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Tears coursed down my face as I tried to fight through the pain. There was no escape. I had gotten myself into this mess, and I could see no way out but through.


“You’ve only got sixty seconds, Dylan! And you’ve used up thirty of them crying.”


My best friend, Heaven, kept her eyes glued to one of her dad’s eight thousand stopwatches—perks of being a PE teacher’s daughter, I guess—as I shoved the sixth and final cracker in my mouth. Who knew that the saltine, a cracker so innocuously bland it was only eaten by people with stomach viruses, could be transformed into a weapon of mass destruction?


“All the crumbs must be eaten, Dyl! Wikipedia was very clear on that count.”


“Do you see any crumbs?” At least, I thought I said, “Do you see any crumbs?” But I could tell from Heaven’s face that I said something that sounded a lot more like “Ooee sshmaprhh oompums?”


“Ten seconds, Dyl. And you’ve got to swallow it.”


“I caaaaan’t,” I moaned through the most horrifically salty mouthful I’d ever encountered. I couldn’t do it.


“Don’t you dare touch that Snapple.”


My hand had gravitated unconsciously toward the deliciously cold, fruity refreshment perched temptingly on the coffee table. I whimpered.


“Time, Dylan, that’s time!” Heaven shook her head sadly. “I expected more from Little Miss Cast Iron Stomach. What happened to the Dylan Janis Leigh who got her picture on the wall at Pig in a Poke after she finished the Belly Buster in an almost record-breaking twenty-two minutes and forty-three seconds? Where’s that girl?”


My Pig in a Poke glory days were behind me. I had officially failed the Saltine Challenge, but at this point, all I cared about was getting those saltines out of my mouth. I looked around for someplace to spit.


“Yoo-hoo!” Heaven and I turned as we heard the front door slam. “Mama? Dylan? Y’all home?”


My big sister, Dusty, sashayed into the room with the confidence of someone who’d been spray-tanned since birth. I’d hoped once her yearlong reign as Miss Mississippi ended she’d be less pageant prissy, but apparently she was branded a beauty queen for life. Thank God Dusty hadn’t been crowned Miss America. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how insufferable she’d be if she’d actually won the whole thing.


I froze. Dusty wasn’t alone. She was being trailed by a cameraman, a guy holding a big fuzzy microphone, and a lady with a clipboard. That was one big camera. I felt like it was staring at me with its giant, eyelike lens.


“Whoa, Dylan,” Heaven said quietly, tapping the back of my hand. “You okay? You just went super white. Like, whiter than usual.”


“Dylan, what in the world is in your mouth?” Dusty had a special talent for making me feel like an idiot. Granted, at this exact moment in time I was being an idiot, but I swear, I could have been sitting in here doing my calc homework, and she still probably would have waltzed in and said, “Dylan, what in the world are you doing?”


“Saltines,” I mumbled, transfixed by the camera’s evil eye. Why wouldn’t it stop staring at me? Was it on? Was it recording me right that instant? Oh God.


“The cameras will be gone soon, Dyl,” Heaven whispered as she squeezed my hand. “You just have to deal with them a little bit longer.”


I needed the cameras to be gone yesterday. Being sixteen was excruciating enough on its own without having to worry about avoiding cameramen who could preserve every awkward moment. Granted, they weren’t there to film me, but they’d been dangerously close to getting my elbow in a shot one too many times. One of the many hazards of being six feet tall was limbs that seemed to go everywhere. And an inability to fade into the background. I envied five-foot-nothing Heaven her ability to hide, although my best friend, of course, was born to stand out. If Heaven were tall like me, I bet she would have been one of those girls who wore six-inch heels anyway and didn’t mind people staring.


“Honestly, Dylan, I can’t understand a thing you’re saying,” Dusty said with extreme exaggeration. Ever since Prince in Disguise and the Reality Channel had become a part of our lives, everything Dusty did, as long as the cameras were in the room, was with extreme exaggeration. “Unless you are regurgitatin’ a meal to feed some baby birds, I would appreciate it if you swallowed. Now.”


“She can’t,” Heaven supplied helpfully. “That’s the whole problem. She failed the Saltine Challenge.”


“Good Lord. Don’t you two have anything better to do with your time?” Dusty popped the lid off her enormous fountain soda—she rarely functioned without a liter or two of Diet Coke coursing through her bloodstream—and held it expectantly in front of my face. I was torn, because I desperately wanted the saltines gone. But I also knew that if I spat out those saltines, there was a 100 percent chance that some choice footage of what would definitely look like me vomiting into an empty soda cup would end up edited into the Prince in Disguise finale. I had been so careful all summer long to be gone when the cameras were around, or, if Mom forced me to be in the room, to be boring. To not do anything that would ever, ever make the final cut and air on TV. But somehow, regurgitating saltines into Dusty’s cup seemed like the lesser of two evils. I spat out all the cracker mush and feverishly gulped my Snapple.


“Dilly, where’s Mama?” Dusty asked once I’d set the nearly empty bottle back down on the coffee table.


Every “Dilly” Dusty had ever uttered was like nails on a chalkboard. Which she was fully aware of, and exactly why she persisted in calling me Dilly.


“She’s getting her teeth bleached,” I muttered, looking at the carpet instead of the camera. Mom’s endless pursuit of pearly whites was one of the side effects of being a cohost on Good Morning, Mississippi!


“Well, that’s all right; I really came to talk to you, anyway.” Dusty flashed her own recently bleached set of chompers. The two of them had probably single-handedly financed our dentist’s boat. Dusty is practically Mom’s clone. They’re both blond former pageant queens who people describe as “leggy” instead of “gangly,” which is usually what people call me. Before Dusty turned Princess Bride, she had even been planning on using her communications degree to follow Mom into a career in broadcast journalism. See? Total clones. And then there’s me—even taller, not nearly as blond, and totally unsuited for a tiara. In every way possible.


“Why do you have to talk to me?” I mumbled through gritted teeth. “I mean, why are you here with…them?” I inclined my head vaguely in the direction of the camera.


“Oh, ignore them.” Dusty waved her hands dismissively at the camera crew, silver Tiffany bracelets jangling on her long tan arms. “Just pretend they’re not even here.”


Right. Like that was possible.


“This isn’t a good time,” Heaven piped up bravely. “Dylan and I are very busy. She’s helping me with a, uh, a science project.”


It was a valiant attempt, but I knew Dusty well enough to know that nothing could deter her. She was just like all those stupid T-shirts she wore to the gym that said dumb things like “Southern girls are diamonds and buckshot!” or whatever. She looked pretty on the outside, but underneath, she was tough as the beef jerky they sold at the gas station.


I shot Heaven a grateful look and mouthed “Save yourself” as Dusty’s manicured talons closed around my wrists.


“Come here, baby sister.” Dusty hauled me onto the couch, where I landed with a fairly undignified thump.


“Is it on?” I whispered as Dusty sat down next to me, smoothing her skirt.


“Is what—Of course the camera’s on, that’s why it’s here, dummy. Dylan, just ignore it!” A cloud of annoyance passed across Dusty’s perma-grin. “Look at me. Me!” She snapped her fingers in my face, like I was a dog she was trying to train or something. I tore my gaze away from the carpet. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Heaven snapping her own fingers, lips smushed into a duckface I recognized instantly as her “annoyed Dusty” impression. I stifled a giggle.


“That’s better.” Dusty sighed contentedly. “Now, just keep your focus right on over here.” She waved her French manicure around her eyes. “Listen, Dilly—”


“Don’t call me that,” I muttered.


“Sorry,” she huffed. “Dylan.”


“Thank you.” I was surprised she listened. But she probably still wanted everyone at the Reality Channel to see her as the world’s greatest human-slash-sister.


“Listen, Dylan,” she started again, suddenly all smiles, like the last fifteen seconds hadn’t happened. Was it possible that reality TV was turning my sister into even more of a pageant-bot than she already was?


“I’m sorry, can we get the other one out of the shot?” the clipboard lady interrupted.


“The other one? Well, excuuuse me,” Heaven said. “Dylan, I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me. I believe there are some Cheetos in there who would appreciate my presence.” She stalked off.


“Heaven—” I protested meekly.


“Not staying where I’m not wanted!” she called as the kitchen door swung shut behind her. It was a dramatic exit, worthy of one of Tupelo High Show Choir’s finest.


Now I was really on my own.


“All right, go ahead, Dusty.”


“Dylan.” Dusty smiled again, as if my best friend hadn’t just been forcibly ejected from the living room. “You’ve been by my side my whole life. As my sister, as my friend, every step of the way.”


I stared at her blankly. Why did she sound so scripted? I felt like I’d landed onstage in a play but didn’t know any of the lines.


“Stop. Jiggling.”


“Huh—what?”


“Your knee.” She tapped it briskly. “Stop jiggling your damn knee. That won’t read well.”


I reddened and concentrated on gluing my knees together and sticking my socks to the floor. I never realized I was bouncing my knee up and down; it just kind of happened on its own. Despite Mom’s best efforts to drill it out of me.


“You were there as I started to fall in love with Ronan. And now it’s time for Ronan and me to start the journey of our lives together, as husband and wife. And it’s time for me to begin that journey with a countdown to the crown.”


“You’re not getting a crown,” I interrupted. “Ronan isn’t a prince. He’s a lord. You know you’re not actually going to be a princess, right? Just a lady. Or is it the Right Honorable Dusty?”


“She’s worse than I thought,” the woman with the clipboard muttered. “Dusty, keep going, honey,” she added, louder. “We’ll edit this all later.”


“Sweet Lord Jesus in heaven, Dylan, are you trying to kill me?” Dusty hissed between clenched teeth. “Can you just go with this? For once? Try not to make my life more difficult?”


“I’m not trying to be difficult,” I hissed back. “I just hate cameras. Which is why I told you clearly, explicitly, way back in the beginning, that I wanted no part in this.”


“Believe me, I am well aware.” Dusty grimaced. “You think I wanted you in this? Didn’t I do my damn best to keep you out of all of Prince in Disguise? Trust me, Dylan, this has nothing to do with me, and everything to do with the network. I tried to warn them about what you were like.”


About what I was like? What did that even mean? I didn’t want to be part of the stupid show anyway, but I couldn’t believe Dusty had wanted to keep me out so badly. It still stung, even though rationally I knew that didn’t make any sense.


“Dusty, let’s get going here,” the clipboard lady called out.


“Absolutely, Pamela!” Dusty trilled. “Just havin’ a little heart-to-heart with my baby sister.”


“A sister is a special friend!” I trilled, imitating Dusty’s saccharine tone. She elbowed me in the side.


“Ow!” I yelped.


“Don’t make fun of me!”


“Keep your bony elbows to yourself!”


“Girls!” Pamela barked. Both of us sat up straight. “I’ll cut right to the chase. As you know, Prince in Disguise has been a huge hit for the network.”


Prince in Disguise. What a stupid idea for a show. A “prince”—who isn’t a prince at all, just a lord, even though no one will listen to me no matter how many times I bring that up—comes to America and pretends to be not royal in order to find a good ol’-fashioned bride who loves him for what’s on the inside. Foolproof. Especially because reality TV has the best track record for matchmaking. There’s been, what, one successful Bachelor marriage in approximately four hundred seasons?


And unluckily for me, TRC sent Ronan Dougal Murray, Lord Dunleavy, to Tupelo, Mississippi, where he got one look at my sister making a very special Miss Mississippi appearance at Tupelo’s All-America City Family Picnic in the Park, and promptly fell head over heels in love. Or whatever passes for love on reality TV. I had nothing against Ronan, per se—he’d always been perfectly nice—but I was skeptical. How could you fall in love with someone you’d only dated in front of cameras for a matter of weeks? It was insane.


“We couldn’t be happier about how the series wrapped.” Pamela smiled at Dusty in a way that conveyed very little actual human happiness.


Of course they were happy. On what was supposed to be the last day of filming Prince in Disguise, when I thought we were done with the Reality Channel forever, Ronan revealed he was secretly a lord, and then he dropped to one knee and proposed to my sister. See? Ronan seemed nice, but he was probably insane. You don’t marry someone you just met. Did they not have Frozen in Scotland?


“To capitalize on Prince in Disguise’s success, TRC will be filming Happily Ever After with Dusty and Ronan: A Scottish Royal Wedding.”


“My big sis, the tall blond Kardashian,” I muttered. Dusty glared at me. Probably because I’d just shared her secret life goal out loud.


“But Dusty and Ronan have proven so popular that we’d like to be able to share more than just their special day with their fans.”


“You have fans?” I asked archly. Dusty ignored me. I knew she had fans. I just preferred to pretend that these fans didn’t exist, that there were no Dusty and Ronan message boards or Us Weeklys with my sister’s face splashed across the cover. It was too weird to think about total strangers somehow being invested in my sister’s wedding. In her life. Way too weird.


“Which is why,” Pamela continued, like I hadn’t said anything, “we will also be filming Countdown to the Crown, showing the weeks of planning and prep we’ll need leading up to the wedding. It will all be filmed at Ronan’s family estate in the Highlands.”


Countdown to the Crown. Seriously? No wonder Dusty thought she was getting a tiara. The entire network was in on this delusion.


“Sounds delightful. Thanks for the info. I’ll be sure to circle it in my TV Guide. Have fun in Scotland, Dusty!” I brimmed with false cheer. “Why are you telling me this?”


“Because, Dylan, although you aren’t exactly what we…expected”—Pamela looked at me like I was a flaming bag of poo on her doorstep—“the whole royal-wedding-sisters concept has tested very, very positively with our focus groups. Blame the Middletons. People want to see Dusty with her sister by her side. They want American Middletons. So even though…Well, the benefits outweigh the risks. That’s what editing’s for, right?”


“Benefits of what?” I asked suspiciously.


“You coming to Scotland with me,” Dusty said bluntly. “For the show. Filmin’ the whole Countdown to the Crown. Mama’s coming, too, obviously.”


“No,” I gasped. “What? No. I will not be on the show. I cannot be a part of any Countdown to the Crown. Dusty, you know I hate cameras!” I pleaded. “This isn’t what we talked about. I thought they were just filming the wedding. You said people just wanted to see you and Ronan and some impressive tablescapes. And you promised that there would only be blurry background shots of me bridesmaiding!”


I knew I sounded like an ungrateful troll who didn’t want to be part of her big sister’s wedding, but being a featured member of some random royal spin-off sounded like actual hell on earth. Of course I wanted to be at Dusty’s wedding—I just didn’t want anyone looking at me while I was there. And I certainly didn’t want anyone filming me.


“Things change,” Dusty said coolly.


“I am not reality TV material,” I insisted. And I certainly wasn’t any kind of American Middleton.


“No kidding.”


“I can’t do this. What about school? School’s important,” I babbled. “I can’t miss that much school.”


“We’re on a pretty tight timeline here—Countdown to the Crown, wedding included, will wrap in three weeks. And we’ll primarily be filming during your Christmas break, so you won’t miss that much school.”


Great. Not only was Dusty ruining Christmas—seriously, who else besides my insane sister would be selfish enough to have a Christmas Eve wedding?—but now she was also stealing my whole vacation. I could kiss my grand plans of sleeping until noon and spending all day watching TV in my pajamas good-bye.


“Plus, Scotland will be a real once-in-a-lifetime learning opportunity! You’ll experience a new culture. See Europe!” Pamela continued, displaying more enthusiasm than I’d seen so far.


“Mama already signed off, Dylan. It’s happening. She’s not leaving a sixteen-year-old alone for almost a month. You’re coming to Scotland.”


“But—I—I—”


It’s not like I had anything against going to Scotland. Of course not. I would have loved to go to Scotland. In a situation that in no way, shape, or form involved filming a television show.


“The network needs you, Dylan,” Pamela said. Then she added, as an afterthought, “So does your sister.”


“Get on board, little sis. Because you’re coming if I have to handcuff you to the airplane seat.”


I blanched. For all her sunny Southern-belle charm, Dusty was not above using brute force. She fought dirty. Like biting dirty. Oh God. I was trapped, wasn’t I? Totally, completely trapped. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so good.


“All right. The sister’s on board. Just give us one for the cameras, Dusty,” Pamela instructed.


“Dylan.” Dusty clasped my hands in hers. Were those actual tears shining in her eyes? She took a deep breath. “Will you be the Pippa to my Kate?”


And it was a real good thing I hadn’t swallowed those saltines, because otherwise, they would have come right back up.




[image: ]


Whoever thought Scotland in December would be romantic was probably deranged. Actually, considering that Dusty, clipboard Pamela, and whatever depraved minds ran TRC had cooked this spectacle up, they were definitely deranged.


I stamped my sneakers against the gravel of the parking lot, trying to get feeling back in my toes. I should have been enjoying my last few moments of precious freedom from the cameras, but I couldn’t focus on anything besides the fact that I was slowly freezing to death. Well, not that slowly. Hugging my arms tighter around myself, I watched my breath puff white clouds in the crisp air. Forty minutes. It had been forty minutes.


I pulled the TRC travel itinerary out of my jeans pocket and unfolded it, checking one more time. Yup, there it was, in Times New Roman black and white—Kit Kirby, groomsman, will pick Dylan up at the Dunkeld & Birnam train station. Here I was. At Dunkeld & Birnam. At the train station. And no Kit Kirby.


When I’d convinced Mom that she and Dusty should leave a few days before me so I could take my Spanish test, I thought I’d won the lottery. I mean, two extra days free from TRC? I’d take it. But now, I wasn’t so sure. I was pretty confident that TRC wouldn’t have left Dusty stranded at the Dunkeld & Birnam train station. Actually, “station” was a generous term. It was a platform in the middle of the woods. There was no actual station building I could wait inside to shelter myself against the elements—just a cement platform plonked down beside two solitary-looking train tracks in a copse of leafless trees, their barren brown branches scratching at the leaden sky.


“Shouldn’t there be snow?” I muttered, more to watch my breath continue puffing white than for any other reason. I wasn’t usually in the habit of talking to myself, but, well, it had been forty minutes. I was not the type of person who did well left alone with her thoughts.


“Not this year,” a male voice cheerfully responded. “Not yet, at any rate.”


“What the—” I whirled around, nearly toppling over my suitcase. How long had this apparition in a charcoal peacoat been standing behind me?


“No snow yet this year. It’s a bit brown, wouldn’t you say?” the apparition continued as I tried to regain my balance, spreading my arms out wide for leverage. “It’ll look much better once the snow comes in. Less bleak. At the moment it’s downright Brontë-esque. Brontë-ian?” He furrowed his brow, deciding. “Neither sounds right. Either way, it’s bloody Wuthering Heights: Even Farther North up here.”


“You scared me!”


“Sorry about that.” His continued cheeriness was proving extremely annoying. “I thought you knew I was there, considering you were talking to me.”


“I wasn’t—I mean I was—I mean—Are you Kit Kirby?”


“No.” He shook his head, then adjusted the striped scarf around his neck. “Sorry. Should I be?”


“Yes,” I snapped. “And you should have been Kit Kirby an hour ago.”


“Right. Terribly sorry about that.” An amused smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Haven’t quite mastered the art of identity theft as of yet. Or transfiguration. Sadly, never got my Hogwarts letter.”


I frowned at him. Not even a Harry Potter ref could distract me from my frigid state, and my annoyance with the boy who was most assuredly not Kit Kirby. Not-Kit-Kirby was tall, taller than me even, with hair so dark it was almost black and surprisingly light blue eyes. He was so pale that if I was the kind of girl who thought vampires were hot, I might have found him attractive, but I’m not. So I didn’t.


“I’ve been waiting here for almost an hour.” I hopped back and forth, trying to keep my legs from going numb. That was sort of out of nowhere, yes, but I had a vested interest in turning this conversation toward how I could get inside.


“That’s dreadful. Why didn’t you ring someone?” His brow crinkled in confusion.


“My cell phone doesn’t work over here.”


“There’s a pay phone, actually,” he said kindly, as though he were explaining something to a small, confused child. I jerked my thumb at the handwritten Out of Order sign. “Ah. Right.” He nodded swiftly. “You were waiting for Kit Kirby, you say?”


“Mmm-hmm,” I murmured, hugging myself again.


“Here for Ronan’s wedding, then, are you?”


“Yeah.” I was slightly taken aback. How did he know? “Are you Kit Kirby’s replacement? Or does the whole country know about this spectacle?”


“A bit of both, really,” he said. “Seems like all of Perth has been turned upside down.”


“Tell me about it.” I didn’t know what Perth was, but I sure felt like everything had been turned upside down since TRC came into our lives.


“Although I have to admit, I didn’t come specifically to fetch you. I was just taking a shortcut through the station when you addressed me. This is a bit of a happy coincidence.”


“Lucky me,” I muttered. “Assuming you’re not a murderer, and since you seem to know who Ronan is, do you mind giving me a ride to his estate? Where’s your car?”


“Not a murderer. Although, look at Raskolnikov. We don’t really know what we’re capable of, do we?”


“Car?” I repeated. What a weirdo. Now was not the time for Russian literature. Although honestly, was it ever the time for five hundred pages of suffering? One slog through Crime and Punishment had been more than enough for me.


“What car?”


“Your. Car,” I enunciated clearly through clenched teeth. He seemed a bit on his own planet, one where he was hanging out with wizards and Russian ax murderers.


“Oh, I haven’t got a car.” He stuck his hands in his pocket and smiled. “I’ve got a fantastic bicycle, though. Left her at home, sadly.”


“Her?”


“Mrs. Manson Mingott. She’s a real lady.”


“Oh-kay,” I sighed. “You have no car. How are we—or how am I, at least—getting to the estate?”


“Oh, that’s terribly far from here.” He shook his head sadly.


“Of course it is,” I muttered. “Can you at least point me in the direction of somewhere warm?”


“I’ll do you one better.” He reached toward me, and I stepped back to avoid contact as his fingers closed around the handle on my suitcase. “I’ll take you there myself.”


“In what? Your nonexistent car? The handlebars of your invisible Mrs. Maggleby Marjorine bike?”


“Mrs. Manson Mingott,” he corrected me. “It’s not a far walk. Not to somewhere warm, at any rate. Town’s just down the hill there.” He started rolling my suitcase through the gravel and out of the train station’s parking lot. “You Americans.” He chuckled. “Always driving everywhere.”


“That’s more of an LA thing, actually.” I bristled. Not that I actually knew that, never having been to LA. But I read stuff. “We walk plenty in Mississippi.”


“Mississippi? You’re a friend of Dusty’s, then?”


“I’m her sister.”


“You are?” He whipped around to face me, mouth hanging open.


“Don’t look so shocked. It’s not completely impossible.”


“No—no—of course not,” he sputtered. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You’re just very…”


“Different,” I supplied. “I know.”


“Different is good,” he said simply, and in spite of myself, I was weirdly pleased by it. Dusty tended to bring out the defensive side of me—it was hard being the little sister of the most beautiful girl in Tupelo, not to mention that she had been my high school’s head cheerleader, class president, prom queen, and yearbook editor. Someday, I wanted to live in a place where I never heard “You’re Dusty’s sister?” ever again.


We turned out of the parking lot and onto the road, where the cobblestoned sidewalk was so narrow we had to walk single file, affording me a view of the back of his head and not much else. His dark hair was so close to black it glinted almost blue in the afternoon light. “I was mostly surprised because you sound nothing like Dusty. Are you sure you’re related?”


“Pretty sure. Or I’m in for a very surprising revelation on this season of Prince in Disguise.”


He smiled. “Why don’t you have an American accent?”


“I do. I just don’t have a Southern accent.”


“Well, why not?”


“I squelched it. Like a bug. Which, I see, with regards to your own accent, you have made no such effort to do.”


“Why on earth would I want to?”


“You’re practically unintelligible.”


At that, he laughed out loud. Which was nice, I guess, since I was being kind of unfairly grumpy. It wasn’t his fault that I’d been stuck outside for so long. I should have been grateful that he was taking me to town, and, presumably, somewhere warm.


“My English master at Eton would be very displeased to hear that.”


I grunted in response, since I wasn’t sure what Eton was. A school? Probably.


“What’s your name, Dusty’s mysterious sister?”


“Dylan.”


“Dylan,” he mused, like he was turning it over in his mouth. “That’s a boy’s name, isn’t it?”


“You’re a boy’s name.”


“Sorry?”


“Nothing,” I mumbled.


“I didn’t mean to offend you.” He turned to face me, and his eyes were so blue they were really disconcerting. “Dylan is a terrific name. An absolutely top-notch poet. Oof, except for that horrid Child’s Christmas in Wales. Can’t stand it. Absolutely appalling. But aside from that, he’s really not bad. You should be honored, truly.”


“Oh. Thank you.” No one had ever reacted to my name quite like that before. And I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I was pretty sure I was named after Bob Dylan, not Dylan Thomas.


“They grow them big in the States, don’t they?”


“Excuse me?”


“You and Dusty. And your mum. You’re the tallest girls I’ve ever seen.”


“Oh. Yeah. We’re pretty tall.”


I never knew what to say to that. I mean…I knew I was tall. It wasn’t a surprise.


“It’s a nice change of pace, to look a girl straight in the eyes. The women in my life seem to be positively Lilliputian. Real hobbits, all of them.”


I couldn’t get a read on this guy. Maybe it was some kind of British/American cultural divide. Historically, from my limited exposure to BBC programming, I didn’t tend to get their sense of humor.


“I’m Jamie.” He lifted the suitcase over a particularly large rift in the narrow cobblestoned sidewalk. “Since you didn’t ask.”


“Nice to meet you, Jamie. Sorry,” I apologized. “I have terrible manners.”


“As I expected. You are American, after all.”


I glowered at him, but he turned around to flash me a grin. Kidding, then. I smiled back.


“This must be that famous British humor I’ve heard so much about.”


“Ah, yes,” he sighed. “The classic deadpan sarcasm of the Commonwealth. One of our greatest cultural legacies. Although I think the coming weeks will reveal themselves to be more of a satire.”


“Not theater of the absurd?”


“Nice.” He nodded. “A fairy-tale wedding, as envisioned by Ionesco. He’d be mad for reality TV, don’t you think?”


I mmmed noncommittally. Note to self: must stop referencing major artistic movements unless extremely well informed as to the particulars of said movements. This guy had already dropped more literary references in ten minutes than my English teacher had in the past three months.


“And here I’d thought America’s only great cultural legacy was deep-frying everything.”


“Hey now,” I objected. “What about fish and chips? That’s deep-fried. And it’s, like, your national dish.”


“That’s classic. You deep-fry ghastly things.”


The cobblestoned sidewalk narrowed even more as we moved onto a bridge. I sneaked a peek over the side to see a wide river flowing lazily downstream, bare branches reflected in its dark surface. Kind of pretty, in a spare sort of way.


“Ghastly?” I smiled. Not a word I’d heard in a long time. “We deep-fry delicious things. You haven’t lived ’til you’ve had a deep-fried Reese’s.”


“I don’t think I’ve had any type of Reese’s, and I’m quite happy with the amount I’ve lived, thank you very much.”


“Really? Never had a chocolate peanut-butter cup?”


“Oh, peanut butter, bleagh.” He made an odd sound low in his throat, like a cat with a hair ball. “Why are all you Americans so obsessed with peanut butter? It’s bizarre.”


“You’ve clearly been doing peanut butter wrong.”


“There’s a right way?”


“Yes. Forget the jelly. It’s all about chocolate.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“And anyway, the deep-fried candy bar was invented in the UK. Deep-fried Mars bars. They originated at a chip shop in Scotland. So, that’s on you, actually.”


He stopped suddenly, about halfway over the bridge, and I narrowly avoided colliding with him.


“How on earth do you know that?”


“I watch a lot of Food Network,” I muttered. God, I really needed to stop watching so much TV. Although that little tidbit had come in handy. So one point for TV, then.


“Fascinating,” he murmured. “And welcome to Dunkeld,” he added at a normal volume.


I followed the sweep of his arm to see a small town nestled at the bottom of a valley. Once I got over my initial embarrassment at how close the town was to the station—I could easily have found it if I’d ventured thirty yards from the train platform—I was somewhat caught off guard by its cuteness. The whole place was adorable. Small buildings with thatched roofs and wooden doors lined the narrow cobblestoned streets. Soft gray curls of smoke puffed out of squat, round chimneys into the pale blue sky.


“It’s lovely,” I said softly, in a voice that didn’t sound anything like mine.


“It’s really not bad. Rather nice place for the Dunleavy seat.”


“Yeah, Ronan was lucky to grow up here,” I said somewhat wistfully. Not that I had anything against downtown Tupelo. But it sure didn’t look like this. “Are you from here, too?”


“Me? No, of course not,” he scoffed. “I’m from Bakewell. It’s about three hours north of London.”


“So you’re not Scottish?”


“No, English.” He seemed surprised. “I thought you knew. The accent. And the fact that you said my national dish was fish and chips. Not haggis.”


“Oh. Um, well, I knew you sounded different from Ronan. I just didn’t really…think about it,” I finished lamely. Since Jamie was involved with the wedding, I just sort of assumed they were from the same place. I mean, all of my friends were from Tupelo.


“Quite all right. I doubt I could discern a Mississippian from an Alabaman when push came to shove.” He turned to face me. “Good Lord, your lips.”


“My—my—what?!” I squeaked.


“Your lips.” He leaned closer. Where was he going? I was frozen, and not because of the cold. “My God, they’re positively blue.”


“Oh…yeah. Well, I told you I was cold,” I said defensively. Not that I thought he had just been captivated by my lips. Although maybe my lips were captivating. I’d never given them much thought before. But the fact that they had, as of yet, failed to captivate anyone, would lead me to conclude that they weren’t.


“We need to get you inside, by the fire, preferably with tea, as soon as is humanly possible. To the Atholl Arms!” He took off running, somehow managing to drag my suitcase behind him.


“The Atholl Arms?” I blurted out in disbelief, spirits lifting as my lungs expanded and I broke into a run, all of my half-eaten plane snacks rattling in my backpack as it bounced. There was always something about those first few steps of a run, as my arms pumped and my feet left the pavement, that made it impossible not to smile.


“Yes, it sounds a bit like arsehole, doesn’t it?” he yelled behind him as he thundered down the hill into town. I caught up with him easily but stayed a few paces behind to follow him. He didn’t have the stride of a seasoned runner, but his legs were so long that he was covering quite a bit of ground rather quickly. Especially for someone in corduroys who was rolling a fairly large suitcase behind him. “No relation, I’m sure. Although I hear the first Duke of Atholl was a bit of a wanker.”


Wanker. English over here was a whole different language.


In a matter of minutes, we arrived downtown. Fortunately, the Atholl Arms was the first building we encountered. Jamie flung open the rustic wooden door with dramatic flair and ducked inside. Ducking too, I followed.


Inside, everything was decidedly peachy. And floral. Directly in front of us was a large wooden front desk with rows of keys behind it and a curved staircase bedecked with evergreen boughs, big red bows, and twinkling Christmas lights. So the Atholl Arms was a hotel, then. To the left was a pub, the faint sounds of a televised sporting event humming softly in the background, and to the right a flickering fireplace and the overstuffed couches in the lobby beckoned temptingly.


“Your strongest pot of PG Tips, posthaste, Tilly!” Jamie bellowed, causing the woman behind the front desk to jump out of her seat and drop the thick paperback from her hands.


“I don’t know what PG Tips is, but I probably don’t like it,” I mumbled, staring longingly at the plush maroon couch. My beverage preferences tended to fall pretty squarely in the Snapple family.


“Goodness, Jamie, she’s nearly blue.” The woman bustled out from behind the counter, revealing a festive cardigan and an ankle-length skirt that clashed merrily with her frosted blond hair and vibrant eye shadow.


“It was nothing of my doing, madam!” Idly, I wondered how they knew each other, if Jamie wasn’t from here, but suddenly I felt like I was being drowned by waves of tiredness, sleepy in the warmth, and was more than happy to let them steer me toward the couch in front of the fire, narrowly avoiding a collision with a fat Christmas tree tucked into a corner of the lobby. “I was the gallant rescuer, I assure you,” Jamie continued as they sat me down. “If it weren’t for me, she’d most definitely be frozen solid.”


“She is, nearly,” Tilly clucked.


I sank into the couch. It was even plusher than it had looked. Really, it had surpassed plushy and gone right on to squashy. Bliss. “One pot of tea, then. Or maybe that isn’t strong enough. Should I bring the brandy snifter?”


“I wouldn’t, if I were you. She’s American. They can be positively puritanical about spirits.”


“American?” I could hear a smile in the soft burr of Tilly’s accent. “Goodness, Jamie. Gotten yourself into a Buccaneers situation, have you?”


“Hardly, Tilly,” he said. “Not all Americans have come crashing out of Edith Wharton novels.”


As Tilly chuckled softly, my last thought, before my eyes closed, was that I wasn’t nearly well-read enough for this kind of banter.
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“Dylan, wake up.”


“Just five more minutes, Mom.”


“Seriously, Dylan, you’ve got to get up. Or you’ll never be able to fall asleep tonight.”


“Don’t care.” I burrowed deeper under the blankets. The sheets were soft, but something was scratching my cheek. I pushed it off. Where was Teddy? I felt around for him but came up empty.


“Dylan.” Something shook me. “Get up. Now. Or the jet lag will ruin you from here to next Tuesday.”


Jet lag…jet lag…Scotland! I wasn’t at home in my bed at all, and Teddy was still packed. Whose bed was I in? I sat bolt upright as my eyes flew open.


“Good gravy, Dylan, you nearly knocked me unconscious!” Mom yelped as she sprang off the side of the bed.


“Thank goodness for those Piloxing reflexes.” I drew the scratchy plaid blanket closer to my chin and snuggled back down into a horizontal position. It was decidedly chilly outside the bed’s environs.


“If you’re awake enough to mock core-based cardio fusion exercises, then you’re plenty awake. Up, please.”


Grumbling, I complied and hoisted myself up to my elbows. The effort was nearly Herculean.


“Where am I?” I looked around the room, past the glistening mahogany of the four-poster bed frame to see a matching wooden dressing table with a mirror and a giant armoire. The walls were deep green and covered in paintings of horses. Horses jumping, horses standing majestically, horses frolicking with hounds. This bedroom was designed for a My Little Pony fan with a penchant for plaid.


“This is Dunyvaig Castle. Ronan’s family estate.” Mom walked back toward the bed and smoothed the top blanket, her Pandora bracelets gently tinkling as they slid together. I looked out the small window, set between navy plaid curtains in a wall that was definitely stone, to see a foggy expanse of graying fields that instantly brought to mind the word “moors.”


“But…the Atholl Arms…”


“TRC sent a van down to get you. One of the groomsmen called. They tried to wake you, but you wouldn’t get up. They had to carry you into the van.”


Huh. That sounded vaguely familiar, but the memory was so fuzzy it was almost like I’d watched it happen to someone else on TV. I was happy I had finally warmed up but disturbed that I was so easy to kidnap.


“What time is it?” I asked groggily. My view out the window wasn’t giving me any clues. I certainly couldn’t see the sun outside. The weather could only be described as “gray.”


“Nine. You slept right through dinner.”


“Oh. Huh. That’s a first.”


“I know.” She smiled, her eyes crinkling in a way I knew she hated, but I loved. The faint lines around her eyes made her look more like Mom, and less like the Newscaster Barbie the rest of Tupelo saw every morning. “Luckily, you’re still in time for breakfast. But you’ve only got half an hour.”


“Then what are we waiting for?!” I leaped out of bed, nearly hissing in pain as my feet hit the ice-cold floor. I hopped toward my suitcase, ferreting around until I found my thickest pair of socks, which happened to be printed with penguins wearing scarves—an old Christmas present from Meemaw. “You’d think a prince would be able to splurge on the heating bill a little bit,” I muttered as I pulled on the penguins.


“If you so much as whisper a hint that you are cold anywhere near Ronan’s family—” Mom’s tone had turned as icy as the floor.


“Jeez, Mom, I’m not that rude—”


“I will tell TRC you want your own spin-off,” she finished. Sometimes it was easy to see where Dusty got her iron will from. Except Mom was way craftier than her eldest daughter. Dusty’s threats all tended to be of the brute force variety, but Mom could come up with the kind of twisted things that would make a Disney villain shake in his animated boots. And even though I was pretty sure it was an idle threat, I could still feel cold sweat beading on my brow at the thought of it. “Swear to God, Dyl. You’ll be locked into a reality series ’til you turn eighteen. This place probably costs a fortune to heat, and it is none of our concern.”


“Mom, enough with the Machiavellian treatment! I’ll suffer in silence! Swear.”


“That’s my girl. Now, are you going to change out of those grody jeans?”


And that’s my mom. Always concerned with my wardrobe. I looked down and realized I was wearing my same outfit from yesterday, which I guess was less disturbing than if an unknown someone had changed me into pajamas. Even if I didn’t smell particularly pleasant. I pulled a clean pair of jeans out of my suitcase.


“An equally grody pair of jeans. Perfect,” Mom said under her breath. Ignoring her, I pulled out a long-sleeved tee and a hoodie. I promised I wouldn’t say it was cold, not that I wouldn’t dress for the cold. “Meet me outside when you’re ready, Dyl. You’ll never find the dining room on your own.”


Jeez. How big was this place, anyway? Mom shut the door neatly, the engraved silver handle rattling slightly behind her.


What I had assumed was a closet turned out to be a private bathroom. At least this would be a plus for the next few weeks, I mused as I grabbed my toothbrush in an attempt to un-disgust myself. No sharing a bathroom. I could pee whenever I wanted. No more waiting while Dusty took forever doing her makeup and curling her hair and waxing her eyebrows and executing the rest of her endless beauty regime. Although I kept forgetting—Dusty didn’t live with us anymore. Soon enough, she wouldn’t even live in America anymore. So I guess her forty-minute-long showers weren’t really any of my concern. Looking in the porthole-size gilt mirror hanging over the round porcelain sink—contrary to Mom’s beliefs, I have some standards when it comes to personal appearance—I piled all my hair up into a weird bun thing and secured the front with a stretchy headband I found jammed inside my jeans pocket.


“You’re ready? This is dressed for breakfast?” Mom asked skeptically as I joined her in the hallway, shutting my bedroom door behind me.


“It’s not sweatpants.”


“Really setting the bar high there, kiddo.” Mom sighed. As always, she was impeccably turned out, even at nine in the morning. Although, since she usually had to be at the studio before dawn, nine was late for Mom. She smoothed her wrinkle-free slacks, her perfectly highlighted blond bob swinging against her collarbones.


“That’s a punchy color.” I eyed her sweater set as it burned my retinas.


“It’s called coral, Dylan.” She fiddled with the diamond stud in her ear. “A little color won’t kill you.”


Too late I realized I was wearing jeans, a navy hoodie, and a blue long-sleeved shirt. I probably looked like a sloppy Smurf. Oh well. It’s not like I was trying to impress anyone here.


“Blue’s a color,” I said defensively.


“It’s not the only color,” she countered.


Mom abruptly started walking down the hallway. As I followed, I worried about ever finding my room again. Just like in a hotel, the hall was lined with identical doors. Every so often a painting of some imposing-looking dude in an old-fashioned suit or—surprise—more horses broke up the monotony of hunter-green walls and dark wooden doors. Eventually, we arrived at a wide, curving staircase and descended two flights, emerging into a grand entryway. But before I could really take in the floor-to-ceiling velvet curtains and the huge roaring fireplace, Mom barreled down the hall and hung a left into a formal dining room.


Ah, breakfast. The greatest meal of the day. Except snacks. Although, by definition, snacks are not meals. So breakfast it is.


Mom went to join a group of strangers sitting around the long dining table, leaving me to get my breakfast on. Eagerly, I approached the buffet set out on the sideboard, watching steam curl gently into the air off the silver chafing dishes. Was this just for the show? Or was a breakfast buffet standard prince operation every morning? Because if so, for the first time, I could kind of see the appeal.


I picked up a china plate, surprised at its warmth. Nice touch. From a wicker basket lined with linen, I selected two slices of perfectly square white bread and popped them into the gleaming toaster, making a face at my reflection. Warmed plate clutched in my hot little hand, it was time to get down to business. Eggs—yes. I scooped up two fried eggs, then two more, careful not to burst the fat yellow yolks. Sausage—why not? I was usually more of a bacon girl, but those links looked damn tasty. And then…it got weird. Mushrooms? Tomatoes? Beans? These weren’t breakfast foods! And right at the end was the strangest thing of all, a little black hockey puck with weird bits in it. I poked at it experimentally with the tongs. No idea.


“Well, if it isn’t the Little Match Girl.”


“Excuse me?” Jamie. Of course. He of the endless literary allusions and the freakish blue eyes of a husky. I wondered if he’d been the one who carried me into the van. Probably not. He looked kind of twiggy. Although it was hard to tell with the enormous, ancient-looking Fair Isle sweater replete with moth holes he was sporting. The sole body part I could see was a large hand with narrow fingers holding a glass of orange juice. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who’d gotten the memo on bundling up.
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