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      "I see the guest of honor has arrived." Russell Picard looked up from repositioning the stack of dessert plates on the dining room table and nodded toward the living room. He momentarily hunched his shoulders against the breath of December-cold air that accompanied the person into the house, then rubbed the back of his neck as the draft subsided and the door closed. The furnace kicked on, and he shifted his gaze to the woman standing on the opposite side of the table. “Or should she have some other title? Guest of Honor might not be quite appropriate. Perhaps 'fool' or 'innocent lamb' would suit the occasion better.”

      Kate Dunbar—the woman standing on the opposite side of the table—set her array of small cheesecakes next to the plates. She couldn't match Russell for height or figure—he being tall and thin, with streaks of grey in his dull blond hair, and she being of average height and build. Nor could she claim longer residency in the small town of Beaudin Trace, Missouri. But they seemed to be of one mind when it came to books and movies, and that was enough to have forged a friendship. Her voice sounded curious when she responded to his statement. "Those words are a bit harsh. Why do you call her that?" Kate smoothed a wrinkle from the tartan table runner, and glanced at the newcomer.

      The woman who had garnered Kate's and Russell's comments was shaking hands with the earlier arrivals to Russell's house. Of medium height and figure, with brown hair and eyes, there was nothing physically outstanding that warranted the smiles and greetings nearly drowning her. Unless being the author of the book about to be discussed that afternoon merited the welcome. Or her Scottish attire of kilted skirt, shawl, and heather gem brooch drew the attention.

      "I merely said fool or innocent lamb best describes her because I doubt if she's ever sat through a verbal critique of anything. And obviously not for this book. It came on the market a week or so ago, so I doubt she's had the experience of people nitpicking her creation." He set a few of the small four-person-size cheesecakes onto a large platter and placed a silver serving spatula near them. "In my opinion, she's either brave, ignorant, or stupid to do this. I sure wouldn't suffer the slings and arrows of envious or egotistical people for anything I created, whether it's a book or my cooking or my gardening. I haven't that much confidence in most things I do. That's all I meant when I suggested guest of honor wasn't the most suitable title for her at the moment."

      Kate nodded, silently agreeing as she positioned the remaining cheesecakes on another platter. She was forty years old and had done something about her passion for baking rather late in life, starting a bakery several years ago. It had done well and had earned impressive word-of-mouth reviews, but she had changed the shop this past February into a bakery tailored for cats and dogs. And the occasional rabbit, hamster, ferret, gerbil, and guinea pig. She still was in the baking business, which she loved, but she now created food for four-legged customers, and that pleased her more. And she still catered the occasional people-oriented party, such as today's club meeting. It gave her something to think about other than dog biscuits.

      "I wish her luck," Russell added as he settled a small knife next to the spatula.

      "Well, I think she's very brave to come today. I couldn't stand to hear what people think about any effort of mine, at least not hear it right to my face. I'd turn beet-red and wouldn't be able to sleep for a week, much less ever speak to the person again. That is, if it's harsh criticism," she amended.

      "I couldn't do that either. But I suppose one can learn from the comments and apply any useful ones to the next book or painting or whatever." Russell nudged a basket of cookie cutters closer to the stack of plates so he could place a vase of heather on the table. "Carrie looks very Scottish today. Makes my attempt look downright pathetic." He ran his hand down the length of his plaid tie. "I thought my attire was fairly clever until Carrie arrived." He nodded toward the woman again, sighing. "Well, my tie will have to do." He straightened it as he readjusted the tie clip.

      "You're in the Scotland mood more than most anyone else here, Russell. Very braw. Fine. Handsome," she translated when he looked puzzled. "And your tie clasp is nice. And quite unique, I should think. I know it depicts a book and an arrow, but the other object..." She peered at it, trying to discern what the large rectangular shape was.

      "It's a movie camera. The arrow's pointing from the book to the camera." He removed the clip and held it so Kate could see it better. "A friend gave this to me at my retirement party yesterday. It's supposed to indicate 'book to movie.' As it turned out, a major percentage of movies that I reviewed for our local newspaper were book to movie productions. The books were usually better," he added, laughing, and replaced the tie clip.

      "I feel that way too most times. I wonder if it's because the reader has an envisioned picture of the characters and hears their voices in her head, so nothing on screen can improve the pre-conceived mental images."

      Russell shrugged and murmured that would be something to ask a psychologist. "I thought Carrie would be a good person to take over my spot as critic, since she knows so many books."

      "Did you ask her?"

      "Yeah. She didn't want to. I was disappointed, but I understood. She doesn't go to enough movies to know what constitutes good from bad."

      "I can understand that," Kate said, looking at the table with a critical eye. "Besides, I doubt that she really has the time for reviewing movies. She's got her bookshop to run. Slight exaggeration, but she seems to be there nearly twenty-four hours a day."

      Russell nodded and said he believed it. "I should pop in one of these days to see what she's done to that old place. I haven't been there for nearly a year, not since this past February, when she had that nice U.S. presidents-themed reading sale."

      "You need to drop in now. She does the shop up especially nice for Christmas."

      "Well, I guess the newspaper will find someone to pan and praise the latest flicks. I'm retired. I should be having fun and not think of work." He smiled and set a cup at each place setting.

      "Speaking of work... Do you miss being movie critic?"

      Russell exhaled heavily and shrugged. "I don't know yet. I just left the newspaper yesterday, so I haven't had time to get bored at home." He smiled and thrust his hands into his slacks pockets. "But I assume there will be occasions when I will miss it, though I think not on the whole. It's time I gave it up. I'm sixty years old, and I found my patience for what I consider a bad or poor movie was wearing thin. I haven't the time or patience for sitting through stupidity on the screen, or for people peddling the same junk movie after movie under a different title. It was time to vacate the job and save my good humor, such as it is."

      "If you feel that way, it's time to retire, I agree. Now, then..." Kate arranged several rolling pins, nesting measuring cups, and Scottish vacation souvenirs along the table's center length, then added some sprigs of holly and plaid bows to the collection. "We have to have a centerpiece," she explained when Russell looked at her handiwork. "Can't have a naked table."

      He smiled and said that would not set a very good precedent.

      She agreed, and added that this was as good as she could concoct to tie the decoration with Carrie's cookbook. After setting the place cards around the table, she laid a British Christmas cracker at each place setting, then stood back and gazed at the table. "I hope I've not made things confusing with the crackers, but they're so Christmasy, and Carrie's book is about Scotland, and the crackers go with the British theme of that. And since it's just two weeks until Christmas..."

      "It all ties together," Russell finished as he picked up one. He turned the cardboard tube in his hands, staring at the festive paper and ribbons that covered the cylinder. "I've seen photos of British crackers, but I've never been anywhere to actually pull one. How is this done?"

      "There are two tabs. One on each end of the tube. The traditional way of opening a cracker is for two people to each grab one of the small tabs and pull. Other people like to just open their crackers themselves, grabbing both ends and yanking on the tabs. I've heard twisting the end is best to get the thing open, but frankly, I've never seen much difference."

      "Brute force usually works wonders."

      Kate smiled and continued. "The cracker makes a snapping or cracking sound as it's torn apart."

      "Giving the cracker its name. Clever."

      "The tube is ripped open, and inside you'll find a little gift, a joke or riddle written on a slip of paper, and a crepe paper hat." She smiled, remembering some of the Christmas cracker events of her childhood. "It's silly but it's fun, especially when everyone wears their hats and finishes the meal. They've been a part of most British people's Christmases since the early 1900s, I think."

      "Not implying you look as though you could slip right into the 1900s, Kate, but your red-and-green plaid slacks add to this afternoon's seasonal air. Is that the Dunbar tartan or a special tartan for Christmas?"

      "It's the Dunbar plaid. It's just a coincidence it mimics the Christmas colors. There." She stood back as she finished with the table runner, nodding. "Did I put the knives and serving forks...? Oh, yes, they're next to that mint cheesecake. Good."

      "Pretty enough to eat. Well." He slid his arm around Kate's shoulder. "Shall we join the other book club members? I think they're about to begin. I hope it goes well."

      Kate looked at him, surprised. "Why shouldn't it go well?"

      "No specific reason. But I did hear Angela mention the book should be roasted instead of the recipe for baked goose."
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      Guest of Honor Carrie Cameron, owner of Wicked Creek Bookshop, took a chair next to the fireplace in Russell's Colonial-styled living room, and tried to look like a Guest of Honor. Although, Kate thought, glancing at the woman, she looks more like a patient sitting in a dentist's waiting room, about to have a root canal. Without the benefit of local anesthetic. Carrie clasped her hands on her lap, then pulled at a strand of her brunette hair and gave a weak smile to no one in particular, then grabbed the arms of her upholstered chair before once again resting her hands in her lap.

      Definitely nervous, Kate concluded. Well, she probably is, poor dear. This is her first book and her first appearance at one of these book groups. Maybe the fire's warmth will help her relax. She settled herself in one of the wood dining room chairs that had been dragged into the living room, and waited for the meeting to begin.

      Russell stood in front of the fireplace and reached for the wrought iron poker from the tool stand. Kate thought he was feeling Carrie's anxiety, for the tools clanged together and the entire stand threatened to fall over. But he corralled the various implements, righted the stand, and extracted the poker from the tangle of shovel, tongs, and bellows. The tools still swayed slightly, but the clanging of iron against iron had stopped, and now he jabbed the poker at one of the blazing logs.

      Another ripple of cold air ushered a last minute arrival into the house, and Russell nodded to the newcomer as the man draped his quilted jacket over the chair back and sat down. He looked ready for business, for he laid Carrie's cookbook on his lap.

      The man's arrival nudged the furnace into clicking on again, stirring the stagnant scent of pine into the air. Kate took a deep breath and reveled in the seasonal feeling.

      Russell turned back to the fire and spoke with Carrie for several moments before he switched on the Christmas tree's lights. Kate caught her breath. The room immediately felt alive. Oh, the fire had given the area that cozy feel, but there was something about lights on a tree that infused the space with a sense of magic and the anticipation of forthcoming wonder. Tree ornaments were fine, of course. Kate had dozens that either were family heirlooms or favorites from friends. And a garland or two, whether of evergreens or popcorn or shiny tinsel, contributed to the overall festive aura. But lights gave the tree depth and life, the colors reflecting off the shiny metallic balls and glass snowflakes. If one looked hard enough, she thought, one would be transported to anywhere in the world, to any century, to partake of that country's Christmas custom. Such was the power of the holiday for her.

      Evidently satisfied with the way the fire was burning and the look of the tree, Russell took a seat at the end of the couch and leaned back. Hosting the book club was old hat to him, but he had never held the get-together in December. Which was why he had prevailed upon Kate to supply the seasonally-flavored cheesecakes. He could whip up dips and simple appetizers, but he wanted something that was British, like scones or shortbread or plum pudding.  Something to go along with Carrie Cameron's Scottish cookbook. If the British fare was not possible, a Christmasy American food such as peanut butter balls or chocolate-cherry cookies would be just as nice. Either way, British or Christmas, Kate Dunbar's expertise was called for today. He didn't mind paying for her expertise.

      Another minute passed with the other members slowly taking their places. Two people came out of the kitchen, lingered by the dining room table to appreciate the decor, then wandered into the living room. Either fidgety or impatient for something to happen, Russell wandered over to the fireplace again. The fire was burning well, the pine wood sending fingers of smoke up the chimney and occasionally popping. Still, he grabbed the fireplace poker again and took out his exasperation on the log.

      Like the Christmas crackers awaiting the book club members in the dining room, Kate thought as a log cracked loudly and split in half. Then she shifted her gaze once more to Carrie. The woman seemed not to notice the fire, for she nodded and murmured greetings to the members as they seated themselves. She sat up straighter when club leader, Tara Tabb, sat down in the neighboring chair.

      "I'm so glad we have a nice-sized turnout for today's book club discussion." Tara Tabb—a short, precisely-dressed, business-oriented thirty-five year old woman who held the position of head librarian at the town's library—glanced around the room. Although her job and her axiom were 'Hard work never killed anyone,' she seemed to be making an effort to slow down from her usual frantic pace. She tugged on the hem of her Aran knit sweater so it lay flat against her gray slacks and actually smiled. "I assume our attendance is due in part to the wonderful cheesecakes baked by Kate Dunbar." She paused for the applause rippling through the room. "Many of us have been fortunate to taste Kate's outstanding cuisine through the years, so we are very honored to once again have this treat awaiting us at the end of our discussion. We also are fortunate to have our meeting in Russell's charming house, for which I thank you."

      Russell nodded on his return to the couch, and waved his hand to acknowledge the murmurs of thanks.

      "And of course, I hardly need say that we have turned out to discuss Carrie Cameron's book. A Scottish cookbook peppered with reminiscences of her life growing up in Scotland."

      Carrie smiled rather tentatively, as though she didn't know if she should say something now or wait until the discussion began.

      "Carrie obviously is our guest, not belonging to our book club, but we extend our welcome to her without hesitation. She was invited by club member Harold Gibler who suggested that we might find her recipes and anecdotes interesting. I will say now, before we begin, that I am grateful to you, Harold. This book is unlike anything I've read and it deserves to be spotlighted."

      Harold raised his hand and leaned forward in his chair. "Thank you, Tara. I anticipate a heart-felt conversation about the book and trust I shall not be disappointed with the quantity or quality of participant discussions. I'll say no more until we begin the formal analysis except to say Carrie's book has opened my eyes to the wider realm." He was a tall, thin man with salt-and-pepper hued hair that always seemed to be eager to rush off somewhere even when Harold was sitting. His disarrayed coiffeur was in sharp contrast to his tailored black slacks, silver-buttoned plaid vest, and white shirt. He cleared his throat and added, "Please don't take my statement amiss. I believe that is a good thing. We all need to experience a wider realm."

      Tara nodded and rushed on. "So, I thank you for coming to our book club discussion this afternoon, Carrie, and for giving us a few hours from your busy day. I'm sure we appreciate it even more so since it is Saturday, and your bookshop is usually crowded on the weekends."

      Carrie smiled, shifting her gaze from Harold to Tara. She cleared her throat. "I was glad tae be asked. As ye might know, the book came out two weeks ago, so ye are the first group that's honored me in this way." Although a slight Scottish burr colored her speech, it wasn't thick. That was due, she always said when asked, because she had left Scotland when she had been twenty-one and lived in Missouri now for nearly twenty years. "My goal wi' this cookery book is o' course tae have the recipes in it used and treasured by others, recipes that were dear tae me growin' up in Scotland. But I also wanted tae include some short pieces about my life in Glenatoll. It's on the north side o' Loch Lewes, in the Highlands." She paused, looking as if she expected murmurs of acknowledgement about the village, or someone jumping up and saying of course, he had vacationed there once. When nothing was said, Carrie pressed her lips together and sank back in her chair.

      Tara turned to the club members and spoke slightly louder. "Pardon me if you're familiar with Carrie or her shop, but just as a refresher... She owns the fabulous Wicked Creek Bookshop in town. She started the store soon after arriving in Beaudin Trace, and has created a much-loved place not only to browse and purchase books but also for booklovers to meet and chat with authors at book signings. Her shop is known for hosting local authors' works, but of course authors from all over the world have found a warm welcome at Wicked Creek. The store wallows in a cozy atmosphere that calls us to slow down, choose a book, and browse its pages prior to purchase." She paused as a few murmurs swept through the group, then turned toward Carrie again. "I am so very glad you have made Beaudin Trace your town, Carrie, and very glad you are with us this afternoon.  So, on that note, please join me in welcoming our newest local author, Carrie Cameron."

      A few people clapped, some nodded, and several offered verbal welcomes. Carrie smiled shyly, blushed, and angled forward expectantly in her chair.

      "Now," Tara said when the greetings had died. "Who would like to begin the discussion? Shall we start it off by simply going around the circle? You can ask Carrie a question or bring up a topic of conversation from the book. Fred, why don't you start us off? You're sitting closest to Carrie."

      Fred—a man who looked like all he had done to spruce up for the meeting was to comb his hair—shrugged. He appeared to be wearing the same pair of jeans and sweatshirt he had put on for his morning workout. Or for cleaning out the garage. Focusing on Tara, he said in a bored tone, "It was okay."

      "Can you expound on that? Why did you like it, or what parts did you find interesting?"

      Fred angled his head and shrugged again. "Nothing stuck out. It was okay."

      "Alright. Thank you for your comment. Gabrielle? What was your reaction to the book?"

      Gabrielle crossed her legs and sank back in her chair. Her fingertips stroked the striped satin fabric of the chair's arms and she stared at Tara. "Same as Fred. It was okay."

      "No specifics? That doesn't help Carrie very much."

      "I don't know. Nothing stood out as good or bad. Just kind of uniformly bland. Just okay."

      Tara sighed, and the tip of her thumb stroked the back of her wedding ring in her frustration. "Angela, you're next in the circle. What did you think of the book? Did any of the recipes sound intriguing? Did you like one particular personal reminiscence over any of the others she related? Let's have some specifics."

      Angela placed her hand on the cover of the book, looking as if what she was about to say was the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. She also looked tired, as though her fifty years of life were wearing her out. Or perhaps it was the dull green color of her Christmas sweatshirt that drained her complexion of vitality. Flipping a lock of her dark hair over her shoulder, she said, "Thanks, Tara. Okay. I have a few things to say." She extracted a sheet of paper from her pocket, unfolded it, and turned to look at Carrie as she glanced at what was written on the page. "First of all, Carrie, I found the mix of recipes with the short tales of your life distracting."

      Carrie frowned. "Distracting? Really? My..." She took a breath, perhaps stopping herself from saying 'My family an' friends found the entire book brilliant.' Instead, she swallowed and said, "How was it confusing?"

      "Well," Angela explained, her words coming quickly, possibly because her list was lengthy and she wanted to be sure she had time to criticize everything she needed to, "I was reading along about how you met your husband, for example. Fine. I turned the page and the anecdote ends and there's a big ole recipe for something right there. I felt I was ripped out of your life and out of Scotland, and now I'm supposed to think about food and cooking instead of how you rescued Dennis from the bog myrtle in which he was trapped. Which, I need to say, was very disappointing because you never explained how you did it. You don't do that to a reader. Sorry, but the alternations of recipe with life memories didn't work for me. It was very abrupt and disjointed. The book needs to be either a cookbook or a non-fiction book of your life."

      "Good point about that, Angela." Now that the conversation was rolling, Fred had found his voice. "I couldn't relate to the homey vignettes at all. Too foreign. Too woman-oriented. Nothing that made me feel connected to the author. Lochs, moorland, heather, foreign names of food ingredients. I felt I was on another planet."

      Carrie inhaled deeply, the color coming to her cheeks. "Another planet? Ye can't relate tae meeting yer future spouse, falling in love, getting wed? I should think most anyone could. Doesn't matter if the couple is in Mongolia, America, or Scotland. Love and finding yer life partner is a universal experience, no matter the language."

      Fred shook his head and hooked his thumbs over the top edge of his belt. "Besides that, a lot of these recipes call for ingredients we don't have in the U.S. Like icing sugar and minced beef and light treacle. What good's the cookbook if we can't cook from it?"

      "I have explained in the footnotes on each page what the American equivalents are fer the ingredients," Carrie replied, her voice strengthening. "Minced beef is ground beef, icing sugar is powdered sugar, light treacle is corn syrup. It's there in black and white. Read the recipe."

      The corner of Fred's mouth contracted, giving him the look of a frog that's eaten too many lightning bugs. He folded his arms and just stared at her.

      Angela coughed lightly and continued. "The other thing that concerned me about the recipes is that I've never eaten most of the food before. If I make one of your recipes and bake it, I won't know if the food is undercooked or as it should be. At least with a new American recipe for a beef casserole, let's say, while I may not have made it before, I know how beef and broccoli and rice should look if it's cooked properly. With your black pudding recipe, I have no idea. And it's impossible to tell from a photo if my attempt is overbaked or turned out how it should be."

      Heather O'Neill raised her hand and then plunged ahead without being called on. She was a young-looking thirty-year-old, looking even younger in her baggy red Christmas sweatshirt and silver necklace of stylized heathers that matched her earrings. She was usually cheerful and helpful in her sales clerk position in the town's hardware store, but right now she was neither. "I don't like the book title. Can you change it?"

      Carrie frowned, her mouth open. "Change it? It's already been copyrighted as that and it's published."

      "I thought you could bring out a second edition with the name change. The title you have, Moonlight On The Haggis, is confusing. It sounds like it should be a romance novel. Or a modern day version of a nineteenth century adventure, like Ivanhoe or Treasure Island. Before I realized it was a sort of...cookbook...I plunged into your first yarn, waiting for the Scottish laird to appear, all set to read about this lass and her highlander stud."

      Gabrielle frowned. "I didn't perceive anything concerning carpentry in the book, although I admit I skimmed it because I lost interest."

      "Not carpentry," Heather said, sounding exasperated. "Stud. As in, uh...attractive male. Anyway, the title definitely made me think this would be a romance novel. If you're so keen to stick with this original idea, Carrie, when the reprint comes out, why not consider adding a tagline or subtitle to this title? You could rename it Moonlight On The Haggis, by a Scottish Waif. Or even Moonlight On The Haggis: My Time Hiding in the Heather with the Stewart Clan. I think that'll pique more interest and raise expectations. You could certainly try the Scottish Waif idea, couldn't you?"

      Harold raised his hand. "Pardon me, but is Moonlight On The Haggis, by a Scottish Waif with or without the comma?  It makes a difference, you know. Without the comma, it suggests the haggis was one of many haggises and you are calling attention to the one particular haggis, which is spotlighted by the moon, as it were." He paused, looking bewildered. "Oh, dear. I've never come upon this situation before. I suppose haggises is correct, though if it still should be haggis when referring to more than one..." He scratched his chin before continuing. "Whichever it is, you can picture the area dotted with multiple such items. Now, my question about the comma in your proposed title, Heather, is pertinent if this specific moonlighted haggis is sitting beside or by the waif. With the comma, 'by a Scottish Waif' gives the title of Moonlight On The Haggis an explanation of who wrote the book. In addition, the missing comma also points out that the waif is next to the moonlighted haggis that is important to the book. There might be other haggises in the vicinity that will be mentioned in the story, such as the moonlighted haggis beside the polo player and the moonlighted haggis beside the trumpeter. But the author is writing about the moonlighted haggis beside the waif. So, you see how important that comma is." He appeared satisfied that he had explained the comma dilemma satisfactorily, and looked around for an explanation.

      Heather continued without comment.  "Or instead of the reader expecting it to be a romance novel, the title as it is now might suggest the book is some travel tale. You know," she sighed, obviously exasperated with Harold's question. "Like that classic travel yarn  Salsa Salutes and Parachutes at Sunrise. If you tout your book in the travel section of the bookshop, that could prove better than the cookbook aisle. This way..." She swallowed as she noticed Harold's frown, and suddenly looked as though she shouldn't have said anything. "Well, I guess the title you have's okay, providing the reader doesn't know what haggis is. Just a thought."

      Gabrielle said she agreed about the title suggestions, and added she had no idea what a haggis was other than a sort of edible football. Though why anyone would eat a type of football was confusing to her.

      Several members laughed and said it probably tasted close to a football too.

      Harold cleared his throat, shifting everyone's attention to him. "Contrary to your opinion, I am enamored with the title. When I first saw it, I was intrigued. I am aware of haggis, although I have had no chance to taste it. Therefore, my curiosity was immediately piqued, and my pulse rate increased in excitement that I would soon be reading about the dish and gaining insight through the personal experience of the cook. I was also highly enthused to dare hope that perhaps I might glean some helpful hints on its cooking. That was in the future, however, for the first question forming in my mind upon reading the title, was how does moonlight fall upon a haggis? That urged me on to read the book in order to discover my answer. And, may I say, Carrie, that I felt your sadness and embarrassment along with your twelve-year-old self on learning of your culinary experience. I was tempted to stop my reading immediately in order to write a song about it and sing it to you, but I realized I was thirty or so years too late. Still, my heart goes out to you even at this tardy date. Despite all that, hopefully you can answer my question. Did an animal finally eat it? I hope it didn't get sick."
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      Kate raised her hand. "I apologize for interrupting the discussion. I realize I'm not a member of your book club, so I didn't get to read the book, but would Harold or Carrie please explain about the haggis episode? There's been a degree of talk about it, and I'm curious."

      Harold nodded to Carrie and said she should tell the story, since it was her experience.

      "If you like." Carrie's thumb and index finger toyed with the brooch pinned to her shawl as she took a breath. "This is something that happened tae me when I was twelve years old. It was my first cooking experience at home. By myself, without my mither helping me." She took another breath, as though reliving the fiasco. "I made a haggis. Despite following the recipe, it didnae turn out well, for it was barely sliceable. My dad said nothing, neither in praise nor reproach. He picked up the platter wi' the haggis on it, and took it intae the back garden where he left it sitting on the ground. When he returned tae the house, he sat down at the table and resumed his meal, as if nothing had happened."

      Kate gasped, feeling the embarrassment and hurt of Carrie's twelve-year-old self.

      "The haggis and the platter sat outside the remainder o' the evening and all night. When our meal was finished, I went tae my room. I remember staring out the window at various times during the night. I don't know why. Perhaps tae confirm that what had happened truly had happened, and was nae something I dreamed. I remember seeing the moonlight on it sometime during the night. Like a bit o' a spotlight, it was. It was such an unbelievable thing, it sitting on the ground, no one around. And that moonlight drawing attention tae my culinary failure and emphasizing what my dad had thought o' my attempt."

      Harold murmured, "You poor dear,” and shook his head.

      "As ye might surmise, that entire experience dampened my enthusiasm for cooking for nearly a year, but my mither nudged me intae trying again. This time I made a vegetable dish, and it turned out fine. All o' this is by way o' explaining why the cookbook has the title it does. It is a recipe, of course, and it ties in wi' the vignettes scattered throughout the pages." She smiled, perhaps feeling more confident, and sank back in her chair.

      "I agree it is a grand title. And quite fits the cooking and the personal stories in the publication." Harold's voice grew stronger as he conveyed his feelings. "I do sympathize with you at this late date, Carrie. To have a parent shun your effort, whatever it may be, is painful. I know that from my similar experience with my father. He strode from the room when I sang the first song I wrote. This occurred when I was seven, and parental praise was cherished at that age. Still, whatever the person's age or undertaking, the pain is birthed and the grief at disappointing the parent or from your own pain of rejection is very real and will be felt for many years. I think you've done admirably, Carrie, for rising above that mute critique and continuing with your culinary journey."

      Carrie blinked, looking unsure of what had just been said, but replied that her husband, Dennis—who might be known to many in town—had encouraged her to continue her cooking when she came to the U.S. "He thought the cookbook's title was fitting and catchy," she added, as if piling the votes against those who didn't like it.

      Angela fidgeted in her chair and said a cookbook is well and good, but she would have preferred that the recipes' ingredients had been called by their proper American names. "Neeps, tatties, aubergine, gammon... I mean, what the heck are those? I looked in the index and found out they are turnips, potatoes, eggplant, and ham. It would be simpler and time saving if you had called them by their correct names, Carrie."

      Harold smoothed his vest, shaking his head. "Britain and Europe, as in the case of aubergine, had the food names before we did, Angela. We are the ones who changed them."

      "Makes no difference. If you're writing a cookbook to use in America, you should use the real food names. And what about photos? If we've not eaten or made these recipes, it would be nice to see what they look like. I'm not going to begin cooking Rumbledethumps, for example, if I don't know what they are or what they taste like. It's a waste of time, money, and ingredients if I don't like potatoes. You need a photo of each prepared recipe, not the few you have scattered about. No offense to Morgan," she added hurriedly, as though the man were an afterthought. "Book illustrations are nice, and Morgan..." Her lips curved in what might have passed for a smile before taking on their usual non-expressive state. "Morgan, you are such a talented illustrator, as everyone knows. But pen, ink, and watercolor just don't cut it when I want to see the food item in its finished state. I know I can read the ingredients, which I do, but drawings, no matter how well done, don't scream 'this is what you'll be eating if you make this' to me.  I need a photo. And the more in the book, the better. Having a watercolor sketch on the cover is fine, I guess, but I still would have liked photos throughout the book. And speaking of the cover," she added quickly, stopping Morgan's rebuttal, "that drawing you used is so superior to the others within the book. Were you feeling unwell when you did all those little food illustrations? They aren't up to your usual excellent standard and certainly don't match the quality of your cover art."

      Morgan Stirling, Carrie's younger brother by five years, looked at Angela for a full five seconds before he spoke. "That's yer opinion about using artwork instead o' photographs. Opinions are fine, but photos are no what the book publisher wanted. Take it up wi' Cousins House if ye want tae lodge yer complaint."

      Angela lifted her shoulders slightly, mumbled it seemed a logical choice of photographs over illustrations for a cookbook, then said it really didn't matter to her because she wasn't going to use any of the recipes. "Except perhaps the one for the Scottish Coffee. I merely wanted to improve Carrie's book by my comments." She shot him a dirty look and fell silent.

      Heather took up the thread. "About the recipes... Well, about the foods that I have heard of—haggis and black pudding—" She wrinkled up her nose and made a face. "No American would want to eat those horrid dishes. Did you read the ingredients in them?" She looked around the group as some of the members nodded. "They're pretty awful. Like stuff we'd throw away."

      Angela held up her hand. "Hold on a minute. It's just here..." She thumbed through the cookbook, found the entry she wanted, and read aloud. "The description for haggis, which is given beneath the title, reads 'This traditional Scottish dish is made from the heart, liver, and lungs of a sheep, mixed with oats, and packed into a cow's appendix..." She slammed the book shut and winced. "Who in his right mind would eat that stuff? Disgusting."

      Agreements floated around the room before Harold said, "Haggis dates back to approximately 1430, when it appeared in a cookbook of that period. It was eaten before that, in a dim form, around 1390, I believe. They did not have the luxury of our modern grocery stores in the fifteenth century. Food sometimes was scarce, especially in the winter. People ate what they had. Which meant that they didn't waste anything." He crossed his arms over his chest, his mouth set in a firm line.

      Gabrielle broke into the verbal fray. "I don't know all of the recipes in Carrie's book, but I do know Scotch Pie. It's made with mutton, which you probably classify as a normal meat. Those are quite tasty. But they are small, so I don't think one pie will do for your family meal. And I must admit, the joke's on me, for when I saw Kate's small cheesecakes on the dining room table, for an instant I thought we were having those Scotch Pies. But then I looked again, and of course her cheesecakes don't have the fluted pie crust."

      "They also don't have the double crust," Angela said, her voice slightly louder to make her point. "I might be wrong, but I believe those things have the double crust so the pie keeps it shape while being eaten by hand at a football match." She laughed and added, "I thought at first it meant the pie crust was tough as a football!" She laughed again, eliciting chuckles from others in the room.

      Kate glanced at Carrie, who sat there, her lips pressed together, her hands clenched so tightly that the knuckles were white.

      Angela continued after pausing for a breath. "Something like fish and chips is fine and edible, but who fries these days? Shortbread I understand, but that's just one recipe I would probably make in the book. Maybe I'd try my hand with scones. But if you want my opinion—and I'm sure you all do because that's the reason behind our book club, to discuss and offer opinions—there's too little normal food in the cookbook to interest the American cook. The vignettes of life in Scotland are alright, but I found the book confusing. Is it a cookbook or is it a non-fiction book of the writer's life? I know you did your best, Carrie, trying to match the themes of the little stories with food sections, but it didn't work for me. I didn't know what to focus on." She tossed the book onto the coffee table, as though eager to rid herself of it. "Do you want my copy to give to a friend, or should I pitch it into a recycling bin?"
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