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​Chapter One
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​The Syntax of Scottish Immersion

Word of the Day: Kilt (noun)

Definition:


	A knee-length skirt with pleats at the back, traditionally worn by men in the Scottish Highlands.

	A garment that, when encountered in the form of a cardboard cutout in one’s own living room, usually signifies an impending housing crisis.



Usage:


“I had survived the vehement winds of winter and the semantic drift of my own heart, but I was entirely unprepared for the sheer volume of tartan involved in my second eviction.”



​Diary Entry: June 12th

Location: Mrs. Higgins’ Garage Apartment (Currently occupied by a cardboard man named Angus)

Mood: Displaced (Again), with a chance of bagpipes.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a woman in possession of a stable relationship and a finished thesis must be in want of nothing.

I believed this. I really did.

For six months, I had lived in the garage apartment above Mrs. Higgins’ house. It was a perfect, lavender-scented ecosystem. I had my books arranged by the Library of Congress classification system. I had a view of the harbor where I could watch Frank’s boat, The Scrimshaw II, bobbing in the water. I had achieved a state of grammatical equilibrium.

I should have known it was too quiet. In Bracken Cove, silence is not peace; it is merely the universe holding its breath before it drops a lobster trap on your head.

I arrived home at 5:00 PM, clutching a bag of heirloom tomatoes and feeling smugly domestic. I unlocked my door.

I stopped.

My sofa—a sensible, mid-century modern piece I had salvaged from a yard sale—was gone.

In its place was a fainting couch covered in faux fur that looked like it had been harvested from a synthetic bear.

My bookshelf? Gone. Replaced by a wall-mounted display of plastic broadswords.

And standing in the center of the room, blocking my path to the kitchen, was a six-foot-tall cardboard cutout of a man. He was shirtless. He was oiled. He was wearing a kilt that defied the laws of physics and gravity.

“Hello?” I said to the cardboard man.

“Oh, good! You’ve met Angus!”

Mrs. Higgins bustled out of my bedroom. She was wearing a sash. A tartan sash. It clashed violently with her floral housecoat.

“Mrs. Higgins,” I said, my voice rising an octave. “Why is there a semi-nude paper man in my living room? And where is my sofa?”

“In the shed, dear,” she said brightly, adjusting Angus’s angle so he caught the afternoon light. “We had to make room for the immersion.”

“The immersion?”

“The Laird’s Lair!” she announced, spreading her arms wide. “I’ve pivoted, Isla. The Book Club got me thinking. We spend so much time reading about passion on the moors, but where can one experience it? Not at the Holiday Inn Express.”

She patted the faux fur.

“I listed it on the internet this morning. ‘Experience the rugged romance of the Highlands in the heart of Maine.’ I’m already booked solid through August. The first guest arrives at six. She’s a dental hygienist from Boston who needs to ‘feel the wind in her hair.’”

I stared at her. I stared at Angus.

“Mrs. Higgins,” I said slowly. “I live here. I have a lease.”

“You had a month-to-month, dear,” she corrected, pulling a contract out of her sash. “Clause 4b. ‘Landlord reserves the right to reclaim property for thematic entrepreneurial ventures.’ I wrote it in yesterday.”

“You wrote it in yesterday?”

“I used a very nice pen,” she said defensively. “Look, Isla, you can’t stay here forever. It’s a garage. You need to expand. Fly the nest! Besides, Angus brings in three hundred dollars a night. You only pay me in tea and polite conversation.”

She handed me a plastic bin.

“I packed your toiletries. And your thesis. I put the thesis on top so the pages wouldn't get crinkled.”

I stood there, holding the plastic bin.

History was repeating itself. I was thirty-one years old. I was a respected member of the community. I was the founder of the Syntax Society. And I was being evicted for a cardboard Scotsman.

“You have to go, dear,” Mrs. Higgins said, ushering me toward the door. “The hygienist is early. I can hear her Prius.”

I stumbled down the stairs, clutching my bin and my tomatoes, into the bright June sunshine.

I stood on the gravel driveway.

Homeless.

Again.

I looked at the house. Mrs. Higgins was already draping a tartan blanket over the porch railing.

I needed Frank.

This was a Pavlovian response now. Crisis = Frank.

I pulled out my phone, but before I could dial, I heard the rumble.

It wasn’t the polite hum of a Prius. It was the throat-clearing growl of a 1990 Ford F-150 that had seen things.

Frank’s truck pulled into the driveway.

He hopped out. He was wearing his work coveralls, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that were smudged with grease and competence. He looked at me. He looked at the bin. He looked at the tartan blanket on the porch.

He didn't ask what happened. He just sighed, a long, weary exhale that shook his chest.

“Highlanders?” he asked.

“Highlanders,” I confirmed. “The Laird’s Lair. It’s an immersive experience, Frank. Angus is inside. He’s oiled.”

Frank walked over to me. He took the bin from my hands. He took the tomatoes. He placed them gently in the bed of the truck, nestled between a toolbox and a coil of rope.

“I told Sam she’d do it,” Frank muttered. “She’s been buying shortbread in bulk at the warehouse club. It was only a matter of time.”

He turned back to me. He wiped his hands on a rag, then reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. His thumb grazed my jawline—a touch that was rough and grounding and real.

“Well,” he said. “Options.”

“I have no options,” I said, my voice wobbling. “The Inn is full. Mrs. Smyth in Oxford probably rented my old flat to the unicyclist. I am a vagrant, Frank. A vagrant with a PhD.”

“You’re not a vagrant,” Frank said. “You’re my girlfriend.”

He leaned against the truck, crossing his arms. The sun caught the silver in his beard—my own personal, non-cardboard glimmer.

“Move in with me,” he said.

The world stopped spinning for a second.

“Move in?” I repeated. “Into... your house?”

“It’s practical, Teach,” he said, shrugging. “I have a roof. You have a toothbrush. We spend every night together anyway, usually debating whether Jane Eyre should have burned the house down herself. Let’s just... merge assets.”

I looked at him.

Frank’s house.

I had spent plenty of time there, of course. But visiting Frank’s house and living in Frank’s house were two linguistically distinct concepts.

Frank’s house was... functional. It was a kingdom of piles. There were piles of car parts. Piles of fishing magazines. Piles of unidentifiable metal objects that he claimed were “essential.” It was a house where a carburetor on the kitchen island was considered “decor.”

My house (formerly) was alphabetized. It was sanitized. It was a shrine to order.

“Frank,” I said carefully. “We have different... syntaxes. I color-code my spices. You keep spark plugs in the fruit bowl.”

“It keeps them dry,” he argued.

“What if I drive you crazy?” I asked. “What if my need for structural integrity clashes with your need for... entropy?”

Frank stepped closer. He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me into the solid warmth of his chest. He smelled of diesel and the sea—the scent of home.

“Isla,” he said softly, looking down at me with those sea-glass eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you to move in since the day you fixed my plumbing. The spark plugs can move. The carburetors can go in the shed. I just want you.”

He kissed my forehead.

“Besides,” he whispered into my hair. “If you stay here, Mrs. Higgins is going to try to make you wear a corset and serve haggis to the tourists.”

I shuddered.

I looked up at him. He was real. He was solid. He was offering me shelter, not because it was polite, but because he wanted me.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?”

“Okay. But the spark plugs leave the fruit bowl. That is a non-negotiable clause in our cohabitation treaty.”

Frank grinned. It was a slow, lopsided grin that made my knees feel like they had turned into soup.

“Deal,” he said. “Get in the truck, Teach. Let’s go home.”

I climbed into the passenger seat.

As we pulled away, I looked back at the garage apartment. I saw Mrs. Higgins in the window, adjusting the sash.

Goodbye, order. Goodbye, silence.

Hello, chaos.

I took Frank’s hand across the center console. His grip was tight.

“So,” he said, glancing at me. “We need to stop at the store.”

“Why? Do you need more spark plugs?”

“No,” he said. “I need to buy a fruit bowl. I don’t actually own one. I was just using a hubcap.”

I closed my eyes.

I smiled.

This was going to be a very interesting translation.
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​Chapter Two
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​The Syntax of Clutter

Word of the Day: Farrago (noun)

Definition:


	A confused group; a medley, mixture, hotchpotch.

	An interior design aesthetic characterized by the belief that a carburetor is a perfectly acceptable centerpiece for a dining table.



Usage:


“I had expected moving in with Frank to be a romantic merging of souls; I had not expected it to be a logistical negotiation regarding a farrago of marine salvage and vintage engine parts.”



​Diary Entry: June 13th

Location: Frank’s Kitchen (Currently designated as a Hard Hat Area)

Mood: Overwhelmed, with a high probability of tripping over a fishing net.

There is a popular romantic trope known as "The Threshold Moment." This is when the hero carries the heroine over the threshold of their new shared home, usually accompanied by swelling strings and a camera pan that reveals a pristine, sun-drenched hallway.

My threshold moment involved tripping over a lobster trap.

“Watch your step,” Frank said, catching me by the elbow before I could face-plant into a pile of buoy ropes. “I was meaning to move that to the shed. But then I thought, hey, rustic charm.”

He grinned. It was that disarming, lopsided grin that usually made me forget my own name. Currently, however, I was too busy staring at the interior of 42 Gull Lane to be fully charmed.

I had been to Frank’s house before, of course. But visiting a house and moving your entire life into it are two very different cognitive exercises. When you are a guest, a stack of Popular Mechanics magazines on the coffee table is a quirk. When you are a resident, it is an obstacle course.

Frank’s house was not dirty. It was scrubbed clean with the same intense efficiency he applied to his engines. But it was full.

It was a museum of functionality. Every surface was covered in something that might, hypothetically, be useful in a maritime emergency.

The dining table was covered in navigational charts. The coat rack was holding three wetsuits and a harpoon. The kitchen island—the focal point of any domestic fantasy—was currently occupied by the disemboweled remains of a lawnmower engine.

“Home sweet home,” Frank announced, dropping my plastic bin of toiletries onto a chair that was already occupied by a cat named Barnacle. (Barnacle hissed, but moved to the top of the refrigerator, looking down at me with the judgment of a deposed monarch).

“It’s... lived in,” I managed to say, clutching my box of heirloom tomatoes like a shield.

“It’s efficient,” Frank corrected. “Everything I need is within arm’s reach. See?” He reached out and grabbed a wrench from the fruit bowl. “Need to tighten a lug nut while eating an apple? Boom. Done.”

I looked at the fruit bowl. It was, as he had promised, a hubcap. A vintage chrome hubcap from a 1950s Chevy, gleaming under the kitchen lights. It contained three Granny Smith apples, a socket wrench, and a handful of loose change.

“Frank,” I said gently. “Where am I supposed to put the tea?”

“Tea?” He looked around, genuinely perplexed. “Cupboard above the sink. Next to the WD-40.”

I walked over to the cupboard. I opened it.

It was a graveyard of mismatched mugs and industrial lubricants. There was a can of spray paint next to the sugar.

“This is a chemical hazard,” I stated. “The Earl Grey cannot live next to a flammable aerosol, Frank. The bergamot is delicate. It will absorb the fumes of industry.”

Frank walked over, looking at the cupboard and then at me. His expression softened. He took the box of tea from my hand.

“Okay,” he said. “New rule. Top shelf is the Demilitarized Zone. No chemicals. Just leaves and... whatever that is.”

“It’s chamomile,” I said.

“Right. Flower water. Top shelf.” He moved the WD-40 to the counter. “Better?”

“It’s a start,” I sighed.

The rest of the evening was a lesson in the physics of displacement. For every object I tried to unpack, three of Frank’s objects had to be relocated.

To put my books on the shelf, we had to move a collection of vintage fishing lures. (Frank protested that the lures were “art,” but eventually conceded that Beowulf probably shouldn't be pierced by a treble hook).

To put my clothes in the wardrobe, we had to excavate a stratum of flannel shirts that dated back to the Clinton administration.

By 9:00 PM, I was exhausted. The living room looked like a war zone where a library had exploded inside a garage.

I sat down on the sofa (after moving a stack of invoices). Frank handed me a beer.

“You look panicked,” he observed, sitting next to me. He didn’t sit on the invoices; he simply slid them to the floor in one fluid motion.

“I’m not panicked,” I lied. “I am just... calibrating. My taxonomy is clashing with your stratigraphy.”

“English, Teach.”

“I organize things by category,” I explained, gesturing wildly. “Books with books. Spices with spices. You organize things by... proximity to where you last used them.”

“That’s the most logical system there is,” Frank argued. “Why walk across the room to get the pliers if I left them on the TV stand?”

“Because the TV stand is for the TV!” I cried. “Not for pliers! Pliers belong in a toolbox!”

Frank looked at me. He took a sip of his beer. The humor faded from his eyes, replaced by a flicker of something else. Insecurity?

“Look,” he said, his voice dropping to that rough, quiet register. “I know it’s a lot. I know it’s not Oxford. I don’t have a steamer for my socks. I don’t have... coasters.”

He looked around the room, seeing it through my eyes. The clutter. The chaos.

“If it’s too much,” he said, “we can find a bigger place. Or I can build a shed. For me. You can have the house.”

My heart squeezed. He thought I was judging him. He thought I saw his life as something to be fixed, rather than shared.

I set my beer down on the table. (Directly on the wood. No coaster).

“I don’t want the house, Frank,” I said. “I want you. I just... I need to know there’s space for me in it. Not just for my tea, but for my syntax. For the way I think.”

Frank looked at the bookshelf, where my copy of The Great Gatsby was now wedged between a manual for a diesel engine and a jar of sea glass.

“There’s space,” he said firmly.

He stood up. He walked over to the kitchen island—the one covered in the lawnmower engine.

Without a word, he picked up the engine block. It must have weighed forty pounds. He hefted it like it was a pillow.

He walked to the back door, kicked it open, and marched out to the porch. There was a heavy thud.

He came back in, wiping his hands on his jeans. The island was clear.

“There,” he said, pointing to the empty expanse of butcher block. “That’s your zone. For the laptop. For the thesis. For the lists.”

He walked over to me, looking fierce and serious.

“I can’t change the way I think, Isla. My brain is always going to be a jumble of parts. But I can clear the deck. I can make room.”

I looked at the empty island. It was a grand gesture. In the language of Frank Hollis, moving an engine block was equivalent to a sonnet.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He pulled me up from the sofa and kissed me. It tasted of hops and compromise.

“Now,” he mumbled against my lips. “About the hubcap.”

“Yes?”

“Can we keep it? It belonged to my dad’s truck. The first one we fixed together.”

I looked at the chrome bowl, glinting in the kitchen light. It wasn’t just a hubcap. It was history. It was a palimpsest of his life.

“We can keep the hubcap,” I agreed. “But we are washing the socket wrench before it touches the apples.”

Frank laughed. “Deal.”

We went to bed in a room that smelled of lavender detergent (mine) and old cedar (his).

I lay there in the dark, listening to Frank’s steady breathing and the distant sound of the ocean.

It wasn’t perfect. It was messy. It was a farrago.

But as I drifted off, I realized something.

I didn't miss the silence.

To Do List:


	Locate the fire extinguisher (currently buried under a pile of National Geographics).

	Buy a spice rack (Frank suggested using a tackle box; I am considering it).

	Accept that "Industrial Chic" is now my permanent aesthetic.
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​Chapter Three
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​The Morphology of Morning

Word of the Day: Circadian (adjective)

Definition:


	Recurring naturally on a twenty-four-hour cycle, even in the absence of light fluctuations.

	The biological rhythm that dictates one person’s “rise and shine” is another person’s “cruel and unusual punishment.”



Usage:


“I discovered that Frank’s circadian rhythm was set to ‘Lobster Boat at Dawn,’ while mine was set to ‘Existential Dread until Caffeine,’ resulting in a morphological clash of civilizations before 7:00 AM.”



​Diary Entry: June 14th

Location: The Bathroom Floor (Hiding from the Radio)

Mood: Groggy and Litigious

There is a theory in linguistics that language shapes reality. If this is true, then the language of Frank’s morning routine is Fortissimo.

I am not a morning person. I am a mourning person. I mourn the loss of sleep. I require a period of silent, contemplative re-entry into the atmosphere, preferably accompanied by a cup of Earl Grey and zero sudden movements.

Frank, I discovered at 5:30 AM, greets the day like a golden retriever who has just been informed that the concept of "Ball" exists.

I was awakened not by a gentle kiss or a beam of sunlight, but by a sound that can only be described as a robotic auctioneer shouting numbers.

“...visibility poor, sea state moderate, wind northeast at fifteen knots...”

I peeled one eye open. The room was dark. The bed beside me was empty. The sound was coming from the kitchen down the hall.

I stumbled out of bed, wrapped myself in a robe, and shuffled toward the noise.

Frank was in the kitchen. He was fully dressed in flannel and jeans. He was making coffee with a machine that sounded like a jet engine preparing for takeoff. And he was whistling.

Whistling. At 5:35 AM.

“Morning, Sunshine!” he boomed, spotting me in the doorway. He looked disgustingly alert. His hair was wet from a shower I hadn't even heard.

“Frank,” I croaked. “What is that noise?”

“Shipping forecast,” he said, gesturing to the ancient radio on the counter. “Gotta know the swell. Vehement out there today.”

“It’s loud,” I whispered. “It’s vibrating my teeth.”

“It’s volume four,” Frank argued. He handed me a mug. It was black coffee. It smelled like tar and efficiency.

“I drink tea,” I reminded him, pushing the mug away gently. “Earl Grey. Steeped for four minutes. In silence.”

Frank looked at the mug. He looked at me.

“Right. The flower water. I forgot.”

He turned the radio down—from a shout to a dull roar—and started rummaging in the cupboard.

“So,” he said, tossing a tea bag into a mug with the casual violence of a basketball player making a free throw. “Big day. Gotta calibrate the winch on the tow truck. Then Sam and I are hauling a trawler at noon. What’s your plan?”

“My plan,” I said, leaning against the doorframe for structural support, “is to regain consciousness. Then, I need to shower. Which brings me to point number two.”

I held up a finger.

“The bathroom.”

“What about it?”

“It is wet,” I said. “Everywhere. The floor. The counter. The mirror. Did you shower, or did you just shake yourself dry like a spaniel?”

Frank grinned. It was that damn grin again.

“Efficiency, Teach. Shake and go. Who has time for towels?”

“I do,” I said. “And I need counter space. I went in there to brush my teeth, and my Vitamin C serum was in the soap dish.”

“Serum?” Frank asked. “Is that the little glass bottle? I thought it was beard oil.”

My eyes went wide.

“You... put it on your beard?”

“Just a dab. Smells like oranges. Make me look radiant?” He turned his head side to side, catching the light.

“That is forty-dollar architectural skincare, Frank! It is for collagen production, not for... facial foliage!”

He laughed. He actually laughed.

“Okay, okay. I’ll buy you more. And I’ll dry the floor.”

He walked over and wrapped his arms around me. He smelled of soap and coffee and the orange-scented theft of my expensive products.

“Look,” he said, resting his chin on my head. “I know I’m loud. I’ve lived alone for a long time. Barnacle never complained about the radio.”

As if on cue, Barnacle the cat walked into the kitchen, glared at the radio, and let out a long, suffering yowl.

“See?” I said. “Even the cat thinks the shipping forecast is aggressive.”

Frank sighed. He reached over and turned the radio off.

The silence that rushed back into the room was heavy, but sweet.

“Compromise,” he said. “No radio before 7:00 AM. I’ll use headphones for the forecast.”

“And the bathroom?”

“I’ll use a towel. And I won’t touch the potions.”

“Serums,” I corrected.

“Serums.”

He kissed my forehead.

“Make your tea, Teach. I’ll be in the garage. Quietly.”

He grabbed his travel mug and headed out the back door.

I stood in the kitchen. I looked at the silent radio. I looked at the kettle.

I made my tea. I stood by the window and watched Frank in the driveway, loading gear into his truck. He moved with a kind of kinetic joy, a man who loved the morning because it meant he could start fixing things.

I took a sip of Earl Grey.

I missed my silent apartment. I missed my dry bathroom floor.

But then Frank looked up at the window. He saw me. He waved—a big, enthusiastic wave that involved his whole arm.

I waved back.

I suppose I can learn to appreciate the morphology of a loud morning.

As long as he buys me more serum.

To Do List:


	Buy Frank his own beard oil (something that smells like sawdust, so he doesn't get confused).

	Purchase noise-canceling headphones. For me.

	Google "How to un-train a morning person."
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​Chapter Four
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​The Commute

Word of the Day: Permeable (adjective)

Definition:


	Allowing liquids or gases to pass through it.

	A description of the boundaries in Frank’s house, where the concept of “private property” is treated as a loose suggestion rather than a legal fact.



Usage:


“I attempted to explain the concept of a ‘closed door policy’ to the fishermen of Bracken Cove, but I discovered that Frank’s kitchen is a permeable membrane through which the entire town filters for coffee and advice.”



​Diary Entry: June 16th

Location: The Bracken Cove Public Library (Hiding behind the Biography section)

Mood: Displaced and Distracted

When I moved into Frank’s house, I imagined a new routine. I pictured myself sitting at the kitchen island—now cleared of engine parts thanks to our treaty—typing elegantly on my laptop while the morning sun streamed in. I imagined a domestic scholarship, a peaceful co-existence of academia and mechanics.

I failed to account for the fact that Frank’s house is not a home. It is a biological organism that sustains the entire ecosystem of the Salt Flats.

My plan for the day was simple: write the introduction to my new article, The Semiotics of Silence in Coastal Communities.

I sat down at 8:00 AM with my tea. Frank had left for the garage, whistling. The house was quiet.

At 8:12 AM, the back door opened.

I froze. I expected an axe murderer.

Instead, a man in bright orange waders walked in. He didn't knock. He didn't say hello. He walked straight to the coffee pot, poured himself a mug, and looked at me.

“Frank around?” he asked.

“He’s at work,” I said, clutching my robe. “Who are you?”

“Jim,” he said. “Need to borrow the torque wrench. The big one.”

“I don’t know where the big one is,” I said.

“I do,” Jim said.

He walked into the hallway, opened the coat closet, rummaged behind my trench coat, and pulled out a wrench the size of a leg bone.

“Tell him I took it,” Jim said. And left.

I sat there, blinking.

At 8:45 AM, Mrs. Higgins walked in. She was carrying a Tupperware container.

“Just dropping off some leftover haggis for Frank,” she announced, opening the fridge and shoving my almond milk aside. “He needs the iron. He looked pale yesterday.”

“He’s tanned, Mrs. Higgins,” I argued. “He works outside.”

“Pale,” she insisted. She looked at my laptop. “Writing another thesis? Isn’t one enough?”

“It’s an article,” I said. “About silence.”

“Well, don’t let me interrupt,” she said, and then proceeded to spend twenty minutes describing the dental hygienist’s reaction to the cardboard Angus. (Apparently, she found it “startling but authentic”).

At 9:30 AM, Finn Kline arrived with a loaf of bread.

At 10:15 AM, a golden retriever (not ours) wandered in, drank from the cat’s water bowl, and wandered out.

By 11:00 AM, I had written three words: Silence is elusive.

I realized then that I wasn't living in a house. I was living in Grand Central Station, if Grand Central Station smelled of diesel and sourdough.
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