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Diary, day one

I trace a circle around the last entry in the scrapbook. With my finger, not a writing implement. Carefully so I don’t disturb the yellowed edges or the glue, which might be brittle after all these decades. The elegance of the penmanship touches me, and the endearing placement of the note—pasted in the center of the page, but ever so slightly askew. And the poetic impact of those scant lines, unintended, no doubt, is as warming as a good secret.

Methods of administering arsenic:

broth and barley, bread and cheese

porridge, cocoa, coffee

tea and scones

unknown

I love that last line, stuck on like a signature. Is it a signature? That warrants more study. But study at my leisure, not according to the whims of the keeper of this mausoleum where I visit the book. It’s an unhealthy place, in truth if not in reality—a monument to the dead or soon to be.

Surely my eyes just popped wide, because when was the last time I made such a momentous decision? I can’t remember, but now here are three of them. One: I need unrestricted time with the scrapbook. Two: the scrapbook needs to be cared for in a better environment. Three: I can answer both needs by giving the scrapbook a new home. Ideally, a home away from so much dreich here in Inversgail. From so much dreich everywhere in the Highlands, but that won’t be happening. Not any time soon.

But how can I remove the scrapbook without being seen? And do it safely—it should be treated like any other antique. Like a dear old person and not an unwanted stepchild shunted into a corner.

A messenger bag could work, if I wrap the scrapbook in something, and if I had a messenger bag. I had a rucksack, once upon a time. Where do they go—rucksacks, school ties, and scarves? Carelessly shed. Lost in the clutter of an expanding life.

I’ll do my shopping before coming in next time and bring my clutter of carrier bags with me. No one will notice an extra carrier bag on the way out. Another good decision. I wonder, when the decision was finally made—to add arsenic—is this how poisoners in the golden days of yore felt? I think it must be.

And now I have a name for my dear diary, too.





Inversgail, late November

The bell over the door at Yon Bonnie Books jingled, catching Janet Marsh with a warm scone halfway to her mouth. Janet put the scone back on its plate, and smiled at the young woman blowing in with a hint of fish from the cold gust off the harbor.

“Good morning.” The woman’s greeting and outstretched hand coordinated well with her smart coat. The bounce in her step went better with her windblown hair. Before Janet could shake the outstretched hand, it changed course for the hair, where it patted to little effect. The woman seemed to realize that and laughed. “Hello, I’m Isobel Ritchie, from down the High Street. I’m the curator at the Inversgail Heritage Museum.” She stuck out her hand again.

“How nice to meet you. I’m Janet Marsh and here comes my daughter Tallie Marsh.”

“The new American owners,” Isobel said.

“Two of them,” said Janet. “In total, we’re three Americans and one expat Scot back home from the prairies of Illinois where we met thirty-plus years ago.”

“Curious question from the curator, then,” Isobel said, “how did you all land here? In Inversgail, but also at Yon Bonnie Books?”

“Equal parts luck, planning, and the need for change,” Tallie said. “Inversgail because we love it. Christine—she’s our expat—invited our family to visit one summer when I might not even have been in school yet.”

“Just a wean,” Isobel said.

“A darling wean, both of the children,” Janet said. “We bought a house here and came back every summer we could.”

“Our businesses are part retirement scheme, part change of career,” Tallie said. “Plus, my brother Allen married an Inversgail woman. Do you know Maida Fairlie?”

“Oh yes.”

“Allen married Maida’s daughter Nicola,” Janet said. “They live in Edinburgh, and moving here is my way of making sure I see enough of them and the grandboys.” She didn’t see the need to add the more personal details of Christine’s recent widowhood or her return to Inversgail to look after her aging parents. Nor her own divorce from her husband, formerly known as Curtis, now formally known as Curtis the rat.

“Yon Bonnie Books came up for sale at the right time, then,” Isobel said.

“Our amazing good luck,” Tallie said. “So, although we aren’t new new to Inversgail, we’re new permanent residents since spring, and that makes us new for at least the next two hundred years to the curator of the history museum.”

“New and very welcome,” Isobel said.

“Thank you,” said Janet. “Tallie and I are the bookshop half of the partnership. Christine Robertson and Summer Jacobs are through the communicating door in our tearoom, Cakes and Tales.”

“With the lovely smells.” Isobel pointed at Janet’s scone. “I’ve a weakness for scones and shortbread.”

“Oh yes,” Janet said. “My downfall. One of them, anyway. Another is that I haven’t been in the museum since we arrived.”

“Summer and I were there for the opening of the St. Kilda exhibit,” Tallie said. “Even on a dreich day there’s great light in the gallery along the harbor.”

“Isn’t there.” Isobel’s eyes seemed to carry that light with them.

In the quiet that followed Isobel’s glowing remark, Janet wondered what she’d come to ask them. As charming as she found Isobel’s bounce and disheveled hair, she knew the original outstretched hand and direct gaze were there for business purposes. The brightness fading from Isobel’s eyes now convinced Janet she was right; here fidgeted a young woman unused to making cold calls.

Maybe to further avoid her mission, Isobel turned to gaze around the shop. Her survey stopped at the fireplace area, with its inviting chairs, and Janet saw her eyes relight. “What a lovely wee nook. Not so wee, though. Do you allow groups to meet here?”

“A writers’ group meets there,” Janet said. “We’ve started calling that the Inversgail Writers’ Inglenook.”

The bell at the door jingled again. Tallie went to greet the customers, and Isobel took herself for a walk around the inglenook. When Tallie returned to the sales counter, so did Isobel.

“They’re happy having a wander on their own,” Tallie reported, “but they think we’re lovely and cozy.”

“Think how cozy your shop would look with a group of knitters by your fireplace,” Isobel said.

“We had a resident knitter for a while,” Janet said. “Unofficial. And she wasn’t really a resident. It just felt that way.”

“But we liked her,” Tallie said.

“We did,” said Janet. “She looked right at home.”

“Brilliant. Then let me tell you why I’m here.” And Isobel described an exhibit of traditional and regional knitting patterns they were mounting at the museum. “The spotlight will be on ganseys. Do you have them in America?”

“Not in central Illinois,” Janet said. “What are they?”

“Jumpers.” Isobel waved her hands up and down her front. “Sweaters. A type traditionally worn by coastal fishermen. And not just our coast. All over the UK and parts of Scandinavia. They’re known for their intricate patterns, and often you can tell where a gansey’s from by the pattern. Wendy wants to show—do you know Wendy? Wendy Erskine, she’s the museum’s director. She wants to show how our local patterns developed over the years.”

“Cool,” Tallie said.

“And she’s letting me do the same for Inversgail stockings.” Isobel raised her eyebrows. Janet’s and Tallie’s rose, too, inviting another explanation. “Long socks,” Isobel said. “Knitted in a particular argyle pattern that’s found only in the Inversgail area. Have you ever seen them?”

“Long socks, yes,” Tallie said. “In the states we call them knee socks.”

“Inversgail stockings, no,” Janet said. “But I love the idea of them.”

“Sadly, I’ve found that not many know about them these days.”

“All the more reason for your exhibit,” Janet said. “It’s a shame when local crafts die out and traditions get lost.”

“Yes!” Isobel said. “I told Wendy that what goes for ganseys goes for stockings, which helped convince her. Mind, she took a bit of the pep from my step when she asked if anyone will care enough about socks to stop and look at my part of the exhibit.”

“If they’re looking at old sweaters, what would they have against old socks?” Tallie asked.

“Right?” Isobel said. “But the stockings will have to be in a separate room, and more exhibits mean more work, more expense, and we’re aye pinching pennies, so I ken why she’s reluctant. But that’s when I had my flash of inspiration, and where I hope you and your lovely inglenook will come in. We’re going to have a ‘Rocking the Stocking’ knitting competition with a public component. Groups of knitters will madly work away at Inversgail stockings in businesses all up and down the High Street and beyond. At the knitting shop, obviously, but can’t you picture knitters going at it in the library, the bank, and Sea View Kayak? Several of the pubs have signed on, as well, and of course we’ll have knitters in our own light-filled gallery.”

“And our inglenook?” Janet asked. “I love it. Please count us in.”

“Thank you,” Isobel said. “Won’t it be grand? With the right publicity, people will come for the museum exhibits and stay for the knitting and the shops. Or vice versa, and with the added benefit of rekindling interest in local traditions, history, our ganseys, and our stockings.”

Janet took out her phone and looked at the calendar. “When does the competition start and end?”

“The exhibit opens the week after Hogmanay.” Isobel’s eyebrows rose again.

“We know that one.” Tallie raised her arms in triumph. “New Year’s Eve.”

“Aye, we’ll give folks something to do after the parties die down and they’re over their sore heads. It will be a good time to sit and knit. We’ll get the exact dates to you soon.”

“But sometime after the first week in January.” Janet added a note to the calendar. “How does the competition work? Are we expected to, I don’t know, referee in some way?”

“Only in the event of open combat with drawn knitting needles,” Isobel said.

Janet blinked.

“I’m having you on. All we ask is use of your inglenook and we’ll take care of the rest. I’ve found a very generous donor, so we’re able to offer a raft of prizes, and we’ve dreamed up a massive range of categories for awarding them—for age, speed, accuracy, creative interpretation. We’ll have a day when, essentially, anyone who shows up at the museum with yarn and a pair of needles gets a prize. But the serious knitters, the ones you’ll be hosting, will be registered for the real test. They’ll have two months. They can work at home all they like, but they’ll be required to take part in the public knitting once a week. They must complete at least one pair of stockings, but may knit as many as they like beyond that. They’ll be judged on accuracy and skill. We dinnae have all the fine details worked out, as yet, but we picture small groups of knitters moving from venue to venue, stopping at each one for several hours of action.”

“It’s a terrific idea,” Tallie said. “We should let you know, though, that one of the chairs by the fireplace is spoken for on a sporadic but semi-permanent basis, so we can only let you have three of them.”

“Two or three knitters per participating space is perfect,” Isobel said. “They won’t take up too much room and having more groups around town will spread the joy.”



Inversgail, mid-January

Janet tapped VIDEO on her phone then panned it slowly around the inglenook at Yon Bonnie Books. She moved as she filmed so that she captured each member of the trio knitting in the chairs arranged around the gas fireplace. One of the knitters raised a needle in greeting, smiling shyly. Janet zoomed in for a closeup of flashing needles and an emerging sock. The needles didn’t glint, but to Janet’s eyes they moved lightning fast. Fast enough to hypnotize several customers who’d stopped to watch. And with Peter Maxwell Davies’s solemn, unfussy piano piece “Farewell to Stromness” playing in the background, they seemed even faster.

Judging from this excellent start on its first day, Isobel’s “Rocking the Stocking” knitting competition was going to be a winner. Janet felt sure the combination of blazing needles and rapt customers would light up Isobel’s eyes. She finished filming the knitters in the inglenook and took the phone back to the sales counter to show Tallie.

“Knitters have a hard time looking competitive, don’t they?” Tallie watched the short video again. “This is perfect. Warm and inviting, like an ad for coffee or tea—”

“Or a bookshop and tearoom,” Janet said.

The first team of knitters had arrived on the dot at ten for the first day of competition. Each contestant wore an official “Rocking the Stocking” badge—a swatch of argyle pinned on the left shoulder. Isobel had sent a registration list. Tallie had duly checked off the names, and the knitters had settled themselves into the inglenook chairs for a two-hour stint of intense needlework.

“Good video, Mom.” Tallie handed the phone back. “If the whole competition goes this smoothly, Isobel’s project should be a success for the museum. Maybe it’ll attract business in the cold dark of winter, too.”

“It’s hard to imagine what could go wrong,” Janet said. “The knitters look just the way I pictured when Isobel presented the idea.

“This is just the morning group.” Tallie scanned the registration list. “Knitters have come out of the woodwork for the competition—that’s a nasty image, isn’t it? Anyway, we’ll have another group this afternoon, two completely different groups tomorrow, and more on Monday.”

“Coming out of the woodwork only sounds nasty if you take it literally,” Janet said. “But there could be a nasty knitter among them somewhere.”

“When the photographer from the Inversgail Guardian comes around, maybe they’ll get feisty and brandish their needles at each other,” Tallie said.

“Or accidentally on purpose spill tea in each other’s knitting bags. But let’s not go too far down this path,” Janet said. “It sounds rocky and we want smooth. I’ll post the video online with a note about the sale on knitting books and the new Knitter’s Nutmeg Scones in the tearoom.”

“We should find out about specials at the other shops and include them,” Tallie said.

“And politely ask them to reciprocate. You’re every bit as brill as Isobel. I’ll text them right now.” Janet planted herself on the high stool behind the counter and set her fingers to work.

A woman approached the counter, a stack of paperbacks in one hand, a white bag from the tearoom in the other. Tallie gave an appreciative sniff as she took the books. “A nutmeg scone?” She asked.

“Two,” the woman said, “because I’d be daft to go home without one for my husband.”

“Or if you bought just one, you could eat it on the way home and he’d never know,” Tallie said.

“I like the way you think. Mind, I already ate one in the tearoom and I can only live with so much guilt. Does your sale on knitting books apply to mysteries with knitting in them as well?”

“Absolutely,” Tallie said, with a quick look at Janet who gave her a thumbs-up.

“That’s all right, then,” the woman said, “because this is as close as I get to knitting. I would be a dafty if I let myself anywhere near real yarn and needles. Know your limits, my da said, and get on with your life.”

“And you can go beyond your limits through reading.” Tallie tucked a bookmark into one of the books before handing the stack back to her. “All the adventure you want, without leaving the comfort of home or your favorite chair, with a cup of tea and a fresh-baked scone.”

“Or two, if I’m lucky and my man’s away when I return. Cheery-bye.”

Janet waited for the door to close behind the woman, then said, “Good move with the discount, dear. But how were we that slow? Knitting fiction is an obvious addition to the sale.”

“Never mind. We’re including it now and I’ll go add some of the mysteries to the window display. Goldenbaum’s Seaside Knitters series is perfect, considering the harbor out our front window, and the Haunted Yarn Shop series because Geneva is a ghost I’d like to know.”

“A few picture books, too,” Janet called after her. “Extra Yarn by Barnett and Love from Woolly by Michaels are a good start.”

“And my favorite—Ned the Knitting Pirate.” Tallie waved over her shoulder and disappeared down an aisle flanked by the tallest of their handsome, antique (though mismatched) bookshelves.

Janet finished sending texts to the other businesses hosting knitters during the competition. Almost immediately she had a smiling emoji response from the couple who owned Sea View Kayak.

Tallie came back and set an armful of books on the counter. “Hand me three or four book easels, will you? Make it twice that. I’ll see how many of the mass markets I can squeeze in front of the register.”

“For anyone who isn’t daft enough to pass up a good impulse buy when they see one?” Janet took half a dozen of the display easels from under the counter and handed them to her daughter.

“Speaking of daft,” Tallie said. “Are you going to Violet MacAskill’s party tonight?”

“Is it daft? The idea behind the party, I mean.” Janet took a small, cream-colored envelope from a pocket of her blazer. “Isobel says Violet is still pretty sharp. Of course, she might be biased because Violet’s her grandmother. Certainly, the envelope and invitation are lovely, if that has any bearing on the party.”

“It’s very posh,” Tallie said. “You let me hold it when it arrived. And now you’re stroking it.”

“Because it’s good quality paper, which l love, but also because envelopes like this, and what they contain, can be just as magical as the pages in books.” Janet slipped the stiff card with its embossed border from the envelope and read aloud its spidery, handwritten invitation. “The pleasure of your company is requested for an evening of Decanting and Decluttering, 14 January, 7 P.M., Fairy Flax Hall, Inversgail.” She propped it against the cash register so she could admire it. “See? There’s a story behind an invitation like this. And if you put the envelope, the invitation, and the rich paper all together, you have possibilities.”

“Like the adventures beyond limits our customer is looking forward to with her mysteries and a scone or two,” Tallie said.

“That’s it, yes. On the other hand, if Violet only invited a select group to this shindig, as Isobel said, then inviting me, whom she’s never met, doesn’t make a lot of sense. That’s a good enough definition of daft.”

“That and the elephant in the lovely prose of that invitation—a decanting and decluttering?” Tallie, a former lawyer and law professor, let her glasses slip down her nose. “Have you ever heard of anyone inviting people over to drink, browse their possessions, and take whatever they want home with them?”

“It’s certainly unusual.”

“But none of that will keep you from going?”

“You know me better than that,” Janet said.

“I do. I’m sure that hint of daft is the very thing that’s convinced you to go.”

Janet couldn’t help grinning. “Does that worry you?”

“Let me think.” With an exaggerated look of contemplation, Tallie crossed her arms and stared at the ceiling, then back at her mother. She shook her head. “Not enough for you to worry about. Just a bit—to counterbalance the hint of daft.”

“Good. I value your sensible way of approaching things. So does Christine.”

“Ah. Christine. For the most part I value her sensible way of approaching things, but somehow when it comes to a decanting and decluttering? She might be one who helps put the D in daft.”

“Christine is eminently sensible.” Janet emphasized their partner’s eminence by tapping the counter with the edge of the envelope. Janet and Christine had each followed their professor husbands to the University of Illinois and met when Janet thrilled her son’s classroom by demonstrating her state fair, prizewinning pig call. Christine, a school social worker, had walked past the classroom at the moment of Janet’s reverberating sooey. They told their husbands they’d bonded over Janet’s pig call and cemented the friendship with Christine’s recipe for shortbread. “We’ll go, have a lovely time,” Janet said, “and I won’t bring home anything outlandish or anything I can’t carry.”

“And Christine?”

“She’ll be busy keeping an eye on her mum,” Janet said. “Helen and Violet MacAskill are apparently old friends. But you know Christine’s mum; Helen is half-doddery and half-deaf. From what I hear, Violet’s neither deaf nor doddery, but she’s somewhat fragile. They’re a couple of wee old ladies. They won’t be sliding down bannisters or swinging from chandeliers.”

“Neither will you. I know that much.”

Janet shuddered. She had a horror of heights and edges. “And you don’t need to worry about Christine. She won’t abandon Helen to lark about.” Janet stroked the envelope again and a thought struck her. “Tallie, are you jealous? That we’re invited but you and Summer aren’t?”

“What? No. Not at all.”

“Because I’m pretty sure I would be.”

“But we do go places separately, and you’ll tell me all about it in perfect detail. So no, I’m not, and this way I don’t have to worry about what to wear.”

“Then, honestly dear, what do you think is likely to go wrong?”

“Nothing, really,” Tallie said. “To even say I have a ‘hint of worry’ is probably an exaggeration.”

“Good.”

“And yet the phrase ‘beyond limits’ keeps running through my head. Let’s call it disquiet.”
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Tallie added the knitting mysteries and picture books to the window display and then stepped outside. Janet watched as she checked her handiwork from a passerby’s perspective. She knew that the simple act of useful puttering would let Tallie work through her worries about that evening’s unusual party. Whatever she wanted to call them—the worries or the party.

Janet waved when Tallie looked up, then composed a text for Summer in the tearoom. Summer rounded out their four-woman business partnership, taking on the role of baker extraordinaire. Like all of them, she’d reinvented herself when they bought the business, packed up their Midwestern lives, and moved to Inversgail. She and Tallie had been college roommates, Tallie in pre-law and Summer in journalism. She’d prospered in her career as a newspaperwoman, but she’d seen the writing on the masthead when print journalism began to die. Still, she kept her hand in the writing game. In addition to working in the tearoom and managing Bedtime Stories, their B&B upstairs, she wrote a weekly agony aunt column for the Inversgail Guardian. The correspondents she answered were real, but Janet, Tallie, and Christine enjoyed dreaming up answers to imaginary letters and sharing them with Summer.

“Here’s advice for someone calling themselves ‘Bundle of Nerves,’ ” Janet texted to Summer. “The simple act of useful puttering slays more dragons than Saint George with his sword ever dreamt. Try organizing the linens or dusting.” Tallie came back in and Janet immediately doubted the wisdom of her advice to Bundle of Nerves. The crease between Tallie’s eyebrows told her that puttering hadn’t saved the day. Or perhaps something else had happened. “What’s up?” she asked.

“We might have another knitter.” Tallie found the registration sheet. “Nope, we aren’t expecting a fourth this morning.”

“Maybe he’s scoping out the competition,” Janet said. “Or he’s early for this afternoon.”

“Maybe. Or maybe he’s just odd. He was hesitating out there, so I said hi, and when I asked if I could help, he turned his back on me and started fussing with his carrier bags. If he’s got yarn in them, he’s got enough for a dozen pairs of Inversgail stockings plus one or two blankets. He is wearing a competition badge, but it’s on the wrong shoulder.”

“He sounds confused about where both he and the badge should be. Thank goodness we aren’t responsible for policing badge placement.”

The bell above the door jingled. And although there was nothing difficult about how their door opened, the man coming through it with bulging carrier bags somehow gave the impression he battled it and a strong headwind, or perhaps a throng of shoppers, equally laden, trying to get past him on the way out. Tallie rushed to help. He looked at her, either with alarm or surprise, dipped a shallow bow, and dropped two of the bags. He retrieved one and put his foot on the other, holding it in place just as Tallie tried to pick it up. She apologized and retreated behind the sales counter, looking alarmed and surprised.

“Good morning,” Janet said, only just able to stop herself from shouting to be heard over the tumult he seemed to carry with him. “Would you like to put your bags on the counter?”

He preferred to put all of them on the floor at his feet. “I’m Kyle Byrne,” he said when he straightened.

“Yes?”

“It’s an easy name to remember. Because it’s two bodies of water.”

“So it is, strait and stream. Nice to meet you, Kyle. I’m Janet and this is Tallie. Welcome to Yon Bonnie Books.”

“It’s easy to jeer at, as well.”

“We try never to jeer at Yon Bonnie. So then, Kyle, how can we help?” Out of the corner of her eye, Janet saw Tallie check the registration list, again, and give a minimal headshake.

Kyle performed the new customer ritual of turning to look over the shop. As he did, Janet noticed a darned spot on his scarf. That she could see the spot made her think the darning must be a fairly inexpert job. She also saw how wrong she’d been about his age. When he’d battled his way into the shop, she thought he might be near her own—mid-sixties—and somewhat less competent or agile. His rather lumpy overcoat and poorly darned scarf would be right at home on a scrimping pensioner. But the creaseless skin on the back of his neck put him nearer to Tallie and Summer’s late thirties. When he turned back to the counter, Janet recalculated again. His smooth, pink cheeks hadn’t seen a year beyond thirty. Kyle smiled at them, expanded the smile, expanded his chest with a deep breath, and slapped his hands to his abdomen.

First, he was a pensioner, Janet thought. Now he’s acting the part of a bluff country squire out for a bracing constitutional. Or a young army officer, newly commissioned and about to burst his brass buttons. Even his coat and scarf are suddenly nattier. And, he was apparently interested in local knitting traditions and Inversgail stockings. She decided she liked this young man.

“They told me to stop here before jumping in with my yarn and needles.” Kyle looked toward the inglenook. “I’m running a wee bit late and it wouldn’t do to get too far behind the others. So, I’ll just take myself over and get started, shall I?”

Now that she liked him, Janet didn’t want to disappoint him. “We weren’t expecting another knitter this morning,” she said, “but let’s see what we can do.”

“I see an empty chair,” Kyle said. “That will do me nicely.”

“It’s actually taken,” Tallie said.

As if on cue, the background music segued from a somber orchestral piece that Janet couldn’t name and didn’t care to hear again, into Percy Grainger’s sprightly “Country Gardens.” Much better for keeping the mood bright and perfectly suited to the small dog trotting toward them from the tearoom.

The sandy-haired Cairn terrier, who carried a folded tea towel in his mouth, added a jaunty click-clicking of claws to Grainger’s piano. The dog’s companion, Rab MacGregor, followed more sedately with quieter footfalls. Dog and man kept an intermittent work schedule in the bookshop and tearoom. Rab as staff in either shop, as needed, and Ranger as picturesque local color who didn’t mind photo ops with customers and put up with endless pats from children.

“Morning, Ranger,” Tallie said. “Morning, Rab.”

Janet fluttered her fingers. She wasn’t a flutterer by nature but found she couldn’t help herself around Ranger.

Rab and Ranger acknowledged the women’s greetings with nods. Then Ranger continued past the counter to the inglenook. The knitters paused as he studied each of them and sniffed each knitting bag. They watched as he jumped into the fourth chair, dropped the tea towel, arranged it to his satisfaction, and sat. The knitter who’d earlier raised a needle to Janet, raised it to Ranger. He opened his mouth and let his tongue hang over his bottom teeth in a grin. Then he settled into the business of his first morning nap. Rab took a duster from behind the counter and set about tidying shelves.

Kyle pointed at Ranger. “Is that allowed?”

“A beloved bookshop tradition,” Tallie said.

“I think I’d like to speak to management,” said Kyle.

“You are.” Janet tried a finger flutter on him.

Kyle ignored her overture, picked up his bags, and marched to the inglenook. He had no problem with his bags or spurious headwinds now. He dropped his bags next to Ranger’s chair and stared back at the counter, arms crossed. Ranger picked his head up, grinned briefly at the knitters, then turned interested eyes to the sales counter.

Kyle jerked his head toward Ranger. “What are you going to do about this?”

“We’ll find a way to make everything work,” Janet said. “It won’t be a problem.” To Tallie she said softly, “A chance to prove our good customer service.” She looked at Ranger, then Kyle. Ranger blinked and yawned, appearing the more reasonable of the two. Definitely more portable if it came to that. But why should it? “Will you call him, Rab?” Hearing no response, she looked around. “Rab?”

No answer, no Rab. Not unusual for Rab and his easy-oasy ways, but not always convenient.

“Hang on Kyle,” Tallie said. “We’ll have you knitting in no time. I’ll bring a chair from the tearoom.”

“Not necessary.” Rab reappeared—also not unusual behavior. “We’ve another competition venue in Cakes and Tales.”

“We have?” Janet asked.

“A late addition to the schedule,” Rab said. “As well, we’ve another knitter ready and waiting with her needles.”

“Good man.” Kyle stooped to gather his bags. In doing so, he missed the look that came and went from Rab’s usually pleasant face. A look, like a sudden blatter of rain, surprising and intense.

Janet and Tallie caught the look, though, and when Rab had escorted Kyle to the tearoom, they exchanged looks of their own.



“ ‘Knitters Gnash Their Needles in Bookshop Inglenook.’ ” Christine framed the words with her hands. “What do you think of that for a headline? Or this—‘Cutthroat Competition and a Cuppa at Area Tearoom’?”

“I think you’re enjoying yourself,” Janet said. “I am, too, but stop waving your hands and keep your voice down.” She’d taken advantage of a quiet spell in the bookshop and gone to see their unexpected second competition venue in the tearoom for herself. Also, to sample one of their new nutmeg scones. “Is it kosher for Bethia to keep taking Kyle’s needles to fix his mistakes?”

“He hasn’t a hope of winning, so why not?” Christine handed Janet a napkin. “Crumb on your cheek.”

Janet felt for the crumb and popped it in her mouth. “Too good to waste. Summer, the nutmeg scones are perfection,” she called.

Summer stopped clearing a table to take a bow. The women at another table applauded.

“Christine, what are you and your mum wearing to Violet MacAskill’s tonight?” Janet asked. “More importantly, what should I wear?”

“Never mind that,” Christine said. “Did you know Nana Bethia is one of the stocking judges?”

“Is she? Why doesn’t that surprise me? But no, I didn’t know. How did that happen? Not that it matters. It’s good to have her back. Is she staying with Norman?”

“I haven’t had a chance to ask.”

Bethia Ferguson was the woman Janet had told Isobel about—the one they’d called their resident knitter. She’d spent the better part of a week drinking tea and knitting in the bookshop, in the spring, shortly after they’d taken over from the previous owners. She’d bought several pattern books over the week and happily accepted samples of Summer’s scones (which she’d wrapped and taken away in her handbag), but she’d never said a word. At the time, they’d guessed she might not speak English or wasn’t comfortable with it. Later, they learned she’d taken the scones away with her, and hadn’t spoken, because she was embarrassed. She’d had a denture catastrophe, the replacement set hadn’t yet arrived, and she’d been reluctant to reveal her toothless plight. They’d also learned her relationship to Constable Norman Hobbs; she was his maternal grandmother and kept him well-supplied with handknitted jumpers. They’d seen her infrequently since her week of knitting, as she now lived in a care home some distance from Inversgail.

“We also didn’t know about the tearoom becoming a competition venue,” Janet said. “How did that happen?”

“I’ve no idea. It was news to me and news to Summer,” Christine said. “We were all in the dark, but Rab knew.” Christine said.

“Did he? How did that happen?”

“You sound like your own echo. And I see that look in your eye, Janet. Don’t ask me how that happened. Your penchant for echoes is no doubt an intractable result of the social dynamics of your upbringing on a Central Illinois pig farm. And I hope you know that reference to the pig farm is part of my observation, not an insult.”

“And I didn’t take it as one.”

The two stood amicably side by side—Christine tall and spare, Janet shorter and better upholstered. They watched Bethia take the knitting from Kyle again.

“What does one wear to a decanting and decluttering?” Janet asked as Kyle took the needles back and dropped his ball of wool on the floor.

“It’s anybody’s guess. Did you know I’m not actually invited?”

“What?”

“Violet sent the invitation to Mum and Dad.” Christine started gathering the plates from a vacated table. “I’ve never known Dad to turn down an invitation to an evening where something is going to be decanted, and rarely have I known him to dislike anyone. This party and Violet MacAskill are the exceptions. Her house, too. I’m sure you’ll love it, but he says it’s like a mausoleum.”

“That sounds ominous and unpleasant. Is it a mausoleum?”

“I’ll be right with you,” Christine called over the top of Janet’s head to a table of women raising their empty teapot. To Janet she said, “Dad’s refused to go to Violet’s, and that’s upset Mum, so I told her I shall be her date for the evening.”

“Do you like Violet?” Janet asked.

“I’ve not set eyes on her since I was a wean.”

“What does your dad know about her that we don’t?”

“Ah.” Christine leaned in close. “Let’s just go and find out, shall we?”
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Arsenic Diary, day two

The wind off the harbor comes at me cold as a slap. I blow on my hands and tip my head back to catch the last of the day’s sun. Tepid, and about as satisfying as weak tea. I open my eyes and I’m looking straight up the bronze nostrils of Robert Louis Stevenson. There’s not a shred of historical evidence that Stevenson spent time in Inversgail. Not even on a flying visit whilst his father built the lighthouse on the headland. He’s here now, though, and a nice addition to our waterfront. He stares across the harbor at the lighthouse. People say he’s brooding, but I don’t agree. I’ve seen that look on my own face in family photos. We’re a melancholy pair. He, because he’s leaving Scotland, and I, because I’m not. He’s also had a premonition that he hasn’t long to live. I’ve no idea if that’s true, but it suits my mood.

I turn my collar up and wish I had that scarf some twit has wrapped round Stevenson’s neck. I don’t fancy the colors, or scaling up to snatch it, but he wears the thing with flair. What each of us needs is a pair of the stockings that people are madly knitting all over town. They’re a lovely argyle in blues and greens.

I pat Stevenson’s calf in chilly commiseration, dredging my memory for a quotation of his I learnt in school. Despite his sunny garden of verses, he didn’t much care for Scottish weather, either. The dredging is successful. I find his words where they’ve kept warm under heaps of other childhood memories. “One of the vilest climates under heaven,” he said. “The weather is raw and boisterous in winter, shifty and ungenial in summer, and a downright meteorological purgatory in the spring.” I wonder how many statues there are of the poor fellow, rooting him forever to his native soil to suffer the misery of our elements?

A shiver takes me by the shoulders. Delicious. Nothing to do with our dreary elements and everything to do with my element—atomic number 33. Arsenic.





Christine and Summer came through from the tearoom as Janet and Tallie finished closing out the cash register for the day.

“Is that new?” Janet asked about Christine’s dark blue duffle coat.

“Vintage,” Christine said as she did up the toggles. “It’s the very coat I took away with me to university. Violet’s decluttering gave Dad ideas about our attic. Except that his method created more clutter with no clear idea of what should go back in the attic and what in the dust bin. Mum and I objected when it seemed to be getting too far out of hand. We prevailed. Dad thanked us for returning him to his right mind, comfortable chair, and newspaper.”

Summer unclipped the barrette at the back of her head, letting her blond hair fall around her shoulders. “Your coat’s a classic,” she said, zipping up her own jacket. “Will the clutter tonight include clothes?”

“If it does, do you want us to look for something?” Janet asked.

“No, no, no.” Summer shook her head, her hair flying with her protests. “One woman’s clutter is another woman’s clutter.”

“Unless you find something Downton Abbey-ish,” Tallie said. “She’d like that.”

“Oh, yeah, I really would.” Summer sounded apologetic but looked hopeful.

“A duffle would be more practical.” Christine said.

“But an evening of decanting and decluttering whispers ‘hunt for treasure,’ ” Tallie said. “And a vintage gown answers with so much more pleasure.” She flipped her brown braid onto the top of her head and pulled a watch cap down over her ears. “Ready?” she asked Summer.

Christine squinted at Tallie. “You’re oddly poetic. Where are you two off to this evening?”

“Poetry and knitting slam at the pub next to the bank,” Summer said. “James can’t cover it so I said I would. He claims a subsequent engagement. And yes, he does mean something better’s come up.”

“She was feeling kind and said she doesn’t mind.” Tallie closed her eyes and held the bridge of her nose. “I want you to know how painful that rhyme was for me, too, Christine. I’m trying to immunize my brain so it doesn’t freak out when I start reading our McGonagall entries. I know the contest was my idea, but we haven’t advertised it yet, so maybe—”

“No,” Christine said. “The contest must go forward. No second thoughts.”

During his lifetime, nineteenth-century Scottish poet William Topaz McGonagall delighted and appalled audiences with his labored rhymes, awkward scansion, melodramatic subject matter, and general butchery of the art form. Christine adored him. Tallie found him fascinating in the way videos of avoidable disasters fascinated others.

Janet agreed with both of them. Shortly after she and Curtis the rat had bought the house in Inversgail, she’d embroidered the last two lines of McGonagall’s “The Tay Bridge Disaster” onto an antique linen tea towel. The words, “For the stronger we our houses do build; The less chance we have of being killed,” suited the sturdy, granite house, and she’d hung the framed needlework above their front door. She still loved the embroidery, but was sad her marriage hadn’t been stronger.

“Christine’s right about going forward with the contest,” Janet said. “If for no other reason than it might warn a whole new generation of parents against saddling some poor kid with the middle name Topaz.”

“Or wake them up to the glorious possibility.” Christine ushered the other three out the shop door and locked it behind them. “As your pub is on our way, Janet and I will see you safely there. For the longer we, our friends, do keep whole, the greater chance we have of reaching our McGonagall goal.” Christine’s only regret about holding a McGonagall write-alike contest was that, as one of the business owners, she couldn’t enter.

Water lapped at the harbor wall, that liquid sound joining the murmur of voices from a boat riding at anchor. The boat’s lights reflected like stars on the water’s black surface. Tallie and Summer waved goodbye when they reached the pub. Janet and Christine turned at the next corner, leaving the business district and its bustle, such as it was, behind.

“Nice to have a clear night for a change,” Janet said.

“Though the murk is always gathering somewhere. My lungs, for instance.” Christine puffed a bit beside her as they went uphill. “Perhaps I should declare this the first day of a new regimen of exercise and fresh air.”

“You chose an interesting day to start. You usually drive, and I thought you didn’t want to be late for the party.”

“I didn’t want you to be late and miss out on the crème de la crème of clutter. But Dad needed the car for a suddenly remembered dentist appointment. As I left the house, he was telling Mum he’d insist on having a root canal before he’d ever go to Violet’s party or willingly spend time with Edward or Teresa. Edward and Teresa being Violet’s son and daughter. Teresa is Isobel’s mother.”

“If you ask me, the evening is sounding more and more iffy,” Janet said. “What do you and your mum think of Edward and Teresa?”

“I’ve no opinion. They’re enough older that we traveled in different circles. Mum has much the same feeling as Dad, but she’ll put up with them because she’s quite fond of Violet. Violet’s Dundee cake and black bun, as well. I’m under strict orders from Dad to bring home nothing but Dundee cake, although I’m sure the black bun wouldn’t go amiss either. But absolutely nothing resembling clutter, or he will start on the attic again. We’ll have to keep an eye on Mum to see that she doesn’t put anything but the cake in her handbag. Don’t look so worried, Janet. You’ll have a lovely evening picking through Violet’s oddments with the rest of the vultures.”

“Being called a vulture makes me feel so much better,” Janet said.

They turned the next corner, passing the kirk and kirkyard with its gravestones, some lichen-covered, some so new they seemed to be marking raw wounds. It occurred to Janet that the oldest markers looked almost as ancient and resilient as standing stones. Thoughts of standing stones and grave markers jogged a memory and a question for Christine. “What makes you think I like surrounding myself with dead things?”

“Who says you do?”

“I just told you. You do.”

“If I did, that doesn’t make it true. Either you saying I said it, or me saying it in the first place, which I don’t remember doing.” Christine stopped and put a hand on Janet’s arm, bringing her to a stop, too. “Be honest with me, Janet. Have I forgot that I said it? Am I getting like Mum?”

Janet admired the calm in Christine’s voice, but she felt the worry in that hand now clutching her arm. Helen, Christine’s mum, was more often away with the fairies since Christine had returned to Inversgail. Janet put her own hand on top of Christine’s. “Dinnae fash. Your memory runs rings around mine.”

“Good, then what’s all this fuss about dead things?” Christine started walking again. “And come along, Janet. If you’ll stop dawdling, we’ll hardly be late at all.”

“You described Violet MacAskill’s house as a mausoleum and said I’d love it, implying that I like being surrounded by dead things.”

“Ah. I see the problem,” Christine said. “You added words to my implication, and then read meaning into your words.”

“I examined your words for meaning and the meaning seemed fairly obvious.”

“Because I didn’t finish what I was saying. I was distracted by that table of women who wanted another pot of tea. Dad calls Violet’s house a mausoleum. Mum swats him for it. She says there’s nothing dusty, fusty, or dead about the MacAskill’s bit of rubble. I’m sure I can find people who might say that your lifelong obsession with books is the same thing as doting on dead things—”

“Who?”

“No one of consequence. Forget them. Philistines. We won’t go looking for them. Anyone who knows you knows that you care very much for the living. That you have a passion for solving their problems. Hold up a moment. I’ll text Dad and let him know we’re imminent so he can get Mum into her coat.”

Janet rubbed away the chill that had crept into her hands. “I don’t know if it’s a passion,” she said when they were walking again, “but I do like helping people.”

“We both do. We’ve a flair for it. Inborn, I should think.”

Christine stumbled on a section of uneven pavement. Janet steadied her, and they linked arms for the rest of the way.

“There now,” Christine said when they turned the corner into Westray Wynd. “Dad has my ancient wee problem waiting for us at the door. I’ll back the car out. You go see if the old dear remembers who you are today. And Janet, she’s become a tyrant about sitting up front. She won’t let us hear the end of it if you beat her to it. So, if you’ll hop in the back, that’s one more problem you’ve solved on our way toward world peace and the MacAskill bit of rubble.”

Once settled in the car, and after reminding Christine’s mother where they were going, they followed one of the roads that wound through the hills surrounding Inversgail. Janet guessed they were roughly following the Sgail, a small river that flowed peacefully into town and calmly met the harbor, the town seemingly having a civilizing influence. Here in the hills, the river leapt and tumbled with abandon through the wild and deeply wooded Glen Sgail.

When Christine slowed and made a turn into a narrower lane, the headlights showed tall trees crowding in on either side. The stars disappeared as branches met overhead, and Janet knew she’d been right about their route. As the lane climbed another hill, the trees gave way to a bare hillside, a lone house standing at the top. Backed by the rising moon, with its façade lit by invisible spotlights, the house appeared to be an asymmetrical assemblage of turrets and towers suggesting medieval knights and dragons more than warmth and comfortable beds.

“That’s the MacAskill bit of rubble?” Janet asked.
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Fondly known as,” Christine said. “The official name is Fairy Flax Hall. It’s a fine example of Scottish Baronial architecture. Dad calls it a fine example of fairytale foolishness.”

“Humbug,” Christine’s mother piped up from the front passenger seat.

“Did you just call David a humbug, Helen?” Janet asked.

“Humbug built Fairy Flax Hall,” Helen said.

“She means Horatio MacAskill, fondly known as Humbug,” Christine said. “MacAskills fondly refer to any number of relatives and possessions by alternate names.”

“Humbug because he kept sweeties in his pocket and pulled them out for the bairns,” Helen said.

“It’s like a movie set,” Janet said. “Do they always light up the front? It’s like one of those historic sites with a sound and light show after dark. Is it a historic house?”

“Nothing more historic than Victorian excess,” Christine said. “And the lights must be contemporary excess. They’re new since I was last here, thirty or forty years ago anyway.”

“Speaking of excess, look how many cars are already here,” Janet said. At least twenty cars lined either side of a circular drive. Another car now followed their own slow progress up the lane. “What kind of clutter do they have? Spare armor?”

“Possibly but unlikely,” Christine said. “The house is rather like a reverse Tardis from Doctor Who. This has more frills on the outside than actual relics or living space on the inside.”

“Still, it’s mind-boggling.”

“Nay, lass. It’s Scots Baronial,” Helen said.

“Dad calls it Scots maniacal,” Christine said with a snort.

Helen snorted, too, then chortled until she had a coughing fit.

Christine slowed further. “All right there, Mum?”

“Here? Aye, I’ve always enjoyed coming here,” Helen said. “It’s a nice wee bit of land. Room for sheep. Fat ponies, as well.”

“Mum was one of the bairns Humbug gave candy to,” Christine said. “He made his pile of money then built this pile, complete with a bit of faux rubble at the base of the corner tower on the right.”

The driver following them honked then pulled around, spitting gravel that pinged off the Vauxhall.

“Glaikit numpty,” Christine growled. “If I’d caught the number plate, I’d leave a note on the windscreen. I didn’t get a proper look at it. Too busy keeping us on the road. Was it a van?”

“Pickup,” Helen said.

“Was it, Mum?” Christine asked.

“It was,” Janet said.

“Aye,” said Helen. “With room for sheep or a fine fat pony.”

A car pulled away from directly in front of the broad front stairs of the house as they approached. Christine maneuvered into that prime parking space and Janet heard her muttering about impatient numpties being served right if they had to park in a mire at the far end. She and Christine got out and Janet witnessed a transformation.
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