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In a lay-by on the B 8044, Heather Kilbride fought to refold the map. No way was there room in the front seat of a Ford Fiesta for a steering wheel, a driver, and the Ordnance Survey’s Road Map 2—Western Scotland and the Western Isles. The thing was as tall as she was and twice as wide, and the more she flapped it around, the more it beat back like a malevolent paper bat. And this had been her idea—to forgo GPS and follow a route traced in faded pink highlighter on a map left in the glove box ten years ago. Brilliant.

She punched the map’s midsection.

A punch isn’t progress. Calum’s voice in her head. The memory of it.

Heather closed her eyes. Dropped the map. Folded her hands over her heart. Waited through sixty beats. Sixty more.

When she opened her eyes, the map was draped over the steering wheel, as though it had always meant to be helpful, letting her focus on the sign staring at her through the windscreen: Give your litter a lift—take it home. Fair enough. She wouldn’t stuff malign bits of paper out the window. Not today. She flattened the map across her lap, folded, flattened, repeated, no longer worried about crumples. A shame about the rip separating Lewis and Harris up there in the corner, but no matter. She was heading for the coast, not the isles—certainly not that island—and not that far north.

She pressed one more fold flat and judged her handiwork. A rumpled rhomboid. Gone for good were the smooth surface, compact shape, and crisp lines she’d optimistically unfolded that morning. And Calum was gone for good, too. Did that make the wad in her lap symbolic?

Heather flipped the map over her shoulder into the back seat and started the car. The Fiesta coughed and died. She counted ten heartbeats and blew her nose. “Dinnae fash, Cal. I’ve got this.”

She started the car again and pulled onto the B 8044 heading west.

Half an hour later, a gull’s-eye view opened before Heather—harbor, headland, lighthouse, sea—with rooftops and chimneys hugging the coast of blues and grays. A scene of purpose and prosperity, and even on a dreich day like this, a scene of comfort.

Her first view of Inversgail disappeared as the road wound down through the hills toward the town. Heather lowered her window and called a question to some sheep in a field. “Don’t your bums get cold sitting on a wet hillside?”

She raised the window, but imagined she heard an old ewe bleating back, “You’ll care when it’s your own bahookie you’re blathering about.”

“Aye, too right,” Heather said. That was why she’d packed carefully. And why she didn’t trust that idyllic bird’s-eye view of Inversgail. That illusion of ease and safety. She’d done her homework. She knew she’d find a decent library and local paper, pubs and coachloads of tourists, and, with luck, she’d also find her bedsit. Then there was the other wee matter—of murder.
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Janet Marsh stopped and popped her umbrella open when she reached the statue of Robert Louis Stevenson on Inversgail’s High Street. Rain hadn’t started in earnest, and might not, but Stevenson’s spattered coat and a drip from his moustache gave her a sympathetic shiver despite her own warm and waterproof jacket. November on the west coast of Scotland was proving to be as gray and drippy as the statue.

Though not entirely dour. Business was good. She and her partners felt settled and more confident in their roles as owners of Yon Bonnie Books, with its Cakes and Tales tearoom and Bedtime Stories B&B above. And even on a dreich day, maybe especially on a dreich day, the shops and houses of Inversgail seemed settled and confident, too. On such a day, the deeper colors in the surrounding hills, harbor, and sea gave a sense of longevity. The Stevenson statue wasn’t entirely dour, either; the clandestine group that called themselves the Knit Wits had brightened the statue with a pair of scarlet spats.

“Good to see you looking dapper as always, R.L.,” Janet said to the statue.

Stevenson, pensive as always, didn’t answer. But a car backfired, and Janet turned to see a rust-spotted Fiesta on its way up the hill toward the Inversgail Library and Archives, or perhaps the school.

She held her hand from under the umbrella and felt nothing measurable falling from the low clouds, so she closed the umbrella and climbed the hill to the library.

Years ago, she and Curtis had brought their young family to Inversgail for summers, and Janet had thought nothing of climbing these hills. This past spring, when she, Tallie, Christine, and Summer had bought the bookshop and packed up their Midwestern American lives to live here, it became a different story. Her over-sixty prairie-bred lungs hadn’t been prepared, and she’d had to catch her breath halfway up most hills. Plus, her calves whined for rest stops. She’d been surprised that her youthful stamina hadn’t lasted.

Of course, she’d also been surprised that her marriage hadn’t lasted. Being an optimistic and determined problem solver, she’d tackled both surprises.

“A head-butt straight to his midsection,” she’d said to Christine Robertson, her oldest friend. “He’s soft. I’ll take him down.”

“He’s a rat,” Christine had said. “He’s feeling guilty, too. Use it.”

Janet had. The divorce settlement included a generous alimony and their house in Inversgail, paid in full. As for her lungs and calves, walking and riding her bike were solving that problem, and now when she passed through the library’s automatic doors, she felt almost jaunty. The doors whispered shut behind her.

Immediately, the director’s voice broke the library’s peace with an announcement over the sound system. “Will the driver of the dark green Mini, number plate SB 48 PGW, please return to the carpark and move their car so that an illegally parked coach may exit? And will the driver of the illegally parked coach, whose number plate I also have, please refrain from parking illegally in future? Parking regs are clearly posted. Ta very much.”

A man with clenched fists stomped past Janet and out the door. From his fuming mutters about calling the police on librarians and Mini drivers, she assumed he was the coach driver. From his language, he certainly had the bad manners of someone who would park illegally at a library.

Tutting under her breath, Janet went to wait her turn at the circulation desk, stopping at the “wait here” sign requesting privacy for patrons checking out their materials. Sharon Davis, the director, stood behind the desk, leveling the fierce eye of a hunting sea eagle at the departing back of the coach driver. Sharon still held the intercom microphone, and Janet imagined she waited for a reason to crank up the volume and use it to call the police herself.

The woman standing at the desk in front of Sharon cleared her throat.

“So sorry for the interruption.” Sharon smiled at the woman and set the microphone down. “Tell me again. How may I help?”

“I asked about a short-term membership. Borrowing privileges for the few weeks I’ll be here. Perhaps as long as a month.”

As a retired librarian, Janet was interested in the answer to the woman’s question. She didn’t want to be obvious about listening to the conversation in front of her, though, so she glanced to the right along the counter, pretending to look for something. A brochure or a bookmark.

“It will require a bit of paperwork,” Sharon said, “but yes, temporary privileges are available.”

Bravo for progress and meeting the public’s needs, Janet thought. She wondered what brought the woman to town at this time of year. Inversgail was a tourist town, but spring, summer, and fall were the more popular months. Janet took a step forward, the better to hear, and then felt too nosey. She repeated the pretense of looking for something, this time glancing left.

And there she found Ian Atkinson, propped on one elbow farther along the counter. Ian was a bestselling crime novelist and an expert at languid poses. Janet was sure he thought his presence graced anywhere he chose to lean. She also thought he didn’t pretend as well as she did. He was clearly watching Sharon and the other woman, and just as clearly eavesdropping; he was jotting notes. After a moment, he stretched and sauntered over to stand in line behind Janet.

“Oh, hello,” he said quietly, doing a double take. “I didn’t see you.”

Irritating man. Of course he’d seen her. His stretch, saunter, double take, and remark hadn’t been any more convincing than if he’d sung “I’m a little teapot” and expected her to believe it. For a man with the talent to drape himself artfully in any doorway, and the gift and perseverance to write a dozen internationally acclaimed novels, he fumbled at many normal human interactions.

“Did your colleagues spring you for good behavior over the lunch hour?” he asked.

“Something like that.” Janet gave a perfunctory smile. As annoying as she found him, Ian’s Single Malt Mysteries were a boon to Yon Bonnie Books, so she worked hard to tamp down her personal opinion of him. It was a struggle, though, and she would be the first to admit she could tamp harder.

“With Sharon handling the desk, this might take longer than you like,” Ian said. “She’s a frightful gasbag.”

“Wheesht, Ian,” Janet hissed.

“You’re sounding ver-r-r-ry Scottish these days,” he said softly.

She didn’t. It would take more than adopting vocabulary to disguise her Midwestern twang. Ian didn’t sound Scottish, either. He came from Slough, outside London.

“She’s arranging to have temporary borrowing privileges.” He nodded toward the woman at the desk.

“I heard.” Drat. Janet wished she hadn’t let on she’d been listening, too.

But Ian didn’t comment, so maybe he’d missed her slip. “Heather’s in the area doing a spot of research,” he said.

“You know her?” Janet asked.

“Heather? A lovely name, don’t you think? I caught it as she introduced herself, but sadly, no, I don’t know her. Mind you, I’d be happy to change that.”

Janet narrowed an eye at him, stopping an incipient leer in its tracks.

They watched as the woman—Heather—dug through her bag for identification. Dressed in skinny jeans and a cargo jacket, she looked fit. She’d twisted her hair into a knot at the back of her head. Hair and jacket were a similar shade of brown—both slightly faded, but aging well. Janet thought she might be early to midforties.

“She asked directions to Sutherland Close,” Ian continued quietly. “Near Maida’s, it sounded like. I gather she’s staying in one of those short-term lets. People are mad about them these days, though I don’t know why. I prefer the reliability of a name-brand, five-star hotel when I tour. Oh, but I say.” He put a disingenuous hand to his forehead. “I’ve just insulted your own wee B&B, haven’t I? So sorry. And sorry, too, that Heather apparently doesn’t have the good taste to book one of your rooms.”

“We might be full up, Ian,” Janet said. “We often are.” They just as often weren’t. “Besides, we’d be a bit dear for a month’s stay. But that’s the wonderful thing about a tourist town, isn’t it? There are accommodations for all budgets and plenty to choose from.”

Janet wondered if the chance to offer his mock sympathy hadn’t been Ian’s whole reason for coming to stand in line behind her. But if he chose to slither low, she would raise her chin and go high.

Then she lost a bit of altitude. “Don’t you believe in personal space, Ian? For Heaven’s sake, how long were you listening to catch those details? Why were you listening?”

“Occupational hazard,” he said, flipping hair from his forehead. His hair length and habit of flipping went along with his languid poses.

“You’ve used that excuse before. And it really is no excuse.”

“A reason more than an excuse,” Ian said, “And Sharon doesn’t mind.”

“You’re kidding. She knows you eavesdrop and she lets you?”

Ian cocked his head with interest. “That question had no hint of shock, Janet. You aren’t shocked. You’re interested. You’re looking for tips.”

“Tips? What are you talking about?”

“Tips for better detecting. That sounds like the subtitle for an Alexander McCall Smith novel.”

Janet loved McCall Smith and she loathed the smug look on Ian’s face. But not as much as she disliked his next suggestion.

“I’m always happy to spread my ways and wisdom, Janet. Call me anytime. Better yet, wander over and I’ll put the kettle on.”

Janet turned back toward the counter so he wouldn’t catch her eyes rolling. At some point after she and Curtis had divorced and stopped coming to Inversgail, Ian had arrived in town and bought the house next to theirs. She was a firm believer in being a good neighbor, but having Ian next door made it that much harder to tamp her opinion of him. When he—too often—looked over the hedge dividing their backyards and offered gardening advice, she found herself “tamping” weeds with amazing energy.

Sharon the librarian looked ready for a good gossip. Elbows on the counter, temporary card apparently issued, she reminded Janet of a bartender on a sleepy afternoon. Except that Ian had been right when he’d guessed this was Janet’s lunch hour, and it was ticking away. In case Sharon really was passing the time of day instead of passing along information, Janet took two steps past the “wait here” sign to give her a visual nudge.

“Tip number one—quiet shoes and two steps closer than that,” Ian whispered in Janet’s ear.

Janet did move two steps closer. To get away from an irritating pest, she told herself, not because I’m taking tips on eavesdropping from one. On the other hand, she could hear better.

“Do you ken a lawyer named William Clark?” the woman named Heather asked.

Janet knew that name. She’d heard it at the bookshop several weeks earlier, after a memorial bike ride honoring Dr. Malcolm Murray, his brother Gerald, and Lachlann Maclennan, all recently deceased. The people speaking Clark’s name had exchanged indecipherable looks, and when asked about those looks, had immediately clammed up and left the bookshop. Ian hadn’t been there, but his name had come up, too. She tried, now, to get his attention. She shouldn’t have bothered. He was taking notes again.

“Clark?” Sharon said. “It’s a common enough name.”

“They can’t all be lawyers,” Heather said. “I have an appointment with this one.”

“Here?” Sharon asked. “Now?”

“No, no.” Heather took a half-step back. “I just wondered if you know him and ken what he’s like. I just thought… it’s a small town, aye?”

“Not as small as all that,” Sharon said.

“Aye, sorry.”

“An easy mistake to make. The town looks smaller than it is.” For the first time, Sharon looked at the line waiting for her. “So, then. Welcome to Inversgail. Is there anything else I can help you with before you go?”

“A lunch recommendation? Nothing fancy.”

Sharon smiled at Janet. “Cakes and Tales. It’s a tearoom adjoining Yon Bonnie Books down the other end of the High Street.”

“A tearoom?”

Janet heard the wrinkled nose in Heather’s question.

“Aye. They do lovely wee sandwiches,” Sharon said. “If you’re doing research, it’s good to know the location of the best bookshop in town, as well as an accommodating library.”

“Sounds a bit twee. Is there something less touristy? Anything near the Inversgail Guardian’s office?”

“You’ll want Nev’s, then. Right next door to the Guardian. There’s no sign and it’s as far from twee as haggis from Hogmanay.”

“Perfect.”

Heather thanked Sharon for her help, and Janet moved up to the desk to collect the book she’d reserved. Sharon went to get it—an autobiography of Barbara Pym in diaries and letters—and Janet wondered if Ian was now taking notes about her. What he lacked in subtlety he didn’t make up for in charm. She turned to give him a quelling eye, whether he deserved it or not. But Ian was gone and another man stood behind her.

Ian’s probably gone to Nev’s, Janet thought. Watch out, Heather.

“There you are,” Sharon said, handing Janet her book. “I’m sorry that last woman didn’t like the sound of your tearoom. We can’t please them all, can we?”

“We can’t. I’m curious about that saying, though—as far from twee as haggis from Hogmanay. It’s one I haven’t heard. Is it common?”

“Och no, and it hardly makes sense, does it? That’s just me having a bit of fun. But if it shows up in her next book, we’ll know where she got it. You might like to get some of her books in for the shop. Heather Kilbride is her name. She says she’s a true-crime writer here to research the Murray Murder Case. I assume all three words are capitalized when she sees them in her mind; she sounded very earnest. I didn’t like to tell her that dragging all that out in the open again, so soon, seems unnecessary.”

“Good heavens, yes, and painful for so many.”

Angry honking came from the carpark, waning and ebbing as the library doors opened and closed.

“That wee man will have a heart attack if he doesn’t learn to be patient,” Sharon said. She didn’t seem overly concerned for his health.

“The Mini driver hasn’t shown up yet?” Janet asked. “The wee man will have a heart attack and a stroke.”

“He’ll be foaming at the mouth by the time Constable Hobbs arrives,” Sharon agreed. “I’m sure he made good on his threat to call the police. His kind do. And much good it will do him; the Mini driver will likely turn up any moment.” Sharon didn’t seem concerned about police arriving, either, whether fast or slow. In fact, she winked at Janet.

The wink jarred something loose from the corner of Janet’s mind where she shoved anything to do with Ian Atkinson. “Did Ian hear that she’s a writer? Does he know what she’s working on?”

“It’s so hard to know with Ian. Now, if you don’t mind, Janet.” Sharon nodded toward the line behind her. “Other people are waiting.”

Janet left the library worried about what Heather Kilbride’s research might stir up. The memorial bike ride had brought some sense of closure to the tragic deaths of the three men, but it couldn’t have laid all the misery to rest so soon. Grief and mourning would go on for months, if not years. Or forever.

Ahead of Janet, the coach driver, with fists looking like bludgeons, breathed fire next to a green Mini.

“Sorry,” a voice came from behind her. She’d stopped in the middle of the footpath, and a man exiting the library brushed past her—the man who’d been behind her at the checkout desk.

She started to call after him to apologize, but stopped when she saw him, keys in hand, casually stroll toward the coach driver and the Mini. With a minimal glance for the driver, he unlocked the Mini, got in, and locked the door.

The nearly molten coach driver boiled over. Janet caught some of his words—she was sure she heard beat, pulp, and bare hands several times—but much of what he spewed went past her in a blur of gutturals and rolled Rs. He stood in front of the Mini, arms raised and roaring. The man in the Mini calmly started the engine.

“He’s like the Hulk,” a man standing near Janet said. “A Glaswegian Hulk. If he really wanted to do damage, he could. It’s possible he has previous experience with the penalties for grievous bodily harm.”

“Oh, dear,” said the woman next to him. “And here come the weans from the Primary. It’s their day to visit with the story lady.”

Janet recognized the woman. Agnes Black was an infrequent customer at Yon Bonnie Books.

“This is more exciting than anything they’ll hear from the story lady,” the man said.

The Mini driver let the car slowly roll forward half a foot. The coach driver roared and held his ground. Janet took out her phone.

“Take a video,” Agnes said. “It’ll go viral.”

“I’m calling Constable Hobbs,” Janet said.

“The coach driver already did,” said Agnes. “I wonder what’s taking him so long? Och, well. That’s Norman, then, isn’t it?”

“He does a fine job, our Norman,” said the man. “Here he comes now.”

Constable Norman Hobbs stepped from his vehicle and surveyed the scene before him. Then he pointed his nose and peaked cap at the coach driver and marched forward. He said nothing as he covered the distance between them, but the ring of his constabulary boots might as well have barked, “What’s all this, then?” When he reached the coach driver, he pointed his right index finger at him. Then he pointed to the sidewalk at the edge of the carpark, making it clear he expected the coach driver to move in that direction. The coach driver did and Hobbs followed.

The Mini driver, his path now clear, drove away.

Hobbs spoke quietly but at no great length to the coach driver. A few choice words from the coach driver reached Janet’s ears, but then he appeared to think better of commenting and remained silent. She heard Hobbs caution him not to leave his coach in the library carpark in the future and to mind all other local parking regulations. Janet and the others watched the subdued driver maneuver the coach out of the tight carpark. She thought Hobbs looked satisfied with the outcome and not at all surprised that the Mini was already gone.

“Didn’t you want to speak to the Mini driver?” she asked Hobbs. “He wasn’t parked legally, either, was he?”

“The Mini driver was doing his civic duty by calling attention to rogue coach drivers,” the man beside Agnes said. “A rebel with a carpark cause.”

“A calm one with nerves of steel,” Janet said. “He didn’t look any more ruffled by that ruffian than you did, Norman.”

“A stramash is all in a day’s work, eh, Constable?” said the man. “It calls for an even temperament. That’s a plus in both professions.”

“Norman’s and the Mini driver’s?” Janet asked. “Do you know him?” Then she realized that Sharon knew him, too. Sharon hadn’t winked at her. She’d winked at the Mini driver standing behind her, after telling Janet he’d turn up any minute.

“I can’t say I know the chap,” the man said, “but I can put a name to him. A lawyer. William Clark.” He turned to Agnes. “Can I give you a lift, Nessy?”

Agnes waved goodbye to Janet.

Janet, puzzled, didn’t notice. What is it about William Clark? One minute Sharon won’t acknowledge knowing the man, and the next minute she’s winking at him. Mention his name and—hey, presto—normal people turn peculiar. He’s peculiar.

“Norman,” Janet said, “I have questions for you.”

But he’d already started back to his vehicle.

“Norman?” Janet rushed to catch up, and then to get in front of him to try pinning him with her eyes. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. Pinning eyes a foot above her own required an acute angle in her neck. “Norman, was that Mini driver the same William Clark that you, James Haviland, and Rab were so mysterious about a few weeks back? At the bookshop, after the memorial ride, James said that he, Ian, and a lawyer named William Clark had been named to oversee the trust Gerald Murray set up in his will. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Mrs. Marsh, and I’m happy to answer your question.”

“Good, because I have a few more.”

Hobbs opened his car door. Janet held it as he climbed in. He closed the door and lowered his window. “William Clark, Mrs. Marsh,” he said as he started the engine.

“Yes?”

“William”—he shrugged one shoulder—“and Clark”—he shrugged the other—“they’re very common names.” He raised his window and drove away.



Janet fumed over cagey constables on her way back to Yon Bonnie Books. Fumed quietly, and not as colorfully as the coach driver, but with feeling. When she came to the Stevenson statue, she felt like shaking her fist, but didn’t. R. L. didn’t deserve it. Neither did Norman, she knew.

She stopped beside the statue and thought about that. Why should Norman tell her anything about William Clark? Norman did his job well. He was trustworthy—ninety-nine percent of the time—and he didn’t gossip. And why did she care about William Clark, anyway? Who or what he was or did was none of her business. Except, tell me there’s a secret and I’ll tell you no lie; I will want to know it. Janet and the statue stood side by side staring across the harbor toward the Inversgail Light.

Norman wasn’t the only one being careful about William Clark, though. There was James and Rab. And now Sharon, who’d played the cagey game with Heather. Heather, who was digging into the Murray murders and had an appointment with William Clark. Drat, I meant to ask Norman if he knew about Heather and her project. But if William Clark kept appointments with researchers, then he wasn’t a recluse, and that meant other people would know him and know about him. Other people who were less guarded or circumspect. Ian, for instance. But it would be so much easier and less annoying if Norman would just come clean.

By now, her lunch hour was almost eaten up. Before rushing on her way, Janet glanced at the statue’s face. She got the feeling Stevenson looked more troubled now, and wondered if that was an omen. Then she wondered when she’d become so superstitious. Besides, the sky was beginning to clear, and that was always a good sign. She put her head back, breathed in the sea air, and breathed out, shutting her eyes and opening them again in time to see three seagulls directly above.

An elderly woman rolled her shopping trolley to a stop beside Janet. “A warning,” she said. “If you believe in such.”

“What’s a warning?” Janet asked.

“Three gulls flying together overhead.” The woman pointed at the birds as they flapped away over the rooftops. “A warning of death, soon to come.”
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Yon Bonnie Books had only changed hands twice since Colonel Stuart Farquhar opened it in 1919. First, when the Farquhar family sold the business after eighty-three years, and then when Janet, her daughter, Tallie, and their friends Christine Robertson and Summer Jacobs bought it. Farquhar, a colonel in the Black Watch during the Great War, had come home to Inversgail with a need to heal by surrounding himself with books. He’d counted himself lucky that this cure was also profitable.

The bookshop and its new sister businesses occupied a two-story, late-18th-century granite block building. Many of the businesses on Inversgail’s High Street benefited from the same construction. The picturesque facades attracted photographers and other tourists from around the world, and the sturdy frameworks had allowed for useful renovations and updates over the years. Yon Bonnie Books, Cakes and Tales Tearoom, and Bedtime Stories B&B were wired and wireless enough to suit any need. The plumbing was modern, too.

Janet returned to the shop still somewhat flustered by the elderly woman’s warning, but no longer fuming at Norman Hobbs. She shared the late Colonel Farquhar’s belief in the remedy of books.

After helping a customer decide to buy two books in the Porridge the Tartan Cat series rather than choose between them, she felt more herself. Then, during a lull, she told Tallie about the trip to the library, and worked herself up again. Tallie, good daughter that she was, told her mother she’d be right back. She disappeared down an aisle, between tall bookshelves, in the direction of the tearoom.

“There,” Tallie said a few minutes later. She set a teapot and a plate of tea sandwiches on the sales counter. “You might be hardly fuming and only slightly flustered, but you’re completely famished. I know the signs and they have nothing to do with superstition.”

“I don’t believe the seagull warning, though,” Janet said. “Not for a minute and no more than I believed her story that a cat washing its ears predicts rain. I’m sure it’s the same woman. I wonder who she is.”

“Rab might know her,” Tallie said. “He might be related. We should hire her and they can take turns reading tea leaves for the day-trippers.”

“Where is Rab?” Janet set her teacup down.

“It’s Monday. That means we don’t know where he is.”

“Do we know where he is any other day?”

“Only when he’s here,” Tallie said.

Rab MacGregor was a sandy-haired, loose-limbed man who spent part of each day sitting on the harbor wall with his Cairn Terrier, Ranger, and various harbor cats. He also apparently worked part-time for them in the bookshop and the tearoom. The arrangement and his hours had never been formalized. That wasn’t for lack of trying on Janet’s part, but Rab showed up often enough and at critical moments, and they’d finally left it at that. Ranger showed up when Rab did, and spent his time being photogenic while napping in a chair near the shop’s fireplace. Rab occasionally read tea leaves, to the delight of pensioners on day trips. More recently, he’d been making Chinese thread books—zhen xian bao—for the bookshop to sell. These were elegant, complicated, folded paper books based on patterns from Chinese folk art.

“I’ll tell you what else I don’t believe,” Janet said. “Not for even less than a minute.”

“What are you disbelieving so thoroughly?” Christine asked, sweeping down the aisle from the tearoom. The way Christine moved, through a room and through life, always bolstered Janet’s spirits.

Christine was the one native Scot among the four partners. She’d grown up in Inversgail, and then emigrated to the States with her husband, Tony. They’d landed at the University of Illinois, where they’d met Janet and Curtis and become lifelong friends. After Tony died, Christine welcomed the bookshop venture as a way to pull herself back together. It also came at the right time for her to give her aging parents the help they needed and the chance to stay in their own house. She admired them, complained about them, and doted on them.

“Tallie made your situation sound dire, so I thought you could probably use a fresh pot,” Christine said, and set the pot on the counter. “I need to get back. We’re swamped with tea-swillers, but first I want to hear what’s so preposterous that even you don’t believe it.”

“There are plenty of things I don’t believe,” Janet said.

“That, in itself, is not believable,” Christine said. “You’re the rosy-eyed one of our group, whereas I like to disbelieve two or three things every day before breakfast.”

“That’s not how the quotation goes,” Tallie said.

“I don’t believe it,” said Christine. “There, see? That’s how it works. I do it all the time.”

“I can tell you two things I don’t believe right off the bat,” Janet said.

“I only have time for one. Make it the shortest.”

“You’re absurd,” Janet said, “so I’ll tell you the most absurd. Three seagulls flying overhead are a warning of death to come.” Janet expected Christine to sputter a laugh or call her a cheat for choosing something too obvious. “Christine? What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing. I don’t believe you knew.” Christine’s smile flickered and went out.

“Knew what?”

“About the seagulls. Mum believes that, and the frailer she gets, the more she worries over signs of death. I’d best get back.”

“Oh, Christine, I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at your mum.”

“I didn’t think you were. It’s her frailty and her worries that get to me.” Christine waved over her shoulder and was gone.

Tallie refilled Janet’s teacup and handed it to her. “You know who might know something about William Clark? Christine. She didn’t hear that conversation after the memorial ride. She was in the tearoom, and until today we haven’t thought of him again.”

“There are plenty of people who must know him,” Janet said. “But you’re right. Christine might, or her mum and dad. This probably isn’t the time to ask, though. She really does worry.”

“It might get her mind off her mum and the seagulls.”

“But first she needs time to remember that she doesn’t believe the seagulls.”



The next morning dawned less than bright, but far from dreich, so Janet dressed for a quick bike ride before work. She and Tallie shared the stone cottage on Argyll Terrace where they’d spent so many summers. Built of granite, like the bookshop, the house had four rooms down and two more cozied up under the eaves. As Janet sat at the top of the stairs, tying her shoes, Tallie passed her on the way to the bathroom.

“You know, Mom, there is another explanation for Norman’s and Sharon’s seemingly odd behavior yesterday.”

“Seemingly? It wasn’t my imagination, excellent though it is.”

“It is excellent, and so are your critical thinking skills. Hear me out.”

“My skills and imagination are all ears. Lay it on them.”

Janet had been proud of her daughter when she graduated from law school, joined a prestigious firm, and then furthered her career by teaching contract law. She’d been even more proud when Tallie admitted, twenty years on, that she’d burned out and wanted to do something about it. They had both been ecstatic when Tallie found the real estate listing for Yon Bonnie Books.

“We know two police officers named Norman,” Tallie said. “What are the odds of that?”

“Odd odds, definitely. So what?”

The other Norman was Inspector Reddick, whom they’d last seen during the investigation into the Murray murders.

“So our Norman and Sharon might be right. William Clark might be a common name, in which case there could easily be two William Clarks, even two who are lawyers. The Mini driver might not have been our William Clark.”

“Christine would be so proud of me, dear.” Janet started down the stairs. “I haven’t had my breakfast and I find that explanation absolutely, utterly, and preposterously unbelievable.”



Some mornings Janet rode with two or three other women. The group met at the Stevenson statue almost every morning that rain wasn’t bucketing down. Janet’s overall goal was to join them in the spring for the next Haggis Half Hundred—a fifty-mile ride through the hills above Inversgail. The reward for going the distance was a plate of tatties, neeps, and haggis at the finish. With every labored breath up the steepest hills, Janet pictured herself enjoying every mouthful.

Her shorter goal was to spend time alone. To that end, she went solo most mornings, riding at her own pace and with her own thoughts. She satisfied Tallie by wearing a helmet and making certain she’d charged her phone. She took binoculars along to satisfy herself, hoping someday she’d spot something extraordinary—a golden eagle or one of the rare Scottish wildcats. This morning she only saw two buzzards, gulls (which she refused to count), and unlimited sheep.

She liked sheep. Christine was afraid of them. But Janet would never tease her about it, no more than Christine teased Janet about her fear of heights. Friends didn’t. They protected each other.

Janet thought about protection as she puffed up the next long hill. The instinct to provide it. The need to escape from under it when it threatened to smother. When her thoughts turned to threats, she almost missed a pair of blackface lambs having a mock battle with their baby horns. How would Heather Kilbride’s murder research threaten the people who’d just been through so much?

Janet let her mantra of pedal, pedal, pedal, ohhh my take over until the next downward slope, and then she was almost to the Beaton Bridge. Pedal, pedal, pedal, ohhh my, and then she’d reached the middle of that span. She raised her hands in victory. Unbeaten by the ride to the Beaton Bridge.

She was still a bit winded, but not like the first time she’d come this far. That awful day, only the side of the bridge had kept her from collapsing, and when she’d looked below the bridge, along the burn, she’d seen Malcolm Murray’s damaged bike, and then Malcolm, half-hidden by the rocks, lying dead in the thistles…

Janet blinked. She blinked again and rubbed her eyes. She must be seeing things. Hallucinating. Because it couldn’t be…

She fumbled for her binoculars, brought them to her eyes, and was hit by a nauseating wave of déjà vu. A bicycle, an arm, a hand in the water. How could it be?

She left her bike, as she had that other awful day. There was still no clear path down the terrible slope, but she could do this again. She lost sight of the bicycle and the arm, the catastrophe now sheltered from her view by rocks the size of Highland cattle. As she picked her way down toward the burn, she called Christine.

“Have you phoned the police?” Christine asked. “Janet, answer me. I need to know you’re all right. Have you called 9-9-9?”

“No. I… no.”

“Why not? You’re not thinking clearly, Janet.”

“Yes I am. I’ll call them when you’ve talked me down from hysteria. This way I’m not alone when I get there.”

“Hold on, then. I’ll get Dad to phone them. But you stay with me, do you hear?”

Janet nodded, then said yes. She listened to Christine give instructions to her father, pictured his kind face turn serious and his shaky finger press the three nines for the police emergency number.

“Do you have any idea who it is?” Christine asked.

Janet had stopped her careful descent while Christine talked to her father. Christine’s voice in her ear jarred her back to movement. “I only saw the arm. The same way I found Malcolm. Christine, how could this happen again? It can’t be happening again.”

“I’m here. Hold it together.”

“I will. I’m almost there. There’s more water and the rocks are tricky, but I can see—” She stopped again. “I can see her. Facedown, but, yes, a woman. Jeans, cargo jacket. Oh my God, Christine, it’s her. It’s her.”

“Who, Janet?” Christine demanded. “Talk to me. Dad’s on the phone with the police dispatcher. Start babbling if that helps, but talk to me.”

Janet couldn’t babble. She couldn’t make herself move or go close enough to feel for a pulse. Feel a wrist that would be so cold. She hadn’t become paralyzed like this last time. What is wrong with me?

“Janet!”

“Yes. I’m here. It’s Heather Kilbride, Christine, a researcher, a true-crime writer. She only arrived yesterday. I saw her at the library. I need to get closer. The bloody rocks—no! No, I didn’t mean that literally. There’s no blood, but… oh my word.”

“Yes, Janet, words. Use them.”

“It’s a dummy, Christine. It isn’t a body. It’s a big bloody rag doll dressed in Heather’s clothes.”
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Janet peered closer. “She was wearing jeans and this jacket at the library yesterday. What kind of sick—tell your dad to call off the emergency. Apologize for me, too. To him and them. They’ll think I’m a stupid, bloody—”

“No they won’t,” Christine said. “They’ll think Dad is. But at this point, you might want to calm down a bit.”

“I will when I’m good and ready. After I kick something.”

“Get back on your bike. Go home and swear in the shower. It’s better than singing and not as painful as kicking.”

“I will—no. Not yet. I’ll wait to see if Norman shows up. And if he doesn’t, I’ll call him myself. I want him to see this.”

“Don’t be long,” Christine said. “See you at the shop.”

“See you.” Janet put her phone away. She changed her mind and took it out again, and now she did go close enough to feel for the “victim’s” pulse—or to kick the stuffing out of her—and she started taking pictures.

“Hello,” a high, light voice called from a distance. “What are you doing?”

Janet straightened and tried to see who’d hailed her and from where. She didn’t want to answer before knowing whom she might offend by the candid words she’d like to use.

“Across the burn,” the voice called. “Up the rise.”

Janet looked and then stared. Someone perched part way up the opposite bank waved an arm like a signal flag to catch her attention. A numpty if she ever saw one. Only a fool would sit in a place like that. A female numpty by the voice, and on a bank so steep Janet would rather jump from a plane than set foot anywhere near it. At least she’d have a parachute if she jumped from a plane.

Then Janet saw a flash of reflection. Binoculars. The numpty must be a birder, a nutcase looking for a nuthatch. But the binoculars were a good idea. She could use her own to get a look at the nutcase. That way she’d know to cross the street if she ever saw her coming. Janet raised her binoculars, and as she worked to get them focused, the woman called again.

“I’m coming down. I’ll come across.”

“Oh good Lord,” Janet muttered. She couldn’t bear to watch and turned her back, not daring to look again until she hadn’t heard a scream and a tumbling, rolling plummet. What she finally heard was the splish-splashing of footsteps crossing the burn. When she did look, Heather, in dripping wellies, stood on the bank smiling at her.

Janet kept her first, blistering thoughts to herself. She wasn’t sure about trusting her second, third, or possibly fourth thoughts, either. Not until she knew what was going on and why.

She had to say something, though, and commenting on the measurable and mundane seemed safe. She looked at the whisky-colored water chuckling along behind Heather, and then pointed at her wellies. “The water looks much deeper.”

“There’s a natural set of stepping stones, just here,” Heather said. “Or I suppose someone arranged them. I wonder who and how long ago? Hi, I’m Heather. Heather Kilbride. I see you’ve found my evil twin.”

Something felt evil, but blaming the dummy didn’t seem fair. Janet looked between the two. They were close twins, but not identical—cargo jackets, skinny jeans, and hair knotted at their napes, but their taste diverged when it came to footwear. The dummy wore trainers.

Another difference—unlike the jacket Janet had seen at the library, the one Heather wore now didn’t match the brown of her hair as closely. It looked older, more faded, and frayed at the cuffs. Not to mention at least two sizes too big.

“Your twin’s jacket probably fits you better,” she said.

“This is my brother’s.” Heather looked down at herself, smoothing her hands over the jacket. Then she let the too-long sleeves fall down over her hands and wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m not padded out with wool like a sheep, and that hillside’s cold and damp. So, what are you doing here? You appeared out of nowhere. Gave me quite a fright.”

“Gave you a fright?” Janet said, giving in to first thoughts this time. “If you think ‘appearing out of nowhere’ is a fright, what do you think this horrible display of yours is? Besides being bloody gruesome and inappropriate? Did the possibility that you’d give someone a heart attack from seeing this occur to you? Or trigger traumatic flashbacks? Did you think at all? What kind of bloody game are you playing?”

Heather backed away, shrinking farther into her brother’s jacket. “It’s no game. That’s not how this is meant. It’s for myself.”

“For you?” Janet said. “What about anyone who came along and saw this?”

“Who? No one going past in a car would see. They’d have to stop. There haven’t been many cars along the road since I’ve been here and not one stopped.”

“Hill walkers, then. Bicyclists.”

“Look, I’m sorry, but you’ve misunderstood,” Heather said, sounding placatory. “I’ve not set out to hurt anyone. This is for me, so I can see—”

“You recreated the death of a respected member of the community, of a doctor beloved by his patients. What do you need to see if you can’t see how that would hurt?”

Heather put her hands up as though to fend off another onslaught of anger. The too-long jacket sleeves flapped beyond the ends of her fingertips, though, making the gesture less protective than pathetic. “I’m sorry. I am so sorry. It honestly was not meant to hurt anyone.” She wiped her nose on a sleeve and looked as though she’d like to bolt back across the burn or let the water swallow her.

Now I’m a numpty, Janet thought, and I’ve reduced this tone-deaf numpty to a blubbering bampot. Janet felt like kicking something again. Starting with herself.

And where was Norman Hobbs? When she’d stood on the bridge, the rocks had blocked her view of all but the dummy’s forearm and its hand in the water. They performed their act of concealment from this side, too. It might be nice to hear a pair of constabulary boots crushing dry bracken and thistles as they came down the bank. But she didn’t, and this was no longer a “situation.” Janet could smooth it over and be on her way.

Heather cut into Janet’s thoughts. “You’re American.”

“Loud and crass?”

Heather shook her head.

“I think I probably was. I usually try not to be.”

“On the scale of loud and crass, you were barely a blip. You did better on the scale of angry and hurt. May I ask how you knew Dr. Murray?”

“I didn’t. Friends of mine did. They’re the ones you’d hurt with this.”

“I’m glad your friends didn’t come along with you, then,” Heather said with a smile as unsteady as a fledgling. It wobbled and didn’t fly far. “I would like a chance to explain what I’m doing. If you’ve a mind to listen.”

Janet checked the time. She’d have to pedal fast, but she could still make it home for a shower before she needed to be at the shop. “Go ahead.”

“It’s my own method.” The smile fluttered again.

“Method for doing what?”

“Research. I’m looking into the Murray case. Writing a book. I’m immersing myself in the facts of the crime, but also in the scene of the crime, through a recreation of it. I looked at the scene, first from Malcolm Murray’s perspective, and then explored it from other points of view. Literally other points of view. Right here, close up. The road and the bridge and the wider view all come into it, as well. The method might be unconventional, but it works for me.”

“And you must be part mountain goat,” Janet said.

“It’s not as difficult to climb up there as it looks, and the view is gorgeous. Of the town and the sea, I mean, not the murder scene. Would you like to see?”

“Not just now.” Janet suppressed a shudder. The view was just as gorgeous from the safety of her bike on a paved surface.

“I took photos of the murder scene from the bridge, but the rocks are a limiting factor. The wee bit they let you see makes it hard to feel anything more than a tickle of unease. You can’t even call it dread, and there isn’t much emotional heft in something so vague. So, I’m curious now. With all the wide world to look at from the bridge, what caught your eye? How did you spot my victim?”

“Lucky, I guess.”

“Unlucky. I am sorry.”

Janet could have told Heather she was mistaken; that it wasn’t hard to feel more than a tickle of unease from the wee bit the rocks let her see while she’d stood on the bridge. It hadn’t been hard the first time, when she’d found Malcolm Murray, and it had been even easier today. Janet found it mildly interesting that Heather didn’t seem to know she’d been the one to find Malcolm. Or maybe she did know that a woman named Janet Marsh had found Malcolm, but Janet hadn’t reciprocated when Heather introduced herself. She’d been too focused on “something evil.”

“Why the evil twin?” Janet nudged the dummy with her toe. “Why not make it look more like Dr. Murray?”

“I never met him, and I don’t have any particular feelings about him. Not yet, anyway. That’s partly what my method is about. As I gather facts and feelings, I’m developing a connection to Malcolm Murray. But to make this stage of my research more personal, I modeled the dummy on myself. She’s a bit of a tattie-bogle, isn’t she? But I need her for the emotional punch, for the visceral reaction people look for in my writing. A dummy of a random old man wouldn’t do anything for me, and down the road, that lack of punch won’t do anything for my readers.”

“Random old man,” Janet said. “What a sad epitaph.”

“He wasn’t random to the folk who knew and loved him, I do know that, and it’s why I feel so awful that you stumbled across this. I’ll know it better, too, and know him better, as my research goes along. I’ve made a good start, mind. I stopped by the Inversgail Guardian yesterday and spoke with the managing editor, James Haviland. He seemed interested when I told him I’m coming at the case from another angle and suggested we share information.”

“The case is solved. What other angle is there?”

“I won’t try to dispute the official record,” Heather said. “I’ll be looking more for the psychological insights that people love to read, and I hope to offer more answers. There’s a deeper core to a crime like this. I’ll be talking to other people, too, as I look for ways to help readers understand the crime. Talking to the local police—Constable Hobbs, is it? And a lawyer named William Clark.”

“What’s his connection to the case?”

“I haven’t spoken to him yet.”

“But you’ve heard that he has a connection?”

“I’ve either heard or read his name.”

Janet nodded as though that answered her question. “How long does research for a book like this take? Tracking down people for interviews, getting access to records. Keeping your own records straight, too, I should think. What else?”

Heather gave a noncommittal “Mm,” and then asked, “Are you superstitious?”

“What? No, not really.” Then, hoping her tone left no room for doubt, Janet said, “No. I’m not.”

“I am,” Heather said. “It’s not something I’m proud of, nor do I understand why, but I don’t seem to be able to help it. That’s by way of saying, if you don’t mind, I’d rather not go into details any more than I already have. So I don’t jinx anything.”

“No worries.” Irritating as I find that, Janet thought. “You’re shivering. How long are you staying out here?”

“I’ll be fine once I’m moving again. I want to walk further down the burn and reflect on the spiritual implications of the water after it’s washed over the victim’s hand.”

“Did you come out here on the bike?”

“Aye. The twin’s a contortionist and fits in the paniers.”

“Well, make sure you get something warm inside you when you’re finished. There’s a tearoom on the High Street. Cakes and Tales. A bit twee, some say, but the scones are always fresh and the tea is always hot.”

Janet watched as Heather waved and walked away down the burn. She’d spent more time with Heather than she should have, and now she’d have to skip her shower or apologize to Tallie and the rest for being late. But a warm shower sounded like a lifesaver.

“Bloody unconventional research methods,” she complained as she made her own way back around the rocks. Then, as she tripped over a fist-sized rock, “Bloody tattie-bogles.”

“All right there, Mrs. Marsh?”

“Good Lord, Norman.” Bloody lurking constables. “Yes, thank you. My toe is fine and my heart didn’t stop. What’s a tattie-bogle?”

“Meant to scare the crows.”

“Well, then, I’m an old crow, because that woman’s tattie-bogle scared the caw out of me. I was sure we’d had another tragedy.”

“Is that all it was? May I borrow your binoculars?”

Janet took the binoculars from around her neck and passed them over. He focused them on the steep slope.

“Swing to the left a tad if you want to see where she was sitting,” Janet said.

“I don’t. There’s been a possible wildcat sighting in the area and I thought maybe…”

“How did you see something the size of a housecat up there with your naked eye?”

“Wishful thinking, no doubt. If I saw anything, it’s long gone.”

“Long gone? How long have you been standing here?”

Hobbs handed back the binoculars. “I arrived in the midst of your conversation with Ms. Kilbride. Easy enough to hear, and I caught the gist.”
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