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For the real Ranger, who lost his best friend, but found two more.









“. . . for the decoction of the thistle in wine being drank, expels superfluous melancholy out of the body, and makes a man as merry as a cricket; . . . my opinion is, that it is the best remedy against all melancholy diseases.”


—from The Complete Herbal by Nicholas Culpeper (1653)
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Janet Marsh pedaled for the rise ahead, wondering if shifting bicycle gears would come back to her as easily as riding. After how many years? Fifteen? Twenty? All right, since she’d ridden with her youngest on the back of the bike in graduate school. Could it really be thirty years? But she felt fit, despite the years and extra pounds. She’d been walking up and down hills every day since moving to the Highlands. Almost every day.


Her initial plan for her maiden bike ride had been too easy—sticking to the somewhat level streets running parallel to Inversgail’s High Street and working her way, zig by zag, down toward the harbor and her shop, Yon Bonnie Books. That hardly gave her and the sleek new bike—or the striped yoga leggings—a workout. She’d sailed past the bookshop, singing, “By yon bonnie banks and by yon bonnie books,” with more than enough time to pedal back home, shower, change, and arrive to help her daughter and their business partners open the shop and tearoom at ten. Too much time.


No, if she wanted to be ready for the next Haggis Half-Hundred Ride—her first Half-Hundred—she needed more of a challenge. And if the hill she’d started up proved to be too much, then all she had to do was turn around and coast back down.


Janet pictured herself gaining speed on the downward glide, wind streaming off her gleaming blue-and-black helmet. Like a carapace. An aerodynamic exoskeleton. Empowering. The shell’s color scheme went well with her graying hair, too; she’d noted that when she tried the helmet on in front of the mirror before stepping out into the chilly fall morning. She adjusted the helmet’s chin strap, glad she’d adjusted the bike’s brakes before setting out, too. And that she’d tested them. Twice. She tested them again, then put her mind and her thighs into the climb ahead, up into the hills that embraced her new town, her new life.


She sang a few lines from an old favorite, “I’m goin’ up the country, baby don’t you want to go? I’m goin’ to some place I’ve never been before.” But she put the brakes on that song pretty quickly. The twang in that one didn’t work in this landscape of banks and braes. She looked at the autumn-browned bracken covering the hills around her and imagined a cold wind rattling corn stubble in a field back home in Illinois. Home but not home. Not anymore.


What’s this? A wee bit homesick? Janet examined that unexpected twinge of emotion and decided there was nothing wrong with it. But as the road took a sharper incline, she countered her twinge with a burst from a more appropriate favorite: “On the steep, steep side o’ Ben Lomond.”


Breath for singing soon failed. Janet pressed the pedals grimly onward, muttering altered words to another favorite. “But I would ride 500 miles, and I would ride 500 more, just to be the lass who rides a thousand miles, to fall down dead at her own door.”


And I’d . . . like to see, she thought between gasps, the bloody . . . Proclaimers . . . do . . . a better job . . . of singing . . . while pedaling . . . up this . . . bloody . . . hill.


She ground to a halt. Straddled the bike. Gulped air. Leaned her forehead against the cool metal of the handlebars. Maybe she’d proved enough for one morning. The downward glide toward home was calling.


She straightened and looked behind her—the view! She felt it in her heart. And no, this is not a heart attack. It’s love. Undulant hills rose to the left and right, with the slate rooftops and chimneys of Inversgail nestled in their laps. The tide was out in the harbor, but that didn’t matter. Even the colors of the harbor muck were picturesque at this distance. Could she see the islands? Just barely. And the sea—cerulean shades all the way out to where they blended into the sky. A view to die for.


If she could make herself go a little farther, she could turn again and stretch her arms to hold it all in her embrace. If I can gasp my way to that bridge . . .


By the time Janet reached the ancient stone bridge, she didn’t think she’d stay standing if she got off the bike. Her legs felt like a quivering blancmange. But the bridge looked just wide enough for a car to pass her safely. She stopped at the crown of the span, close to the lichen-covered wall, and leaned herself and her bike against it. The top of the wall was a perfect height for her to rest her elbow on, and she was glad for the strength of the rough, cool granite.


She pondered “bridge” and “strength” as her breath caught up with her. Age had nothing and everything to do with the strength of this bridge. Built by whose hands, she wondered, and how long ago? Made of stones, the bones of the earth. Not like the abandoned bridge she’d walked across with a group of birders back in Illinois. She hadn’t enjoyed that experience, didn’t like heights with poorly guarded edges. Remembering the creaking and groaning of the arthritic planks as they’d skirted holes in the deck of that bridge, Janet shuddered. Not the smartest thing she’d ever done. That poor stretch of wood and iron was barely more than a century old and already left to rust and rot.


She patted the side of this stout fellow, like patting the flank of a trusty steed. Your strength has been, it is, and it will continue to be. It was also the only thing keeping her from toppling into the burn below. She chanced a look over the side to see where she would go if she did topple. Headfirst onto rocks the size of Shetland ponies and Highland cattle, by the looks of it.


Janet shuddered again and made herself focus instead on the gurgling water, letting her eyes follow the burn wending its whisky-colored way beyond the rocks and between banks of frost-killed thistles. There were more rocks farther along. But rocks on their own weren’t threatening. Except—what was that?


On the nearside of the burn, near the largest nonthreatening rock—what was that in the thistles? A bike wheel? And beyond the wheel, half in the burn—plastic? A bag? Cloth. A sleeve, an arm. Not moving.
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A burn and a bed of dry thistles was no place for a nap.


Janet cupped her hands to her mouth and called, “Hello along the burn!” There was no answer, no movement. She thought for a moment and then climbed off her bike, her legs not at all like jelly. Maybe she’d exaggerated their distress. She walked the bike back off the bridge, losing sight of the sleeve and the other bike’s wheel, and looked along the embankment for a way down to the creek.


It’s steep, but not a bluff, Janet thought. There is no edge and the world is not waiting to tip me off of one. There was no clear path, either, but the verge was wide enough for a car to have pulled off the roadway, at least to get two wheels off the pavement, anyway. She stepped over tire ruts to study the slope. It didn’t immediately strike terror, so she leaned her bike against the bridge, and made sure her helmet sat straight and firm on her head.


“I can do this,” she said out loud and then, calling, “Hello! Hello!” even louder, she picked her way downward. The burn continued its gurgle. A curlew cried. No one answered her calls. When she reached the burn and started along its bank, Janet took her phone from the pack at her waist.


She came upon the bike first, its rear mudguard knocked sideways. Then the man—crumpled. She didn’t know him. He’d been wearing a helmet, too. It hadn’t saved his neck, though, and it was clear he would never be able to tell her how he came to be there.


She said, “Hello,” again, softly, as she knelt to feel for a pulse. His skin was as cold as the rock she stumbled backward to and sat down on.


She pressed three nines on her phone—the police emergency number—and looked back up toward the road. How had he managed to lose control so completely and end up all the way down here?


“A man,” she said when the dispatcher answered. “Older, but not elderly. He and his bike came off the road.” She held back tears, wondering where they’d come from, and answered the dispatcher’s questions about where and who and how. “He must have flown down the bank and then came off his bike. And then the rocks. Or first the rocks. I don’t know which, but he hit his head or broke his neck. Or both. Yes, I am sure. He is dead. Yes, I can do that. I’ll stand by the bridge—the Beaton Bridge? I’ll stand there so you’ll see where.”


Before she climbed up to the road, Janet went back to stand over the man whose tweed blended in with the thistles. He’s dead. Thistles are dead. A natural and unnatural bed. One of his hands lay in the burn palm upward, fingers curled and cupping the water like an offering.


She made another call on her way up the bank. Constable Norman Hobbs answered. “Norman, I’ve just called 9-9-9. It’s Janet. Marsh. To report a fatality. In case you haven’t already heard.” She knew she was babbling.


“I have heard, Mrs. Marsh. Are you safe?”


She hadn’t considered that. She stopped, listened, scanned the area with all its possible hiding places. Hiding what? Who?


Hobbs cut into her thoughts. “Janet?”


“I think so?” She hadn’t meant it to sound like a question. And of course he’d heard about her call. As local constable, he would be first on the scene, if she’d stop delaying him. “Yes, I’m perfectly fine. I’ll be standing by the bridge.”


“I’ll see you shortly.”


When Hobbs disconnected, Janet debated calling her daughter to let her know she might be late to the shop. But Tallie was the one who’d asked her if she was trying to prove something by getting back on a bike after all these years.


Janet called their business partner Christine instead. She and Christine Robertson, a Scot transplanted to Illinois and now replanted in her hometown, had been friends since Tallie was in grade school. Christine, a retired social worker, knew a thing or two about people proving themselves. Janet pressed Christine’s number, meaning to remain calm and give only the basic facts. The climb up the steep bank got to her, though, and the facts became even more basic.


“It’s me,” she said. “I’ve found a body.”


Christine’s response was more basic yet. “Again?”
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Norman was very fussy and wouldn’t let me show him where to find the body,” Janet said.


“Norman’s always been perjinkly. He’s an old plod. As stodgy as the porridge he probably eats for breakfast.” Christine set a cozy-covered teapot from their adjoining tearoom on the bookshop sales counter. “There. Let it steep and that should set you right.”


Being back in the shop and surrounded by books was all it took for Janet to feel right. After she’d thanked Hobbs for arriving quickly—and why wouldn’t he? I didn’t get that far from Inversgail in my slow as treacle uphill ride—she’d pedaled back home, showered, and changed into her bookseller’s khakis. Then to prove something, again, she got back on her bike and rode to Yon Bonnie Books. She’d wheeled the bike into the storeroom, taken over for Tallie at the cash register, and spent the next hour in bibliotherapy—selling, recommending, and being soothed by the presence and weight of books. During a lull, she’d told Tallie and Christine her story.


“If Norman’s an old plod, what does that make you?” Tallie asked Christine. “You’re always telling us you used to change Norman’s nappies.” At a look from her mother, she backtracked. “Not that I think either of you are old. I just like saying ‘Norman’s nappies.’ He was right to make you stay back, though, Mom. There wasn’t any chance he’d miss the body, was there?”


“No.”


“Then it’s his job to preserve the scene until they determine cause of death. The fewer feet, the better.”


Tallie had left a burnt-out career teaching law when she joined her mother, Christine, and her own former college roommate, Summer Jacobs, in the move from Illinois to Inversgail.


“Did you think I was speaking ill of Norman?” Christine asked. “Perish the thought. He’s perfect for his job. He was an old plod as a wean, as well.”


“Did you want to go back and see the body again?” Tallie asked.


“No and yes,” Janet said. “The man was alone with no one to wake him.” She shook her head. “That didn’t sound the way I meant it. I didn’t mean prod him awake.”


Tallie put her arm around her mother’s waist. “I wonder who he was?”


“An older man. Probably older than we are, Christine. I couldn’t really tell, but his skin had that thin, papery feel.”


Christine nodded. “Fragile. Like the backs of Mum’s hands.”


“Bicycle clips,” Janet said. “He wore a tweed suit and had bicycle clips at his ankles. They made him look old-fashioned. But it wasn’t an old-fashioned bike, now that I think of it. It was something serious enough for the hills. I wonder if he was one of the Haggis riders yesterday?”


“Wearing a wool suit?” Christine asked.


“It isn’t a race,” Janet said. “It’s a challenge. More of a fun ride, with haggis when you finish. But he would have been riding with a group, or they would have reported him missing.”


“A wild animal could have startled him,” Christine said. “Or run in front of him.”


“What kind of wild animal?” Janet asked. “Do deer come down from the hills this close to town? One of those beautiful red stags?”


“I was thinking more of cattle,” Christine said. “Or sheep.”


“Your feelings toward sheep are completely uncalled for,” Janet said. “They’re sheep. They’re placid.”


“And, technically speaking, they aren’t wild,” Christine agreed. “But they smell and they gather in mobs.”


“They’re called flocks and they only smell if you get too close,” Janet said.


“That’s why I avoid them.”


“Any animal could startle someone,” Tallie said. Then, heading for the children’s reading nook, she called over her shoulder, “Dog, rabbit, fox. Can you imagine if an eagle swooped down at you?”


“Terrifying,” Christine said. “It was more likely a hairy coo, though, or one of the larger sheep. The beast startled him, he came off the road, and he couldn’t stop once he started down the bank. It’s a horrifying thought, but yes, it could have happened that way.”


Tallie came back with a stuffed toy cradled in her arms. “Did you see sheep this morning, Mom? Or a coo like Hamish?” She held the toy, a red-haired, long-horned highland cow, up to her cheek. “Look at that face. How could anyone be afraid of him?”


“Aye, people think they’re cute,” Christine said. “They think the Outlander lad is cute, too. Romantic fancies are always in vogue.”


“We make good money off those fancies,” Janet said.


“And nothing wrong with that,” Christine said, giving the cow and Tallie pats on their cheeks. “Good for us. Here’s another theory. Maybe the cyclist was riding solo, traveling through, and unfamiliar with the road. There’s a turn before that bridge, isn’t there? He might have missed it. Gone off the road in the fog. It was a murky one last night.”


“Why would he be out riding an unfamiliar road in the dark and the fog?” Tallie asked.


“Senile,” Christine said. “Lost in the fog, inside and out. Why do you think we don’t let Mum get on her old bike?”


“Norman knew him, though,” Janet said. Judging by their raised eyebrows, she’d left that part out of her story. “Sorry. He wouldn’t tell me the name.”


“Next of kin and all that. We’ll know soon enough.” Christine sighed. “And now I’ve been gone long enough. I honestly don’t know how Summer puts up with my wandering ways. Have your cuppa, Janet. Raise it in the old fellow’s honor.” She waved a hand over her shoulder and disappeared down the aisle with the tallest bookshelves toward the clinking of teacups and cutlery in the tearoom.


“Does Summer think Christine wanders out here too much?” Janet asked.


“I haven’t heard her say anything, and Summer does her share of wandering over to the paper.”


Summer wrote a weekly advice column for the Inversgail Guardian.


“True,” Janet said. “Do you think she and James are turning into a bit of a thing over there?”


“You could always ask her these questions if you really want to know.”


“Mm. But it seems so nosy.”


Janet had gone over to the natural history shelf, and so made that comment more to the books than to Tallie. She found the guide she was looking for and took it back to the counter. “They actually seem to get along quite well, don’t they? I’m talking about Summer and Christine.”


“Did you have your doubts?”


Janet ignored the teacup Tallie put in front of her and leafed through the book. “Well, you know how Christine is. She can come across as prickly. Somewhat.”


“Somewhat? Sort of the way you come across as absentminded when you have your nose in a book? Somewhat.”


“Hmm. What?”


“Anyway, you’re learning how Summer is, too.”


“She has a passion for baking and an excellent work ethic. Beyond that?”


“No need to go beyond. She was a reporter longer than I was a lawyer. Her nose for news is just as good at sniffing out bull. She saw through Christine’s prickles the first time they met.”


“They share that passion for baking, too,” Janet said. “A match made in heaven. Or in an oven.”


“Or made in a patch of thistles. Summer can prickle right back if Christine gets to her.”


“That poor old guy died in a patch of thistles.”


Tallie pushed the teacup closer to Janet.


“It must be beautiful along there when they’re blooming,” Janet said. “The bank is covered with them. I’d like to know what kind they are, but I wasn’t really looking at them this morning.”


“Ask Rab. That’s the kind of thing he might know.”


“Almost anything is. Unless you ask him when he’s coming in to work this week.”


Rab MacGregor, who didn’t often have much to say, worked part-time in the bookshop and tearoom. They hadn’t actually hired him, but just as he might be anywhere from a weather-worn forty to a youthful sixty, he showed up anywhere from one to four days a week and seemed to know what needed doing, so they paid him. His dog came to work, too. Ranger, a seemingly self-trained cairn terrier, had claimed one of the chairs by the bookshop’s fireplace as his own. On workdays, he sat or dozed in the chair, like an indulgent spouse waiting for his love to finish shopping.


“Do we know if they’re coming in today?” Janet asked. “Rab and Ranger, I mean.” She looked at the front door, as if it would give her the answer. Someone else was just coming in. “Oh, bloody—hello, Ian.”


Janet bared her teeth, not caring if it looked more like a grimace than a smile. Ian Atkinson, her next-door neighbor, who also happened to be an internationally bestselling crime writer, was the thistle in her side. He’d told Janet that people often mistook him for Alan Rickman in his Sense and Sensibility phase. Janet admired the late actor and adored Jane Austen, and she wondered how either of them would feel about Ian’s reduction of Sense and Sensibility to a “phase.”


“Good morning, Janet. Nice to see you, Tallie.” Ian approached the counter, stopping halfway to flip glossy, lank hair off his forehead. “Janet, I can’t help but notice that you’ve changed.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Your clothes.” He smirked. “I saw you get on your bicycle this morning.”


Tallie, with her back to Ian, made discreet gagging noises as she edged past her mother. “I’ll go put Hamish back with his friends then unpack the order in the storeroom. Sorry, but if you call, I might not hear.”


“So kind of you, dear.” Janet flashed the same rictus for Tallie that she’d used on Ian.


The short interruption didn’t jog Ian loose from his conversational track. “You were wearing something quite a bit more revea—” At that point, possibly noticing Janet’s teeth, he cleared his throat. “Where were you off to?”


“Getting some fresh air and exercise.”


“Relaxed, that’s what I meant to say. And now you look properly businesslike and bookish.”


“What can we do for you today, Ian?”


“Just stopped in to say hello. But while I’m here, is there anything for me to sign?”


“We have five copies of The Claymore in the Cloister coming in sometime next week. I’ll give you a call. How’s the new book coming?”


“Beginning to gel.” He gave a quick smile. “Either that or it’s turned to sludge. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.”


“Do you have a title yet?”


“The editor and I are batting around a couple of them. Tell you what, though. I value your opinion as one who knows books. Which do you like best, The Dirk in the Distillery or The Chib in the Cheddar? Ah! I can see the answer on your face. We’ve already had two Cs, with claymore and cloister. That’s exactly what I said. Dirk and distillery are new. Different. Fresh. I couldn’t agree with you more. I’ll hold out for dirk and distillery. I’ll make a note . . .”


Ian’s part of the conversation turned into a muttered soliloquy and Janet didn’t hear any more. She watched him wander off into the fiction section. Probably to stand in front of his shelf of books and stare in awe.


As soon as Ian left the counter, Tallie reappeared. “Sorry to abandon you.”


“Survival of the fittest in action. You can run faster.” Janet spoke softly; Ian wasn’t above eavesdropping, claiming it gave him fodder for plots.


“Survival of Ian and the business, too. I can’t go around smacking every irritating author or customer. You’re all right?”


“Oh, sure.”


“Except for how it ended, how was your ride?”


Janet thought back on the wheeze-inducing hill. “My knees and thighs might have something to say about it later, but the view was worth it. Do you know what I thought when I looked out over Inversgail and the harbor, though? ‘To die for.’ I never should have.”


“But he was already gone. You know that, right?”


Janet picked up the plant guide and flipped through it without focusing on any of the pages.


“Saying what you did—something anyone who visits the Highlands might think or say—didn’t make it happen,” Tallie said.


“Of course not.”


“What were you doing way out there? Up there? I thought we agreed you’d start out slowly.”


“We did. Then I tested my capability, reassessed the terrain, calculated risks and possibilities, and amended the agreement. Level roads? Not a problem. A few gentle grades? Took them like a champ. The first hill of the Half-Hundred? Trust me; a haggis would have gone up that hill faster than I did. I’ll go up it again, too, because other than blowing like a belabored beluga by the time I reached the Beaton Bridge, I made it without embarrassing myself.” Janet’s voice rose just as surely as she’d ridden up the hill. “And I am going to ride in the next Haggis Half-Hundred.”


“You?” Ian stuck his head around the corner of a bookshelf.


“Why not?” Janet asked.


Ian stepped out into the open, hands raised, palms out. “Not what I meant. I’ve complete faith in you and your—” He waved a hand vaguely up and down his thigh. “Yes, well, what I meant to ask is, if you rode to the Beaton Bridge this morning, were you there for the excitement?”


“Excitement?” Janet said, wondering anew how Ian managed to write international blockbusters but so often clunked when it came to real life. She’d asked Christine if it were a British versus American disconnect, with the fault being on her end for misinterpreting. Christine, proud Scot, had scoffed. He’s English, she’d said, and a twit. There’s your disconnect.


“The excitement about Dr. Murray,” Ian said. “Found dead under the bridge. He was out bicycling, too. Had a heart attack, I suppose. You haven’t got a heart condition, have you, Janet? Even so, you should be careful.”


“He wasn’t found under the bridge,” Janet said. “You should be careful, too, Ian. Get your facts straight before you spread them or a load of misinformation and suppositions around.” She’d let the accumulation of his clunks get to her. Again. A deep breath didn’t quite clear the irritation from her voice. “When did they release the name?”


“Well, if you’re going to take that tone, I might just as easily ask how you appear to have insider—oh!” Ian bounced the heel of his hand off his forehead. “I should have known. You found him. Is this like a hobby for you? How many bodies have you’ve stumbled across since landing in our once peaceful Highland village? But I thought you were out for a bike ride. What were you doing under the bridge?”


“Not under the bridge,” Janet snapped.


Tallie jumped into an uncomfortable silence. “You knew the man? Was he local?”


“Doc Murray? He was about as local as you can get. A GP, retired for several years now. Stayed here when he closed up his surgery. Quite distinguished looking. Think Patrick Stewart or Ian McKellen. Or Peter O’Toole. Long, tall, and patrician. Although, depending on his condition when you found him, perhaps that wasn’t the case this morning. Was he much disfig—”


“He looked sad and alone,” Janet said. Then, remembering the cupped hand, with its offering of water, she added, “Oddly enough, he looked at peace.”


“I do realize I ask what sound like callous and inappropriate questions,” Ian said. “Occupational hazard of the crime writing life. But Dr. Murray was well-loved. It’s a sad loss to the community.” He sighed in a way that made Janet believe he meant it.


“When was the name released?” she asked.


“Oh, you know, I must have heard it at some point this morning, the way one does. It must have been after they let his housekeeper know.”


Now he fiddled with a button, a thread coming loose on one of his leather elbow patches, the corner of an eyebrow—the targets random and none of his fiddling necessary as far as Janet could tell, and she didn’t believe him.


Tallie didn’t seem to, either. “Where did you hear it?” she asked.


Ian waved a hand and shook his head. Janet couldn’t tell if he was dismissing the question or hoping they’d believe it could have been anywhere and wasn’t important. Maybe it wasn’t.


“I wonder what happens to the housekeeper, now?” he said instead. “I wish I could afford a live-in, I’d offer her a job. Or maybe not. She’s a bit laughable, really, and I’d have her constantly dabbling around underfoot. A doddery old duck.”


“Don’t be rude,” Janet said.


“By calling her an old duck?”


“Or laughable or doddery,” Tallie said.


“They aren’t my words. Malcolm the great and good doctor called her that. ‘Florrie, you doddery old duck,’ he’d say, ‘you make me laugh. Stop quacking.’ It wasn’t meant to be rude, I’m quite sure. More a term of endearment.”


“Not really,” Tallie said. “No more than calling you an old dic—”


“Thank you, Ian,” Janet said over Tallie. “Thanks for taking time out of your busy day to stop in to see us, and thank you for letting us know about Dr. Murray. You mustn’t let us keep you, though.” She walked ahead of him to the door and held it for him. “We’ll see you later. Maybe next week. I’ll call you when your books come in.” When the door closed behind him, she muttered, “Or maybe I won’t. Tone-deaf twit.”


Back at the counter, she patted Tallie’s shoulder and said, “Sorry for interrupting you, dear. I agree with you completely. I’d say go ahead and finish that astute remark now, but I see children coming through from the tearoom.”


“No problem. It’ll keep.”
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Now,” Janet said as she locked the door behind the last customer late that afternoon, “what were you dying to say about Ian?”


“Nah, that’s okay.” Tallie started counting down the cash drawer.


“Really? You bottled it up long enough. It might do you good to get it off your chest.”


“Or it might do me good to be more mature.”


“There’s my darling lawyer daughter.”


“Or I’ll get Summer to come up with a better insult,” Tallie said. “She has a wicked way with words.”


“Wicked words will have to wait,” Summer said, coming through from Cakes and Tales, followed by Christine. “Darts practice.”


“She made the Guardian team,” Christine said, rubbing Summer’s shoulders as though she were a boxing coach loosening up her champion’s trapezii.


“Barely made the team,” Summer said. “Part of it’s psychological. James thinks we can give the competition a false sense of security and superiority with the whole blond Barbie American thing.”


“You’re okay with that?” Tallie asked.


“Sure.” Summer removed the clips keeping her hair in a neat bun and shook out honey blond hair that fell to her elbows. “I see myself more as Boudicca than Barbie. But I have to practice. I can’t trade on my warrior good looks and not deliver. Want to come, Tallie? James hung a dartboard in the old press room. Top secret.”


“I won’t breathe a word,” Tallie said. “And on the way over, I’ll tell you about the wicked words.”


“See you at Nev’s later?” Janet asked.


The younger women waved and let themselves out the front door. Janet relocked it behind them and asked Christine, “Does Summer know Boudicca’s uprising wasn’t successful?”


“And that she poisoned herself afterwards? I didn’t want to bring her down. She’s that chuffed over making the team that it was all I could do to keep her from practicing with the leeks we got in for the vichyssoise.”


“Are you going ahead with adding soup to the menu, then?” Janet asked.


“No, we came to our senses. Tea and basic baked goods are enough to deal with. We’re doing well enough with them and they’re more practical for our space. So the leeks were, in fact, expendable, but Summer kept herself under control. We announced the soup decision this morning in the doorway.”


It had been Christine’s suggestion that the four of them meet for a few minutes before they opened each morning, “so we’re all on the same page or sipping from the same blend.” They shared information about the featured tea and scone of the day, new book displays, titles of particular interest, comments from or about customers, sometimes a joke or inspirational quote, and any concerns from the third branch of their business—Bedtime Stories, the bed and breakfast located in the rooms above the bookshop and tearoom. Janet chose the place for the meetings—between a teapot and a bookshelf—the interior doorway between Cakes and Tales and Yon Bonnie Books.


“Did I miss anything else this morning?” Janet asked.


“We were more concerned about you and what you were going through with the poor, wee man,” Christine said.


“Not wee, according to Ian.”


“What would that great numpty know about him?”


“He was vague about how he knew,” Janet said, “but you might have known the man—a local GP, Malcolm Murray.”


“Good lord. Of course I knew him. You must have known him, too.”


“I don’t think I ever met him.”


“How could you not have? You must have needed him at some point during your summers here. You have children. Children are always scraping or bumping or coming down with something.”


“That’s a stereotype,” Janet said.


“Tallie broke her arm once. I distinctly remember that.”


“Slipping and falling after an ice storm in Champaign.”


“Are you sure?”


“It was three years ago. She was thirty-five.”


“Good lord,” Christine said again. “You see what the shock has done to my head.” With a hand to the brow of her shocked head, she trailed over to the chairs in front of the fireplace and dropped into one. “Malcolm Murray. It’s a sad loss.”


“I’m so sorry,” Janet said, sitting more gingerly in Ranger’s favorite chair. “I’m never sure if Ian’s being sincere, but he said that, too, and for once I believed him.”


“If he said it, then I wish I’d put it differently,” Christine said. “I meant that Malcolm’s death is a loss to Inversgail. Not to me, personally. Not really. Tony and I were gone for so many years that I didn’t know Malcolm professionally. I knew his reputation, though. I knew him growing up, too, but only from a distance. You were right. He was older than we are. Seven or eight years.”


“Wow. Seventy and still biking up and down these hills?” Janet said. “More power to him—oh dear.”


“Oh dear.” Christine nodded. “It’s that sudden absence, isn’t it? A life erased. Even if you didn’t know someone, a sudden death can take some getting used to. And for many people, this one will take a lot of getting used to. If you’re talking stereotypes, Malcolm Murray might have set the stereotype for ‘good doctor.’”


“Ian said something like that this morning, too,” Janet said. “And then he said something that made me wonder if I’d like the good doctor so much after all. Or like Ian, ever.”


“Wondering about Ian is a given. What did he say?”


“He claimed he was quoting Dr. Murray talking about his housekeeper, calling her old, laughable, and doddery. Maybe, just maybe, we can cut your good doctor some slack for saying that, but Ian gets out in the world. Literally. He does book tours all over Europe and in the States. He should know better. Tallie was ready to flay him. There’s no telling what Boudicca would do.”


“Why give Malcolm a pass?”


“Consideration for his upbringing and generation?” Janet shrugged. “I didn’t know the man or his background. Ian said the words were a form of endearment, and maybe for Malcolm they were. Ian laughed, though, and I told him it was rude.”


“And I’ll tell you something, Janet Marsh.”


Rising up inside Christine, snapping like blue lightning in her eyes and chilling her voice, came a phenomenon Christine seemed wholly unaware of. Janet had only witnessed it since their move to Scotland; she thought of it as the release of Christine’s inner Queen Elizabeth II.


“You and I are of Malcolm Murray’s generation, or close enough, and I am of this place,” the Queen said. “And though it’s true that I spent the past thirty years rubbing up against the rarefied and progressive attitudes of the state of Illinois’s flagship university and its vaunted, pancake-flat environs, my parents are of an even older generation, and they stayed right here in this place, and you’ll not hear them ever laughing at or ridiculing an old woman just because she’s old, nor will you find them treating her in a condescending manner. Neither will you hear them maligning old men.”


“I apologize, Christine.”


“Not everyone in a village is an idiot.” The Queen and Christine rolled their Rs and wore their dudgeon like ermine-edged robes.


“I know. Believe me, having grown up on a pig farm in those pancake flats, I do know that. I’m appalled that I was just as obtuse and rude as I accused Ian of being. That’s why he made us so mad this morning, though. Tallie came this close to being vulgar about him in front of the customers.”


“He has that effect.” The Queen began to retreat and Christine reached over to pat Janet’s knee. “I don’t blame you.”


“I do. I hold librarians to a higher standard. Just because I retired from lending books and started selling them doesn’t mean I can slip. But do you want to hear how awful Ian really was? This is the tone-deaf twit thinking he’s funny by imitating Dr. Murray.”


Janet got up and went to the fireplace where she propped her elbow on the mantelpiece. She flipped imaginary lank hair from her forehead, and in a plummier accent than Ian’s said, “Florrie, you doddery old duck, you make me laugh. Stop quacking.”


QE II vanished in an instant and a baffled Christine asked, “What did he call her?”


“Doddery old duck.”


“No, her name. Florrie. Janet, she isn’t his housekeeper; she’s his sister. Oh, I’ve not thought of Florrie in years. How did I not know she’s living back in Inversgail?”


“It could be a coincidence. There must be more than one Florrie in the area.”


“But a Florrie that Malcolm called ‘old duck’? Her mam couldn’t keep her out of puddles when she was a wean and so they called her Ducks.”


“Oh, please, no,” Janet said. “I can’t stand it. Ian was right? ‘Old duck’ is an endearment?”


“Stand firm, Janet. Doddery isn’t complimentary or endearing. You don’t need to forgive Ian for anything.”


“It didn’t stop there. He wondered what will happen to her now that Malcolm’s gone, which sounded surprisingly human, considering it came from Ian. But then he ruined it by joking about hiring her as his own live-in and having to put up with her dabbling around underfoot. He’s a good mimic, Christine. He might have picked up that attitude from Malcolm.”


“I’d hate to think it. But, oh, if it’s Florrie. She’s our age, Janet. We were at school together. We weren’t grand pals, but I knew she went up to St. Andrews when I went to Edinburgh. Last I heard she’d married and stayed in Aberdeen. If Ian could mistake her for a fussing, fretful . . . I’ve not heard anyone speak of her since I’ve been back.”


“You’ve been busy and it’s been a long time since you’ve known her,” Janet said. “Life happens.”


“She adored Malcolm. She’ll be devastated by this.”


“Are there other relatives? You said she married. Does she have family of her own?”


“A husband. Beyond that, I don’t know. There was another brother, though. Gerald. A year younger than Malcolm—Malcolm’s shadow. He didn’t follow him into medicine, though. He went into the military. Florrie said that was the opposite of medicine. I’ve no idea where he’s living. Or if.”


“We don’t know if Ian’s right about her living here,” Janet said. “Norman will know.”


“We can’t ask him.”


“Why not?”


“Because I called him an old plod this morning, after telling you we don’t laugh at old people.”


“You called him an old plod before you said that. You slipped, I slipped, we all do.”


“—and if I talk to him, I’ll do it again. That isn’t fair to other plods or to Norman. I need to rise above that kind of thing. I can’t do it on such short notice, though, but I do have a better idea. Are you all right getting home on the bike?”


“Of course.”


“Good. I’ll pop home and check on my own oldies and be round to pick you up in half an hour.”


“For?”


“A condolence call.”


“Oh, I don’t know, Christine. It sounds so awkward. She doesn’t know me. I don’t know her.”


“That makes a level playing field. She and I don’t know each other, either. Not anymore.”
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Janet almost gave in and walked her bike home. Instead, reprising her groaning imitation of the Proclaimers with, “I would ride 500 miles,” muttered under her labored breath, she made it up the stair-step hill to Argyll Terrace and to the third stone cottage along on the right. Four snug rooms down and two up, built of granite as sturdy as the Beaton Bridge, and more durable than her marriage had been.


She turned in at the drive and glanced at a lamplit window upstairs in Ian’s house next door. That was his writing room, he’d told her. She often caught a furtive movement at the window when she arrived home, as though he’d just slipped out of view. If staring out the window is part of your secret creative process, Ian, don’t let my comings and goings interrupt. And if you’re just keeping tabs, that’s fine, too. She’d rather have a nosy neighbor than one who grumped and turned a blind eye.


Smirr and Butter, a rain gray tom and a butter pat of a kitten, noticed everything, too. They appeared from the family room as Janet came in the back door. Smirr advanced a few paces before flopping on his side. He yawned like a pensioner woken from a nap. Butter pounced on Smirr’s twitching tail then rubbed his forehead under Smirr’s chin. New additions to the Marsh household, the “lads” came from different backgrounds and experiences, and had become instant best mates.


Janet scooped up Butter on her way to the kitchen. Smirr reached a paw to pat at her foot as she passed, then followed her and leapt with nimble grace to the kitchen counter.


“Smirr, dear,” Janet said with mild reproof.


She put Butter on the floor and Smirr leapt back down to supervise the kitten while she organized a light evening meal for them. They tucked in and she went upstairs to exchange her khakis for black slacks. As she put on the matching black jacket, the cats came in to offer thanks with a few turns around her ankles. She looked down at the gray and yellow hairs they left behind. The kitten met her eye and mewed.


“You’re right,” she said. “A touch more color won’t hurt.”


She hung the jacket back in the wardrobe and slipped into a deep purple cardigan. Then she went to watch for the Vauxhall Christine drove. Christine’s parents still owned the car, but since moving in with them to be the extra pair of hands they needed, her father seemed content to borrow the keys from her rather than the other way around.


“You look proper, Janet,” Christine said when she got in the car. “Thank you.”


“For knowing how to dress?”


“For coming with me.”


“Did you ask your mum and dad what they know about Florrie?”


“Oh, aye, and Mum was right on top of it. Said she saw Florrie Friday last, at the school prize-giving. Florrie looked feart, but she did a grand job of reciting ‘To a Wee Mousie.’”


“That’s—”


“We would have been eight or nine at the time.”


“At least it’s a sweet memory. What about your dad?”


“He saw someone who reminded him of her in Inverness a few years back, but only in passing. By the time he realized who she might be and turned around to call hello, she’d turned a corner or gone into a shop. I don’t think they’ve heard about Malcolm. I didn’t say anything and Dad didn’t bring it up. I left it that way, for now, and left Dad fixing salmon for their tea.”


“Will we pick them up for Nev’s after we see Florrie?”


“Mum has a bit of a cold so Dad thought they’d stay in tonight.”


“Probably best, but I’m sorry I won’t see them. Do you know where we’re going?”


“Not far.”


“Not far” didn’t mean much, because Janet hadn’t paid attention to the turns Christine made and she didn’t recognize the neighborhood. Bigger front gardens with walls and gates. They might all have had live-in housekeepers once. Or still. Christine slowed and turned in at house Janet thought might be Georgian. Symmetrical. Stuffy rather than cozy. All the downstairs lights appeared to be on and spilling from windows not yet draped for the night.


“At least someone’s home,” Janet said as they got out of the car.


“You’re not expecting much from this visit, are you? You keep saying ‘at least.’”


“At least it isn’t raining, the wind isn’t blowing, and at least I came with you.”


Christine pushed the bell then took Janet’s arm in hers. They waited together, then heard a single bark somewhere inside and a lock turn and the latch snick. The door opened only wide enough for a woman to look out at them, expressionless.


“Florrie,” Christine said. “It’s Christine MacLean. I brought my friend Janet Marsh. We heard about Malcolm and we’ve come to offer our sympathy.”


Florrie looked at Christine and then Janet. “Why? What’s the point?” she asked, and closed the door in their faces.
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Florrie! Wait!” Christine stared at the closed door, then turned a distraught face to Janet. Before Janet could think what to say, determination overtook the distress. “She didn’t slam it,” Christine said, and she reached toward the bell again.


Janet put a hand on Christine’s arm to stop her. “Wait,” she whispered. “I didn’t hear her relock it.” She tried the knob. It turned and she gently pushed the door open.


Florrie hadn’t moved. The blank expression on her face hadn’t budged, either.


As gently as she’d opened the door, Janet said, “Sorry for the intrusion, Florrie. I’m Janet. Sorry, too, for the reason we’re here, but I’m glad to meet you.” She did a quick search through her mental card catalog of people she’d met since arriving in Inversgail. The woman standing in front of her, appearing as rumpled and soft as her faded jeans and sweater, didn’t match anyone in the imaginary cards.


Florrie said nothing.


Has she even blinked? Janet wondered. She and Florrie were an even height, both shorter than Christine. Janet looked into Florrie’s eyes for any sign that she’d heard her, or if she had, that she cared; she didn’t find anything that gave her a clue. That’s not a vacant look, though. Someone’s definitely home behind those eyes, but that door is locked and bolted. Temptation pulled at Janet, goading her to turn around and search the dark behind her for whatever held Florrie’s gaze. Instead, she nudged Christine into action.


“Is there anyone we can call for you, Florrie?” Christine asked. “Have you had your tea?”


Christine took a half step forward. Florrie tilted her chin up a few degrees. Janet wondered if Florrie was finally making eye contact with Christine.


Christine took another half step.


Florrie took two back. “So it’s Christine, is it? I mind how we played together a summer or two.”


“It’s been a long time,” Christine said. “It’s good to see you, Florrie. I think Janet and I should come in and make you a cup of tea. What do you say to that, eh?”


“It’s Florence.” She turned and walked into the house, leaving them at the still open door.


“Did she ask us in?” Christine asked.


“No,” Janet said.


“We’ll go anyway.”


Janet tried too late to stop Christine; Christine had already started after Florence, and Janet decided not to make a scene by arguing with her. Because if we can do something to ease that woman’s pain . . . She closed the door, and at the click of the latch wondered, But is it pain? She tried to soothe her own unease by smoothing a furrow settling between her eyebrows. It didn’t help.


She hurried after the others, past a carpeted stair to the first floor, and along a dim, flagged hall. She caught a glimpse of an ornate frame hanging at the first landing up the stair and pictured a kilted ancestor keeping a watchful eye on the comings and goings in this dour place. Hers were the only footsteps she heard now, Christine having followed Florence into a room on the right, at the end of the hall. Only Christine looked around when Janet entered.


They stood in a room that made any discomfort the rest of the house held worthwhile. The walls were book lined, the space lit by a table lamp and crackling fire. An old spaniel lay on the hearthrug, nose toward the warmth. He lifted his head with a soft woof when Janet held her hands to that warmth. He didn’t challenge her right to be there, though, and went back to a dream of rabbits or grouse.


“What a lovely room,” Janet said. “I’d want to spend all my time here.”


“She’s a retired librarian,” Christine said to Florence. “Gets misty-eyed whenever a dozen or more books gather in one place. She’s right, though; the room’s as cozy as a snug. I’ll make the tea and bring it in here, shall I?”


“Don’t bother.”


“It’s no bother. I’m happy to do it.”


“If I want it, I’ll get it myself.”


“That’s all right, then. The fire’s lovely,” Christine said. “Shall we sit?”


Janet thought Christine must not have noticed the three chairs in the room—one pulled near the fire, a second over by the window to catch the light, the third at a delicate desk. Arranged for the pleasure of a single person.


“If I’d wanted company, I’d have said come ben.”


“But Florrie—”


“Florence.”


“You left the front door open,” Christine said. “Left it open and walked away.”


“Did I? I am competent, you know, despite . . .”


Florence’s voice trailed away as she turned to look at—what? Janet couldn’t tell if she was looking at the dog, the photograph on the end table beside the lone fireplace chair, the books on the shelf behind, or nothing at all.


“Will there be family here to help you with arrangements?” Janet asked. “There are so many details at a time like this.”


“I am competent,” Florence repeated, her voice thin but steady.


“We ken that,” Christine said. “It can be a comfort, though, to have someone else. Someone to lean on a little. Have you called anyone? Did Constable Hobbs call someone for you?”
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