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Chapter One

				The cat flattened itself to the carpet near the front bookcase, ears lost against its orange-striped head, frozen in fear. A terrified hiss leaked through his open mouth and, slinking backward, the cat spun and ran toward the back of the store.

				Catching a brief flash of orange out of the corner of her eye, Baillie shook her head. “Now what’s gotten into Sebastian? Must be a mouse.” She fanned her painted fingernails along the spines of books stacked on the shelf beside her. Listening to the hushed clicking sounds of her nails against the bindings as she walked down the aisle, she inhaled the intoxicating aroma of paper and leather around her. She loved opening her bookshop every morning, where antique classics, used and new volumes of various sizes filled the shelves around her. Framed paintings by local artists dotted the walls between the bookcases.

				“Morning,” Baillie called to the previously owned hardbacks without the slightest apprehension of appearing insane. She talked to inanimate objects all the time — great audience, no heckling. Besides, I’m alone in here unless you count the cat, and you can’t count on that spoiled feline for anything. Where did he dash off to just now in such a hurry?

				A thin volume of poems lay exposed on a shelf. “You don’t belong here,” Baillie said, sweeping it up to reshelve. She hesitated; the book cover felt cold in her hand, the worn leather chilling her fingers, sucking the warmth from her fingertips in seconds. She quickly shook her head to keep her thoughts from running amok. Of course the book was cold; in the Northwest, things always seemed cold.

				“I swear someone helps themselves around here at night. The least they could do is put the books back where they belong when they’re done.” She turned and pushed a ceramic bookend aside and placed the wayward book next to the others as a quick chill shivered down her spine.

				“Hey, Einstein, ol’ buddy.” Baillie grabbed an ornate feather duster from a brass umbrella stand nearby and took a few housekeeping swipes against the framed lithograph hanging on the wall. “Dang, I’m looking more like you every day.” She checked her reflection in the glass. “Tell me, did you see who moved Robert Burns’s book of poems last night? Maybe I need to borrow your glasses — going blind in my old age and missed putting it away after closing.”

				Baillie turned, whistling the theme song from Fame, at the end of the aisle. She missed seeing the slow, deliberate movement as the same book silently shifted out from the shelf. The dark brown edition slid away from the other poetry books, hanging suspended for a moment, then lay back on the empty surface of the shelf. The ceramic bookend moved, closing the empty gap.

				The front door of the shop opened with a tinkling of metal chimes. “It’s just me,” yelled a female voice as she came in.

				“I’m in the north quarter, Sally. Would you turn on the computer?” Baillie responded from somewhere behind the walls of books. “Time to open up, I guess.”

				“No problem, boss.” Sally dropped her purse under the counter.

				Baillie knew her assistant’s routine by heart: She’d click the black toggle switch on the power strip with the toe of her shoe, sending juice to all the electronics at the same time. Baillie heard the calculator, printer, and credit card unit each create its own hum as Sally pressed the power button.

				“How are the hot flashes this morning?” Sally asked.

				“Midlife under control, thank you very much young whiner.” Baillie dusted another shelf with a few fast swishes. “You can kick the personal heater on for a while.”

				“Just a little damp for June this year, you know. Some of us don’t have the benefit of hormonal heaters,” she taunted.

				“I heard that!” Baillie continued up and down the aisles, swishing the duster back and forth. Suddenly, a bitter cold swept around her, sending a blinding chill through her body. She gasped from the icy shock. Baillie couldn’t catch her breath as the splash of numbing cold flowed into her heart and out again, pounding inside her chest. The reddish blond hairs on the back of her exposed neck stood on end. Her teeth chattered against the chill, like Lucy Ricardo locked in the meat freezer.

				“What the  … ?” She leaned against the shelving for support. “Whoa.” Baillie blinked rapidly and focused on her right hand, more specifically the beige metal shelf under her crimson-painted fingernails. The metal felt warm, warmer than her soul at the moment. Goose bumps traveled up her bare arms and under her short-sleeved blouse. Titles describing Scotland and its clans stood in military straight rows in front of her.

				As quickly as it had struck, the air around her trembling body returned to normal temperatures. She took a shaky breath, mentally searching for some logical explanation for the bone-chilling cold. “Who turned the air conditioner on?” she whispered to herself with mock confidence. Looking around the cramped quarters of bookshelves as she moved away, the store seemed peaceful. She dropped the feather duster into a stand with a soft thud.

				Baillie walked with determination toward the front of the spacious lobby, checking from one side to the other — for what, she couldn’t imagine. As she walked, her hand came up and absent-mindedly played with an escaped tendril of hair from the casual bun she had pinned on the back of her head. A habit from childhood, she twirled the soft hair around her finger in concentration.

				“Sally? Did you play with the thermostat just now?”

				“No, my heater’s on low; haven’t touched the wall unit.” The twenty-seven-year-old assistant bent her head over the index card file she’d been sorting. Locks of dark, straight hair fell across the gold-colored, wire-framed glasses on her face.

				Baillie leaned against the polished oak counter, spotting a few morning customers already settled in overstuffed reading chairs or studying the latest local art hanging in the lobby. Baillie even noted a crusty old weekly regular absorbed in the newspapers of the Puget Sound. All seemed normal at Pen and Pages.

				“Too weird.” Baillie rubbed her hands together, trying to forget the icy anomaly, and grabbed a stack of new books waiting for shelving. Her arm wrapped around the volumes as naturally and lovingly as a mother cradled a newborn baby.

				The entryway of Pen and Pages smelled of remodeling from recently installed rose-patterned carpet and coats of fresh paint on the walls to match the mauve in the threaded petals. Baillie took a deep breath and exhaled to the count of six. She felt her pulse slow back to normal. I’m not alone. The company of customers felt like a warm knitted wrap over her shoulders. She tightened her hold on the armload of books, hesitant to move from the security of the counter and Sally’s presence.

				“Is everything all right?” Sally stared at her, holding her finger inside the small white cards to mark her place. Though Baillie kept the shop’s sales, billing and cost accounting on the computer, she insisted the shop keep a manual file of certain art forms on consignment, a throwback of her childhood delight in handling 3 x 5 index cards and endless searches in the old card catalogs at the local library. Sally didn’t mind the odd recordkeeping.

				“I’m sure it’s nothing. I just felt this bizarre rush of cold air while standing in the travel books. Not a blast really; I mean, nothing stirred or moved I don’t think. You didn’t feel anything, right?” Baillie chewed on her lower lip as Sally shook her head. “Dang, it felt like I was standing on top of Mt. Rainier for a moment or two.”

				Sally crossed her short but shapely legs and tucked loose strands of hair behind her ear for the tenth time in an hour. “The Queen of Menopause suffering from chills? That’s a new one,” she teased with gentle affection.

				“Excuse me.” Baillie stared at the young woman across from her with mock surprise. “Your turn will come sooner than you think, Ms. Generation X. Don’t make fun of my freakishly early passage into mature womanhood.”

				“Maybe your Aunt Fran’s upset over the remodeling. This was her house first.”

				“Wha — ?” Baillie felt the blood drain from her face. “You think it was a ghost?”

				“I’m kidding! I didn’t mean it. Seriously,” Sally stuttered at Baillie’s scared reaction. “My grandma used to say something crazy like if you got a chill or shiver down your back that someone’s walking over your grave.”

				“I knew you were just pulling my chain, Sally,” Baillie said, aiming for nonchalance in her tone. Get a grip, you’re freaking out the hired help. “You know, I don’t plan on having a grave for anyone to tromp over.” Baillie fiddled with a stack of Post-It notes, avoiding Sally’s brilliant blue eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses, the ghost idea still making her heart race. “I’m going with a bake-and-shake process when I die. Someone can spread my ashes across the Sound or inside some potted plant for all I care. I won’t be here.”

				“Baillie, that’s morbid. And probably illegal. Don’t they have laws about interring cremated ashes?”

				“Me, worry about breaking stupid laws? I’m an orphan, for gosh sake, with no relatives anywhere. Who’d worry about me? Sebastian? Anyone gives him a bowl of tuna and he’d forget me in a minute, the fickle old feline. I intend to leave my worldly goods to Wolf Haven with a clause that my orange buddy be given a good home with some lady who will continue to spoil him rotten. Where is that darn nuisance anyway?”

				The phone rang, and both women jumped at the sudden intrusion and laughed nervously at their dual reactions. Sally picked up the receiver, and Baillie pushed herself away from the counter. These books weren’t going to sell themselves.

				“Hmm, what will I do when this pitiful body quits?” Baillie mused. She stopped in the first aisle of fiction and shoved two books apart. “Hell, at fifty-four, I’ve got twenty, thirty years to figure out something.” She added the top book from her stack and then read the author’s name and title of the next book. “Guarantee me the Angel of Death who comes to take me to the other side looks as good as Andrew on Touched by an Angel, and I’ll put my request in early. God, was he gorgeous or what?” she said to no one. Okay, I’m losing it worse than usual. No more talking to myself; there are customers around.

				Floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled various rooms like a fractured maze from Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland, with hard-covered beauties or glazed pottery works adding to the colorful personality of the old house’s first floor. Walking among the mismatched bookcases, some painted eggshell white, some collected from going-out-of-business sales of other stores, Baillie focused on moving and shifting the volumes, making room for the new additions. For every book she added, she automatically checked if one or two volumes might be out of alphabetical sequence.

				Baillie was born a librarian her maternal grandmother had always told her. “Black ink flows through those veins of yours,” Grammie often said during her visits when Baillie was a child. Baillie would curl up with a book in the corner of the couch with her Grammie during most of her visits and had kept a stack of additional books waiting by her bed.

				She agreed with her grandmother’s assessment. She’d wanted to be a librarian since she was a little girl proudly carting her first library card in a tiny, white wicker purse. At least she had until she noted the job requirements during her high school years. Who decided it took a master’s degree to organize books? What a high-priced concept, enduring years of advanced schooling to memorize the numbered file system of Dewy Decimal. Only after sweat and thesis could you work for low government wages under a maniacal boss just to do what you loved most in the world. Sounded like a Dilbert comic strip to Baillie.

				Books held magic and knowledge that broke her loose from the sterile home life she had been raised in. Granted, being raised in Southern California held nothing of the descriptive seasons she found in the printed pages of Beverly Cleary’s books long ago. Her characters lived in neatly packaged, tree-lined neighborhoods where it snowed in the winter, and woolen underwear was a necessity for walking to school. At least Ellen Tibbets had to.

				Baillie was probably allergic to wool. Who wore anything other than cotton and polyester in Southern California? Her only-child household had sat in the middle of a cement and asphalt suburb. The constant sun blazed from season to season. If the temperature dropped below sixty degrees, Baillie felt frostbitten and crabby. Cold was nasty and unforgiving back then. Beezus and Ramona, eat your paper hearts out.

				Cold. Baillie found herself turning into aisle three, the frozen section from earlier. She stared down the familiar aisle as seconds ticked by. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. She felt her heart slam against her chest in a jarring beat. Snap out of it, this is ridiculous. Smiling at the superstitious fear, Baillie focused on her work, though her knuckles whitened around the books in her arm.

				Scenes from the haunted forest in the Wizard of Oz ran through her mind as she stared down the aisle. “I do believe in spooks, I do believe in spooks,” the Cowardly Lion had cried as he held his tail between his paws. “Nonsense. It’s probably nothing. I haven’t eaten breakfast yet; maybe this is just low blood sugar. More likely a miserable draft I’ll be spending a fortune to fix. There’s no such thing as spooks.”

				Baillie found that her body wouldn’t move. Her feet were firmly planted on the carpet as if long roots had sprouted through the floor. She looked down at her sensible black pumps with irritation. “I have work to do,” she muttered under her breath. She lifted her right foot with every intention of taking a step forward. Nothing happened.

				A lilting sound tickled her ear, faint notes of a melody. “The CD player’s broken. There’s no music playing in the shop,” she said out loud to herself. “Has been for days; it still has my favorite Jimmy Buffett disc inside.” Maybe someone’s MP3 player is turned up too high.

				Nothing. Silence. Only the fast beating of her heart and a hum of conversations in the front of the store could be heard. She slowly placed her foot, still dangling in midair, back on the carpet. Straining her ears, she tried to decipher what she thought she’d heard. There it was again, more audible this time, a handful of notes like a flute or pipe played. A Celtic sound, she thought, as it faded away.

				She moved a short inch down the aisle.

				The same set of lyrical notes from a Celtic pipe started caressing her ears. Definitely Celtic; this is not someone’s iPod. “What the — ” she started, a slight chill ran down her spine, a tingling bolt. Not the invasive full-body freeze as before, but a chill squeezing her wildly beating heart. She glanced around, alone in the aisle. Goose bumps speckled her minimally tanned-from-a-bottle forearms. “It couldn’t be.” She slowly forced her head to turn toward the neatly packed shelves. Titles of Scotland filled her vision.

				“Lassie, ye be cracking up around these books of ye ancestors.” Baillie melted against the bookshelves for support, her legs like wet strands of pasta. Am I having a stroke? “Get over it, Catharine Anne Baillie. Ignore the dark fairies of the glen trying to frighten life out of ye and get ye wide-burdened butt back to work.” Baillie laughed shakily at her pitiful attempt at a Sean Connery brogue. Breaking the invisible hold of fear, she wobbled off to find a place for the last two books in her arm.

	
Chapter Two

				“Whoa.” An older man dressed in a perfectly tailored jacket and flannel slacks leaned against his Jaguar, the silver-blue paint matching the color of his cold, calculating eyes. He raised his arm toward the man and horse riding toward him. “What a handsome mount there, lad.”

				“Thank ye kindly, Sean. He be my youngest, brightest star o’ me stables.” The younger man reigned in the magnificent seventeen-hand steed alongside the expensive car parked underneath an old withered tree. He reached out from his saddle to shake the familiar man’s hand in greeting. The handshake was firm, quick.

				The green Scottish hillsides shimmered around them in rare brilliant sunshine. The rolling slopes looked like bolts of dark green velvet carelessly draped about, scattered clusters of gray boulders now and again breaking up the hues of green. The sky of azure blue canopied over the two men.

				Age had been kind to the man standing, with few wrinkles and dark hair showing only dapples of distinguished gray at his temples. Sean reached into the outside pocket of his navy blue jacket and brought out a couple lumps of sugar. “Would you mind? I haven’t the room nor time to tend a stable myself these days.”

				“Nay, I’ll wear the sweets off him.”

				Careful not to spook the horse, the older man stretched his flattened left hand toward the stallion’s nose, offering the white treats. With his pale right hand, he rubbed the smooth damp skin of its neck. “He’s mighty fine.”

				“Man should’na be too busy to take part in animals and nature. ’Tis grand to see ye step away from that iron chain of ya desk, man.” The rider, a decade younger, leaned down and stroked the neck of the horse. “What brings ye out to this open area of God’s country?”

				“I had to check on a piece of property just past here, and I saw you galloping up the road. Has everything gone well in your new manor? Have’na seen you in months,” the driver asked with a concerned smile.

				“Aye, quite well, thank you. A few boxes left to unpack, but time will handle the lot.” The horse whinnied and impatiently pawed at the dirt. “He needs his morning run to quell the devil in him on a day like this. I’ll not hold up your business any further.” The man tipped his cap and spurred his heels into the soft sides of the horse.

				A few wisps of dust settled back to the damp earth as the driver watched the horse and rider, as he had secretly for the past few weeks. Sean walked around the back of his low-slung car and opened the door, seemingly in no hurry. The pair had already disappeared around a curve by the time he bent his large frame into the car and started the engine, shattering the silence of the area with a precision growl. The brittle corners of the man’s mouth fractured into a rare smile, as the car rumbled a continuous purr. He turned the car around easily on the wide dirt road and drove off.

				• • •

				The young bachelor pulled gently on the left rein of the stallion, heading them in a comfortable canter toward the sound of the sea. It felt good to be away from the dreariness of the castle and the unending task of emptying crates and barrels, though the inherited staff had been more than generous in their attention and help. The wee angels had smiled down on him bringing his Baillie bloodlines to this honor of land baron.

				A tug on his tweed cap pulled it snug to his head, as he didn’t wish to lose it with the now fierce rush of sea air. Waves crashing against the jagged rocks somewhere ahead created rhythmic sounds in his ears, gulls overhead cried in sad harmonies. The air had a bite of salt to it.

				Breaking out of the comfortable rocking stride to a trot, the horse’s footing slipped in the muddy grass. The stumble jolted the man in the saddle.

				“Easy, lad. This terrain inna as smooth as she looks.”

				Beneath him, the animal’s breathing felt labored and erratic. Impossible, he thought. As they crossed the meadow, a second stumble worried him like the flick of a red flag. The horse’s neck broke out in a pattern of thin froth, a veil of white against the black hide, though they’d only been out a short time. The man’s ruddy face wrinkled in concern.

				His mount’s dark, gentle eyes suddenly went wild, showing large amounts of stark white. He had no time to react to the earthquake of tightened muscles under him as the horse lunged ahead at a full, powerful speed. An experienced rider, he strained to get control of the runaway without success, his arms aching with the pressure against the reins as the horse failed to acknowledge he was astride him. Jagged cliffs rushed toward the pair, the edge of land moving closer at frightening speed. The man’s frantic pleas against the leather straps meant nothing to the crazed animal.

				The area was empty of any other living soul; the thundering hooves reverberated only to the desperate rider. At the last merciful foot of muddied earth, the dark-stained horse reared to an abnormal height, pawing the air with gigantic hooves, screaming into space, a sound that chilled the man to his very core. Before the echo faded in the wind, his own high-pitched scream hit unknown notes as the horse twisted violently and he was thrown from the saddle over the last inches of earthly sanity. The reins, the man’s last link to life, cut through his fingers before being torn away completely as he dropped fifty feet onto the sharp, jagged rocks below. A wave of frigid water and tangled vines of kelp splashed across his body as it shattered on impact.

				The horse bolted back into the field, away from the edge, kicking his hind legs viciously at an invisible attacker. The stirrups, empty of their rider, flapped wildly in a frenzied dance, inciting the horse into more bizarre behavior.

				At the bottom of the cliff, a broken neck had cut short the man’s pain from a crushed face, broken ribs, and a right leg twisted at an impossible angle. The ocean arrogantly crashed over the limp specimen, splashing against the still warm skin, coating the black rocks in a layer of seawater and blood.

				Skidding into a stand of ancient gnarled trees, the horse’s wet skin rippled in fear. It shook its majestic head again and again, clanging the bit and reins. The silent sun beat down on his empty back, frozen to the spot in terror.

	
Chapter Three

				“Hey,” Sally snapped her gum while entering yesterday’s receipts into the computer. “Is everything, you know, behaving in the back of the shop?” Baillie stared at her as Sally crossed her arms in a pretend shiver. “You know, Aunt Fran’s ghost? The new freezer section?”

				“Uh, yeah,” Baillie tried to snicker and shrug it off. “Probably a draft or something I’ve never noticed before kinda thing.” But how would I explain spooky soundtracks from some Celtic Casper to Sally? She felt nauseous remembering the icicle blasts and invisible bagpipes over the last few days.

				“Do you need to lay down, boss? You’re looking a little green. Maybe you’re coming down with something. You know how many colds and flus are going around,” Sally said, concerned. “Couldn’t possibly be you’re working too hard,” Sally threw at Baillie over her shoulder before switching gears with a brilliant smile, waiting on a young man in front of her. He held a framed watercolor against the counter. “What an excellent choice. Is this for you and your wife?”

				Baillie shook her head at her employee’s chameleon emotions.

				When Sally finished the sale, she rushed to Baillie’s side. “Did you see the guy who bought Montelongo’s Riverside Drive? Wasn’t he a fantasy in tight jeans? No wedding ring tan line, either.” Sally poked her elbow into Baillie’s side. “I asked; he’s single.”

				“Excuse me, Miss Fix-Up-the-Spinster. He was twenty years younger than me.” Baillie smoothed loose strands of hair up toward the knot, feeling her cheeks flush a bright red. “Don’t push me into the arms of eligible male customers, you Dolly-what’s-her-name from that Streisand musical.” God knows how long it’s been since I’ve been out on a date, blind or otherwise.

				“Levi, Dolly Levi. And Carol Channing also played the part, which you would remember except for these senior moments you keep complaining about.” Sally ducked the glare Baillie shot her. “Sorry, just trying to help. That was one of your favorite paintings, you know. Maybe you should make sure it got a good home. I have his address on the sales slip if you, ah, want the exact location.” She laughed as she walked toward the shop’s bathroom in the back.

				“A Montelongo painting always finds a good home,” Baillie snapped at Sally’s receding figure.

				“Are you coming to Casie’s game Saturday?” Sally asked later in the day.

				“You know I wouldn’t miss it, and Gillian’s opening the shop for me. Who schedules Little League for eight in the morning? What happened to kids sleeping in on weekends?” Baillie complained.

				“I’m thankful she only had a couple during dawn’s early light this year.”

				“Guess it was a good thing that I couldn’t play growing up if you had to be at the plate before a decent breakfast. Casie has a terrific arm; you must be so proud.” Baillie pretended to grasp an imaginary bat. No girls were allowed in baseball during her pre-Title 9 youth. “Maybe it’ll lead to a scholarship.”

				“Wouldn’t that be great? Kids are so expensive,” Sally complained while smiling. “I’m getting carpal tunnel from opening the checkbook or swiping the debit card every five minutes.”

				“Are we whining?” Baillie asked. Sally’s life held a variety of ordinary facets that, when piled together, compressed into a radiant jewel of chaos and family joy. Baillie loved hearing the stories.

				“That’s my job; I’m a mom.”

				“And a darn good one.”

				Sally flushed at the praise. “Your children live here inside these walls, safely tucked nice and neat on bookshelves. You need a personal life,” Sally threw out. “This is a business, not a shelter for hermits, Catharine.” With the last word, she dropped behind the counter.

				“You’re on thin ice, Little Grasshopper,” Baillie raised her hands in a karate stance, “for calling me Catharine. Do not fall into icy water below and drown.” She sniffed. “I have a good life, thank you very much. I leave the shop and go home on a daily basis.”

				“Big friggin’ deal. Your home is upstairs. And I’ve often wondered if you don’t sneak back down and open up the store again after I’ve gone.”

				“What a great idea. I could have moonlight sales for insomniacs.”

				“Get serious,” Sally laughed.

				Baillie smelled victory as Sally lost this battle, but Baillie knew she’d never give up the war of pushing her into meeting people, specifically male, outside the world of books and this house.

				“Is it a crime to like your job? I’m self-employed; I’m supposed to be a workaholic. It’s the law of survival.” Baillie scratched her nose, hiding a grin. “I have Sebastian, a freezer stocked with great selections of Lean Cuisine entrees and a case of Diet Coke. It’s the simple life for me.”

				“Sounds like something from some Rogers and Hammerstein musical my mom’s always watching. What about dating?”

				“Dating. Hmm, is that anything like fishing off a tiny boat with a piece of string in the middle of the ocean? Doesn’t sound interesting.”

				“Stop it. You joke about any reference to the male species, girl. They can be fun if you give them half a chance.”

				“I have Gillian if I want fun.”

				“Right, I said male.” Sally snorted with a laugh. “That flashy, mirror-obsessed piece of ‘fairy tail’ is not exactly what I’m talking about. He’s a facade you hide behind once in a while.”

				“He makes me laugh,” Baillie defended Gillian Nation, a drop-dead gorgeous hunk of late twenty-something gayness. A computer genius by day working north in the land between Amazon and Microsoft up the I-5 freeway, Baillie loved tagging along on various entertainment ventures with him.

				She’d met this Adonis of minimal testosterone more than a year ago. With Baillie’s luck running true to course, the first time in a decade her encased-in-stone heart had melted for something in the men’s department, it turned out he knew more about how to catch a good-looking man than she did. Once she delicately wiped the lustful drool from her chin and enjoyed the view as well as his company, they’d become good friends. A walking directory of any and every entertainment event held around western Washington, he didn’t mind taking an independent, older woman out into public when Mr. Popularity’s calendar had a vacancy.

				“Hmpf,” Sally slammed her palm against the stapler then readied another set of papers, tapping the edges with a little too much force on the desktop.

				“Meow. The lady will have a saucer of milk to go, please. You’re just jealous because he’s cuter than your George. It’s okay,” Baillie dramatically raised her hand to her forehead. “I can handle the vicious attack against my choice of companion. I’ll loan you a photo of Gillian for 1-900 fantasies any time.”

				“Oh, puh-leeze.” Dragging the last word out to two syllables, Sally laughed. “You’re right, I’m being completely jealous. I don’t have a pop-up muscle beach card to play. Gillian has been a good friend to you. At least the flashy cretin knows how to do that much.

				“And,” Sally hung her head, “he is a great salesman, I hate to admit. When he’s minding the shop, the receipt book always shows an increase in sold slips. I don’t want to know what goes on during his trysts here. And he does get you out socially without too much kicking and screaming. I should be grateful somebody can force you into some kind of personal life, even a barren, platonic one with him and his girls.”

				Baillie nodded with a smile and a wink. “Atta, girl.”

				• • •

				“Ready to call it a night?” Sally suppressed a yawn. The sun, now behind the tops of fir trees, left the shop’s interior bathed with the warm glow of its various lighting fixtures.

				“If we must.” Baillie was still bent over an inventory list, oblivious to the passing of time.

				Sally walked to the back of the shop and started checking the various rooms for straggling customers.

				Baillie listened to Sally’s movements while neurotically chewing on the end of her pencil. Her shoulder muscles were clinched as tight as a concrete block wall as Sally passed through the aisle of books on Scotland. Not a startled gasp or squeak from Sally — nothing as she moved by the books.

				Of course nothing. They were just used books about Scotland and its clans. Inanimate objects. Could she be going through some middle-aged hormone hallucinations, Baillie wondered, a nasty taste of eraser in her mouth. Maybe an ancient Scottish curse no one had told her about caused mental fatigue after fifty. Baillie had avoided that area of the shop for any reason. She’d taken a wandering route along the back walls when she needed a bathroom break or left for home. Bizarre, unexplainable incidents at the same spot had her more than a little on edge. I’m becoming afraid of my own shop.

				“What?” Sally asked as she passed by the desk and turned over the hand-painted closed sign at the front door.

				“Huh?”

				“You should see your face. What could possibly be putting wrinkles in your brow at this time of day? It’s time to go home and relax, enjoy ourselves.”

				“Just thinking about the, uh, draft I felt this week and what it’s going to cost me.”

				“Geesh, I forgot about your spooks.”

				“Who said anything about spooks?” Baillie’s voice squeaked, edging on a plea for reassurance.

				“I’m kidding, though I never felt anything out of the ordinary in the shop. You’re not worried, are you? I was joking about your aunt being a ghost. Try getting a good night’s sleep once in a while. You remember sleep, don’t you? Laying your head on a pillow with the lights and television off?” Sally shook her index finger. “Stay away from the ancient movie channel when you get upstairs.”

				Baillie shot her a guilty smile as she shut down the shop’s computer. She watched Sally reach along the wall and turn off the overhead lights. Sally knew how much she loved the oldies on cable, classics of the forties and fifties with a few Technicolor sixties ones thrown in for balance. The musical background scores set the scene and mood for her even if Baillie grabbed a snack or drink in the kitchen. Yes, she was addicted to films and film stars of the past. Not a bad habit if you had to have one.

				“Hey,” Baillie said, “I have other love interests. A few cable channels let me relive my prime time television adolescence whenever I want to.”

				“Shoot, I gotta run. George will be making God-knows-what for dinner, and Casie will lock herself in her room. Tomorrow.” Sally grabbed her purse and went out the front door, locking it from the outside.

				“Goodnight,” Baillie whispered, still standing at the counter. I better be alone in here. Her mouth felt parched.

				Baillie usually enjoyed the shop after a busy day. Tonight her heart pounded as she held her breath, listening. Silence enveloped her. Her palms started to sweat, and the route from the front of the shop to the back door seemed endless, like it stretched into a hall of mirrors. She wished Sally had waited. Waited for what, she couldn’t say. Baillie tried to kick herself out of the tension. Pushing herself away from the counter, she bent over and dropped the master keys in a drawer, wincing at the loud clanking, and closed it. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Baillie admonished herself. This is my shop, my home, the same old family house, right Aunt Fran? Anything you’re trying to tell me after all these years?

				Nothing convinced her, though. She took a hesitant step in the familiar gloom and then another. No frigid blasts of cold air slapped her in the face. Another step. It was just her, a fifty-something crazy woman scaring herself before she got upstairs to dinner and a nice hot bath.

				Baillie forced herself to walk through each of the rooms, took one last look around and turned off the various shaped lamps added here and there for warmth in shadowed areas. Antique mirrors were strategically placed between paintings in different positions on the walls around the house to add a feeling of depth as well as security. She could easily see into rooms or around corners as she walked quicker than usual tonight on her daily rounds.

				She froze as faint, faraway strains of a bagpipe reached her. The melancholy notes locked her spine like the Tin Man without his can of oil. The notes sounded familiar, the same song from before. Baillie broke out in a nervous sweat, closed her eyes, and quickly walked with stiff legs to the back door, refusing to break into the run her hammering heart desperately demanded.

	
Chapter Four

				“Ya dinna notice the stallion came back alone? Half out of its wits, he was.”

				Putney drew her arthritic right hand quickly in front of her in the sign of a cross. She looked around the ancient smoke-gray walls of the familiar kitchen. “What wretched evil lives in this house? The very bricks of its walls are held together in pain.”

				“Barnaby said they found the body following the screams of gulls circling above.”

				“The new owner was so young.”

				“What matter his age, woman? The curse continues in these barren halls.” The old gentleman wrinkled his pale brow in frustration and swept tired fingers through his gray hair, making it wilder than before.

				“Dinna think we would lose this one so soon.” Putney dabbed a corner of her worn cooking apron at the tears in her eyes. She sniffed and let go of the material, slapping her hands to smooth it against her dress. “That worthless Rogue. I seen her standing there by the barn door jus’ staring off, she was. Like she dinna understand the direness to us all of his death. The pitiful likes of her, she probably loosened the poor horse’s straps herself. She be the devil’s own kin, coming with him from nowhere, without a reference of her own. How the master let her stay as part of the family is ne’er going to be answered now.”

				“Woman, be quiet,” the old man slapped his hand on the wooden table with force. “The young lass would’na harm a hair on that man’s head. She lived and breathed in gratitude to the man. He gave her shelter when no one would open a door to her.”

				“Not any longer, she doesn’t,” Putney turned her stiff, bowed back to the old man. The heat radiating from the stove wrapped around her, shielding her body from the damp Scottish air. She grabbed a worn, scarred ladle and stirred the steaming pot of stew, their midday meal. “Humphf. She’ll not be inheriting this place from winning over his heart, I tell ya, may his soul rest in peace. I ne’er trusted the likes of her, not from the day we laid eyes on her shivering on the doorstep behind him like he were her da.”

				The hand-hewn chair creaked beneath the man as he leaned toward the woman. “Whatever the horse saw out there, the girl had no part of it. They are of kindred souls. I dinna live this long for you to tear apart a youngster’s first charity at happiness. This has torn her heart to shreds, I tell ya.”

				“We’ll see, old man.”

	
Chapter Five

				Baillie unlocked the shop’s back door of the office, her trembling hand making it difficult to insert the key. She usually enjoyed the cool draft of the dim stairwell, an air-lock transition between work and home. Tonight she looked over her shoulder before walking up the brief flight of stairs. As the sixth stair creaked through the thin carpet, Baillie touched her heart and made a wish for good sales tomorrow. A silly habit, she knew, but the normalcy comforted her as she stepped into the kitchen.

				Baillie checked her answering machine on the white tiled counter across from the door, its red light blinking at a rapid pace. She slipped off her shoes as she punched the play button. The first two were hang-ups; the last was Gillian.

				“Hello, darling. Have you checked your calendar lately, and please tell me it’s not some dreadful Garfield thing on the wall. I’ll accept no excuses, my lady. You promised you’d attend the Renaissance Faire this year with me, and the time has come to cash in on that delicious promise.” The voice crackled; he must have called from his car. “I expect you to come up with a totally fabulous costume to wear — I do not play in the Elizabethan era without everyone in proper wardrobe. You must call me. Ciao, darling.”
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