the goings-on? Pretty exciting, yeah?”

      “That’s not what I’d call it,” Carly replied.

      “Oh, right. It’s your friend they’re after. Seen Mac?”

      “No.”

      “I know where she is,” Lily said smugly. “She hates stuffy parties like this. She’s probably out back in the garage. You can
         smoke there, Gordon.”
      

      “Why would Mac be in the garage?” The sonata stopped in mid-phrase and Gillian got up, her dress whispering with irritation
         as she strode over to stand next to Carly. “This is her party. And frankly, I’m surprised to see you here, Carrie. Since you’re
         pretty much responsible for all this ‘excitement,’ as you call it.”
      

      Carrie shrugged, but the little smile curling her mouth told me she was quite chuffed that her posting that clip had resulted
         in helicopters and Secret Service agents and a story she could live off for years. It probably trumped anything I’d ever done,
         and that was the biggest score of all.
      

      “You’re just sorry you didn’t think of it,” Carrie said. “You’ll never be famous on YouTube, will you?”

      “I’m already on YouTube.” Gillian’s tone was crushing. “Dozens of places. I’ve been performing on the piano since I was little.
         And that’s not even counting the clips from E! News at the premiere, or the ones from Fashion Week in New York. It’s not that big a deal.”
      

      Again I thought of the difference in the stage Carrie played on and the one my friends and I played on. Score one for you, Gillian.

      “Besides,” Carly said, “we would never post something about a friend just to make ourselves look good.”

      “Your little unprincess wasn’t my friend. And Mac sent that to me for fun. You should be preaching at her, Christian girl,
         not me. She’s the one who started this, if you want to get right down to it.”
      

      “Nothing like pushing off the blame,” Gillian said as if she were commenting on a bad movie. “I know, let’s see how many friends
         we’ll lose if we never own up to anything!”
      

      “Oh, sorry,” Carly deadpanned. “I stopped playing that game when I was five.”

      Carrie tried a withering smile, but didn’t quite pull it off.

      “So is it true the Hanna girl has ditched you all?” Gordon wanted to know. “Gone? Shoved off?”

      “That’s none of your business,” Gillian snapped.

      “Because if she didn’t, you, like, lied to government agents.”

      “I bet they did lie.” Lily’s eyes filled with hunger for yet more scandal. “But I bet they wouldn’t stand up to those guys in a one-on-one
         interrogation. You know, like on Prison Break.”
      

      Gordon swung an arm toward the door in invitation. “You go find Mac and that Shani girl. We’ll make sure these ones don’t
         escape. I’d love to see Mac have to back down and admit she lied in front of everyone.”
      

      How had I ever been friends with that big galoot? I’d had about enough of their idiocy. One more word and I was tripping the
         latch on this bookcase and giving those eejits a piece of my—
      

      Shani’s fingers closed on my wrist and squeezed. Don’t lose it.

      Right. Carly and Gillian, of all people, were quite capable of taking care of themselves.

      “Touch me and you’ll regret it,” Gillian told Gordon pleasantly.

      “What, have you got a black belt or something, Christian girl? What happened to turning the other cheek?”

      “Nice racial profiling,” Carly noted. “Have you ever had a single thought that wasn’t a cliché?”

      Gordon didn’t know which insult to respond to first. As a result, he just gaped and sputtered. Carrie rolled her eyes. “Come
         on, you lot. This is a bore. I’m out of here.”
      

      “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” Gillian told her.

      Carrie reversed direction abruptly and got up in Gillian’s face. “Don’t take that tone wi’ me. We all know Mac is dead bored
         with all yer Bible thumping and more-Hollywood-than-thou nonsense. She knows who she can trust.”
      

      Gillian smiled into Carrie’s angry eyes. “I believe it.”

      “I didn’t mean you.”

      “Neither did I.”

      Carrie rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Are you talking about God? That’s a laugh. Mac never paid two cents’ worth of attention
         to that fairy tale, and you’re deluding yersel’ if ye think she’s any better than we are. In fact, compared wi’ her, we’re
         a bunch of angels.”
      

      Wasn’t it nice to know what my old friends really thought of me?

      “She’s arrogant and selfish and we only put up with her because she’s got the dosh to have a guid time.” Carrie took a deep
         breath. “In fact, you’re welcome to her, Christian girl. She can ignore you and stab you in the back and kick you to the curb
         and you can see how it feels. And then you can come back and tell me who you trust.”
      

      “Are you done?” Gillian asked. “Because if you are, Carly and I are going to go get some supper.”

      Carrie flung her hands in the air and Gillian didn’t even flinch. “Fine. You’re welcome to her. I hope I never see Lady Lindsay
         MacPhail again.”
      

      “I’d say chances of that are pretty good,” Carly said to Gillian as my ex-friends practically trampled themselves in their
         hurry to get out the door with the last word.
      

      “Uh-huh,” Gillian agreed. “Hey, girlfriend. Check out the bookcase. I could use a really good book on hunting.”
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      MUMMY PUSHED OPEN the sitting-room door with one hip and carried in two plates heaped with food. Dad followed her with a tray
         of drinks.
      

      “Lindsay, darling, it’s all clear,” she told us through the bookcase. “The helicopter just took off.”

      “Is that for us?” I tried not to sound too pathetic as I pushed the latch, and the books and shelving swung slowly outward.

      “I sure hope so.” Shani stumbled into the room on my heels and zeroed in on the table like a heat-seeking missile.

      “Of course it is. Here.” Dad handed her a tall glass of punch and pulled out a chair. Then he got a good look at me. “Good
         heavens, child. Have you been scrambling about in the walls in your petticoat? How did you not freeze?”
      

      “There wasn’t time to think about it. And I’m perfectly decent for present company. I’ll go up and change as soon as I’m fed.”
         Both of us tucked in as if we hadn’t eaten in weeks.
      

      “Dad, are you sure it’s going to be okay?” I asked a few minutes later, round a huge mouthful of baked Brie and olives. “How
         angry were they?”
      

      “Not half as angry as I was.” Dad’s smile faded, then revived again as he met my eyes. “When they couldn’t turn you up in
         the house and were threatening to do a sweep of the grounds, I finally lost it.”
      

      Mummy pulled in her chin and mimicked him. “ ‘If two girls in evening clothes can hide themselves outdoors in twenty-degree
         weather, you’re welcome to look, but you’re no’ coming back inside.’” She relaxed into a grin. “Well done, darling. Very much
         the threatening laird.”
      

      Dad’s face held a mixture of pride and sheepishness. “I could not have them chasing my guests all over hill and dale. And
         speaking of well done—nice work, Lindsay. I’d completely forgotten about the hidey-hole in the games room.”
      

      “If Carly hadn’t told us what you planned to do, I’d have been frantic.” Mummy touched my hand. “You kept your head. I’m proud
         of you.”
      

      I blinked back the sudden rush of tears. “I couldn’t very well let them drag poor Shani off to who knows where to be interrogated
         or screeched at or tossed in prison or whatever the Sheikh planned to do. I mean, how illegal.”
      

      “I’m sure he would have just asked her a few questions in his hotel suite,” Mummy said, “but that doesn’t mean he has to use
         high-handed methods like sending helicopters. A letter would have done the job, or a simple phone call. In any case, we would
         not have allowed it, Secret Service or not. The only bad thing is, the press have gone away with a nice, juicy story about
         the missing pretender to the throne.” She sighed and gave Shani a glance filled with regret. “We couldn’t cover everything.”
      

      “I can handle it,” she said. “First thing tomorrow, I’m calling Rashid to give him an earful about his parents. At least I
         can do that before the story hits the papers.”
      

      “Look at it this way. You’ll have done your bit with publicity for Strathcairn.” Then, a second too late to take it back,
         I glanced at Dad. “Um. Sorry.”
      

      He shook his head. “If your friends don’t mind your using them ruthlessly for publicity, why should I?” Shani grinned at him,
         and he turned to me and went on, “Your mother and I have been talking.”
      

      I looked from one to the other. There were so many things to talk about I hardly knew where they might begin.

      “I can leave.” Shani pushed herself away from the table. “Give you guys some privacy.”

      “Oh, but—” Mummy began.

      “Seriously.” Shani picked up her plate and glass of punch. “I’ll go find the girls. After this great food I’m going to need
         to dance some more, anyway. And maybe sign some autographs.”
      

      “Hang on. Madame’s got spiderwebs.” I brushed off the back of her dress. “Thanks, Shani.”

      She smiled into my eyes from the door. “I’ma call it even, girlfriend.” Then she closed it behind her, leaving me with my
         parents.
      

      “You won’t have… trouble because of all this, will you?” Mummy asked.

      “What, from Shani?” I shook my head as I sat and picked up my fork. “No. She knows the whole thing with the movie clip was
         a mistake. We all know who was really responsible. I’m just sorry it took me so long to see who my real friends are, that’s
         all.”
      

      We only put up with her because she’s got the dosh to have a good time. Whether it was true or not, Carrie’s scornful voice would ring in my memory for a long time. Which was good. It would guarantee
         I wouldn’t do anything stupid, like trust her with my friendship, ever again.
      

      Under the table, Dad took Mummy’s hand. “It’s good to know the people in your life who really care.”

      I glanced pointedly at their hands, and Mummy’s jerked briefly, then relaxed. “So I see.”

      “I’ve been stubborn and stupid and ridiculous,” Mummy said. “And your dad has been nice enough not to call me any of those
         things.”
      

      “There are things I’d rather call you,” he told her. “Mo cridhe.”
      

      Oh, gag. But still, I couldn’t stop the grin spreading across my face, or the warm glow of happiness growing in my chest.

      “Would you be very upset if we didn’t live in London anymore, darling?” Mummy asked.

      I shrugged and speared a sausage tart. “It’s nowt to me. I’ll be living in the dorms at the University of Edinburgh soon enough,
         probably.”
      

      “Over your grandmother’s dead body,” Dad told me. “She says if you’re living anywhere while you go to classes, it’s with her.”

      “What, have you been talking about me behind my back?”

      “I’m afraid so. She ambushed me behind the potted palms and gave me an earful about responsibility and loss and all the things
         that have been plaguing me ever since you and your friends came to visit.” He smiled at me. “And the position of Managing
         Director of the Strathcairn Hotel and Corporate Retreat Centre just… sort of… came up.”
      

      I laid my fork down. “Dad. You’re going to do it? Mummy, you’re coming home?”

      “The two events are not necessarily related,” my mother said, “but yes. As soon as you’ve finished the last term at St. Cecelia’s,
         I’ll put the house in Eaton Square up for sale. And we’ll both come home. For good.”
      

      I swallowed the tart past the huge lump in my throat. And then I did what I never do. I burst into tears of sheer happiness.

      Sometimes the best-laid plans really do work out.

      With a little help from your friends.
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      AT A QUARTER before midnight, the chemist from the village spun me into a turn—and right into the chest of Alasdair Gibson.

      “Mind if I cut in?”

      “Not at all,” the chemist said, red-faced. “I need a few more lessons before I try this again.”

      I smiled as the music segued into a nice slow number from the early nineties. The DJ and I were thinking as one being. Either
         that, or he really wanted to be paid and had listened to every one of my threats.
      

      After I’d rescued my poor dress from the armory and had to admit it needed a trip to the cleaners before it could be seen
         again in public, I’d fished out a simple Chanel number from last fall and thrown my earasaid over it. If people were dancing and talking about the events of the evening, no one would notice or care what I was wearing.
      

      The Strathcairn rubies, though, had come through the entire adventure without so much as a wobble, so I left them on. Someone
         would definitely notice if they went back into their box.
      

      “Thanks for taking care of the press,” I murmured against Alasdair’s crisp white shirt front. Hmm. The lad had arrived with
         no more than two shirts to his name, and they weren’t of the formal variety. Either he’d borrowed one from Gabe, or someone
         had taken pity on him and ordered one along with the party supplies.
      

      Either way, he looked scrumptious, and the white only made his hazel eyes seem darker. Or maybe it was the fact that the lights
         in the ballroom had been dimmed until only the twinkle lights and the big chandelier remained.
      

      “Not a problem,” he replied. “I quite like the image of fending off the wolves at the castle gates. Though in point of fact,
         you did that this afternoon.”
      

      “We make a good team, then.” I laid my cheek against his chest, which forced him to stop holding me the requisite two inches
         away.
      

      “Lady Lindsay.”

      “Mac.”

      “Mac. Are you quite sure your parents will approve of us draping ourselves all over each other this way?”

      “My mother will. She was very interested when Lissa spilled the news in front of everyone.”

      “And your father?”

      I looked up at him. “Alasdair, will you relax? He’s so consumed with having Mummy back that you and I aren’t even on his radar.”

      “Your mother’s back? Is that so.”

      “And the seeds Patricia has been dropping about turning Strathcairn into a working estate again have been springing up all
         over. Dad’s agreed to that, too.”
      

      “What brought that about? I thought he was dead against it.”

      “The poor man is no match for all his womenfolk. And the Dowager Countess was the last straw. You don’t want to argue with
         the woman who once spanked the King of Lichtenstein.”
      

      “No indeed.” A laugh lurked in his voice. “You’re all a pretty formidable lot.”

      “It takes a certain kind of man to handle us, I’ll give you that.” I settled myself against his chest again, swaying in time
         with the music. His arm fit round my waist as if it belonged there, warm and safe.
      

      “The kind in a kilt and claymore?”

      “No, ye wee numpty. The kind who uses more brain than brawn. Who looks inside before he notices the outside. Who, as Grannie
         would say, can see through a grindstone with a hole in it. The kind of man a MacPhail woman can trust.”
      

      “Ah. Well, I might have a shot at that list. The kilts and claymores are a bit beyond me.”

      “I bet you would look fine in a kilt.”

      “I have knobbly knees.”

      “There’s more to a man than his knees.”

      “Just as there’s more to a woman than her attitude and her money?”

      “Not so much of either as there used to be, I’m afraid. You’ve probably heard.”

      “Aye, I did. And I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m to go to the University of Edinburgh next fall to take a business degree. So I might see you on campus.”

      “I hope so.”

      He hoped so? Was that all? I’d really put myself out there in the last couple of minutes. Was he going to leave me swinging
         in the wind? A hot flush of humiliation began to creep up my cheeks, and I pulled away a little.
      

      “Lindsay—”

      The song we’d been dancing to faded into silence. In the distance, the first of the bells began to ring. The church at Inniscairn
         always started early. Then came another set of deep chimes, louder—the village church, sounding out across the countryside,
         carried in the cold air. Then the grandfather clock in the entry hall began its slow toll, and soon every clock in the house,
         which Dad had been going round setting since early this morning, began to chime.
      

      “Five, four, three!” The DJ led the countdown. “Two! One! Happy New Year!”

      And as he dropped “Auld Lang Syne” onto the deck, people linked arms and began to sing. Lissa, Gillian, Shani, and Carly,
         all linked together in a chain, snaked their way over to me, and by the second verse, Alasdair and I and the four of them
         were all hooked together, swaying and singing.
      

      They weren’t “auld acquaintance” for me. In fact, at this time last year, I didn’t know any of them existed. But at this time
         last year, I was a different person. The girl I was now had a completely different life ahead of her. Different friends. Different
         prospects.
      

      Some of that was scary. Some of it was wonderful. But through it all, I’d have my friends—people I could trust to come through
         for me. And who trusted me.
      

      At the end of the song I was feeling a little choked up—both from happiness and from sadness, too. Because it was clear that
         no matter what I did, Alasdair just wasn’t going to see me the way I saw him.
      

      “Happy New Year!” Carly grabbed me and gave me a big hug. “And to think I get to call my dad in nine hours and do this all
         again.”
      

      “You’d best call your mother, too,” I murmured in her ear. “Start off the new year on the right foot. No rubbish left from
         the old year, remember?”
      

      She pulled away without answering, and Lissa and Shani grabbed me for their hugs. And when I turned from them to Gillian,
         and from Gillian to Alasdair—
      

      —somehow we’d wound up next to the window and he was outside on the terrace and someone shoved me out the French doors and
         closed them in my face.
      

      Those girls.

      How embarrassing. Because of course they didn’t know—he wouldn’t—

      “At last, a bit of privacy. Happy New Year, Lindsay.”

      And Alasdair took me in his arms and kissed me while the bells rang out over the snow-covered hills I loved.

   
      chapter 22

      THE WINTER TERM at Spencer Academy began on the sixth of January, which meant the girls’ flight was on the fourth.
      

      Which meant I had to tell them I wasn’t coming with them, like, now.

      After staying up all night making merry with our guests, welcoming the first-footers at the door bearing gifts, and rambling
         into the village to do a bit of first-footing ourselves for those too infirm to come to the party, we’d spent all of New Year’s
         Day sleeping and lazing by the fire and talking over all the events of the night before. Mummy and I had packed away the Strathcairn
         jewels—only this time they went into the safe in the library and not into the messenger pouch to be delivered to the bank
         in London. The Nafisa diamond and all its bits wouldn’t be traveling anymore unless the Earl and the Countess went with them.
      

      We’d all gone to church together that morning, and I’d found myself listening to what the minister said a little more carefully
         than before. I still didn’t know what being a Christian meant, or even whether I was one, but I suppose part of learning about
         that is paying attention. And now it was Sunday afternoon, the third of January, and time was running out. I left Alasdair,
         Gabe, and Dad in a fascinating discussion about solar panels and went to find the girls, who were supposed to be packing.
      

      Carly was already finished and was reading e-mail. Lissa, Gillian, and Shani were buried in a gargantuan boorach that had somehow spilled out into the corridor.
      

      “We’re never going to get all this back into our suitcases,” Shani moaned. “Why did I bring five pairs of shoes? What was
         I thinking?”
      

      “You’ll have to mail the overflow to yourself,” Lissa said, holding a coat in one hand and her waterfall dress in the other
         and looking in despair into her already full suitcase. “Normally I do better than this. It must be all the Christmas presents.
         Mac, did you keep any of the boxes?”
      

      “Of course. Or I can pack a trunk and ship it to you at school.”

      “That won’t put you over your weight allowance, will it?” Carly asked.

      And here it was. “No, I meant through the post.”

      They stared at me. Then Carly said, “You’re not coming back with us, are you?”

      I shook my head, and in spite of myself, the tears that had been floating far too close to the surface since New Year’s Eve
         welled up again. “No. I’m to finish out at St. Cecelia’s. There’s no money to send me to Spencer again, even if they could
         arrange a third term.”
      

      “Mom told me,” Lissa said. “So we’ve kinda been expecting this.”

      “I can totally relate,” Shani said. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s actually a good thing. Now that the old place is going to be a posh hotel, they’re going to need me to run
         it. That means I don’t have to be a doctor after all—or spend a lot of boring seasons in London hunting for a marquis to marry.
         I can take my degree in Edinburgh and come home to make this place world famous.”
      

      “That shouldn’t be a problem for you.” I knew Gillian well enough by now to recognize complete sincerity when I heard it.

      “No,” I agreed, and the others laughed.

      Shani stepped over her suitcase and came to hug me. “I’m going to miss tripping over you in the bathroom every morning.”

      “On the bright side, you won’t have to crowd your makeup all into one little corner.”

      “This isn’t good-bye,” Carly said fiercely. She hugged me so hard my ribs felt as if they’d crack. “I refuse to say it. We’ll
         be just as good friends online as we ever were in person, sending pictures back and forth and yakking over Skype and iChat.”
      

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” I told her. “I need you to watch my back.”

      “And I need you to watch mine,” Shani put in.

      “That reminds me,” Lissa said to Shani. “Did you ever talk to Rashid?”

      Shani snorted. “I did. He finally called me back this morning after, like, three messages. He’s in Italy at his parents’ place.”

      “And you told him about the helicopters and how you had to go crawling through walls in a Lanvin dress and high heels?” I
         would have loved to be in on that conversation.
      

      Shani nodded. “I could tell he was sorry about it. But he says once his dad gets angry, there’s nothing to do but stand out
         of the way. Nothing he tried did any good.”
      

      “But you two are okay, right?” Gillian wanted to know. “Because you still have two terms of sitting next to the guy in Global
         Studies. You know how Mr. Bryant hates it when international incidents go down in his classroom.”
      

      “No, we’re good.” Shani grinned. “Rashid does have a sense of humor. And next time anybody at school complains about their
         parents’ weirdness, he’s going to have the story to trump all stories.”
      

      I had to laugh at that.
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      BUT I WASN’T LAUGHING the next day as we dragged all the luggage downstairs and outside to the Range Rover. The Mansfields
         were taking Gillian (only because they traveled light and she had enough luggage for two people) while everyone else went
         in our car. And since Alasdair would be returning to his dorm at uni, we would drop him off on our way back from the airport
         in Edinburgh.
      

      I hoped it was a long, long drive and there would be lots of lovely traffic, so we could sit in the backseat and I could marvel
         at how good his hand felt in mine.
      

      It was no easy job shoehorning everything into the cars. “Gillian, my love,” Lissa’s mom puffed, heaving on a suitcase, “you
         should let Lissa tutor you on the art of traveling light.”
      

      “She did,” Gillian protested. “You should have seen what I had packed before!”

      Gravel crunched in the distance and everyone paused. “Are we expecting guests?” I asked Dad.

      “Not likely, since we won’t be here the rest of the day. I wonder who that could be.”

      In a few minutes we had the answer. A black limousine the size of a cruise ship nosed down the drive and crunched to a stop
         behind our two vehicles and all the luggage, blocking our exit.
      

      “This can’t be good,” Shani said.

      Carly and I stepped in front of her.

      For all I knew, it could be the Prince of Wales coming down from Balmoral to call on Dad. But somehow I doubted it. He always
         drove himself.
      

      A uniformed driver got out and went round to the passenger side. He opened the door, and a man and a woman got out. Their
         dusky skin and hawkish profiles gave me my first clue.
      

      “Busted,” Lissa murmured. “How did they find out?”

      The driver stood next to the front fender of the limo and straightened to military posture, hands behind his back. “Their
         Serene Highnesses Sheikh Amir and Queen Zuleikha of Yasir,” he announced in tones you could hear halfway across the valley.
      

      Five hundred years of breeding kicked in once again. Dad bowed, and Mummy and I dipped our very best Ascot curtseys. Behind
         me, Shani did the same. She at least had the advantage of knowing the royal couple when she was a child. The other Americans
         didn’t curtsey, but Patricia inclined her head in the closest thing to a bow she could probably manage.
      

      The Sheikh wore a keffiyeh, but instead of the flowing robes I’d always imagined, he tugged on the jacket of a flawlessly cut Italian suit. His shoes
         were glossy, as though the snow in the drive didn’t dare cling to them. He stepped forward, and he and Dad took each other’s
         measure.
      

      “I am the Earl of Strathcairn,” Dad said at last. “You and Her Serene Highness are most welcome to my home. Will you do us
         the honor of coming inside?”
      

      You’d think royal limousines pulled up in the drive every day of the week. It was a lucky thing we’d left plenty of time to
         get to the airport. We’d only run into problems if they stayed for tea.
      

      “I thank you.” The Sheikh inclined his head, but his black eyes did not leave my father’s face. “But I regret we cannot. Our
         errand is of a most serious and urgent nature.”
      

      “How can I help you?” Dad asked simply.

      The Sheikh’s predatory gaze moved to Shani, and I heard her slow intake of breath. “I have found what I came for.”

      Queen Zuleikha put a hand on his wrist. “Remember, my dearest, she once wore the Star of the Desert. Think of our son.”

      “It is because I am thinking of our son that I have come all this way in the cold.” He turned to Dad. “Why did you conceal
         this girl from my agents? They were charged with bringing her to me. I understood she had returned to America until I saw
         a newspaper photograph of her fleeing in this very house.”
      

      I remembered the flashes going off as Shani and I had dashed into the closed-up wing. Oops.

      Dad’s ears began to turn red and I stepped forward before he lost his temper for the second time this decade.

      I bobbed another curtsey and looked the royal couple in the eyes. “Your Highnesses, I am Lady Lindsay MacPhail, the Earl’s
         daughter. This has all been my fault. I took that video of Shani and sent it to a friend by mistake. This friend posted it
         on the Internet out of spite.”
      

      “I do not care who made it public,” he snapped. “I care that this girl has toyed with the name of my son when she had no right.”

      “She meant—”

      “Mac.” Shani pulled me out of the Sheikh’s reach. Not that I thought he’d strike me or anything. But she took my place in
         front of them. “Your Highnesses. For the sake of our families’ long friendship, please listen to me.”
      

      “Your disobedience to your parents has severed the connection between our families,” the Queen informed her coldly. “But for
         your mother’s sake, you may speak.”
      

      “I don’t know which version of that video you heard, but anyway…” Shani took a steadying breath. “I said I’d been a princess
         for four weeks.”
      

      “Liar!” the Sheikh snapped. “My son has told us that is not true!”

      “What I was saying—what I meant when I said that, was that I had been a Christian for four weeks. A daughter of the King of
         Kings. Not that I was Rashid’s wife.”
      

      Silence, except for the sound of the wind in the bare trees.

      “I do not understand,” the Queen said at last.

      “I meant that I was a princess in God’s eyes, not the eyes of the world. When I gave up the Star of the Desert, I gave that
         up forever. You can ask Rashid, Mama Zazu—I mean, Your Highness.” Shani flushed scarlet and looked at the ground.
      

      The Queen’s gaze softened. “You called me that as a child, when you stayed with us in Greece.”

      “That does not excuse—” the Sheikh began.

      “You have spoken with our son?” the Queen interrupted.

      Shani nodded. “This morning. He understands. We’re still good friends, and a mistake like this can’t change that.”

      “You did not mean to embarrass the Prince?” the Sheikh wanted to know. “You were speaking of something else entirely? Of God?”

      “Yes, I was,” Shani said. “And as long as you and I and Rashid all know that, I don’t care what the rest of the world thinks.”

      The Sheikh set his jaw and said nothing. Queen Zuleikha glanced at him and said smoothly, “Then we are satisfied. Go in peace,
         child.”
      

      “And you, too.”

      “Will you stay for tea?” I had the presence of mind to ask.

      “No. Our plane is waiting for us. We must return to Yasir at once to set the hearts of the people at rest. Good-bye.”

      We barely had time to straighten out of our curtseys before they had climbed back into the limo. The driver wheeled it in
         a circle and they sailed away down the drive.
      

      “My goodness,” Mummy said faintly. “That was worse than being presented.”

      “Well done, Shani,” Dad said. “And Lindsay, too. Very brave of both of you.”

      Shani blew out a long breath and slipped one arm round me in a hug. “That’s the nice thing about my friends. No matter how
         bad it gets, they’ve got my back.” Her eyes met mine. “And you know what Lissa says about the armies of angels.”
      

      I did, indeed. But angels are beings of spirit, and I’m a concrete sort of girl. The best kind of angels are the ones you
         can share clothes with. And experiences. And your deepest thoughts and fears and hopes.
      

      The best kind of angels are your friends.
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      IF YOU LIKED

      tidings of great boys,

      you’ll love the final book in the All About Us series:

      the chic shall inherit the earth,

      available in January 2010!

      Turn the page for a sneak peek…

      
         [image: art]

      
       

      Excerpt from The Chic Shall Inherit the Earth

      chapter 1

      LET ME PUT IT right out there: I’m no sports fan—unless you count surfing, which is more of an attitude to life than a sport.
         I used to think that there were some things you just knew. But if God were a major league pitcher, he’d be the kind of guy
         who threw curveballs just for the fun of it. To catch you off guard. To prove you wrong about everything you thought you knew.
      

      Which is essentially what happened to us all during the last term of senior year at Spencer Academy.

      My name is Lissa Evelyn Mansfield—yes, I’m back again. Did you miss me? Because seriously, this last term of high school before
         my friends and I graduated was so crazed, so unpredictable, that I had to write it all down to try to make sense of it. Not
         to mention the fact that no one else would touch it with a ten-foot pole, so the job fell to me.
      

      But hey, let’s take a moment, here. The words last term of senior year deserve some respect, not to mention celebration. They need to be paused over and savored. Excuse me.
      

      Okay, I’m back.

      The term began in April, and by the time our first set of midterms (or thirdterms, as Gillian Chang calls them, since we get
         three sets of exams every term) rolled around at the beginning of May, it was just beginning to sink in that there were only
         seven weeks of high school left. Seven weeks until freedom. Adulthood. Summer vacation. Adulthood. Home.
      

      Adulthood.

      Eek.

      “Sarah Lawrence is stalking me,” Gillian moaned from where she sat on her bed in our dorm room that day. “Here’s another letter.”
         She fished an envelope out of the pile of mail in her lap and waved it.
      

      I looked up from my MacBook Air, where I was checking e-mail. “Don’t let Emily Overton hear you. She got turned down, and
         her roommate has had to keep her away from open windows for the last month.”
      

      “But I already told them no twice. What’s it going to take?”

      “You could fail some exams.” I’m always willing to offer a helpful suggestion. “They can’t help it if they covet your fearsome
         brain.”
      

      “So does Harvard. And Princeton. Not to mention Stanford and Columbia and Juilliard.” She threw her hands in the air, and
         the letter flew over her shoulder and bounced off the headboard. “Don’t forget them.”
      

      “I’m glad I don’t have your decisions to make,” I told her with absolute honesty. “If all those schools were after me, I’d
         run away and hide.”
      

      “I’ve got to figure out what I’m doing with my life.” She glanced at me. “Or maybe I should say, what God wants me to do with
         my life.”
      

      “There’s the kicker.” I nodded sagely. “The Lord knows about acceptance deadlines, doesn’t He?”

      “Oh, yeah. He knows. I keep asking Him, and He keeps thinking about it. Maybe He wants me to figure out what I want first.
         But that’s the impossible part.”
      

      Poor Gillian. She has the kind of brain schools fight over for their research programs. But she’s also a music prodigy—hence
         the acceptance into Juilliard. Then, to complicate things even more, she also has quite the talent for drawing, and ever since
         she met my friend Kaz Griffin, her dream has been to create a graphic novel starring a kick-butt Asian girl with a secret
         identity. Kaz, in case you haven’t met him, is my best friend from my old high school in Santa Barbara. He’s been trying to
         get his graphic novel published for, like, years, with no success. But I have to hand it to him. He never gives up hope.
      

      Anyway. Gillian.

      “You could always do pre-med at Harvard and minor in art or music,” I suggested. “You know you’re going to need a release
         valve from all that scientific pressure. It would be good to have those to turn to.”
      

      Gillian pushed the stack of mail off her lap and leaned back against the stack of colorful silk pillows. The letter from Sarah
         Lawrence crumpled somewhere underneath. “But then how will I know if I’m any good?”
      

      “Um, your grades? Not to mention if you got an acceptance from Juilliard, you’re good. Full stop, as Mac would say.”

      Lady Lindsay MacPhail, aka Mac, was a student here at Spencer for two terms, and was one of our little group of friends. She’s
         gone back to live in her castle in Scotland, though, and she has none of these questions about her life. She knows exactly
         what degree she’s going to get, when she’ll get it, and what she’ll do with her life after that.
      

      I envy people who have their future in a laser sight. I’m still trying to figure out what to wear tomorrow.

      “What do teachers know?” Gillian asked. I don’t think she was looking for the answer to that one. “If I’m going to find out
         whether I’m really any good, I have to try to get into an art program and give it everything I’ve got. Try to get an exhibition.
         Or a publisher. Live in a garret and try to make it as an artist.”
      

      “That sounds scary.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “Medical school is the easy path, grasshopper.”

      Only Gillian Chang would say something like that.

      I turned back to my notebook and saw that while we’d been talking, a message from Kaz had popped up in my inbox.
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      To:       
         lmansfield@spenceracad.edu
      

      From:   
         kazg@hotmail.com
      

      Date:     May 3, 2010

      Re:        Ow

      I am so regretting pushing off Physics until senior year. My brain hurts. What was I thinking? Instead of grabbing my board
         and heading for the beach, I’m stuck down here in my room writing equations I don’t know the answers to.
      

      Does the Jumping Loon tutor over the phone? Can you ask her? I’ll give her anything she wants, including full use of my studly
         body, if she’ll just say the magic words that will unveil the meaning of x and y, not to mention z.
      

      Life, I’ve got a handle on. X is a mystery.
      

      xo,

      Kaz

    

      I looked over my shoulder. “Kaz wants to know if you do Physics tutoring over the phone. He says you can do what you want
         with his body if you help him.” I paused when she didn’t look up from a Neiman Marcus catalog. “I didn’t know you were interested
         in his body. Does Jeremy know about this?”
      

      “That sounds like a jealous remark.” She flipped a page. “Ooh, nice dress. Chloe does summer so well. Which reminds me, if
         we’re going on a Senior Cotillion dress safari, we’d better start soon.”
      

      I was not to be sidetracked, no matter how tempting the bait. “Is there something going on with you and Kaz?”

      She put the catalog down and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Yes. Yes, there is.”

      I sat there, as stunned as if someone had upended a bucket of seawater over me.

      Kaz and Gillian? What? How is that possible? When did—

      What is the matter with you? Kaz is your friend. We aren’t… like that. If he’s interested in Gillian, it’s none of your business.

      Poor Jeremy.

      “Lissa. Lissa, come back to me.”

      I blinked at her. My face felt frozen.

      “For crying out loud, get a grip.” She was trying not to laugh and not succeeding very well. “He’s teasing you. He’s helping
         me with a 3-D mold of his hand for my art project, okay? That’s all.”
      

      “A mold. Of his hand. And you don’t have guys’ hands any closer than Santa Barbara?”

      “He has interesting hands, which you’d know if you ever paid any attention.”

      Of course he did. And of course I did. Pay attention to him, I mean. He was my best friend. We e-mailed each other, like,
         twenty times a week.
      

      “And Jeremy’s hands aren’t interesting?”

      She picked up the catalog and flipped another page. “Write him back and tell him of course I’ll tutor him. We can start tonight
         if he’s desperate.”
      

      Hmm. Poor Jeremy, indeed. What was going on here? “He wants to know the meaning of x.”
      

      “Don’t we all. Some of us wait for the universe to reveal it to us. And some of us wouldn’t know if the universe dropped it
         on our heads.”
      

      “What’s your point?”

      But my friend, who usually has all the answers, didn’t reply.

   
      IF YOU ENJOYED

      Tidings of Great Boys

      CHECK OUT THE BOOK THAT STARTED IT ALL:

      It’s All About Us!
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      Tall, blonde Lissa Mansfield is used to being one of the “in” crowd, but being accepted by the popular girls at posh Spencer
         Academy boarding school in San Francisco is turning out to be harder than she thought. And then there’s her New-York-loudmouth
         roommate, Gillian Chang, who’s not just happy to be a Christian herself—she’s determined to out Lissa, too! If Lissa can just
         keep her faith under wraps long enough to hook Callum McCloud, the hottest guy in school, she’ll be golden.
      

      But when Callum pressures her to go all the way with him, Lissa has to decide for herself how far is too far. How can she
         see that line when he’s so gorgeous and popular and she’s so dazzled? And besides, she’s too busy shopping for a Valentino
         and booking the hottest celeb for the Benefactors’ Ball. Who knew finding a place at Spencer Academy would be so complicated?
      

      AVAILABLE AT BOOKSTORES NOW!

   
      BE SURE TO PICK UP BOOK TWO IN THE ALL ABOUT US SERIES:

      The Fruit of My Lipstick
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      New Yorker Gillian Chang starts her second term at Spencer Academy prepared to focus on her studies, her faith, and her friends—Lissa
         Mansfield and Carly Aragon. She plays half a dozen musical instruments and can recite the periodic table of the elements backward.
         She’s totally prepared for everything—except love!
      

      She’s falling hard for Lucas Hayes, a junior who is already aiming at a PhD in physics from Stanford. The problem is, she
         never seems to be able to measure up and be the girlfriend he wants. He’s under a lot of pressure to achieve—maybe that’s
         why he’s short-tempered sometimes. But even a thick-skinned girl like Gillian can only take so much.
      

      With her heart on the line, Gillian conceals more and more from her friends. When she’s accused of selling exam answer sheets,
         even Lissa and Carly wonder if it’s true. Gillian will need the power of honesty—with herself, with Lucas, and with God—to
         show what she’s really made of.
      

      AVAILABLE AT BOOKSTORES NOW!

   
      YOU’LL ALSO LOVE BOOK THREE IN THE ALL ABOUT US SERIES:

      Be Strong & Curvaceous
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      After spending spring break in Mexico with her grandparents, Carly Aragon can’t wait to get back to school at Spencer Academy
         in San Francisco. With Lissa Mansfield and Gillian Chang by her side, she’s ready for anything… except a new roommate.
      

      Lady Lindsay MacPhail, flamboyant daughter of the Earl of Strathcairn, quickly becomes Carly’s worst nightmare. “Mac” not
         only swoops in and steals Carly’s privacy, she also sets her sights on Brett Loyola—Carly’s biggest crush!
      

      But when Mac starts receiving strange, threatening e-mails, she and Carly must come together to figure out who’s behind them
         and why. In the end, the fate of one girl will lie in the other’s hands. Will the two learn to trust one another and trust
         God?
      

      AVAILABLE AT BOOKSTORES NOW!

   
      AND DON’T FORGET TO GRAB BOOK FOUR IN THE SERIES:

      Who Made You a Princess?
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      Shani returns to Spencer Academy after an amazing summer with her friends and a new hottie: Danyel Johnstone. The two are
         just starting to generate some heat when it’s time to hit the books again. But a new addition to the student body has all
         the girls buzzing. Prince Rashid al Amir is doing an exchange term at Spencer Academy—and he’s set his sights on Shani.
      

      It turns out that Shani’s family and the prince’s go back for generations. In each generation, members of the two families
         have expanded their business interests through an archaic and inescapable tradition. Will Shani put aside her feelings for
         Danyel to become a princess? Or will her headstrong ways put her feelings, her future, and her faith at risk?
      

      AVAILABLE AT BOOKSTORES NOW!
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